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I. INTRODUCTION 

In the course of human events, there has been perhaps no government crueler, more 

oppressive, or more perplexing than the National Socialist regime in Germany, ruling from 1933 to 

1945. What began as a fringe, ultra-right-wing political party hoping to marry virulent nationalism 



 2 

with practical socialism,1 founded in the aftermath of Germany’s defeat in the Great War, mutated 

into a grotesque, militaristic, authoritarian ethnostate under Adolf Hitler’s leadership. Hitler ruled 

Germany with an iron fist, sentencing political dissidents to harsh terms in concentration camps and 

seeking to forcibly rebuild German culture and society from the ground up.2 He sought to unite 

Germany through military strength, nationalist fervor, and racial purity. These sentiments, sweeping 

across the German people like wildfire, coalesced into what would become the Second World War 

and the Final Solution to the Jewish Question. The former was Hitler’s attempt to secure German 

autarky and imperial longevity through the conquest of, at the very least, vast swathes of Europe. The 

latter was perhaps the twisted pinnacle of National Socialist ideology: the blanket extermination of 

Jews, Gypsies, homosexuals, and all other “undesirable” minorities in Nazi Europe. By the close of the 

war in Europe in 1945, tens of millions of soldiers and civilians were dead, along with approximately 

six million Jews and hundreds of thousands of members of smaller minorities. It was, and is, the most 

destructive war in human history.3 Yet after such utter obliteration, Germany had nothing to show 

for it; no one-thousand-year Reich, no powerful or prestigious nation, only the still-smoldering ruins 

of a fleeting empire. 

 Despite a proverbial mountain of historical thinking in the ensuing seventy-five years since 

the fall of Berlin, historians have yet to definitively explain the origins of such a repulsive, flawed 

regime. That has not stopped them, however, from proposing many theories. Some, such as famed 

historian Hannah Arendt, built models of totalitarian rule based on the regimes in Nazi Germany and 

Stalinist Russia, and attempted to work in the origins of related historical processes such as 

nationalism and anti-Semitism.4 The totalitarian concept, however, in the words of historian Ian 

Kershaw, “can, in fact, only speak in a generalized and limited fashion about the similarities of 

systems, which on closer inspection are so differently structured that comparisons are forced to 

remain highly superficial.”5 In other words, these models, by their very design, can only make 

sweeping arguments regarding the development of totalitarianism.  

 
1 Sax, Benjamin & Dieter Kuntz. Inside Hitler’s Germany. Page 61. 
2 Ibid. Page 4. 
3 Keegan, John. Collins Atlas of World War II. Page 182.  
4 Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism.  
5 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi dictatorship. Page 42. 
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 For instance, a prevalent idea in Arendt’s work is the twin concepts of the “mass” and the 

“mob.” The masses are the collective; a group of lost souls who, perhaps subconsciously, seek to apply 

themselves to a totalitarian system.6 They were a unique advent of deteriorating political and cultural 

structures, such as the perceived failure of capitalism after the Great Depression, in contrast to the 

mob. The mob encompassed those outside the normal realm of political participation, and for whom 

the dynamism of capitalism and other 20th century processes had entirely passed over.7 In essence, 

the mob were those on the outskirts of modern society, while the masses were those who grew 

disillusioned with modern society.8  These concepts, like the totalitarian model it stems from, at first 

appear valid and relatively accurate, but break down upon further inspection. Arendt’s 

characterization, for instance, plays down the individual agency of many Germans, who supported 

Hitler for a variety of different reasons. It unfairly reduces the German people to a mere pawn of Nazi 

leaders and historical influences.  For example, hundreds of thousands of Berliners marched in 

protest of Hitler’s appointment to the chancellorship, proclaiming that “Berlin would stay red,”9 yet 

such facts of history are largely ignored by proponents of the totalitarian model. 

 This is not to say that there is absolutely no merit to the totalitarian portrayal of society. On 

the contrary, recent research into human psychology and the inner workings of the brain by 

psychologist I.W. Charny posits that humans possess an innate urge to describe the world in 

absolutes, in wholly good or wholly evil terms.10 These findings support theories of collective 

behavior and perhaps the German people’s general predisposition to authoritarianism, but fall short 

of accounting for substantial evidence of overt resistance to the Nazis early in their rise to power.  

 The crux of this debate lies in the question of the capacity of man to act independently of 

larger forces. Proponents of the totalitarian model would argue that the German populace were 

slaves to the powerful social influences of the 20th century, including anti-Semitism, authoritarianism, 

and nationalism, lacking almost any capacity to affect their change in society.11 Proponents of what I 

 
6 Baehr, Peter, and Richter, Melvin, eds. Dictatorship in History and Theory. Page 254. 
7 Ibid. Page 253 
8 Ibid. 
9 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans Into Nazis. Page 142. 
10 Charny, I.W.. Democracy and Fascism in the Human Mind. Page 10. 
11 Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Page 364. 
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term an “individualist” model would emphasize the agency of ordinary Germans in choosing their 

own destiny, citing the wealth of accounts of Germans both supporting Hitler out of their own volition 

and resisting his political ascension.12 In the case of the former, Nazism would represent a direct 

confluence of larger historical forces, with the German people as a collective helpless to stop the 

ideology from taking hold. In the case of the latter, the German people, acting as various distinct, 

sentient forces within German politics and society, chose their own path forward in a display as 

turbulent and divisive as radical change in any nation’s governmental structure. The truth, as it often 

does, falls between these two extremes. 

This paper will examine the great divergences in the historiographical literature concerning 

the role of ordinary German citizens in facilitating the rise of the National Socialist regime. The first 

portion of the paper seeks to determine the validity of the totalitarian. It will provide an overview of 

the totalitarian model’s application to the rise of the Third Reich in Hannah Arendt’s The Origins of 

Totalitarianism,13 and contrast it with critiques of that theory from authors Ian Kershaw and 

Margaret Canovan.1415 I.W Charny’s theory of the “fascist mind” in fostering totalitarian leanings, 

found in his work Fascism & Democracy in the Human Mind,16 will be weighed against reviews of the 

book17 and compared with conflicting evidence from Benjamin Sax and Dieter Kuntz’s Inside Hitler’s 

Germany.18 In all, totalitarian theories have some redeeming aspects and valid applications, but as a 

whole are fatally flawed and unable to acquiesce with damning historical evidence.  

Looking for alternatives to this method, the second portion of the paper evaluates the more 

individualist theories regarding the German populace. Peter Fritzsche’s Germans Into Nazis 

showcases narratives of ordinary Germans and their relationship with the growing Nazi movement, 

arguing that they possessed far greater agency in their support (or lack thereof) of Nazism than the 

 
12 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans Into Nazis. Page 142. 
13 Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Pages 267-340. 
14 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi Dictatorship. Pages 22-30. 
15 Baehr, Peter, and Richter, Melvin, eds. Dictatorship in History and Theory. Page 251-260. 
16 Charny, I.W.. Democracy and Fascism in the Human Mind. Pages 13-52 & 79-140. 
17 Broad, David B. International Social Science Review 82, no. 1/2 (2007): Page 91-92. 
18 Sax, Benjamin & Dieter Kuntz. Inside Hitler’s Germany. Page 13-140 
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totalitarian model proposes. 19 This will be compared with selections from Charles Emerson’s 1913, 

which identifies broader historical trends in Germany immediately prior to World War I, namely the 

raucous sense of dynamism and conflict between liberal, modernist and traditional, militarist 

influences in Imperial Germany.20 Hans Speier’s work German White-Collar Workers and the Rise of 

Hitler acts as a counter to Fritzsche’s and Emerson’s work, arguing that a sizeable force in German 

politics, which ultimately supported the Nazis in large numbers,21 are, in fact, accurately and broadly 

classified as anti-Semitic, virulently nationalist, anti-socialist, and “value-parasites.”22 The 

individualist model draws the opposite conclusion to the totalitarian model; that the German people 

maintained a large degree of autonomy and control of their nation’s destiny. This too proves partially 

false, albeit to a lesser degree than the totalitarian model. 

Both theories, when considered separately, are not sufficient in describing the origins of the 

Nazi’s popular appeal. The large contingent of people who chose to support the Nazis, as opposed to 

traditional right-wing parties, did so out primarily of their own, internally consistent, sets of values 

and ideals. These values and ideals, however, were greatly affected by both wider historical forces 

and innate human psychological mechanisms. The very nature of scholarship on the Third Reich and 

related fields, moreover, makes it difficult to describe the role of the people in the rise of the regime 

through either approach. 

 

II. TOTALITARIANISM AND PSYCHOLOGY 

 Hannah Arendt’s seminal work, The Origins of Totalitarianism, provides a detailed, rational, 

and influential account of the Nazi dictatorship and its root causes. Where it fails, however, is in 

providing a specific and comprehensive theory of totalitarian regimes.23 Her characterization of the 

German people as a singular mass is particularly vague. She argues that the German “masses” arose 

out of a shattered class system and a nebulous but powerful feeling of anger towards the powers that 

 
19 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans Into Nazis. Pages 3-8 & 142-146. Unfortunately, there was no full copy of the 
book available to either read online or purchase for shipment. Only select passages are available for analysis, 
and nonetheless provide an engaging and thought-provoking account. 
20 Emerson, Charles. 1913. Pages 59-77. 
21 Sax, Benjamin & Dieter Kuntz. Inside Hitler’s Germany. Page 66. 
22 Speier, Hans. German White-Collar Workers and the Rise of Hitler. Page 9.  
23 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi Dictatorship. Pages 27-28. 
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be, in Germany’s case stemming from military defeat, inflation, and widespread unemployment.24 She 

continues that a totalitarian movement garners support from these “atomized” and isolated 

individuals, uniting them in pursuit of an esoteric ideological goal.25  

Margaret Canovan, in Dictatorship in History and Theory, posits that this ideology is “mad,” and has 

no rational goals, only seeking to perpetuate itself through mass, vague solutions to contemporary 

issues.26 Canovan summarizes Arendt’s definition of  “the masses,” stating that they “are what results 

when the social structure itself breaks down.”27 Arendt then develops this idea into an inference on 

the population’s support for totalitarians, stating:  

Before they seize power and establish a world according to their doctrines, totalitarian 

movements conjure up a lying world of consistency which is more adequate to the needs of 

the human mind than reality itself; in which… uprooted masses can feel at home and are 

spared the never-ending shocks which real life and real experiences deal to human beings 

and their expectations.28  

The masses, in Arendt’s view, fall into this trap of easily digestible, all-encompassing lies about the 

state of the world, and are then radicalized through the perpetual feeding of lies and propaganda.  Ian 

Kershaw, in The Nazi Dictatorship, concedes that this aspect of Arendt’s work, showing the 

“radicalizing” and “dynamic” aspect of Nazism, is corroborated by ample historical research.29 He 

does, however, refute Arendt’s characterization of totalitarian movements emerging out of a singular 

“mass society.”30 This disagreement is fundamental, as much of Arendt’s model is built off of the 

assumption of a mass German society.  

 Like Kershaw, Canovan finds the value of Arendt’s work on the development of 

totalitarianism difficult to determine. She states, “Vivid as it is, Arendt’s account is difficult to measure 

against the ordinary criteria of historical research because of its exceptionally high proportion of 

 
24 Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Page 315 
25 Ibid. Page 324. 
26 Baehr, Peter, and Richter, Melvin, eds. Dictatorship in History and Theory. Page 253. 
27 Ibid. 
28 Arendt, Hannah. The Origins of Totalitarianism. Page 353. 
29 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi Dictatorship. Page 21. 
30 Ibid. 
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imaginative interpretation to empirical data.”31 She admits that Arendt’s argument on the novelty of 

Stalinism and Nazism is “reasonable enough,” and agrees with her claim that the regimes are 

extraordinarily difficult to define in utilitarian terms.32 Kershaw almost wholly dismisses Arendt’s 

characterization of the “atomized mass society,” stating that it should be “dispensed with” in order 

to make some use of the totalitarian model.33 Even then, for Kershaw the sweeping generalizations 

and “imaginative interpretation” of evidence, as Canovan put it, taints the model’s usefulness as a tool 

to explain the Nazi regime.34  

Arendt’s totalitarian model helps explain the dynamism and novelty of the Nazi regime, but 

over-generalizes and over-simplifies the nature of the German people during the rise of Hitler. Her 

argument that a vague yet broadly appealing ideology allowed Hitler to build popular support is 

corroborated by Kershaw and Canovan, but only on the surface level. Canovan points out, for 

instance, the esoteric and perhaps illogical nature of Arendt’s analysis of the masses, while Kershaw 

derides her atomized society theory. In all, this model’s strength and weakness is its ability to identify 

broad patterns and observations on totalitarian regimes. These patterns are relatively accurate on 

the surface, but by their nature cannot specifically zero in on the origins of Nazism nor its appeal to 

German society. 

Perhaps this missing link between totalitarian concepts and mass appeal lies in the work of 

eminent psychologist I.W. Charny. In his book Fascism & Democracy In the Human Mind, Charny 

examines the subconscious mentalities of people predisposed to fascism and democracy. He argues 

that people seek to view the world in simplistic, black-and-white terms, eagerly supporting 

totalitarian leaders who offer a worldview of this nature.35 This theory, heavily based in 

psychoanalysis and observations of therapy patients, has proven both innovative and potentially 

confounding, according to sociologist David Broad.36  

 
31 Baehr, Peter, and Richter, Melvin, eds. Dictatorship in History and Theory. Page 256 
32 Ibid. Page 257 
33 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi Dictatorship. Page 44. 
34 Ibid. Page 45. 
35 Charny, I.W. Fascism and Democracy in the Human Mind. Page 22. 
36 Broad, David B. International Social Science Review 82, no. 1/2 (2007): Page 91 
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Charny establishes that the original “wiring” of the human brain creates an innate desire 

towards certainty, definability, and, therefore, totalitarianism.37 He eloquently proposes that “[the] 

Fascist Mind provides final solutions to life’s anxieties.”38 It is a primal instinct, Charny argues, for 

humans to perceive the word in absolutes. Correct and incorrect are often among the first concepts 

with which young children identify. Moreover, this effect remains deeply ingrained in people 

throughout their lives. Charny cites a leading psychologist, Anthony Greenwald, and his 

characterization of the ego as a totalitarian process. Greenwald posits that the brain attempts to 

suppress information which it deems concerning or upsetting, analogous to the control of 

information in a totalitarian state, such as the Nazi monopoly on the press.39  

Charny then pivots to address the ramifications of viewing the world in this absolute manner, 

arguing that superiority complexes and violence are a natural extension of this mindset. He adopts a 

more logical argumentation, rather psychological, in this section: if one believed their worldview to 

be unquestionably correct, they would necessarily view all others as unquestionably incorrect. 

Therefore, those who believed in all other worldviews were inferior in, at the very least, their capacity 

to accept the one objective “truth.”40 From this knowledge comes delusions of power in those who 

possess it. The people view their leaders, to whom they owe their “truth,” as pseudo-messianic 

figures. More broadly, the state becomes the only reliable source of information to the populace. 

Benito Mussolini describes it as such: “The Fascist state is unity and synthesis of all values and gives 

to the whole of the people its meaning, development, and forcefulness.”41 Returning to Charny’s 

thesis: fascism provides not just solutions to anxieties, but every solution to every anxiety. The perfect 

fascist system is also perfectly totalitarian. 

 Broad’s primary criticism of Charny’s argument is that it attempts to unify the “constructs of 

mind and society” in a manner akin to the unified field theory in physics.42 Broad states that building 

 
37 Charny, I.W. Fascism and Democracy in the Human Mind. Page 16. 
38 Ibid. Page 16. 
39 Ibid. Page 25. 
40 Ibid. Page 38. 
41 Ibid. Page 82. 
42 Broad, David B. International Social Science Review 82, no. 1/2 (2007): Page 91. The unified field theory would 
marry Albert Einstein’s theory of general relativity with quantum mechanics, as described in Steven Weinberg’s 
work Dreams of a Final Theory. It has proven incredibly difficult to reconcile the two, with the only partial 
congruence coming from Stephen Hawking’s String Theory, shown in his work The Theory of Everything: the 
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this theory is a monumental challenge, as he views that the mind and society occupy largely separate 

spaces.43 In other words, Charny’s work attempts to bridge two ideas that are considered by many 

psychologists to be irreconcilable. Broad also posits that whether one is convinced by Charny’s 

argument rests on the individual’s belief in the effectiveness of therapy in altering the human mind 

from a fascist to a democratic state,44 however this discussion does not concern the topic of this 

paper. Broad’s critiques are relatively minor, lending credibility to Charny’s work. 

 Where Charny’s work falters, much like Arendt’s totalitarian framework, is in its ability to 

generalize whole societies as uniformly fascist. While Charny provides ample theoretical and 

psychological evidence for his claims, counterevidence reveals that it is impossible to call the German 

populace, particularly prior to 1934, a fascist populace. The NSDAP, for instance, only obtained 

approximately forty-four percent of seats in the Reichstag in March 1933, with the SDP, a moderate, 

center-left party gaining nearly twenty percent.45 While this does illustrate the growing Nazi 

influence in Germany, it discredits Charny’s hypothesis that a widespread fascist mentality facilitates 

the rise of totalitarian leaders.46  

 In tandem, Charny and Arendt’s theories prove at once vaguely correct and intuitive, and 

entirely simplistic and generalizing. Arendt’s mass society theory is perhaps applicable to a 

contingent of Germans, but her wildly imaginative and interpretive analysis of evidence, in Canovan’s 

view, leaves much to be desired.47 Kershaw agrees with Arendt’s broad-strokes ideas, but does not 

corroborate their applicability to the majority of Germans.48 Charny’s theory, while innovative and 

well researched, likewise proves too general and unable to acquiesce with evidence as fundamental 

as Nazi voting patterns.49 Both theories ultimately make the same fatally inaccurate assumption: that 

the behavior of some people necessitates the identification of totalitarian societies as a homogenous 

 
Origin and Fate of the Universe. Hawking, Stephen. The Theory of Everything: the Origin and Fate of the Universe. 
Beverly Hills, CA: New Millennium Press, 2002. & Weinberg, Steven. Dreams of a Final Theory: the Scientists 
Search for the Ultimate Laws of Nature. New York: Vintage, 1993.  
43 Ibid 91. 
44 Ibid 92. 
45 Sax, Benjamin & Dieter Kuntz. Inside Hitler’s Germany. Page 95. 
46 Charny, I.W. Fascism & Democracy in the Human Mind. Page 28 
47 Baehr, Peter, and Richter, Melvin, eds. Dictatorship in History and Theory. Page 257. 
48 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi dictatorship. Page 45. 
49 Sax, Benjamin & Dieter Kuntz. Inside Hitler’s Germany. Page 95. 
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“mass.” The two arguments are not, however, entirely without merit. Arendt’s totalitarian approach 

accurately characterizes the dynamic and corrupting nature of the Nazi Party platform, while 

Charny’s work does, broadly, explain how the platform was so appealing to a great many Germans.5051 

 

III. INDIVIDUALISM AND AGENCY 

 The totalitarian and psychological concepts, as previously mentioned, fail to accurately 

address the sheer breadth of alternative, anti-totalitarian sentiment present in Nazi Germany prior 

to the Third Reich. Other sources choose to invite a wealth of different perspectives, instead, to form 

a wholistic, not explicitly theoretical, view of the origins of Nazi rule. Peter Fritzsche’s book Germans 

Into Nazis depicts a vivid historical narrative containing various perspectives and ruminations on the 

rise of the Nazis. Examining the development of German society from its Imperial days through the 

1930s, he succinctly summarizes that: “Of course, not everybody supported the Nazis,” and those who 

did support them for, if not good, then rational reasons.52 In contrast to this, Speier’s book German 

White-Collar Workers and the Rise of Hitler tends to support a more totalitarian/psychological 

approach, in which he argues that middle-class Germans, a sizeable portion of Hitler’s political base, 

acting as a monolith did, in fact, act as a quintessential totalitarian “mass.”53 Charles Emerson, in his 

book 1913, takes a less argumentative and more comprehensive approach to the pre-war German 

nation, overall agreeing with Fritzsche’s characterization of the German populace as a unique, 

multifarious society while still supporting Speier’s notion of a bedrock of militant, authoritarian-

leaning discontent.54 In all, these three sources illustrate the dynamism and diversity of the German 

people prior to Nazism, in equal parts supporting and refuting the larger totalitarian hypothesis. 

 Fritzsche begins his account with a bold, thought-provoking statement: “Germans became 

Nazis because they wanted to become Nazis.”55 This immediately separates his scholarship from that 

of Arendt and Charny, with him choosing to emphasize the agency that Germans possessed rather 

 
50 Kershaw, Ian. The Nazi Dictatorship. Page 28 
51 Charny, I.W.. Fascism & Democracy in the Human Mind. Page 57. 
52 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans into Nazis. Page 8 & 142. 
53 Speier, Hans. German White-Collar Workers and the Rise of Hitler. Page 8. 
54 Emerson, Charles. 1913. Page 66. 
55 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans into Nazis. Page 8. 
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than arguing that they had none. He continues that Nazis spoke to the interests of the German people 

far better than other political parties. Interestingly, Fritzsche derides the widespread belief that anti-

Semitism amongst the German people was a primary contributor to Nazi success. For instance, the 

Nazis garnered vastly more support than either the conservative-nationalist parties, who were anti-

Semitic, and the SPD, who was not.56 In the aftermath of the Party’s acquisition of ap large plurality 

in the Reichstag in January 1933, there was a rush of Party support and a revitalized German fervor.57 

Party membership, nearly six months before the declaration of a one-party state, ballooned to just 

under seven hundred and twenty thousand members, with over ten thousand local Party branches.58 

There was clearly widespread support for the Party, yet Fritzsche is careful to recognize the flagrant 

political strife that increasingly enveloped German streets. Just after the election, in the proletariat 

area of Berlin, hundreds of thousands of socialist, communist, or other left-wing Berliners protested 

the election, a defiant example that Nazi power was far from unchallenged at this point in time.59 The 

socialist faction engaged in violent street fights with Nazi Brownshirts constantly, although after 

January the fascists had the upper hand.60 In mid-February the last vestiges of public anti-Nazi 

demonstrations collapsed. And in perhaps the cruelest twist of fate in history, a single communist 

dissident set fire to the Reichstag on February 27th, bestowing Hitler, on a proverbial silver platter, 

emergency powers to help cement his increasingly dictatorial authority.61 Fritzsche’s account 

portrays the chaotic, capricious nature of Germany prior to the Nazi dictatorship, showing that on 

both sides existed autonomous historical actors, as opposed to a single mass, asserting their own 

views for the future. 

 Speier’s book functions as a particularly fascinating account of a specific, influential, voting 

demographic in pre-Nazi Germany. It was written in 1932, still in the midst of Hitler’s rise to power, 

and, although heavily edited for eventual publication in 1977, offers a compelling, relatively 

contemporary analysis of this subset of Germans in facilitating the advent of the Third Reich. Speier’s 

 
56 Ibid. 
57 Ibid 143. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans into Nazis. Page 142. 
60 Ibid. Page 143. 
61 Ibid. Page 146. 
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argument revolves around three insights regarding the nature of white-collar worker’s support of 

Nazism. The first posits that this portion of the German population lacked a defined and uniform 

method for determining social value and prestige, and looked to capitalist, militarist, and 

bureaucratic influences for this missing sense of belonging. The second proposes that among these 

salaried employees existed a further division, with fairly heterogenous groups that found social 

fulfillment in different ways.62 Finally, Speier argues that these forces, while not applicable to the 

entire population of white-collar workers, fostered in them a greater propensity to latch onto Nazi 

propaganda to find social value, as they could not create it themselves.63 Speier proclaims members 

of this occupation “value parasites,” for their lack of a self-sustaining moral tradition.64 Speier’s 

analysis also focuses on the impact of nationalism on this middle-class, determining it was not a 

coherent nor uniformly internalized ideology amongst this group.65 Importantly, he argues that 

white-collar workers discarded democratic values, for they “atomized” the German people to a 

destructive extent.66 Speier’s characterizations are reminiscent of the quintessential totalitarian 

mass, although the author continually emphasizes the diversity of the white-collar population.67 

 Emerson traces the origins of many of the patterns observed in Fritzsche and Speier’s works 

to pre-World War I Imperial Germany. In his exposé on Berlin, utilizing it as a microcosm of German 

progress following unification in 1871, Emerson notes that: “This was the city of Marxist sociological 

analysis and social democracy. It was the Berlin which conservative Berlin might like to forget, but 

which was nonetheless brought back to them by a strike, or an outbreak of disease.”68 Already, the 

seeds of socialist discontent had been planted in the nation. Moreover, nearly three-quarters of the 

vote for the Berlin municipal government went to Social Democrats.69 In the Imperial capital not only 

was socialism was alive and well, but nationalist and pre-totalitarian attitudes permeated the 

governmental structure and culture.70 Kaiser Wilhelm II, the bombastic and eccentric ruler of 

 
62 Speier, Hans. German White-Collar Workers and the Rise of Hitler. Page 8. 
63 Ibid. Page 9 
64 Ibid. 
65 Ibid. Page 117. 
66 Ibid. 
67 Ibid. Page 8. 
68 Emerson, Charles. 1913. Page 70. 
69 Ibid. Page 72. 
70 Ibid. Page 71. 
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Germany, attempted to mold Germany, specifically Berlin, in his image. He worked with architects, 

artists, and engineers on construction projects, taking great personal interests in the city’s continued 

growth.71 Emerson writes, “Berlin was thus built with the defects of its ruler.”72 The Kaiser’s quirks 

set the standard, for better or worse, of many aspects of German life. For instance, he decreed that 

the inscription above the new Reichstag entrance read “To German Unity,” emanating a decidedly 

more conservative sentiment than the originally planned inscription: “To the German People.”73 Such 

a minute alteration made by a leader less inclined to cast his own shadow over the whole of the 

nation74 might hold less significance, but considering the unique role of the Kaiser in German society, 

the “unity” he speaks of carries perhaps proto-totalitarian undertones. For all the Kaiser’s clumsiness, 

he maintained a strong, if waning influence on a significant portion of the German people.75 If such 

sentiments resonated with him, there is little doubt that they resonated with much of the nation as 

well. Berlin was a city of opposites, dynamism and conflict between the Imperial government and 

rising tide of socialist supporters. 

 Fritzsche’s work proposes that the German people were entirely aware of the historical 

influences permeating their political culture prior to and during the rise of Hitler.76 Rather than acting 

as a singular mass society, as Arendt or Charny would propose, Fritzsche provides a rich historical 

background that highlights the many instances of both German resistance to Hitler and conscious 

support of his ideology. It is important to distinguish that this “individualist” approach is different 

from a historical theory. It provides a wealth of evidence that proves its thesis, but Fritzsche does 

not, in fact, extrapolate his findings into a comprehensive prediction or general historical context 

regarding the development of a Hitler-esque regime. To be clear, that is not inherently a strength or 

weakness to his argument, only an important distinction from the works of Arendt and Charny. 

Likewise, Speier’s work presents a strong historical account that appears amply corroborated 

through its evidence, but falls short of offering a theory. While the behaviors of white-collar German 

 
71 Emerson, Charles. 1913. Page 70. 
72 Ibid. 
73 Ibid 72. 
74 Ibid. Page 70. 
75 Ibid. Page 74. 
76 Fritzsche, Peter. Germans into Nazis. Page 8 
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workers appear slightly Arendt-esque totalitarian in nature, and highly applicable into Charny’s 

psychological work, it is, at most evidence from which the two frameworks can draw from. Even still, 

Speier states that “[the demographic] was not a unified stratum,”77 acknowledging the diversity and 

differences between individuals in this group and implicitly denouncing any attempt to misrepresent 

them as a collective. Emerson’s larger argument proves more difficult to ascertain. His identification 

of the conservative-socialist divide in pre-war Germany would appear to support Fritzsche’s 

characterization of the collective agency possessed by the German populace, and their ability to 

control their own destiny. However, the Kaiser’s impact on shaping German culture and society is 

verifiably great, and would suggest a population more susceptible to outside influences, and less 

imbued with their own unique character. Of course, these are not binary choices. A significant 

segment of the population, such as those portrayed in Germans Into Nazis actively fought, and died 

for, their vision of Germany’s future.78 A significant, yet separate, portion fell more in line with 

totalitarian “mass society” stereotypes, easily corruptible and subject to the whims of those whose 

values they aspired to have.79 They still, however, maintained distinctions and diversity within the 

group, and were far from homogenous.  

These sources offer meta-arguments on the ability of broad historical theories, such as 

totalitarian models, to be accurate to any degree. Fritz argues that they are not, and that the German 

people decided to support Hitler out of their own free will, not beholden to any unwanted historical 

influence. Speier acknowledges the potential advantages of generalization, but takes care to ensure 

that his ideas are not mistakenly applied to a group unfairly. Emerson, on the other hand, would seem 

to eschew theories and arguments altogether, preferring instead to identify key patterns and track 

their appearance over time. 

 

IV. CONCLUSION 

The totalitarian and fascist-psychological concepts put forth by Arendt and Charny, 

respectively, can only define the Nazi regime’s influence on the German people insofar as the 
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individual citizen’s adherence to it. While those who believed in Hitler could have very likely fallen 

under the umbrella of totalitarian or fascist-psychological influence, this alone does not accurately 

determine German people’s political involvement in the regime’s rise. For a great many, still greater 

than fifty percent of Reichstag voters in March 193380, Nazism was not the answer. Arendt’s assertion 

of the emergence of a “mass society,” and the resulting anxieties, loneliness, and corruptibility of the 

populace appears at first plausible, as a great deal of Germans did suffer from the societal blights the 

author describes.81 However, Arendt takes the behavior of some or even a large portion of Germans 

to mean all, which, while it makes for an easily digestible, pleasant-sounding historical theory, 

undermines its legitimacy and universal efficacy. Likewise, Charny’s theory is at first profound and 

legitimate. He brings to bear a mountain of psychological and sociological research in service of his 

theory of the fascist mind seeking clean answers and easy solutions for difficult issues.82 But like 

Arendt, Charny mistakenly applies this theory to society as a whole, despite evidence showing that it 

ought to only apply to a specific subset of it. The quality of these theories, therefore, is handicapped 

by their inability to take a wealth of conflicting evidence into account, and their proclivity to explain 

more than they are qualified to do. 

The individualist, non-theoretical approach, on the other hand, accurately emphasizes 

ordinary Germans’ agency, avoiding the sweeping theoretical traps which ensnared Arendt and 

Charny. Fritzsche offers poignant accounts of individuals who resisted the growing Nazi shadow, or 

supported it and actively facilitated its rise to power.83 Speier, in contrast, offered an account of 

workers who, largely as a result of wider historical influences, were guided towards totalitarianism.84 

However, he specifically addresses the particular circumstance in which this concept applies, even 

then emphasizing the diversity of white-collar German workers. Emerson, more esoterically, 

illustrates the importance of historical processes, but critically does not infer or extrapolate their 

usage outside of their narrow context. These detailed, developed arguments come at the expense, 

however of forming a more broadly applicable historical theory. Historians in this camp treat Nazism 
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as a wholly unique phenomenon, nearly undefinable and exceedingly difficult to theorize. The 

German people themselves, in this methodology, are primarily responsible for the rise of Nazism, as 

it was an ideology in which many of them could truly see a positive path forward.  

Neither framework truly provides a satisfactory answer regarding the role of the people in 

the Third Reich. The totalitarian-psychological approach is unable to integrate or rebuff simple 

counterarguments to its sweeping generalities. The individualist approach, while rightly showcasing 

the ability for ordinary Germans to think for themselves and affect their own political change on both 

sides of the conflict, ironically prove too narrowly applicable to assist in identifying commonalities 

between different populations who installed totalitarian regimes. Mass movements do exist, and 

totalitarian mass societies can form out of them, but the role of the individual is never truly removed. 

Perhaps there is no all-encompassing answer, no theory universal enough to identify dangerous 

regimes in their early stages and specific enough to explain minute nuances of individual systems. 

Kershaw recounts a 1973 keynote speech by historian Andreas Hillgruber in which he 

decried contemporary social history methods, arguing that models replaced concrete evidence.85 

Kershaw continues to summarize his argument: “The application of theory he found 

methodologically dubious, potentially excluding many facets of reality, and he concluded that by 

reasserting the view that the past is autonomous and not there to inform or instruct the present.”86 

Hillgruber’s view is accurate in that historical theories, as evidenced by Arendt and Charny, overlook 

substantial amounts of facts in their pursuit of answers and universal applicability. However, his 

opinion that the past is autonomous and should not instruct the present is the antithesis of what 

history can, and should, be. History is able to show present society what problems past peoples 

experienced and, importantly, how they solved them. For if there are no true patterns in history, and 

all events are simply wholly unique occurrences, then history serves little utilitarian purpose to the 

present.  

In this current day, the need for a useful, preventative theory of totalitarianism and tyranny 

grows more desperate by the day. US President Donald Trump purports to be the only man able to 
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“Make America Great Again,” following many of the same steps that Hitler took to obtain power.87 

The global pandemic has given authoritarians a blank check to curtail civil liberties, perhaps never 

to return them.88 The entire populace is pivotal in preventing autocratic rulers from clawing their 

way to power. While totalitarian, psychological, and individualist concepts, when considered 

separately, may not definitively tell a people how to respond to authoritarian leaders, considering 

these perspectives, despite their inherent flaws, holistically is a far more preferable alternative to 

believing the lessons of the past are entirely not applicable to the present.  
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