Analysis of Extracts from a speech by Adolf Hitler

The speech given by Adolf Hitler to the Reichstag on the 30th of January 1939, is remembered infamously as a crucial marker in the timeline of the Holocaust for its public articulations of The Nazi Party’s antisemitism and its escalation towards genocide. Delivered on the sixth anniversary of Hitlers ascent to power as the chancellor of Germany, the speech emphasised and deepened Nazi racial ideology whilst rationalising persecution of Jewish people. This came in such forms of economic and political scapegoating, as well fearmongering the perception of Jews. It was in this speech that Hitler proclaimed himself as a “prophet,” theorising that if another World War to break out, that it would lead to “the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe!”[footnoteRef:1] In hindsight, this statement was a strong indication, or possibly a warning as to the genocidal polices that the Party would instate later in time. Published in N.H Baynes’ edited volume, The Speeches of Adolf Hitler (1942), this speech remains as a critical primary source in studying and understanding The Third Reichs ideology and propaganda.  [1:  Baynes, Norman H. The Speeches of Adolf Hitler. 1942] 


This speech was spoken at a time of heightened global tensions, the brink of war meant Hitler needed to rally support for Nazi policies both domestically and internationally. He did this by reinforcing antisemitic ideas and behaviours that already existed in German culture, such as exclusion from student fraternities for example.[footnoteRef:2] The speech also tested the waters for international reactions, for example, the failure of Western democracies to allocate asylum to Jewish refugees[footnoteRef:3] allowed Hitler to further claim moral hypocrisy on the part of Germany’s critics. The analysis of this source will provide a deeper understanding of the Nazi party’s antisemitic rhetoric and how this played a part in the escalation of the Holocaust and the beginning of the Final Solution in 1941. [2:  Hartmann, Dieter D. “Anti-Semitism and the Appeal of Nazism.” 1984]  [3:  (United States Immigration and Refugee Law, 1921-1980)] 


As Führer and author of his speeches, Hitler’s words carried incredible political weight, the shaping of state policy and public perception. Understanding the historical context in which the speech was read is essential to evaluating its purpose and impact. By January 30th, 1939, Adolf Hitler had been in power for exactly six years, consolidating this though the Enabling Act of 1933, and later on August 19th 1934, the day that Hitler would be voted 90% in favour of becoming Führer, a position that combined both powers of Chancellor and President, allowing him true dictatorial strength.[footnoteRef:4] His leadership became characterised with a blend of racial ideology, nationalism and authoritarianism, a foundation of his policies. Hitlers fascination with antisemitism was ingrained by his own personal convictions and broader ideological influences, such as his belief in the conspiracy that Jews were responsible for Germany’s past economic struggles post Treaty of Versailles.[footnoteRef:5] His speech in January 1939 was built on years of already prevalent rhetoric, transforming exclusionary policies into an explicit threat of destruction through the guise of a defensive measure, rather than true aggression.[footnoteRef:6] [4:  Brown, Johnathan. (Hitler Becomes Führer- 19th August 1934 – Combined Military Services Museum)]  [5:  Kershaw, Ian. Hitler, 1889-1936. 1999.]  [6:  Rees, Laurence. The Holocaust: A New History. Viking, 2012.] 


The speech was delivered during a pivotal moment in European history, with key moments such as: Hitler’s “Heim ins Reich” (back home to the Reich) foreign policy to expand Germany’s territory with the annex of Austria in March 1938 and Sudetenland in September 1938.[footnoteRef:7] The Kristallnacht pogrom had taken place only two months prior in November 1938, of which German Nazis attacked Jewish people and property, marking a pronounced escalation of anti-Jewish violence.[footnoteRef:8] And the Evian Conference, taking place in July 1938, displayed reluctance in Western democracies to accept Jewish refugees, this would unintentionally support the Nazi claim that no nation wanted the Jews.[footnoteRef:9] Although delivered before Reichstag delegates, the speech was held at the Kroll Opera House, the de facto meeting place of the Reichstag since the 1933 Reichstag Fire. But by this stage, the Reichstag was little more than a ceremonial institution as it had deteriorated from what was the home of democratic German parliament, to now a one-party dictatorships propaganda machine. Speeches made here were broadcast via radio and reported in Nazi controlled newspapers, ensuring the spread of the perception of Jewish people.[footnoteRef:10] Situating this speech within context, it becomes clear that this was not only a method to spread antisemite rhetoric, but part of strategy to normalise and justify future persecution, and a direct declaration of intent.  [7:  Shrier, William L. Twentieth Century Journey, Volume 2, The Nightmare Years: 1930–1940. 1984]  [8:  “The November Pogrom (Kristallnacht).” The National Holocaust Centre and Museum. 2019]  [9:  Laffer, Dennis Ross, "The Jewish Trail of Tears The Evian Conference of July 1938" 2011.]  [10:  Evans, Richard J. The Third Reich in Power, 1933-1939. 2006.] 


The speech served to intend many different outcomes to different audiences, to the public, he wanted to regularise and justify the antisemitic policies. He did this by describing Jewish people with descriptions such as “parasites”, and claiming they carry “infectious political and physical diseases”[footnoteRef:11] to truly dehumanise and label them as sick, implying that they are ailing animals to be kept away from. Also described as international financers, manipulating and taking advantage of Germany, that they caused hyperinflation, deepening the idea of national victimhood. Onto the international audience, the speech functioned as a warning to foreign powers through his thinly veiled threat of genocide at the end of the speech. In doing this, Hitler probed the international community, which garnered no reaction. As Tim Bouverie argues in Appeasing Hitler (2019) Neville Chamberlains policy of diplomatic engagement prioritised preventing war over addressing Nazi policies and actions, even as British intelligence recognised the increasing brutality of the regime. This reluctance was displayed in other countries also, such as France. The Munich agreement (1938) had already demonstrated the Wests policy of appeasement, which only bolstered Hitler’s confidence that foreign powers would not intervene in territorial expansions.[footnoteRef:12] This speech worked to effectively lay the ideological foundations for genocide while proving that no foreign power would step in the way of their polices, enabling the eventual invasion of Poland and the Holocaust.   [11:  Baynes, Norman H. The Speeches of Adolf Hitler. 1942]  [12:  Bouverie, Tim. Appeasing Hitler: Chamberlain, Churchill and the Road to War. 2019.] 


This speech was strategically crafted to be a multilayered propagandised commentary on the state of Germany in 1939, hitting multiple core themes of the Nazi party’s propaganda throughout its existence. It combined the antisemitism with the sense of national victimhood through historical grievances, revisionist narratives, with religious euphuisms and apocalyptic warnings. A central theme is the idea that Germany had been treated unfairly by the international community, particularly The First World War and the terms of The Treaty of Versailles in 1919. Hitler meticulously lists territorial and economic injustices that Germany endured, portraying the nation as a wronged party seeking justice. He accuses that Germany lost its wealth “thanks to the inflation instigated and carried through by Jews”[footnoteRef:13] Which reels antisemitic in with the economic disasters of either Hyperinflation in the Weimer Republic, or the Wall Street Crash in 1929, using artifice to fuel hatred for Jewish people within those who already felt anger for these events.[footnoteRef:14] He mentions how millions of ethnic Germans had been forcibly removed from their homes after World War I, referring to the territorial concessions required by the Treaty of Versailles, which stripped Germany of 65,000 km2 of land to France, Denmark and a large portion to Poland, which lost Germany 7 million people.[footnoteRef:15] With this, he accuses the Allies of deliberately humiliating Germany, stoking the already present resentment over reparations, territorial losses and occupation of the Rhineland. The lack of international response to Nazi aggression reinforced Hitler’s belief in his own prophetic vision, as reflected in his speech’s apocalyptic warnings. [13:  Baynes, Norman H. The Speeches of Adolf Hitler. 1942]  [14:  Levy, Richard S. Antisemitism: a historical encyclopaedia of prejudice and persecution, Volume 1. 2005.]  [15:  Truitt, Wesley B. Power and Policy: Lessons for Leaders in Government and Business. 2010.] 


When Hitler proclaims himself as prophetic and gives one of the most infamous moments of the speech: “If the international Jewish financiers in and outside Europe should succeed in plunging the nations once more into a world war… but the annihilation of the Jewish race in Europe!” he implies that the Holocaust would not just be an isolated event, but in fact an inevitable consequence of war. It again shifts the blame from Germany to an external, conspiratorial force, as if there would be no choice, absolving himself and Germany entirely. It also unveils Hitlers self-image, as a visionary leader who can foresee the future.[footnoteRef:16] An essence that Hitler consistently displays and is evident in this speech, is his proficient skill of deflection, he attacks Western powers for their failure to accept Jewish refugees, while accusing hypocrisy that they condemn Germany for deportations.[footnoteRef:17] By framing Germany’s actions as a mere logical response to the international rejection of Jewish people, Hitler shifts the blame onto other nations, eroding the public perception of their morals, and attempting to paint Nazi policies as a global trend. [16:  Kershaw, Ian. Hitler, 1889-1936. 1999.]  [17:  Herf, Jeffrey. The Jewish Enemy: Nazi Propaganda during World War II and the Holocaust. 2008.] 


Hitler makes effort to create a feeling of patriotism in this speech, he emphasises national unity, strength and self-sufficiency, likely to stir ambition among military age men for the war to come. He presents this as the only path to survival for the Nazi state, insisting that Germany must be self-reliant, focusing on minimising imported goods and improving German agriculture.[footnoteRef:18] He portrays foreign powers as hostile and unreliable. He claims the German people must take control of their own destiny, quoted that “German nation does not wish its interests to be determined and controlled by any foreign nation.”[footnoteRef:19] This rhetoric prepares the German public for war, reinforcing nationalism while supporting that this could be the only feasible way for the Nazi State to possibly survive.[footnoteRef:20] [18:  Jaskot, Paul B. “Building the Nazi Economy: Adam Tooze and a Cultural Critique of Hitler’s Plans for War,” Historical Materialism 22, no.3 (2014): 324.]  [19:  Baynes, Norman H. The Speeches of Adolf Hitler. 1942]  [20:  Rees, Laurence. The Holocaust: A New History. Viking, 2012] 


With the source falling under the genre of a political address, it comes as both an invaluable historical source but also a problematic one with its manipulative and selective Nazi rhetoric. Its strengths include a direct insight into Hitler’s worldview and his justifications for Nazi policies, it shows us how the Nazi leadership utilised historical grievances to twist a narrative for mass consumption. We can compare private documents to public speeches to demonstrate how Hitler prepared the German public for further antisemitic persecution and territory expansionist policies to come. Despite its strengths for studying the holocaust, the speech is highly selective in its depiction of events. Including state sponsored violence, such as Kristallnacht, or the 400 antisemitic decrees signed since 1933, an example being the legislation that “restricted the number of Jewish students in German schools and universities” in the April of 1933.[footnoteRef:21] Hitler presents Germany as a victim of foreign aggression but does not make mention the actions of Nazi Germany’s military in Austria or the Sudetenland. Another issue for the speech as a historical source is the lack of any explicit mention of extermination policies, while it does foreshadow through Hitler’s “prophecy”, it does not provide direct evidence of premeditated extermination. As a tool of propaganda, it is difficult to discern what is fact and what is an exaggeration, as it reflects what Hitler wanted people to believe, therefore was crafted to effect rather than inform. Its amplification on foreign policy grievances mean that historians must contextualise its alongside Nazi policy documents, private discussions or letters, and wartime actions. [21:  Holocaust Encyclopaedia. Antisemitic Legislation 1933–1939.] 


Adolf Hitler’s speech on the 30th of January 1939 is a pivotal document in understanding Nazi ideology, propaganda, and the escalation towards genocide. Hitler reinforces national victimhood, justified expansionism, and issued an alarming “prophecy” of Jewish annihilation. The speech highlights how Nazi rhetoric shaped public perception and policy, which prepared the German public for war and further, more radical antisemitic measures. However, as a historical source, the speech has significant limitations. It is highly propagandistic, omitting key realities of Nazi persecution while framing Germany as just a victim. It also lacks any explicit references or promises to a future of extermination policies, requiring historians to analyse it alongside other sources. To conclude, this speech serves as both a warning of what was to come and how strong rhetoric, delivered convincingly alongside the bare minimum of fact, can facilitate mass violence. This makes it an essential but incomplete piece of evidence in study of the Holocaust. 
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