Excerpts from The German Crisis (New York, 1932)

by H. R. Knickerbocker

Chapter I  Hitlerites and Reds Imperil the German Republic

Fifty thousand Bolsheviks made the Russian revolution.  Germany has an estimated six million voters for its Communist Party.  Five hundred thousand Fascists put Mussolini in power in Italy.  Adolf Hitler has a possible twelve million voters behind the National Socialist Party in Germany . . .

From a broader point of view we, as well as the rest of the world, may have in Germany an interest much greater than can be measured in dollars.  For events here cannot fail to have political and social as well as economic consequences for Germany’s neighbors . . . About four billion dollars is the total American stake in Germany, and this is equal to more than one per cent of our national wealth, is equal to five per cent of our national income, and is a far larger stake than we have in any foreign country save Canada . . .  America alone has thirty-eight per cent of the total direct foreign investments in Germany and thus has a larger interest in the preservation of private capitalism in this country than any other country in the world except Germany itself . . . no American can be indifferent to the fate of a country in which the United States, for better or for worse, has become so deeply engaged.  Its loss would fall heavily on the balance sheet of even the wealthiest country.

Conceivably this and other foreign sums directly and indirectly bound up with Germany’s stability could only be lost entirely if Germany falls into prolonged civil war or abandons the system of private capitalism . . .

Today, at the beginning of the fourteenth year of the German Republic, its stability appears more seriously threatened than ever before.  From election statistics one may gather that considerably more than a majority of the German people are against the [Weimar] Republic.  The strength of Hitler’s forces, the forces of German Fascism, is approaching the democratically decisive fifty-one per cent.  Against him, but against the Republic as well, are the forces of German Communism, also steadily rising, though not so fast . . .

It is no longer absurd to conceive that Hitler himself might become President of Germany, and it seems improbable that any one except Hindenburg could be elected President without Hitler’s support.

A Hitler man in the Presidency would mean Hitler eventually master of the Reich . . . Hitler’s following has increased so enormously since the Reichstag election of September, 1930, that he has today at least an even chance to win more than 50 per cent of the seats in the Prussian Legislature, control of the Prussian Government and therewith control of nearly half the armed forces of Germany—the Prussian police.

By the statistics and by the rules of democracy, Hitler should win.  But the rules of democracy presuppose that all the voters, or at least a majority of them, are democratic and will abide by the rule of the majority.  Hitler has promised to take power only by legal means.  He has made no promise that he will resign if his majority becomes a minority.  He has in fact promised to abolish democracy and parliamentary government the moment a democratic vote puts the instruments of power in his hands . . . 

Will Hitler come to power after all?  What will Hitlerism mean to world economics and politics?  Will Communism be the probable successor to Fascism?

These are questions that must concern the outside world, for upon their answer depend the answers to the more specific questions: Can Germany pay reparations?  Will she?  Can Germany pay her private obligations?  Will she?  And for Americans the other question peculiarly pertinent for Germany’s greatest creditor: What has Germany done with our money? . . .

Without prejudgment, the opinion may now be risked that Germany is industrially the strongest power in Europe, is financially the least secure, is politically the most divided, and harbors socially the most explosive possibilities.  How poor is Germany?  That is perhaps the most fundamental question.  How much of her poverty, made the excuse, or formed the reason, for non-payment of reparations, is genuine, and how much is window dressing?  [pp. 3-7]

Chapter V  The Great Nazi-Communist Clashes of 1931

Between the National Socialists and Communists are a good many common characteristics, but the strongest mutual attribute is hatred.  For both parties hatred is the fundamental motive force.

The Nazis hate in about the following order:

1. Communists.

2. Jews.

3. Socialists.

4. France and her allies.

5. The Treaty of Versailles.

The Communists hate in about the following order:

1. National Socialists.

2. Police.

3. Socialists.

4. Capitalists and their allies.

5. The Treaty of Versailles.

Each of the two parties would sing of the other as Lissauer did of England in his famous “Hymn of Hate,” that it might have many minor hatreds, but its one true, never-dying, flawless and eternal hatred was for the other. [pp. 38-39]

1) What are major points made by Knickerbocker regarding the future of Germany?  According to him, why should the situation in Germany matter to the United States?

2) What audience was the author trying to reach?  Why is it significant that this book appeared in 1932? [Hint: Think about conditions in the U. S. & the world.]  

3) Could this book be understood without understanding the broader historical context in which the author was writing?  Explain.

