KRS LEATT

Dick Geary sums up the latest research into the voting

patlerns of the German people in the crucial years that

brought Hitler to power.

KrwreN 1928 and 1932, the
National Socialist German
Workers Party (NSDAP)
became the most popular of Ger-
many's many political organisations.
It had won no more than 2.6 per
cest of votes cast in the Reichstag
election of 1928 but just two years
later registered massive gains, win-
ning 18.3 per cent of the popular
vote. The Reichstag clection of July
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1932 saw even more spectacular suc-
cess: 13.7 million German electors,
some 37.3 per cent of all votes cast,
opted for the NSDAP, making it the
largest party in the Reich.

This story of electoral success cer-
tainly forms the background to
Hider’s appointment as Chanccllor in

1933. However, even at the peak of

the NSDAP's popularity before this
moment, almost 63 per cent of the
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The Nazis used huge rallies such as this
in Frankfurt in 1932 as potent electoral
devices.

German clectorate did not vole for
the Nazis. What is more, in November
1932, the Nazi Party actually lost 2
million votes. This means that Hitler

¢ was nol direcly voted in to power; for

in the Weimar system of absolute pro-
portional representatiornt, 37 per cent
of the vote in July 1932 gave the Nazis
nothing like a majority in the Reich-
stag.

Although Hitler’s political career
began in Munich, in the elections of
1928 to November 1932 the NSDAP

. won a higher sharc ol the vote in

Protestant than in Catholic Germany.
In the Catholic Rhineland and
Bavaria (apart from Protestant Fran-
caonia) it polled disproportionately
badly. In fact in July 1932 the Nazi
share of the vote was almost twice as
high in Protestant as in Catholic
areas. The inability of Nazis to atract
the Catholic vote was demonstrated
by the stable support for the Catholic
Centre Party, which regularly gained
between 11.8 and 125 per cent
between 1928 and November 1932;
and by that of its sister confessional
party, the Bavarian People’s Party
(BVP), which stayed firm at around 3
per centin those same elections.

In some places, of course, the



NSDAP mobilised Catholic voters on

a significant scale, as happened in
Brestau and Liegnitz (towns in Silesia
where conflicts between Germans and
Poles coloured political identity), in
the Caihiolic raral arcas of the Palati-
nate, and among some Catholics in
the Black Forest: but these cases were
atypical.

Surprisingly, the first electoral
breakthroughs cnjoyed by the Nazis
came in Protestant rural areas, such
as Schleswig-Holstein and Lower Sax-
any, where peasant voters had earlier
registered discontent with their tradi-
tional representatives from the DNVP
(German National People’s Party or
Nationalists). In fact this was more
than a little ironical, as Nazi propa-
ganda had inidally targerted urban
warkers, and the Nazi agrarian pro-
gramme developed in 1928 was only
in response to the expansion of sup-
port in these arcas, Subsequently the
constitucncics with the highest pro-
portion of Nazi volers were in Protes-
tant farming communities; and by
1932 the stream of peasant deserters
to Hider’s party had become a tor-
rent. Many raral labourers, often in-
fluenced by the estate managers,
voted for the NSDAP in July 1932,

Germany awakes: Nazi electioneering
offered the image of a reunified land.

Indeed, the scale of agrarian support
for the party in that election suggcsts
the Nazis were able not only to win
the support of peasants and rural
labourers but also that of some large
landowners.

Voters in large urban centres were
less susceptible to Nazi clectoral pro-
paganda. In July 1932, the NSDAP's
support in the  Grosstidie (over
100,000 inhabitants) was 10 per cent
lower than the national average.

Though there had been a significant
increase in support among German
workers between 1930 and 1932, chis
was less marked in the larger ciries;
and nearly half the working-class new-
comers to the party ranks belween
1925 and 1932 came from villages of
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WHOVOTEDFOR THENAZIS?

under 5,000 inhabitants. And pro-
portionally few of the working-class
storm-troopers of the SA came from
the big cities.

In part this pattern reflects the
point that Hitler and his followers
were able 1o build support in small
provincial towns and rural areas
more effectively than in the large
cities precisely because political
mobilisation was less developed in
the provinces and the countryside.
SPD (Social Democraty and KPD
(Communist) support had been and
was still concentrated in the big
cities, and the electoral drive of the
NSDAP encountered powerful tradi-
tions and loyalties there. This
urban/rural divide was reinforced by
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another factor: the Nazis were rela-
tively unsuccessful in gaining the elec-
toral support of the unemployed, who
were also concentrated in Germany's
largest cities.

For many years the Nazi movement
was seen as a political response of the
German Mittelstand (lower middle
class) of smalt businessmen, indepen-
dent artisans, small shopkeepers and
the self-emploved, to the threats com-
ing from big business und large retail
stores, from the wade unions, the

SPD and the KPD, and from in-

creased government interference and -

waxes 0 pay for Weimar's burgeoning
welfare state. In many respects it was
such @ response — in its combination
of anti-socialist and anti-big business
rhetoric, and in its social support.
The lower middle class of Germany’s
Protestant towns did constitute the
hard-core of Nazi support and were
overrepresented in the membership
of the NSDAP.

If there 1s litde dispute about the
polities of Germany’s so-called old
Mirttelstand, there is rather more
about the political identity of the new
Mittelstand {white-collar workers). It
was once thought that this group
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{roughly 20 per cent of the German
lahour force) shared the status anxi-
eties of its older counterpart and
their Nazi politics: but there is only
limited evidence to support this con-
tention and the voling hehaviour of
white-collar workers was far from uni-
form, with civil servants more lkely to
register higher levels of support for
Hitler than their counterparts within
the private sector. There were divi-
sions cven within that sector, as sales
assistants and supcervisory rather than
technical staff were more likely to
vote Narzi, while white-collar workers
from manual backgrounds and thosc
who lived in the working-class districts
of large cities often gave their votes to
the SPD.

The Narional Socialists also won
the backing of significant numbers of
Protestants from both the upper

Making up their minds: in 1928 some ~
agricultural workers (left) were-.
beginning to succumb to Nazism, at least
in Protestant areas; for casual urban
workers (right) other loyalties were
often paramount.

middle class and the manual working
class. There is considerable evidence,
for example, of Nazi voting on the
part of Protestunts living in some of
the wealthiest districts of Hamburg
and Berlin. This, together with the
voting returns from upper-class holi-
day resorts and even cruise liners,
indicates that sections of the upper
middle class also voted for Hitler at
the height of the economic and polit-
ical crisis of 1932; such support had
heen  withheld earlier, and party
membership among this group still
remained a rarity.

Considerable attention has been
devoted to the appeal of Nazism to
many in the professions such as doc-
tors and engineers, as well as civil ser-
vants, leading some to claim that anti-
modernisin  provides the key to
Hitler’s triumph. A vast literature has
also been devoted 1o the relationship
between the Nazis and hig business. It
is fairly clear that big business was less
likely to support the NSDAP than
small business; that the party alle-
giances of individual industrialists var-
ied; and that Fritz Thyssen’s member-
ship of and donations to the Nazi
Party were atypical of the business
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The last push: in 1933 the Nazis
announced their intention to deal with
the pretensions of the Catholic Centre
Party and the Communists.

comrmunity as a whole. The Nazi
Party was largely sclf-financing, and
industrial money was maost likely to
find its way into the coffers of the
DNVP and DVP. though some con-
cerns (such as Flick) did spread their
donations over virtually all bourgeois
parties, including the NSDAP, as a
kind of political insurance, Of course,
sachusiry was nat hastile 1o welfare tax-
ation and the power of the unions,
which it saw 4s the essence of Weimar;
and by 1932 many industrialists want-
ed to be rid of the Republic. Most,
however, would have preferred a solu-
tion that excluded the Nazis.

More contentious has been the
relationship between workers and the
Nazi Party. Recent research has re-
vised the impression of working-class
immunity to Nazism: around 55 per
cent of SA stormtroopers came from
working-class backgrounds and the
Nazis made substantial gains from
working-class communities in parts of
Saxony, especially around Chemnitz.
Around 40 per cent of members of
the Party scem to have been of work-
ing-class origins; similarly 40 per cent
of the Nazi vote came from workers
and one worker in every four voted
for Hitler in July 1932,

There is little correlation between
the percentage of workers in a com-
munity and the level of support for
the NSDAP, though there is a slight
positive correlation between the per-
centage of employed workers and the
size of the Nazi vote. In 1930 some 3
per cent of Nazi votes came from for-
mer KPD and 14 per cent from for-
mer SPD voters (July 1932, 2 per cent
and 10 per cent respectively}; and the
number of workers voting for the
National Socialists in the first Reich-
stag elections of 1932 was grecater
than the number of workers voting
for the SPD or the KPD individually
(though not than the number voting
for SPD) and KPD combined).

There can be no doubt that the
NSDAP recruited across a broad
social spectrum. However, s support
was not random. We have already
noted the overrepresentation of
Protestants, rural areas and small
provincial towns, as well as of the Mit-
telstand, in Nazi support and there
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was a similar structure to the move-
ment’s working-class constituency.
The working class, however, was
under-represented in the Nazi ranks
when compared to the German popu-
lation as a whole.

The working-class presence among
those who voted for Hitler can be
made to correlate
positively  with  the
proportion of work-
ing classes in the
electorate as a whole
only when foremen,
daily helps, workers
in domestic industry
and,  significantly,
agricultural labour-
crs are included in
the definition of
working class. When rural labourers
(who inhabited 2 world quite differ-
ent to that of the city dweller and fac-
tory employee, often paid in kind or
subject to landlord pressure) are
removed from the equation, a slight
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negative correlation ariscs between
Nazi support and working-class pres-
ence. And il workers in craft (as dis-
tinct from factory) sectors are also
removed from the equation, the cor-
relation becomes even more negative.
It is negative, oo, in the large cities
where, the closer we look at the facto-
ry working class, the
lower the percent
age support for the
NSDAP becomes.
Furthermore, only
13 per cent of the
unemployed — who"
comprised some 30
per cent of the man-
ual working class in
the middle of 1932
and who werc over-
whelmingly concentrated in the big
cities and in large-scale manufacture
— supported the National Socialists. [t
therefore is clear that, although large
numbers of workers did vote Nazi,
these were not in the main from the
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classic socialist or communist milicux,
rooted as these were in the large cities
and in employees in the secondary
scctor of the economy. If the number
of workers in this sector plus the
unemploved is correlated with elec-
toral support for the NSDAP, the
result is clearly even more negative.

This helps to explain why the rise
in the Nazi vote made only a relatively
small dent in the size of support of
the SPD and KPD votc taken togeth-
er. It is not unreasonable to look at
thie combined SPD and KPD vote; for,
although there was some defection of
former SPD voters o the Nazts, there
was little desertion from the KPD.
Mast tocal stadies of the labour vole
further suggest that most defections
from the SPD benefited the Commu-
nists rather than the Nazis.

The significance of the socialist
milieu in combatting Nazi incursions
is evident in recent work on Saxony.
The Nazis made gains amongst Saxon
workers where the social-democratic
milieu was weak or had collapsed in
the Depression. Conversely the Social
Democrats in Dresden and, especially,
Leipzig were successful in defending
their position against National Social-
ist incursions, be-
canse & high per-
centage  of SPD
votess in these towns
were also members
of the party and
there existed 2
dense network of
social-democratic
leisure and culeural
organisations.
Where the percent-
age of socialist party
members to  SPD
voters and the density of party organ-
isations was tower, as in Chemnitz and
cspecially Zwickau, the Nazis were
much more successful in making
nroads into the working-class elec-
torate. In the Frzgebirge and the
Vogtland the SPD almost disintegrat-

ed completely for the same reasons.
This does not mean the Nazis gained
na votes or members from big-city
workers; nor is it to deny that most
working-class  occupations  found
some representation in Nazi organisa-
tions. To find miners and metalwork-
ers in NSDAP organisations in the
Ruhr, for cxampic, is scarcely surpris-
ing, given the extent to which these
occupational groups dominated the
district. However, not all mincrs

clections
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In the presidential

ol 1932, a

clear majority of women

preferred Hindenburg
to Hitler

inhabited the same dailv world.
Miners in the rural cistricts around
Bochum, for cxample, were more
likely to vote for the NSDAP than
those who lived in the mining
colonies of redundant pits in Bochum
and Herne, where the Nazis often
captured under 15 per cent of the
vote in July 1932 and where the Com-
munists were dominant.

It is clear that some groups of
workers were much more prone to
support the NSDAP thun others. This
applies above all to rural labourers, to
workers in rural arcas and small
provincial towns, and to craft workers
in small units of proaduction. Also to
former agricultural workers: workers
for whom industrial employment was
only an ancillary activity; commuters
who lived in the countryside but
worked in town; workers in domestic
industry, (often non-unionised, with-
out soctalist tradidons and often
female); and workers in transport,
the postal services and the utilities
(gas, water, clecuricity). In the latter
cases both the KPD and the NSDAP
benefited from the fact that it was
often social-democratic local govern-
ment which had to restrict the wages
of their employees or
lay them off in the
Depression.

Many of these Naci
workers were skilled.
Yet workers® organisa-
tions in this period
invariably recruited
their members from
skilled rather than
unskilled  workers.
Also rhe fact that
some  fitters  and
mechanics voted Nazi
does not mean that they were the
same kind of mctalworkers as those
who — in very large numbers — found
themselves in the SPD and especially
the KPD. For example, mechanics
and fitters in garages, repair shops
and the like bear more resemblance
to those in small-scale craft produc-
tion than their collcagues in the engi-
neering plants of Berlin or Stuttgart.
Many metalworkers were Nazi mem-
bers; but the significance of this would
be clearer if we knew more about the
focation and nature of their work.

Other kinds of workers attracted 10
Nazism included Germany’s equiva-
lent of ‘working-class Tories’: workers
with a tradition of support for non-
socialist politics, who had voted
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Our last hope: in 1932, Hitler offered to
fight unecmployment; but relatively few of
the jobless themselves voted for him.

National Liberals under the Empire
and DNVP in the ecarly ycars of
Weimar, but turned to the NSDAP in
the Depression. Such were those
employces of Krupp in Essen, who
lived in company housing and bene-
fited [rom an old tradition of employ-
er paternalism. The NSDAP also
made gains among those recruited
from Stahlhelm lahour exchanges in
the Ruhr, and among workers recruit-
cd by wextile employees in Franconia
in 1932 precisely on account of their
antissocialist credentials,

Thus a combination of variables
produced the working-class Navi. The
NSDAP was very different to the par-
ties of the Left, which were dominat-
ed by factory workers in the large
towns, did not possess substantial
middle-class support: and were less
attractive to females but much more
attractive to the unemploved than the
NSDAP.

It has often been assumed that the
risc of Nazism was inextricably inter-
twined with uncmployment. As unem-
ployment rose  dramatically after
1928, peaked in the spring of 1932
and then declined, so did the Nation-
al Socialist vote. However, Nazi party
members were usually in employ-
ment; and unemployment was con-
centrated in those places where the
Nazi vote was relatively low, such as
Germany’s large cities. There was a
negative correlation between nnem-
ployment and NSDAP electoral sup-
port, [or example in the towns of



Bochum and Herne (another mining
centre}, and the Nazis polled worst in
the pit colonies with very high levels
of uncmployment, where the Com-
munists benefited from the votes ol
the jobless. Only 13 per cent of the
unemploved supported the NSDAP,
angd those without jobs were over
twice as likely 1o support the KPD.

In short, the Nazi party clearly won
a large number of workers’ votes at
the peak of its popularity in July 1932,
but the social profile of its electorate
was markedly dilferent from that of
the specifically workers”  parties,
whose support came disproporuon-
ately from manual workers.

A further difference resides in the
gender of support. The NSDAP, at
least in the Depression of the early
1930s, was much more attractive to
female voters than the German Left
in general, and the KPD in particular.
For most of the Weimar Republic
women voted less frequently thun

Unemployed men in Hanover in the

1930s. Though it has been assumed that
such men gave Hitler his chance, recent
research has proved this to be simplistic.

men, especially in rural areas. When
rhey did vote, wives often followed
their husbands; and daughters and
sisters, the head of the houschold; or
so many have claimed. It is also not
unrcasonable to believe that the
female vote divided along the same
tines of class, confession and region
as that of men. Yet there existed sig-
nificant differences between male
and lemale voting patterns.

Women were less likely to vote for
left-wing parties than their menfolk,
though there was an increase in the
percentage of female votes that went
to the SPD in the 1920s. In fact
around 3.5 million women cast their
vates for Social Democracy by 1930;
and far fewer female than male SPD
voters deserted to the Communists in
the Depression. In the Berlin Reich-
stag election of 1930, 27.1 per cent of
male and 28.8 per cent of female
votcs went to the Social Democrats;
but in the case of the KPD the gender
difference was more marked, with the
party picking up 37 per cent of the
male but only 29.8 per cent of the
female vote. In the Cologne-Aachen
district in 1930, 20 per cent of male
and 17.2 per cent of female voters
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gave their support to the SPD; but for
the KPD the voting percentages were
21.4 and 13.4 respectively.

The relative unattractiveness of the
Left to female voters was compensat-
ed by a propensity to support those
parties close 1o the churches, such as
the nationalist DNVP in the case of
Protestants and, to a much greater
extent, the Centre Party or BVP in
the case of Catholics. In Cologne-
Aachen in 1930, 18.9 per cent of male
and 3.1 per cent of females vated for
the Centre Party. In Augsburg in the
same year, 24.8 per cent of men and
39 per cent of women gave their sup-
port to the BVP. Desertions [rom the
Catholic camp to the KPD and the

NSDAP in the Depression were
almost exclusively male.
Until 1930 women remained

unlikely to vote for rthe Nazi Party.
Moreover, in the presidential election

‘of 1932 a clear majority of women

preferred Hindenburg to  Hitler
However, the carly 1930s did see a
narrowing of the gap between male
and female voting patterns, especially
in Protestant areas. Indeed, in some

* of these by July 1932 the NSDAP was

winning a higher percentage of the

—
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female to male vote. In that month
some 6.5 million women voled Nazi,
many of them probably with few or
no previous political ties. Where they
came from the working class, they
were likely to be non-unionised tex-
tile operatives or domestic workers.
Electoral support for the NSDAP
was spread across the age range. The
Nazi Party has often been portrayed
as & dvnamic inspirer of youth and
contrasted with the sclerosis of the
traditional Right. This youthful image

of the NSDAP (and more rightly of

the SA) certainly has some founda-
tion. NSDAP membership was young-
er than that of other parties; the aver-
age age of those joining between
1925 and 1932 was slightly under
twenity-nine. It rose slightly, to an aver-
age of thirty-two in 1932, That the
Nazis did well with new voters may
reflect their youthfulness. This, how-
ever, is only part of the story.

Firstly, youth support for the
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NSDAP cannot be divorced from
issues of class and confession. Of the
new members, 47 per cent were work-
ers (under-representing them as a
percentage of the population as a
whole), whereas white-collar em-
ployees at 20 per cent were over-
represented and the old middle class
of the self-employed at 27 per cent
more s0. Secondly, the KPD was also
successful in mobilising the support
of a significant section of German
vouth, though this support was much
more clearly located among the
unemploycd and manual workers of
the large towns than was that of the
Nazi Party. Thirdly, the NSDAP was
arguably most successful of all in pick-
ing up the votes of pensioners and
the clderly. This group, especially the
women, constituted the largest reser-
voir of previous non-voters in the
earlv 1930s, and the party made a
specific bid for the support of pen-
sioners, the elderly and war veterans

Der Angriff, the Berlin evening paper and
supporter of the SPD, reports the Nazi
suceess of April 1932 in ominous terms.

who had seen the valuc of their
pensions and savings eroded. Here
again the Nazis enjoyed success with
those lacking previously strong politi-
cal or ideological ties. As the rate of
electoral  participation  increased
(from 74.6 per cent in 1928 1o 83.4
per cent in July 1932), so the NSDAP
picked up the new votes not only of
the young and newly enfranchised,
but also of this geriatric electorate,
The Nazi Party was therefore with-
out doubt a Volkspariei: recruiting its
members and its voters across a broad
range of social groups, from both
sexes and from the older as well as
the younger generation. However,
this support was never able to deliver
enough voles for a parliamentary
majority, nor was it distributed ran-
domly across German society. Being a
Catholic, unemployed or living in a
large town significantly reduced the
likelihood of voters o opt lor Hitler,
as did the existence of strong idcolog-
ical and political traditions. Converse-
ly, being a Protestant in rural Ger-
many greatly increased such a
propensity, as did the absence of
strong loyalties. The structure of Nuzi
support therefore requires that expla-
nations of the risc of Hitler are not
simply reduced 16 the cxperiences
and sentiments common to all Ger-

mans, but must take into account

both the timing of Nazi success and
the specific grievances of those who
did choose the NSDAP to spcak for
them.
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