	
	
	



Analysis and Evaluation of an Historic Speech


The speech chosen is Adolf Hitler’s speech to the Reichstag on the 1 September 1939.[footnoteRef:1] At its core, the speech is a justification for the invasion of Poland at 04:45 (GMT) that morning.[footnoteRef:2] The speech was given at the Kroll Opera House a matter of hours after Germany invaded Poland. The Reichstag had sat twelve times since Hitler came to power in 1933 and would only sit another seven times before the end of the Third Reich.  The Reich had used the Opera House on Konigsplatz in Berlin as its meeting place since the original Reichstag building mysteriously burnt down in 1933.[footnoteRef:3] Germany had been a dictatorship since 1934, therefore all the delegates at the Reichstag were either members of the Nazi Party or the National People’s Party.  By 1939 all opposition parties had been banned. The purpose of the Reichstag was to ‘rubber stamp’ the policies and decisions of Adolf Hitler. There is an audio version available from which can be determined the tone of the speech and the delegates reaction. The audio and the source provided differ slightly, it is assumed that translations were performed by different people.[footnoteRef:4]  [1: Adolf Hitler www.Avalon.law.Yale.edu (accessed 14/2/26 -20/3/26).]  [2:  Imperial War Museum www.iwm.org.uk/history/how-europe-went-to-war-1939 (accessed 4/3/26).]  [3:  Britannica www.Britannica.com (accessed 28/2/26).]  [4:  You Tube www.YouTube.com/watch?v=tkY7hJZ6qwg (accessed 8/3/26-20/3/26).] 


The impact of the Treaty of Versailles in the causes of World War Two cannot be ignored. In paragraph three, Hitler comments, ‘A signature was forced out of us with pistols at our head’.[footnoteRef:5] While the pistols were metaphorical, the statement was true. Germany was handed the Treaty on 7 May 1919 and given three weeks to sign it, she offered counter proposals on the 27th, all of which were rejected. Germany refused to sign, the Allies gave her five days to agree terms or the war would start again.[footnoteRef:6] The Treaty was brutal for Germany, significant land losses, a vastly reduced military, and reparations designed to cripple.[footnoteRef:7]   [5:  Hitler www.Avalon.law.Yale.edu.]  [6:  The Chateau of Versailles  www.chateauversailles.fr/discover/history/key-dates/treaty-versailles-1919	(accessed 28/2/26).]  [7:  Ellen Longley Conflict And Tension: The Inter-War Years 1918-1939 (Oxford: Oxford University Press,	2016) pp.12-15.] 


Hitler mentions or alludes to the Treaty in many of his speeches often referring to it as a ‘Diktat’ as he did in this one.[footnoteRef:8] He used the Treaty to incite anger and resentment, the need to correct the wrongs it created. Hitler referenced the Treaty in the first four paragraphs of this speech and used emotive language when discussing it, particularly in paragraph one when he said, ‘we have been suffering under the torture of a problem which the Versailles Diktat created.’ In paragraphs two to four, Hitler spoke of an ‘intolerable position’, the rejections of his proposals for peace, he questioned whether he could be accused of breaking the law of the Treaty if it ‘is not law to us’. Repeated references to the Treaty were designed to keep the injustice of it at the forefront of German politics. In this section of the speech, Hitler was speaking slowly, matter-of-factly, but by paragraph three, he had begun to raise his voice angrily, the delegates can be heard cheering.  [8:  The Avalon Project. The Origins and Aims of the Nazi Party (accessed 20/3/26).] 


German foreign policy since 1933 can be summed up with the mnemonic ‘RUDE’, Rearm, Unite (all German speaking people), Destroy (communism) Expand (eastwards ‘Lebensraum’).[footnoteRef:9] In paragraph two, Hitler talked about ‘On my own initiative I have, not once but several times, made proposals for the revision of the intolerable conditions. All these proposals, as you know, have been rejected.’[footnoteRef:10] He spoke of disarmament, German sovereignty over German territories including Austria and the Sudetenland, ending with the line, ‘It was all in vain’. This was not true.  Hitler walked out of the Disarmament Conference in 1933 claiming that France was being unreasonable in refusing to disarm. He knew that France would refuse and used this as an excuse to rearm Germany.[footnoteRef:11]Hitler used the Freedom to Rearm Rally in 1935 to show his new military strength to the world.  [9:  Longley Conflict And Tension pp. 54-55.]  [10:  The Avalon Project. ]  [11:  Longley Conflict And Tension p.58.] 


Hitler failed to mention his other achievements, the Saar was returned to Germany in 1935 after the fifteen-year management by the League of Nations, he re-militarised the Rhineland in 1936 and achieved Anschluss with Austria in 1938. The ‘problem of the Sudetenland’ was addressed by the Munich Conference in 1938.[footnoteRef:12] Each correction Hitler wanted, he got, thanks in part to the British policy of appeasement and the belief that what he was asking for had been German before the Treaty. Hitler promised peace in Europe in return for the Sudetenland but would break the Agreement in 1939 with the invasion of Czechoslovakia, a country he had no claim to. [12:  Ibid.] 


To claim that the western powers were indifferent was also incorrect. The west watched with increasing foreboding as each demand was met and more demands were made.  Each success increased Hitler’s confidence and his standing within Germany. It could be argued that by ignoring his own achievements, Hitler was keeping the anger and frustrations caused by the Treaty alive, as well as the illusion that Germany was still a victim of the allied powers. 

In paragraphs fourteen to seventeen, Hitler referenced other elements of his foreign policy.  He thanked Italy for her support, the two countries had signed the Rome-Berlin Pact in October 1935. At the same time, Hitler commented that Germany had not sought, nor required, outside help, ‘We will carry out this task ourselves’ causing the delegates to clap and cheer.[footnoteRef:13] Hitler used language to incite patriotic fervour that Germany ‘the victim’ was strong enough to solve her own problems without outside interference. In paragraph seventeen, Hitler referred to the Nazi-Soviet Pact of August 1939. It is possible to detect an element of pleasure and triumph in this.[footnoteRef:14] Hitler raised his voice and spoke passionately, causing more cheering and clapping. The Pact was a surprise for many at the time. Fascism and Communism were opposite ideologies and were not compatible, not forgetting that under his foreign policy, Hitler wanted to destroy communism. Hitler claimed that ‘Germany had no intention of exporting its doctrine’ and that it was the same for Russia. In Truth, both countries wanted to export their ideologies to the world. Hitler claimed that Germany and Russia would no longer be enemies but would be partners and co-operate on ‘certain European questions.’ It can be assumed that Hitler was referring to the agreement to divide Poland and allow Russia to take over the Baltic and Slavic states on her borders.[footnoteRef:15] Hitler has used Russian anger at the perceived weakness of Britain and France to his own advantage, Russia and Germany would not attack each other, leaving Hitler free to concentrate his efforts in the west. Hitler spoke of pleasure at the alliance whilst plotting its downfall. The idea to invade Russia dated to 1925 and appeared in Hitler’s manifesto ‘Mein Kempf’, while the decision to physically invade was not made until late 1940, the idea to move eastwards was a long standing one.    [13:  The Avalon Project.]  [14:  ibid]  [15:  William L. Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich London: Arrow Books (1960) p.544.] 


Paragraphs one, and five to eight were concerned with the deterioration of relations between Germany and Poland. The crux of the matter was the future of Danzig and a motorway through the Corridor to connect the Reich with East Prussia. Hitler had offered a proposal that he saw as a permanent solution. The Polish rejection was seen as an insult.[footnoteRef:16]  In these paragraphs, Hitler increased his use of emotive language, particularly when he spoke of attacks against women and children, to incite an increased anger in the delegates and a desire to punish Poland. The delegates clap at ‘nothing more modest and loyal than these proposals’, the tone changed from matter-of-fact to excitable.[footnoteRef:17] In paragraph one, Hitler claimed that the German minorities were ‘ill-treated in the most distressing way’.[footnoteRef:18] The German people constituted 46% of the population of the Corridor and 90% of the city of Danzig, with Nazi sympathisers numbering roughly 4000.[footnoteRef:19] Hitler used phrases such as ‘increased terror and pressure…’, ‘slow strangling of Danzig’ and further accusations that Poland was not fulfilling her obligations to the minorities. These paragraphs were full of lies.  [16:  Marek Kornat Poland and the Origins of the Second World War: A Study in Diplomatic History (1938-1939)	(Peter Lang GmbH, Internationaler Verlag der Wissenschaften 2021) pp 212-274 (p212)]  [17:  The Avalon Project]  [18:  The Avalon Project]  [19:  Google www.Google.com (accessed 8/3/26).] 


The ‘increased terror’ was nothing more than propaganda from Germany. Investigations found that the aggression been greatly exaggerated and had come from Germany.  There had been no mis-treatment of Germans but that there had been a build-up of German troops in and around Danzig. The Danzig Senate, dominated by Nazis, had stopped Polish customs officials from performing their duties.[footnoteRef:20] Hitler used his own people to create tension and blamed Poland but in this speech he has used ‘political spin’ to frame it the other way. Hitler’s use of phrases such as ‘terror’, ‘strangling’, ‘directed attacks’ were designed to paint Germany the victim of Polish aggression for which Germany must defend herself. [20:  The British War Blue Book Avalon Project - The British War Bluebook  Notes27-34, 43, 52-53, 55	(accessed 28/2/26-20/3/26).] 


In the remainder of his speech, Hitler is ‘justifying’ the invasion earlier that morning. Hitler had made the decision to invade in April 1939 and used the deterioration of relations as an excuse.[footnoteRef:21] On the audio version of the speech, Hitler becomes more enthusiastic in his speaking, the delegates clap and cheer more frequently. Hitler reiterated that German people have been attacked in the area. These incidents were Germans opening fire on Poles who had returned fire.[footnoteRef:22] Hitler again used ‘political spin’ to blame Poland. Poland had repeatedly told Germany that she was not prepared to give up access to the sea, or land for a motorway without proper negotiation or concessions, or allow threats to her sovereignty.[footnoteRef:23] Note forty-eight in the British War Blue Book, discussed that relations were all but over between Germany and Poland as early as 4 August, that Hitler’s patience had run out, and perhaps the most telling is the line, ‘Germany could never see but one side of any question, and always wanted everything modified in her favour’.[footnoteRef:24] If Hitler had run out of patience at the beginning of August, he used the rest of the month to incite violence and ensure the excuse for invasion was secure. [21:  Kornat Poland p259.]  [22:  The British War Blue Book. Notes 52-55]  [23:  Kornat Poland pp.224-273.]  [24:  The British War Blue Book Note 48.] 


 In paragraphs nineteen and twenty, Hitler used the language of war, ‘from now on bombs will be met with bombs’, ‘I will continue this struggle……until the safety of the Reich and its right are secured’. In paragraph twenty, Hitler referenced the use of poisoned gas and anyone ‘who departs from the rules of humane warfare’ can expect the same from Germany.[footnoteRef:25] These words are met with extensive cheering and clapping from the delegates, Hitler’s voice again moved from calm to excitable. Hitler himself was a victim of ‘inhumane warfare’ having been gassed in the trenches in October 1918. He would launch a ‘blitzkrieg’ against Polish civilians and began the detention of Polish Jews soon after the invasion. Germany, at that time was the only country practising ‘inhumane warfare.’ [25:  The Avalon Project.] 


In paragraphs twenty-three and twenty-four, Hitler referenced his time as a soldier, ‘I am asking of no German man more than I myself was ready throughout four years…..to do.’ That he will fight for Germany until the end, ‘victory is secured, or I will not survive the outcome.’ The delegates clap, cheer and chant what sounds like ‘heil’, Hitler’s tone becomes more excitable, to the point of shouting.[footnoteRef:26] Hitler told the delegates that he is willing to die in the defence of Germany and expects everyone else to do the same, ‘I am ready to …..stake my life….so I ask the same of all others.’ These paragraphs were regularly interrupted by cheering and clapping. There was only an audible ‘ooh’ at the comment of never learning the word ‘surrender.’[footnoteRef:27] This is strange as it would be expected that the audience would react more to the implication of not surrendering. Hitter addressed the issue of succession, Goring was the first choice, followed by Hess and then by a vote to determine the next candidate. Each name is met with cheering and clapping. Hitler’s voice is calm and matter-of-fact, as if the matter of is death is of no consequence. The speech ends with a chorus of ‘Sieg Heil,’ cheering, clapping and enthusiastic singing of the national anthem.[footnoteRef:28] [26:  Hitler You Tube.]  [27:  ibid]  [28:  Ibid] 


The speech is of great historical importance, it is a declaration of war with Poland, but why was it given? At the start of this essay, it is mentioned that this is a justification of invasion, but why would a dictator need to justify his actions? He would not. He would only inform the party faithful of his actions and the reasoning as he saw it, to stir feelings of national pride and the desire to defend the country from Polish aggression. Hitler was an excellent orator, his speeches were theatrical, he knew exactly what to say, when and where to say it for the maximum impact. To say that the speech is a justification is incorrect, it can be argued that it is future generations who have confused justification with explanation. This speech is the culmination of a series of events that led to the Second World War.
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