
Debate: Hitler – Weak or Strong Dictator? 
• 1950s > intentionalist historians influenced by evidence of 

victims + opponents + trials of Nazi war criminals > 
• Hitler seen as leader who dictated events  (Hugh Trever-Roper + 

Alan Bullock) 
• Had ascendancy over all who came in contact 
• Master of 3rd Reich. 
• Point to legislative changes carried out between 1933 and 1934. 
• As Fuhrer he was Head of State, chief of Government, Commander-

in-Chief of Army, and supreme judge of the nation. (Hans Frank, 
his lawyer). 

• Saw him as having a blueprint of intention > war of conquest 
annihilation of Jews. 

 
• 1960s > new generation of structuralist historians > accepted 

image of all powerful personality, + integrating role as a leader 
• but pointed to overlapping bureaucracies + authorities in Nazi state 
• Stressed administrative inefficiency + impulsiveness of Hitler. 
• Mommsen  > stressed his reluctance to make decisions, often 

uncertain – in many ways a weak dictator. Revisionist historians. 
• Claimed he didn’t have absolute power in internal affairs or even 

over external affairs. 
• Emphasised internal anarchy of a regime where individuals just 

pursued own power. 
• Hitler was a prisoner of competing forces within the State, which 

he would not or could not control > so Germany suffered a 
leadership crisis. 

• From mid 1930s abandoned normal business of government. 
• Speer provides evidence that he ignored problems, concerned 

himself with trivialities, then worked intently at the end to forge a 
solution. 

• Weizsacker said ministers had to seize the opportunity of a 
favourable hour or minute when Hitler made a decision.  Casual 
remarks of Hitler were seized on and presented as Hitler’s orders. 

• Government disintegrated – power exercised by a number of 
competing personal empires.  Had secured considerable 
independence. Himmler, Goring, Goebbels and Ley. 

• Hitler ultimately supreme, but left detailed work to these key men > 
because expected + achieved total loyalty. 

• In his name carried out radical policies eg euthanasia and 
extermination. 

• System worked with ruthless efficiency despite fact that Hitler 
became more dispensable in this very personal system. 

 
 
 
 
 



Weak Dictator Arguments 
• Hitler a prisoner of his own personality 
• Lazy + apathetic > avoided unpopular decisions 
• Eg 1934 topped Ley from giving more power to Labour Front v 

employers. 
• 1935 sided with industrialists over wages. 
• Mommsen says he was a propagandist + image maker + 

opportunist. 
• Hitler as a prisoner of others 
• Dependent on obscure people from 1920s who’d helped him > 

made them Gauleiter, then allowed them to dictate policy in the 
regions. 

• Hitler was a prisoner of different forces operating within the 
State, which he could not control. 

• Though Head of State, Armed Forces and the Party he wasn’t a 
bureaucrat, wrote little down.  Was impossible for one man to 
govern all > so he allowed a polycratic system to develop. 

• This led to administrative chaos – no clear, rational policies. 
• Lammers, Head of Reich Chancellory gave verbal accounts of what 

Hitler wanted > he could mislead. 
• Goring and others packaged requests to get the desired response. 
• Hitler listened to the last person who’d spoken. 
• He had to please the army – it remained independent. 
• Hitler a prisoner of tensions operating within the State + 

economy which he could not control 
• Hitler was weak between 1936 + 1941 because of tensions in the 

State + economy, which threatened working class unrest. 
• He showed increasing apathy inaction. 
• Such crises influenced the timing of the 2nd World War. 
• German people weren’t asked to make a total sacrifice – 

mobilization only half-hearted. 
 
Hitler as Master of 3rd Reich:  Intentionalists’ Arguments 
Hitler was in total command of key decisions. 
• Hitler’s concessions aren’t egs of weakness. 
• No egs of important directives from Hitler being ignored or blocked 

by others, though he produced few for domestic politics. 
• An example of his ability to push through an unpopular policy = 

Sterilization Policy – passed despite opposition of Catholics. 
• His aims were: 

• Eliminate enemies of state 
• Mobilize the economy 
• And prepare people for war 
• Wage war for living-space 
• Create racially pure state through elimination of Jews, 

gypsies, mentally and physically handicapped. 
• He pursued these regardless of opinion. 



Hitler adopted a divide and rule policy to gain mastery 
• Intentionalists argue Hitler stayed supreme by blurring lines of 

command 
• Creating duplication etc. 
• E.g. he broke up unified control over the Party organisation 
• Established himself as leader of Party’s political organisation 
• Divided power between Hess and Ley. 
• Refused to support Frick’s attempt to establish central control over 

governors and Gauleiter. 
• Hitler continued to control his power of patronage and deal directly 

with his Gauleiter. 
• Was not in power of Gauleiter – removed any who he thought 

disloyal. 
• His was a personal rule. Gauleiter proved him with a powerful body 

of support. 
 
Hitler gave power-bases to men he trusted  
• For example he gave huge power bases to Himmler, Ley, Goring 

and Bormann. 
• Hitler over-stretched himself in terms of his grip on government – 

but all acted in the interests of the Fuhrer. 
• His willingness to allow rivals to fight it out, his distant leadership, 

helped promote the Fuhrer myth cult, his popularity and mastery. 
• He had little interest in the legislative process, but he was central 

to foreign and race policy. 
• Hitler wasn’t a prisoner of the army – they agreed with his foreign 

policy.  After 1938 they became an instrument of Nazi rule. 
Hitler’s decisions not motivated by a state of crisis 
• Hitler showed no consciousness of a general political crises 1937-

39 forcing an imminent war. 
• Intentionalists argue structuralists such as Tim Mason have 

exaggerated the unrest and its political significance. 
• The timing of the war was due to the international balance of power 

and armaments not to fears of internal unrest reinforced by Hilter’s 
weakness. 

• Little that happened in domestic politics before the middle of the 
war contradicted Hitler’s ‘will’. 

• Supports the conclusion that he was not a weak dictator – neither 
was he master in the 3rd Reich with unlimited, infinite power. 

Discussion of different interpretations 
• Historians now see that a rational method of systematic decision-

making and rule did not exist in the 3rd Reich. 
• Hitler = a dictator who didn’t seem to dictate – instead produced 

confusion in government. 
• The chaos belied the image of efficiciency. 
• The well-trained state organization survived- even though a parallel 

system of Nazi-controlled ministries developed. 



• The term polycratic describes the system of overlapping but rival 
centres of power. 

• There was no coherent body at the head of it – Hitler didn’t like 
routine business of government, so left things to sort themselves . 

• But his authority was never undermined – as plotters discovered. 
• Despite chaos, parts of system worked efficiently e.g. army and 

arms production under Speer. 
• This explains why it took 5 years to defeat him. 
• No e.g.s of major policy decisions of Hitler being successfully 

opposed by subordinates until last stages of war. 
• His orders were not ignored. 
• It was only foreign powers which prevented him from doing what he 

wanted. 
• His power was real – and he was only prisoner of forces of his own 

making. 
• This doesn’t suggest a weak dictator. 
Hitler’s Role 
• Between 1933 41 his role was central link with policy less central 

than once believed. 
• Hitler had a vision of state based on racial regeneration and 

purification from within. 
• So he allowed the growth of SS-police empire, so it became a state 

within a state. 
• Racial genocide wouldn’t have happened without Hitler – though 

extremists in SA and Party would have perpetrated some 
spontaneous persecution from below ( 1933 Jewish boycott, and 
Kristallnacht. 

• Outbreak of war in 1939 was Hitler’s sole decision – despite its 
unpopularity with army, people and high-ranking Nazis. 

• How was this possible given his absence from day-to-day business? 
• Ian Kershaw suggests this was possible because of ferocious 

contests among Nazi subordinates to do what they thought Hitler 
wanted ie working towards the Fuhrer. 

• This provides key answer to how Nazi state functioned. 
• Hitler acted as the final source of authority. 
• There were 4 areas where Hitler’s intervention was central: 

• Pursuit of territorial ambitions 
• Hitler’s ideology became the embodiment of social ideas > 

reflected in Himmler’s police state. 
• Hitler’s style of government encouraged the end of ordered 

government.  Often long delays before ministers could see him. 
This linked to his belief in social Darwinism. 

• Hitler was also responsible for regime’s descent into barbarism. 
‘Working towards the Fuhrer’ gave licence to e.g experiments in 
euthanasia and eugenics. 

• Hitler’s role was to legalise different groups’ attempts to fulfill 
his wishes.  He was a figurehead – without him the regime 
would have collapsed – he was the integrating force. 



 


