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In August 1918, less than three months before the First World War
came to an end, the British Prime Minister, Lloyd George, explained
to his War Cabinet, why, according to the latest intelligence assess-
ments, Germany was likely to keep on fighting for a number of years.
Almost exactly twenty-five years later, in September 1943 (shortly
after Italy’s surrender), the Joint Intelligence Sub-Committee, trying
to avoid a comparably embarrassing misjudgement, came to the fol-
lowing conclusion in its final report: 

We may see the defection of the rest of Germany’s European
Allies and, even before the end of this year, convince the
German people and military leaders that a continuation of the
war is more to be feared than the consequences of inevitable
defeat. With the German people no longer willing to endure
useless bloodshed and destruction, and the military leaders
convinced of the futility of resistance there might be, as in
Italy, some sudden change of regime to prepare the way for a
request for an armistice.1

The fact that the two assessments mentioned here both proved to
be fundamentally wrong seems to support the view held by many
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* This article is based on a lecture given at the GHIL on 30 March 2004. A
more detailed and fully referenced account of the argument of this article can
be found in my essay, ‘Hitler, der Zweite Weltkrieg und die Choreographie
des Untergangs’, Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 26 (2000), pp. 493–518.
1 War Cabinet/Joint Sub-Commitee, ‘Probabilities of a German Collapse’, J.
I. C. (43) 367 Final of 9. 9. 1943, p. 3/no. 11 (National Archives, Washington
D.C.: ABC 381 Germany, 29. 1. 1943, Sec. 1-A). 
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historians that intelligence, at least at times of war, tends, as a rule, to
be wrong.2 Although this view might be popular in the light of the
current debate on the background to the Iraq war, things are not so
simple in the case of Germany in 1943. British intelligence experts
were terribly wrong in what they predicted in September 1943, but
their situation analysis, upon which their prediction had been based,
was perfectly correct. Both German and international historiography
of the last two decades has shown them to have been right in their
assessment that Germany’s war effort was doomed to fail and that
Germany’s defeat was almost inevitable.3 The main reasons for Ger-
many’s hopeless situation in 1943 may be summarized as follows.4

(1) Since December 1941 the war had changed fundamentally in
character. While the large-scale Soviet winter campaign demonstrat-
ed the definite breakdown of Germany’s Blitzkrieg strategy, the
Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor redefined the framework of Hitler’s
war. What had so far been a European war, limited in time and space,
now became a long-term global conflict for which Germany was
totally unprepared. 

(2) In the late summer of 1942 Hitler’s second campaign against
Russia, known as Operation Blue, also failed. For Germany this
meant not only a serious military setback, whose most spectacular
consequences the Wehrmacht was to suffer at Stalingrad, but also a
major strategic defeat. By failing to bring the Soviet Union’s econom-
ic resources (especially the Caucasian oil fields) under its control,
Germany lost the ability to fight a long, all-out war against the
Anglo–American sea powers. At the same time Stalingrad marked
the end of a process of shrinking options for the achievement of vic-
tory in the East. In fact, from late 1942 no-one in Germany, not even
Hitler himself, knew how to bring this war to a successful conclusion.
German warfare over the next two and a half years was characterized
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2 Cf., e.g., Ernest R. May (ed.), ‘Knowing One’s Enemies’: Intelligence Assessment
before the Two World Wars (Princeton, 1984).
3 For a somewhat different view cf. Richard Overy, Why the Allies Won
(London, 1995).
4 The following paragraphs outline a number of the central findings of the
research I undertook while working on the series, edited by the Militär-
geschichtliches Forschungsamt, Germany and the Second World War, vol. 6
(Oxford, 2001) and vol. 8 (forthcoming).



by a complete lack of grand strategy, which was increasingly re-
placed by the sheer will to keep on fighting. 

(3) In 1943 Germany for the first time suffered simultaneous
defeats on different fronts. In May, Germany lost North Africa, while
at the same time German U-boat warfare in the Atlantic crumbled.
Two months later, the Allied invasion of Sicily forced Hitler to stop
his offensive against the Kursk pocket (it was to be his final one) and
to withdraw forces from the East. The ‘continental fortress’ of Ger-
man-dominated Europe now came under attack from various direc-
tions. At the same time intensified bombing by the Allied air forces
made the Germans aware that their fortress lacked a roof.

(4) This situation considerably exacerbated shortages of manpow-
er, arms, and ammunition. In consequence, there was a persistent
and increasingly bitter struggle for manpower between the
Wehrmacht, the armaments industry, and local administrative
organs—a struggle that could never be settled. Despite an impressive
increase in industrial output, Germany at no time managed to make
up the lead held by the Allied powers. On the whole, Germany
proved far less successful in implementing ‘total war’ measures at
home than did either Britain or the Soviet Union.5

(5) Nazi Germany never managed to form a multilateral alliance
of powers, bound together either by common values or by long-term
common interest. In fact, Germany and its allies did not even have a
common enemy. While Soviet Russia, for example, was the main
enemy of both totalitarian Germany and democratic Finland, it main-
tained a neutrality agreement with Germany’s most powerful ally,
Japan. Hungary and Romania, both allies of Germany, regarded each
other as the main enemy. Moreover, for various reasons, Germany
never treated its allies as partners, but merely as auxiliaries.
Consequently, the alliance of the Axis powers began to disintegrate
at the very moment when Germany’s military might began to falter.
In 1943 and 1944 it almost fell apart completely. 

In addition to these five developments, whose impact on
Germany’s war situation was more or less obvious to contempo-
raries, a number of other factors could be mentioned, which, in a less
obvious way, contributed to Germany’s disaster. In this respect the
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5 For a detailed analysis cf. the contributions by Bernhard R. Kroener and
Rolf-Dieter Müller in Germany and the Second World War, vol. 5 (Oxford,
2001–2003).



most important seems to me to be the nature of the strategic decision-
making process in Germany. The Führerprinzip upon which it was
mainly based, no doubt had certain advantages. In easily compre-
hensible situations, it allowed the dictator to make quick decisions
and thus to take his enemy by surprise. In the context of a highly
complex global war, however, the Führerprinzip proved to be totally
inadequate. In contrast to Britain, where the committee system pre-
vailed, in Germany after 1941 strategic decisions were never system-
atically prepared. Rather, they were the more or less arbitrary result
of the experts’ competition for Hitler’s favour. 

British intelligence in 1943, however, was not only correct in its
assessment of Germany’s desperate war situation. It also rightly
assumed that an increasing number of Germans—ordinary people as
well as military leaders and party officials—had begun to realize that
final victory was practically unattainable. In this context the German
defeat at Stalingrad, while not a turning point of the war itself,
became a turning point with respect to perceptions of the war.
‘Defeatism’ now became popular. Graffiti on the façades of houses in
Berlin and Vienna reminded people of the year 1918. In its weekly
report on the mood of the German people in May 1943 the SS Security
Service concluded that a growing number of industrialists, home
front officers, and members of the educated bourgeoisie seemed pre-
pared to compromise in order to bring the war to an end.6 Even
among the highest ranking officials, a large number of generals,
diplomats, and functionaries would have welcomed some kind of
political initiative to explore the conditions for peace in 1943, and
even more in 1944. Among those who advocated a separate peace
either with Britain or with Soviet Russia were, for example, the gen-
erals Fromm and Milch, Fellgiebel and Canaris, Rundstedt and Rom-
mel, and General Heusinger, Chief of the Army High Command Op-
erations Department. Among diplomats and politicians Weizsäcker
and Ribbentrop, Speer and even Goebbels should be mentioned,
among others.7 Also, most of Germany’s allies, in particular, Italy
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6 Heinz Boberach (ed.), Meldungen aus dem Reich 1938–1945: Die geheimen
Lageberichte des Sicherheitsdienstes der SS, vol. 13, no. 363, 1 March 1943–no.
386, 30 May 1943 (Herrsching, 1984), p. 5,215.
7 For individual references see Wegner, ‘Hitler, der Zweite Weltkrieg und die
Choreographie des Untergangs’, pp. 494 f.



and Japan, tried to persuade the German Führer to end the war by
political rather than military means.8

Given this general background, the obvious question to ask is
why Germany made no serious political attempt to bring to an end a
war which it could no longer hope to win? To be sure, there had been
repeated talks between emissaries of the various powers in
Stockholm and other neutral capitals. Conducted at the lowest possi-
ble level, these talks, however, were at best tolerated by Hitler, but
never encouraged.9 There is no hint whatsoever that the German dic-
tator had any serious interest in such exploratory discussions. Not
even within the inner circle of Hitler’s headquarters had the question
of a separate peace ever been officially discussed; at most, it was
touched upon in private conversation. In fact, a proper forum in
which fundamental questions of war and peace could have been dis-
cussed did not even exist. Cabinet meetings had long since ceased to
take place; nothing like a Chiefs of Staff Committee existed, and the
daily situation analysis (Lagebesprechung) was almost exclusively
devoted to military operations. In this way Hitler managed repeat-
edly to avoid any unpleasant debate on important matters of princi-
ple. Supported by Bormann and Keitel, Hitler kept himself artificial-
ly isolated and thus guaranteed his monopoly of the decision-making
process. Perhaps Hitler’s influence on the course of the war dimin-
ished to the degree that this war became a global one. There is no
doubt, however, that when it would end depended on the dictator’s
personal will more than on anything else.

This inevitably leads us to ask why Hitler insisted on fighting to
the very last minute. The demand for unconditional surrender, put
forward by the Western Allies at the Casablanca Conference, does
not play a prominent role in this context. Neither Hitler himself nor
his environment paid much attention to it.10 This changed only when
they discovered how well the slogan of unconditional surrender fit-
ted into German propaganda.
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8 Cf., for a summary, Joseph Schröder, Bestrebungen zur Eliminierung der
Ostfront, 1941–1943 (Göttingen, 1985).
9 For details cf. Ingeborg Fleischhauer, Die Chance des Sonderfriedens: Deutsch-
Sowjetische Geheimgespräche 1941–1945 (Berlin, 1986).
10 Cf. also Lothar Gruchmann, Der Zweite Weltkrieg: Kriegführung und Politik
(Munich, 1974), p. 344.



If it was not the Allied demand for unconditional surrender, what
was it that made Hitler carry on with a war that he had no chance of
winning, but which was to cost Germany casualties and devastation
on an unprecedented scale?11 Historiography, of course, offers dif-
ferent answers to our question. What most have in common is the
assumption that Hitler, sticking obsessively to his original war aims,
remained convinced at least until early 1945 that final victory
(Endsieg) could be achieved if there was a strong enough will never
to give up fighting. According to this view, Hitler was, above all, a
fanatical ideologist who, at least in his later years, increasingly
refused to accept the realities of war. It is the main purpose of this
article to challenge this view, and to offer an alternative interpreta-
tion. 

My objections to the perception of Hitler as a strategist out of
touch with reality are threefold. First, if we see Hitler in the way out-
lined above, a number of crucial questions remains unanswered. If
we assume that it was Hitler’s belief in final victory that kept him
fighting, we cannot explain, for example, his behaviour on the eve of
his death. By that time at the latest he had realized that his cause was
lost, and that any further resistance would be futile. None the less, in
his ‘political testament’ (drafted only the day before he committed
suicide), the dictator bound his military commanders to use all avail-
able means to strengthen the fighting spirit of their soldiers.12

Another example of such inconsistency: according to most histo-
rians, Hitler’s belief in final victory was based, among other things,
on his hope that the Allied coalition would crumble before the end of
the war. If this was what he hoped, why did he not make any serious
political attempt to increase the frictions that undoubtedly existed
between the Western powers and the Soviet Union? An encouraging
response to the peace-feelers repeatedly put out by Moscow might
have achieved a great deal. 
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11 Of a total of 5.3 million German soldiers killed during the Second World
War, no fewer than 3.3 million died in 1944 and 1945. This means that dur-
ing the final 18 months of the conflict there were almost twice as many casu-
alties as during its first four years; cf. Rüdiger Overmans, Deutsche mili-
tärische Verluste im Zweiten Weltkrieg (Munich, 1999), p. 266, table 53.
12 Hitlers politisches Testament, quoted from Percy E. Schramm (ed.),
Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht (Wehrmachtführungsstab)
(Frankfurt am Main, 1961), vol. 4, p. 1,968.



Secondly, the notion of Hitler as a dictator fixated by his own
dream of final victory does not correspond to the picture that has
evolved in the course of my own research. If we believe what
German generals said after the war, then Hitler’s ideological dogma-
tism made him more and more unable to grasp the military and
strategic realities of war. As a warlord he appears fanatical, but pro-
fessionally incompetent. While this might be right to some degree
with respect to tactical and operational warfare, it is certainly wrong
with regard to grand strategy. On the contrary, Hitler on the whole
had a much better understanding of the requirements of modern
industrial warfare than the vast majority of his military advisers.
There are many examples that demonstrate his rational and far-
sighted understanding of strategic developments. As early as
January 1942 he reckoned with the possibility that the USA would be
the only real winner of a global war.13 Only a few weeks after the
Allied invasion of North Africa, Hitler calculated that Germany
would lose the African theatre, and that Italy might sooner or later
withdraw from the war (as it in fact did eight months later).14

Similarly, Hitler was under no illusions as to the attempts made by
most of Germany’s other allies to withdraw. Even during the final
phase of his rule, the dictator demonstrated a remarkable far-sight-
edness, as this quotation from the ‘Bormann dictations’ of 2 April
1945 shows: 

Between the defeat of the Reich and the rise of nationalist
movements in Asia, Africa and perhaps also in South America
there will be only two powers in the world that can face each
other on the basis of equal strength: the USA and Soviet
Russia. The laws of history and of geography dictate that these
two colossuses will test their strength, whether militarily, or
just economically and ideologically. The same laws dictate that
these two powers must be enemies of an independent Europe.15
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13 Adolf Hitler, Monologe im Führerhauptquartier 1941–1944: Die Aufzeich-
nungen Heinrich Heims, ed. Werner Jochmann (Hamburg, 1980), p. 199.
14 Elke Fröhlich (ed.), Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels: Sämtliche Fragmente
(Munich, 1987–95), part II, vol. 7, p. 176 (23 Jan. 1943); Nicolaus von Below,
Als Hitlers Adjutant 1937–1945 (Mainz, 1980), p. 334.
15 Hitlers politisches Testament: Die Bormann-Diktate vom Februar und April 1945
(Hamburg, 1981), p. 124. 



Certainly, these were not the words of a fool who is out of touch with
the world around him.

My third objection to the assumption that Hitler was too foolish to
recognize Germany’s hopeless strategic situation is based on the
sources. Doubtless there are many documents that seem to reveal
Hitler’s unshakeable belief in final victory. In countless speeches,
proclamations, and orders the dictator expressed his optimism and
justified it by reference to Germany’s alleged defence superiority and
the efficiency of future weapons, or by speculating on the fragility of
both the Soviet regime and the Allied coalition. These sources,16 how-
ever, have not always been critically studied. These documents are
usually quoted as if they were personal confessions expressing the
dictator’s real opinion, without taking their context into account.
However, according to the testimony of many people who worked
with him on a daily basis, Hitler as a rule used his words as weapons
and only rarely expressed his views naturally. The Führer, as he saw
himself, wanted to motivate and encourage people, especially in des-
perate situations. Like a company commander—a comparison which
he favoured—he always knew what to do and could never admit his
own helplessness.17 On closer inspection, therefore, many contradic-
tions emerge in Hitler’s comments on the current situation. While cel-
ebrating the cult of pure will in public, in private conversation he
maintained that numbers, not will power, have ultimately counted in
history.18 Similarly, Hitler’s oft-proclaimed hope of splitting up the
Allied coalition can be matched with opposing statements.19 As they
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16 Individual references can be found in Wegner, ‘Hitler, der Zweite Welt-
krieg und die Choreographie des Untergangs’, pp. 499 f.
17 Andreas Hillgruber (ed.), Staatsmänner und Diplomaten bei Hitler: Vertrauli-
che Aufzeichnungen über Unterredungen mit Vertretern des Auslandes 1942–1944
(Frankfurt am Main, 1970), p. 379 (16 March 1944). Characteristic of the atti-
tude described here is another order of Hitler’s, dated 25 November 1944,
which instructs troops who have been cut off from the main body to contin-
ue fighting so long as there is a single soldier, regardless of rank, who insists
on fighting and is prepared to take on the leadership. Cf. Andreas Kunz, ‘Die
Wehrmacht in der Agonie der Nationalsozialistischen Herrschaft 1944/45’,
in Jörg Hillmann and John Zimmermann (eds.), Kriegsende 1945 in Deutsch-
land (Munich, 2002), p. 110.
18 Hitler, Monologe im Führerhauptquartier, p. 354.
19 Cf. Hitlers politisches Testament: Die Bormann-Diktate, pp. 120 f. (2 April 1945).



show, the idea of a global conspiracy by world Jewry made the dic-
tator believe that Germany’s enemies would not lay down their arms
before the Nazi regime was crushed. 

Having outlined my main objections to the mainstream interpre-
tation of Hitler’s role during the later years of the Second World War,
I should now like to offer an alternative interpretation. Admittedly,
it is not absolutely new, but it seems to me to be much more con-
vincing. It assumes that Hitler had early realized that final victory
was out of reach. According to General Jodl’s testimony immediate-
ly after the war, the first indications of such a pessimistic situation
assessment came as early as November 1941.20 During the months
that followed, hope and despair alternated before it became clear to
Hitler in the late summer of 1942 (probably during the first week of
September), that the Blitzkrieg strategy had definitely failed.21 From
that time on, as mentioned above, Germany had no ‘grand strategy’.
What is usually called Haltestrategie, or a strategy of defence, was, in
reality, defence without strategy, for it was not based on a realistic
plan for regaining the military initiative. Hitler himself unintention-
ally admitted as much when he let slip: ‘I have been muddling
through from month to month!’22 The very last comprehensive strate-
gic memorandum of the whole war, submitted by the Wehrmacht
High Command and expressing Hitler’s own ideas, is dated 10
December 1942.23 Its only strategic message was: ‘let us try to gain
time!’ But it gave no indication as to why time should be gained.
There was simply no concept. Eleven months later, in November
1943, General Jodl gave an overall assessment of Germany’s strategic
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20 Cf. entries in Generaloberst Halder, Kriegstagebuch: Tägliche Aufzeichnungen
des Chefs des Generalstabes des Heeres 1939–1942, ed. Arbeitskreis für Wehr-
forschung, vol. 3 (Stuttgart, 1964), p. 295 (19 Nov. 1942) and in Schramm
(ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht, vol. 4, pp. 1,501 (13
May 1945) and 1,503 (15 May 1945).
21 Cf. my detailed justification of this view, given in ‘The War against the
Soviet Union 1942–1943’, in Germany and the Second World War, vol. 6, pp.
841–1,215, at 1,048 ff.
22 Werner Rahn and Gerhard Schreiber (eds.), Kriegstagebuch der Seekriegs-
leitung, part A, vol. 47 (July 1943) (Berlin, 1994), pp. 635-A, note 90.
23 The memorandum is reproduced in Jürgen Förster, ‘Strategische Über-
legungen des Wehrmachtführungsstabes für das Jahr 1943’, Militärgeschicht-
liche Mitteilungen, 13 (1973), pp. 95–107.



situation while speaking to Gauleiter. Having done his best to disillu-
sion his audience, Hitler’s top military adviser justified his persistent
optimism in words that seem bizarre from a professional soldier. Jodl
said that he was convinced ‘that we will triumph in the end, because
we have to triumph. For otherwise, world history would have lost its
meaning.’24

We now come to the point at which the British intelligence assess-
ment quoted above was wrong. It underestimated the degree to
which Hitler was determined constantly to radicalize ‘his’ war to the
point of almost complete self-destruction. Nor did the British expect
that he could make the Germans follow him down that path. In ret-
rospect, the reasons for Hitler’s determination have become clearer.
In this context we must first consider the strong interdependence
between war and genocide. On the one hand, war was the indispen-
sable cover under which the ‘final solution’ was carried out. This
means that the ‘War against European Jewry’, regarded by Hitler as
his real historical mission, could be brought to a ‘successful’ conclu-
sion only as long as the military war continued. On the other hand,
mass destruction early attained a scale that would have been a seri-
ous obstacle to any diplomatic solution to the war. By December
1941, when it became clear that ‘Barbarossa’ had failed, about half a
million people had already been murdered. War, in Hitler’s view,
had become a matter of life and death. Goebbels, summing up a con-
versation with Göring, later put it thus. Göring, he said, is ‘fully
aware of what would threaten us all were we to weaken in this war
... On the Jewish question in particular we are so committed that
there is no escape for us at all. And that is good. Experience shows
that a movement and a Volk that have burned their bridges fight
much more unconditionally than those who still have the chance of
retreat.’25 Hitler, after Stalingrad, repeatedly expressed himself in
almost identical phrases.26

If military victory in the traditional sense could no longer be
achieved, moral victory could. We should bear in mind that for Hitler
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24 Quoted from Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der
Wehrmacht, vol. 4, p. 1,562 (7 Nov. 1943).
25 Fröhlich (ed.), Die Tagebücher von Joseph Goebbels, part II, vol. 7, p. 454 (2
March 1943).
26 Cf., e.g., Hillgruber (ed.), Staatsmänner und Diplomaten, p. 233 (16 Apr. 1943).



the shame of ‘1918’ was not military defeat as such, but the disgrace-
ful way in which it was suffered. He was determined that the experi-
ence of 1918 would not be repeated. This time, Germans should walk
upright towards the precipice. Defending themselves to their last
breath, they would accept defeat in a way that would make all later
generations admire them. In this sense, Stalingrad became a practice
run for greater things to come. Once German defeat on the Volga
river could no longer be concealed, German propaganda made no
effort to trivialize its scale. On the contrary, the sufferings of the Sixth
Army were celebrated as a powerful heroic drama in classical style,
comparable only to ancient Greek tragedies or the Nibelungen saga.
The dead were transformed into heroes, sorrow into pride, defeat
into victory.27 This was to be the model for the later collective
destruction of Germany as a whole. Or, as Goebbels put it: ‘If we
have to leave, we’ll close the door behind us with a slam that all the
world will hear.’28

This was not merely propaganda. German warfare in the last two
years of the war was characterized by growing radicalization in
almost all respects. ‘Scorched earth’ tactics were used far beyond
what could be justified as military necessity, finally culminating in a
concept of almost complete self-destruction, as the Nero Orders of
March 1945 demonstrate.29 These orders prescribed that the scorched
earth principle should also be applied on German territory. They
were not, as has often been suggested, an act of desperation, but the
climax of a calculated ‘strategy’. As early as six months previously, in
September 1944, we read in a leader of the Völkischer Beobachter, initi-
ated by Hitler himself: ‘No German blade shall feed the enemy; no
German mouth shall impart information; no German hand shall offer
help. The enemy should find every little bridge destroyed, every
road blocked—nothing but death, destruction and hate will await
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27 On this see most recently Bernd Wegner, ‘Der Mythos “Stalingrad” ’, in
Gerd Krumeich and Susanne Brandt (eds.), Schlachtenmythen: Ereignis—
Erzählung—Erinnerung (Cologne, 2003), pp. 183–97.
28 Thus Goebbels early in 1945, quoted from Helmut Heiber, Joseph Goebbels,
trans. John K. Dickinson (London, 1973; original German edn. Berlin, 1962),
p. 343.
29 Reproduced in Martin Moll (ed.), ‘Führer-Erlasse’ 1939–1945 (Stuttgart,
1997), pp. 486 f. (document 394).



him.’30 In the same spirit, while taking the oath from the men of the
East Prussian Volkssturm a few weeks later in October 1944, Heinrich
Himmler called on the German people to transform the homeland,
under threat by the enemy, into a ‘field of live landmines’.31

Of course, the ideology of self-destruction upon which Hitler’s
words and deeds was based had a long tradition in large parts of
Europe (and, as we painfully realize today, also in non-European cul-
tures). In Germany it had been stimulated particularly by political
romanticism in the period of the anti-Napoleonic wars, the Wars of
Liberation. Poets of those years (such as Schenkendorf, Arndt, and
Körner), actively involved in the struggle against French occupation,
at times literally longed for death. When Hitler, on the eve of war,
confessed that in his youth he had often sung Theodor Körner’s
songs ‘with a heart full of belief’,32 he was thinking of verses such as
those in which the poet, seeing himself ‘as a martyr for the holy
German cause’, declared himself prepared ‘rapturously to throw
away young lives’ in a ‘joyously bold consecration of death’: ‘Your
heart beats high, your oaks grow tall, / what do you care about the
piles of corpses? / Plant the flag of freedom high on them!’33

Even more obvious is the reference to Clausewitz, whose works
Hitler knew very well. Characteristically, it was not On War, that fas-
cinated Hitler most, but the Confessions, which a hot-blooded Clause-
witz had written in 1812. The first part reads as follows:

I believe and declare that a people should value nothing more
highly than the dignity and freedom of its existence; that it
should defend these to the last drop of blood; that it has no
holier duty to fulfil; no higher law to obey; that the shame of a
cowardly submission can never be erased; that this drop of
poison in the blood of a people is passed on to its descendants
and will lame and undermine the strength of future genera-
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30 Quoted from Albert Speer, Erinnerungen (Frankfurt am Main, 1999), p. 412.
31 Quoted from Kunz, ‘Die Wehrmacht’, p. 105.
32 Brigitte Hamann, Hitler’s Vienna: A Dictator’s Apprenticeship, trans. Thomas
Thornton (New York, 1999; original German edn. Munich, 1996), p. 14.
33 The quotations are from Theodor Körner’s poems ‘Die Eichen’ (1810), and
‘Aufruf’ (1813). Not surprisingly, we also find Goebbels quoting Körner in
his notorious ‘total war’ speech.



tions; that honour can only be lost once; ... that even the loss of
freedom after an honourable and bloody battle secures the
rebirth of the people and is the seed of life from which, one
day, a new tree will strike firm root; I declare to this world and
to posterity that I consider the false wisdom that wants to
withdraw from danger to be the most pernicious sentiment
that fear and anxiety can instil ... that I would be only too
happy to find a glorious death in the magnificent fight for the
freedom and dignity of the fatherland!34

This long passage is reproduced here because Hitler himself re-
peatedly quoted it, probably more often than any other book, espe-
cially at the beginning and towards the end of his political career. I
have even found it attached to the service record books (Wehrpass) of
German soldiers. Of particular interest in our context is that we also
find references to Clausewitz’s Confessions in Hitler’s very last radio
message to Stalingrad as well as in his ‘political testament’. There is
no doubt that he identified closely with Clausewitz’s words.

Of course, other nineteenth-century romantic characters played a
significant part in forming Hitler’s ideology of self-destruction. In
this respect, the operas of Richard Wagner should be mentioned, and
in particular, two central figures from them. In Rienzi Hitler admired
the tragic Roman tribune who was ultimately betrayed by his own
people, while the figure of Siegfried fascinated him because of the
wonderful mystery of the dying hero.

What had been fantasy in the nineteenth century became reality in
the twentieth. During and after the First World War, the desire for
self-sacrifice and self-destruction was strongly stimulated by mass
propaganda. ‘The precious thing about German loyalty’, as the
Germanist Gustav Roethe, for example, put it in 1915, ‘is the uncondi-
tional commitment of the whole person without haggling, consider-
ing, or wavering, that holds out to the last, even if the earth should
split asunder as a result.’35 Writers such as Ernst Jünger went even
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vom 30.1.1943’, in Joachim Heinzle and Anneliese Waldschmidt (eds.), Die
Nibelungen: Ein deutscher Wahn, ein deutscher Alptraum (Frankfurt am Main,
1991), p. 165.



further and celebrated the warrior who relished blowing himself up
with a hand grenade, seeing it as a sensible act of freedom.36 For the
protagonists of ‘heroic nihilism’ the essential thing about war was
not its outcome (victory or defeat), but the way in which it was
fought. Fighting and dying (in battle) had become ends in them-
selves. It was the heroic gesture that mattered. As a consequence, an
army bishop expressed his hope of educating German youth to enjoy
dying more, to become ‘sterbefreudiger’.37 The Hitler Youth did just
that. One of its slogans was: ‘We are born to die for Germany!’38

Even military professionals were not immune to a self-destructive
code of honour. Thus, for example, the order for a final offensive,
given to the German High Sea Fleet in October 1918, cannot be
explained adequately without reference to the idea of collective self-
sacrifice.39 The same applies to the scuttling of the fleet at Scapa Flow
eight months later.40 At the same time, even the highest ranking
German commanders, such as Hindenburg, recommended rejecting
the Versailles Treaty and resuming the war, even at the cost of com-
plete disintegration of the German Reich.41

Although things did not work out that way, the ideology as such
persisted. In an official military handbook, published in 1936, we
read, for example: ‘Even an attack without hope of victory, attack
purely for its own sake, can be justified as a last desperate deed that
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36 Cf. Armin Mohler, Die konservative Revolution in Deutschland 1918–1932: Ein
Handbuch (Darmstadt, 1989), p. 126.
37 Feldbischof Dohrmann, quoted from René Schilling, ‘Die “Helden der
Wehrmacht”—Konstruktion und Rezeption’, in Rolf-Dieter Müller and
Hans-Erich Volkmann (eds.), Die Wehrmacht: Mythos und Realität (Munich,
1999), p. 557.
38 Cf. Philip Baker, Youth Led by Youth: Some Aspects of the Hitlerjugend
(London, 1989), p. 26.
39 Cf. most recently Gerhard P. Groß, ‘Eine Frage der Ehre? Die Marine-
führung und der letzte Flottenvorstoß 1918’, in Gerhard P. Groß and Jörg
Duppler (eds.), Kriegsende 1918: Ereignis, Wirkung, Nachwirkung (Munich,
1999), pp. 349–65.
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Wilhelminischen Flotte (Berlin, 1999). 
41 Cf. the evidence cited by Gotthard Breit, Das Staats- und Gesellschaftsbild
deutscher Generäle beider Weltkriege im Spiegel ihrer Memoiren (Boppard, 1973),
pp. 109 f.



leads to heroic death instead of shameful capitulation.’42 As we see,
the ideology of self-sacrifice and self-destruction was not invented by
Hitler. Rather, it had been deeply rooted among large sections of the
German bourgeoisie since the First World War, at the latest. Its main
purpose was to give meaning to suffering which would otherwise
have appeared meaningless. Once again, it was Ernst Jünger who
seems to have grasped the spirit of his generation best when, in his
main work, Der Arbeiter, he wrote: ‘Happiness and fulfilment of man
in its deepest form involve self-sacrifice. The highest form of leader-
ship consists in setting goals worth of it.’43

Hitler, it seems, knew better than anyone how to make use of such
an ideology. For him, the choreography of collective self-annihilation
was not senseless bloodshed, but a prerequisite for Germany’s resur-
rection. It was, so to speak, the second-best solution. If short-term
military victory was out of reach, long-term historical victory could
still be achieved. In Mein Kampf Hitler had distinguished between
ordinary politicians on the one hand, and the ‘marathon runners of
history’, as he put it, on the other.44 The more his own rule drew to
an end, the more the dictator identified with the latter. The ‘marathon
man’ was the visionary, misjudged by his own time, and yet pre-
pared to fight for his ideas even without hope of victory. He would
be defeated, for he demanded the impossible, but for the same reason
he would be loved by the Goddess of Destiny. Consequently, Hitler
indicated repeatedly during the final months of his life that even
visions of the horror still to come would not ‘take away his unwa-
vering belief in the future of the German Volk’. ‘The more we suffer,
the more strikingly will the everlasting Reich rise again!’ It was a ‘law
of nature in these cruel times ... that only those white Völker who are
able to hold out to the end and who keep their courage to fight to the
death even without hope have any prospect of surviving and achiev-
ing a new flowering.’45 And again, on the day before his death, he
dictated the following sentence to Bormann, referring back to
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Clausewitz: ‘Out of the sacrifice of our soldiers and out of my own
close ties with them unto death, the seed will one day germinate in
German history one way or another, and give rise to a glorious
rebirth of the National Socialist movement, and thus to the realiza-
tion of a true racial community (Volksgemeinschaft).’46

Thus it was not Social Darwinism that ultimately prevailed, but
völkisch romanticism. It has been the aim of this article to show that
the notion of self-destruction formed a decisive part of this ideologi-
cal amalgam—a part, in fact, as indispensable as the notion of war
itself.

46 Cf. Schramm (ed.), Kriegstagebuch des Oberkommandos der Wehrmacht, vol. 4,
p. 1,668.
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