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THE UHITLER MYTH" 

Image and reality in the Third Reich 

Ian Kershaw 

The Nazi Volksgemeinschaft promised not so much an impossible 
return to the pre-industrial past, as a society free of the contradictions 
and "irritations" of everyday life in the industrial age. But beneath the 
ideological representations of the smoothly functioning, monolithic 
Volksgemeinschaft, the real contradictions of modern industrial 
society remained. Frustration and disappointment with the realities of 
everyday life under National Socialism led ordinary Germans to 
grumble and complain, but seldom to engage in behavior that can be 
appropriately termed "resistance." Why? Organized terror played a 
central role. But the most important mechanism of social integration 
in Nazi Germany was Hitler's charismatic leadership. The "Hitler 
myth" secured the loyalty to the regime of even those who opposed the 
Nazi movement itself Millions of ordinary Germans believed that the 
Fuhrer would certainly right all wrongs in Nazi Germany (especially 
those committed by his lieutenants, the so-called "little Fuhrers'), if 
only these abuses could be brought to Hitler's personal attention. 
Hitler's foreign policy and military successes also convinced ordinary 
Germans (at least until Stalingrad) that the Fuhrer was a brilliant, 
indeed infallible, statesman and general who was leading Germany to 
world power. The "Hitler myth" was not just a cunning triumph of 
Goebbels' propaganda machine; mass belief in the charismatic leader 
was the inevitable corollary of the disappointments of quotidian 
existence in the Third Reich. In the "Hitler myth," ordinary Germans 
found compensation for the tensions, anxieties and frustrations of 
everyday life under National Socialism. By the time the Allied bombing 
raids and German defeats in Russia had begun to deflate this myth, the 
Fuhrer was already the prisoner of his own propaganda image. 
Convinced of his own infallibility, Hitler plunged Germany into 
absolute defeat and collapse. 
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