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The Mechanism of the Polycracy:
A Study of the Power Structure of the Third Reich

Daisuke TANO

This study surveys the historical debate on the character of the Third Reich and
analyzes the mechanism of the “polycracy” in this regime.

In former period Hitler’s state appeared to be a rational and well-organized system of
a totalitarian nature, but subsequent historical research has revealed a more complex picture.
The traditional view as propounded by K. D. Bracher and others was criticized by the
“functionalist” school of M. Broszat and H. Mommsen, who drew attention to the disorganized
character of the regime. The political system, they insisted, was by no means totalitarian but
rather chaotic: a ruthless competition and rivalry among the various institutions for power
and influence. Amplifying this view, I proceed to apply the concept of “polycracy” to the
power structure of the Third Reich.

The polycratic structure of the NS regime composed of more than one power center
contrasted strikingly with the totalitarian and monocratic nature of the ideology. This study
places special emphasis on this peculiar ambivalence, on the dynamic interaction between
ideology and organization. In the main part of this article, I examine the constituents of the
Nazi ideology, namely the concepts of “Volksgemeinschaft”, “Fiihrer” and “Kampf”, so as to
show that nothing but these factors gave rise to the polycracy in the Third Reich. I also show
that the polycratic structure of the regime helped to consolidate and enhance Hitler’s power.
There is no contradiction between his supreme power and a polycratic and altogether
disintegrated system of government: both conditioned and enforced one another.

This mechanism of “polycracy”, however, developed a momentum of its own which
it was difficult to control, and sparked off the energy of destruction and ultimafcly of self-
destruction too. In conclusion, I insist that this procéss of “cumulative radicalization” which
ended in total war and genocide should not be portrayed as the work of a deliberate dictatorial
will, but rather as the consequences of the polycracy, of the way in which political power was
organized in this regime. The historical assessment of the Third Reich cannot conveniently
be reduced to the role of Hitler who is a singular phenomenon unlikely to re-emerge in the
future. The conditions and structure which allowed him to gain overall control of a modem
society have not changed that much and are therefore a more worthwhile topic for further

scrutiny.
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