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 People of the twenty-first century may wonder how and why Adolf Hitler succeeded in 

becoming the powerful dictator of Germany and plunged the globe into the Second World War. 

It may be difficult to fathom how a people allowed the madness of one man to get to such 

extreme levels. In his work, The ‘Hitler Myth’, Ian Kershaw attempts to answer how and why the 

German peoples allowed one man run a country with an iron will and onto a path of destruction. 

It is Kershaw’s belief that Hitler and his staunch cronies used their influence to create a likeness 

of Hitler as the Führer that differed from the actual man. Hitler played a double role, disguising 

his true intentions through deliberate manipulations of his image from beginning to end. 

 Kershaw explains that Hitler’s role of Führer was not a new concept—Germany had 

traditions of a “heroic” leader type since at least the nineteenth-century, a strong military and 

nationalistic type seen as such figures at Kaiser Wilhelm I.1 Hitler’s eventual deification, quite 

some time off, nonetheless found its origins early in his career with the NSDAP. Hitler’s 

popularity was very much within the circles of his party, and he does not quite yet view himself 

as the savior of the German peoples until after the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, when he begins to 

think of himself in a more so-called “heroic” mentality.2 It is interesting to note that, according to 

Kershaw, this building up of this heroic leader myth was an attempt to gloss over and 

compensate for the fact that the NSDAP lacked in unity and clarity is exactly what the party 

                                                 
1 Ian Kershaw, The ‘Hitler Myth’: Image and Reality in the Third Reich (Oxford University Press, 1987), 14-15. 
2 Ibid., 22-24. 



 

 

stood for.3 Hitler as the Führer bound together the differing aspects (and even contradictory) 

ideologies of the Nazi movement. 

 As Hitler rose to greater prominence, he was met with mixed emotions. The left wing 

parties and the Catholic political party deeply distrusted him, and the right wing parties were 

generally more favorable to the Nazi party. Hitler’s support internally and outside the party did 

begin to grow, and by 1932, the Nazi party and its ideals became one with Hitler—Hitler himself 

represented an entire movement to bring Germany back to a place of respect, prosperity, and 

prominence. Propaganda played a huge part in drumming up the “Hitler Myth”—Goebbels made 

Hitler as a prophetic figure, a warrior for Germany, and campaigned in attempted to reach as 

many constituents as possible. Although the popularity of Hitler was not unanimous, Hitler 

managed to appeal to many Germans. He took advantage of the atmosphere—the distrust and 

dislike of the Weimar Republic coupled with the outwardly personification of the ideologies of 

the German peoples in the wake of World War I.4  

The “Night of Long Knives” in 1934, while a blatant display of Nazi tactics and the true 

colors of Hitler and his party, was okayed by a significant amount of German peoples, even 

applauded as a smart move. This action clearly illustrates the “Hitler Myth” at work—Hitler 

received very little criticism, and cements his image as a bold and courageous—heroic, if you 

will—leader for the German nation. Hitler’s speech to the public after the event earned him trust 

from the people, and gave them a falsified sense of protection, as he claimed to be condemning 

the immorality within the SA, as well as ensuring a sense of strength of a once shaky 

government.5 Kershaw claims that Hitler was perceived was a defender of justice, of the 

common man against those who would abuse their power (i.e., the SA), and was able to help 
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cleanse the upper levels of corruption within the Nazi movement. Interestingly enough, while 

Hitler was commended for his actions, his Party suffered in popularity. The people believed that 

Hitler, a good and upstanding man, was kept in the dark about the Nazi Party’s unsavory aspects. 

The dichotomy of the love of Hitler but the criticism of the Nazi underlings was a point that 

Kershaw made frequently.  

 Hitler, a great orator, knew when to avoid certain topics in his speeches to maintain his 

following and to not scare the people away from his movement. Kershaw mentions that Hitler 

rarely made mention of Lebensraum in his public speeches—the fear of war was still very much 

in the mind of the people.6 Hitler was both iron willed and a man of peace, reconstructing the 

Wehrmacht but promising to use diplomacy to achieve the objectives of the party.7 Kershaw 

drives home the point that the naïve belief held by the German people of Hitler as a benevolent 

man of the people continued to persist during the war. According to popular opinion, Hitler tried 

everything possible to avoid confrontation and war (due to the image of Hitler as an excellent 

diplomat) and that Hitler was doing everything in his power to do the best for his people in the 

time of war (early in the war, Germany was met with success and the people on the home front 

were not forced to sacrifice and suffer).8 

 In Kershaw’s last chapter, he addresses anti-Semitism. Kershaw applies his thesis of the 

double role to the role anti-Semitism played with Hitler and his rise to power. Anti-Semitism was 

certainly prevalent in the society at large, and Nazi propaganda helped deepen the already 

present prejudices. Despite this, Kershaw argues, anti-Semitism was not of primary importance 

to the German people and the influence of Hitler on them. Hitler was rabidly anti-Semitic, and 

yet in 1922, Hitler reins in his anti-Jewish stance to attack Marxism as the enemy of the German 
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state.9 Hitler’s public orations in 1933 and 1934 were missing an attack on Jews, and “it appears, 

that despite his own obsessions, Hitler was politically aware from an early date…that a wider 

currency than anti-Semitism was needed to distinguish the NSDAP from the purely sectarian 

politics of other völkisch groups, to extend the Party’s appeal, and to make a serious bid for 

power.”10 When Hitler does finally address the “Jewish Question” in 1935 with the Nuremberg 

Laws, he uses pseudo-legal measures to progressively push the Jews into their own category  

separate from the German people—Hitler used the façade of legality to distance himself from the 

unlawful, violent actions in the lower ranks for the Party. 

 Before the war, and at the beginning, confidence in Hitler was high; the Führer gave 

them victories and kept them happy in the beginning. The reader will continue to see that Hitler’s 

triumphs were not necessarily the triumphs of the Party functionaries’—corruption at the lower 

level raised feelings of animosity while the adoration of Hitler remained strong. This idolization 

of the dictator did eventually fall, linked to his failures in the east, pressures on the home front, 

and the extension of the war.11 The people slowly became disenchanted with their great leader as 

the war became more and more hopeless. His public image no longer held the masses in thrall—

he could no longer fulfill promises and everything was crashing down around Germany. The 

movement and the man, the reality and the myth, had finally exposed one another.  

 Within the professional scholarship, Jay Baird of Miami University and Michael Kater of 

York University generally agree that Kershaw’s book is a well written piece in the literature on 

Adolf Hitler.12 Baird does disagree with Kershaw’s assessment about the small role of anti-
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Semitism and the “popular opinion of the Third Reich.”13 David Lindenfield of Louisiana State 

felt that Kershaw’s unbalanced addressing of differing social groups of Nazi Germany lacking 

and that Kershaw’s understanding of a myth is too narrow and somewhat lacking in definition.14 

I found Kershaw’s book a very interesting piece. I was not aware of how Hitler deliberately 

made a public image to better sell himself to the German people; as someone with generalized 

knowledge of Hitler and his rise to power, I assumed that the majority of the German people 

were always in agreement with all of Hitler’s viewpoints. I personally was under the impression 

that the entirety Nazi Party was also a representation of the people. Instead, Kershaw lays out 

evidence that Hitler deliberately manipulated a nation with half-truths and created a cult centered 

around him personally, not the people of the Party who did much of the work for Hitler’s 

movement. It shows the gradual descent of Germany into darkness through shrewd exploitation, 

but also by utilizing many sentiments already within the society. 
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