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Abstract

In the following pages, Nazi ideology, its origins and symbolism,
and its relationship to the thought of the Enlightenment will be
studied. In this study, the main themes and elements of Nazi
ideology, and the extent of their coherence, will first be considered.
Then the symbolism, and the way in which this symbolism was used
in the mobilisation of the German population, will be examined. In
conjunction with this, Nazi propaganda techniques will be studied, to
illustrate how closely propaganda, symbolism and ideology were
bound together. Following this, an analysis of the historical context
of Nazi ideology will be undertaken. In examining this context, the
applicability of Sternhell’s thesis to the growth of Nazism will be
considered, and it will be argued that the crisis of liberal democracy
that contributed to the birth of fascism also contributed to the
development of Nazi ideology. To give some background to the
intellectual climate of which Nazi ideology was a product, the work of
Arthur de Gobineau, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Heinrich von
Treitschke and Arthur Moeller van den Bruck will be examined, and
the similarity between much of their thought and elements of Nazi
ideology noted. In order to achieve a thorough understanding of Nazi
ideology’s historical background, the extent of Enlightenment
influence on Nazi ideology will be examined, by focusing on the
thought and intellectual trends of this period. Then, by comparing
aspects of Enlightenment thought with the ideology of Nazism, it will

be concluded that Nazi ideology was not a direct rejection of the

thought of the Enlightenment, but rather was strongly influenced by

many aspects of Enlightenment thought.
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B.D.M. Bund Deutsches Madchen
(League of German Girls)
N.S.D.A.P. Nationalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiter Partel

(National Socialist German Workers Party)
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Introduction

In this study it is intended to examine Nazi ideology and its
symbolism, and the way in which Nazi ideology was transmitted to
the German population. It is also intended to examine the origins of
Nazi ideology - seeking to discover whether it was solely a product of
its era, or whether it had an historical dimension. Many questions
will be addressed in the course of this examination, concerning the
composition of the ideology itself, its role in propaganda and
mobilisation, its relationship to thinkers of the nineteenth and early

twentieth century, and its connection with the thought of the

Enlightenment.

Nazism has often been treated as a ragbag of ideas without any

systematic formulation or foundation. Bullock, for example, entirely



rejected the idea of there being any ideological substance to it. In his
biography of Hitler, Hitler, A Study in Tyranny, he argued that Nazism
was empty of ideological content, being merely a force of control and
destruction, disguised as a race doctrine. “The great revolutions of
the past”, he declared, “whatever their ultimate fate, have been
identified with the release of certain powerful ideas...National
Socialism produced nothing...The sole theme of the Nazi revolution
was domination, dressed up as the doctrine of race, and, failing that,
a vindictive destructiveness...”! Likewise, William L. Shirer, the
author of The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, considered Nazism as

little more than insane ravings, dismissing it as “a grotesque

hodgepodge concocted by a half-baked, uneducated neurotic.”
Trevor-Roper, too, discounted the idea of there being any ideological

component to Nazism, describing it instead as “this vast system of

bestial Nordic nonsense...”

Despite this dismissal of the ideological dimension to Nazism,

the study both of fascist ideology in general and of Nazi ideology in
particular has recently been given much more salience. It is intended
that this introduction will be used in order to survey some of the
recent literature dealing with this.4 Griffin is one example of a writer
' Alan Bullock, Hitler, A Study in Tyranny (London, 1960) p. 736

i William L. Shirer, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich (London, 1973) p. 82
" HR Trevor-Roper, The Last Days of Hitler (London, 1962) p. 33

* Zeev Sternhell is a prime example of a writer who has made the study of the ideology a main factor
in his analysis of fascism. Because his work occupies a significant place in this thesis and will be



who gives prominence to the ideological factor in his works on
fascism. In The Nature of Fascism, he explains that there are many
ways in which fascism can be defined. He points out that there has
been a great “divergence of opinions”s as to its nature. His avowed
aim in this work is to demonstrate the ideological character of
fascism, rather than accepting the argument that it is simply a
jumble of disparate ideas. “This book”, he declares, “aims to convince
those for whom fascism is still a bewildering conundrum, that a
distinctive ideology, one unleashing considerable affective energy in
those who accepted its internal logic, underlies what could so easily
be dismissed as fanatical ravings or cynical propaganda.”® In order,

to clarify the nature of fascism, he argues that it is essential to devise
an ideal type. In his own words, he seeks to “offer a consciously
constructed ideal type of fascism which sets out to be more
heuristically useful to academic research than existing ones.”” With

this aim in mind, his definition of fascism is that it is “a genus of
political ideology whose mythic core in its various permutations is a

palingenetic form of populist ultra-nationalism.”® In explaining this

thoroughly examined later on; at present it is merely intended to give a very brief summary of his
principal arguments. These are that fascism had its origins in a turn-of-the-century crisis in both
liberalism and Marxism, which led to a search for a radical “third way”, being neither of the Right
nor the Left, but being rather a synthesis of anti-materialist socialism and nationalism. This

encompassed a rejection of the materialism and rationalism of the Enlightenment, such rejection
being portrayed as a revolt against decadence.

* Roger Griffin, The Nature of Fascism (London, 1991) p. 6
®ibid., p. 22
"ibid., p. 12
S ibid., p. 26



definition, he first focuses on the “core ideology of fascism,™ arguing
that all ideologies have at their centre an irrational myth that is the
mobilising factor for their activists and supporters. This is the mythic
core of an ideology.!® By “mythic” he means “the inspirational,

revolutionary power which an ideology can exert whatever its

apparent rationality or practicality...”!! The particular type of myth
which underlies fascist ideology is palingenetic in nature, which
denotes that it encompasses an idea of “re-birth” following “a period
of destruction or perceived dissolution”.12 Within fascist ideology this
becomes a vision of a new order in society and the world, a new order
underlain by ultra-nationalism.!3 Griffin maintains that if a populist
nationalism becomes linked with an idea of rebirth from decadence,
then fascism will be the result. Nevertheless, such fascism would
only become a mass movement if actual social conditions were such

as to engender a feeling of substantive crisis within the population.!4

“In other words”, he says, “our ideal type suggests that from the

moment populist nationalism coincided with a climate of palingenetic

expectancy fascism was ‘bound’ to appear. Yet it also suggests that it
was only likely to gain any sort of mass following in conditions of

objective structural dysfunction profound enough to create a wide-

Y ibid., p. viii

" ibid., p. 27

'Yibid., p. 28

' ibid., p. 33

" ibid., pages 35 and 38
" ibid., pages 201-202



spread sense-making crisis.”'5 Griffin's distinctive contribution to the
study of fascist ideology lay, then, in recognising that this particular
idea of rebirth following a period of perceived decay - when linked

with populist nationalism - was ubiquitous in the development of

fascist movements.

Eatwell's Fascism: A History is another example which
acknowledges the importance of ideology in any understanding of
fascism. The main thrust of this work is an examination of the

reasons why fascism attained power in Germany and Italy and why it

failed to do so in Britain and France. Eatwell points out that fascism
varied in form between different nations, and argues that this was
largely due to the differences in political culture and leadership
between these countries.!¢ These differences, however, do not negate
the fact of there being a strong ideological basis to fascism.!?
Nationalism was one of its important elements, but it was a
particular type of nationalism. The type of nationalism which fascism
encompassed was holistic in that it sought to abolish difference -
whether of class or of ethnicity - and to secure homogeneous unity

within the nation: “it sought to overcome divisive differences and to

Y ibid., p. 202

' Roger Eatwell, Fascism: A History (London, 1995) p. xviii. Eatwell emphasises the “impact of

:17ationa] political traditions, and the role played by leadership - fascist and non-fascist.” ibid., p. xvill
ibid., p. xvii



forge a strong sense of shared purpose..."!8 It also strove to create “a
radical ‘Third Way’ which was neither capitalist nor communist.”'®
These factors lead Eatwell to construct a definition of fascism as
being a “serious ideology which emerged at the turn of the twentieth

century, and which is based on an attempt to create a holistic-
national radical Third Way.”? Eatwell emphasises the importance of

ideas in politics: “Ideas matter in politics - they inspire and shape
action, take on a concrete force.” But he also points out that tascism

needed specific social conditions for it to become a mass movement

and for it to attain power.2!

' ibid., p. 11. With the growing emphasis on the nation and nationalism came ominous implications
for those who were perceived as being alien to the nation. As Eatwell says: “The rise of a more
holistic form of nationalism inevitably raised questions about who was not part of the community -
and the Jew was the traditional outsider within Western culture.” ibid., p. 18

' ibid., p. xvii

0 ibid., p. xxiii. In Eatwell's words: “Fascist ideology is, therefore, a form of thought which
preaches the need for social rebirth in order to forge a holistic-national radical Third Way.” ibid., p.
[

*! He says that “fascism was nothing if not a child of breakdown and doom.” ibid., p. xviii.

There is much debate over whether Nazism and fascism are the same - a good overview of which can
be found in Kershaw’s The Nazi Dictatorship. In it, Kershaw acknowledges the extent of
controversy and disagreement over the question of the nature of fascism and Nazism, and over
whether Nazism can or cannot be described as a form of fascism. He explains that the Communists,
for example, were clear that Nazism was simply a specific form of fascism - i.e. “Hitler fascism” - a
function of capitalism (see pages 18, 24 and 36). Even some other, non-communist, interpretations
stressed the importance of Hitler - saying that Nazism could most aptly be described as Hitlerism
(see pages 20 and 39). In addition, there is an argument that generic definitions of fascism cannot
encompass Nazism's “singularity” (see p. 35). However, other interpretations stress the similarities
between Nazism and fascism in such a way as to locate Nazism within the boundaries of fascism (see
p. 37). Kershaw concludes that “there need be no contradiction, therefore, between acceptance of
Nazism (as the most extreme manifestation of) fascism and recognition of its own unique

characteristics within this category, which can only be properly comprehended within the framework
of German national development.” lan Kershaw, The Nazi Dictatorship, Problems and Perspectives

of Interpretation (London, 1985) pages 18-40. In this thesis, it is accepted that Nazism is a
specifically German form of generic fascism.



As with fascism, there have recently been studies on Nazism
which have made ideology an important focus. For example, in The
Racial State, Burleigh and Wipperman argue that, in order to
understand the phenomenon of Nazism, it is necessary to appreciate
that its ideology is of fundamental importance. In accordance with
this, they emphasise the way in which the racial aspect of the
ideology and, in particular, its racial anti-Semitism, was geared
towards the establishment of a future, utopian, society which was to
be founded on racist principles. The Nazi racial ideology, they assert,
“reflected the desire to create a future society based upon the alleged
verities of race...Racial anti-Semitism was the key element in a
programme designed to achieve the ‘recovery’ of the ‘Aryan Germanic
race’.”?? This race was seen as having been undermined by the

presence and activities of the Jew. However, by following the

principles of the race-doctrine, this damage would be repaired and a
future society would be created in which the race would flourish.

Burleigh and Wipperman further examine the development of this

racial ideology, and emphasise that the Nazi attempt to establish
their “utopian society” was undoubtedly ideologically-driven.23 They
point out that the racial ideology became “the official dogma and
policy of the State.”?¢ Therefore, when examining Nazi policies, the

racial policies cannot be separated from the social ones because they

** M. Burleigh and W. Wipperman, The Racial State: Germany 1933-1945 (Cambridge, 1991)
pages 304-305

“ ibid., p. 3



constitute “an indivisible whole.”25 These racial and social policies
are, they continue, “merely two sides of the same coin.”?6 The Nazi
aim was to create a society where social divisions based on class
would be superseded by those based on race. In other words, “race
was meant to supplant class as the primary organising principle in
society, with a narrowing of existing social divisions and a widening
of the division between ‘healthy’, ‘Aryan’ ‘national comrades’ and
those ‘elements’ which the Nazis designated as being racially inferior,
‘unfit’, or ‘alien’ and hence destined for exclusion and eventual
extermination.”?? Not only this, but the Nazi intention was that this

race-based social structure was to become a global one.22 The Nazi's

ultimate goal was to implement a universal racial “new order” and in

the last instance all other policy was subordinate to this final

objective.2?

Similarly, Weindling's study, Health, Race and German Politics

Between National Unification and Nazism, 1870-1945 also
acknowledges the role of ideology as being central to any

understanding of the Nazi movement. The emphasis here, however,

is on the relationship between the development of science and

* ibid., p. 305
2 ibid., p. 4
*® ibid., p. 2
1 ibid.. p. 4

*® ibid., p. 304. As Burleigh and Wipperman put it: “Social policy was designed to achieve a global

Eemodelling of society in accordance with racial criteria. ” ibid., p. 304
Y ibid., p. 306



medicine in Germany, and the growing authoritarian ethos which
eventually permeated that society. This work merits some detailed
attention because it vividly illustrates the deeply-embedded links
between science and Nazism, a theme picked up frequently in this
thesis. The issues that it deals with, which include the idea of the
nation as social organism, threats to it (via racial degeneration) and
solutions to these threats (for example, by way of racial hygiene,

sterilisation or euthanasia) will be returned to in the chapters dealing
with Nazi ideology, its symbolism, and its links with the
Enlightenment. Weindling examines the way in which science and
medicine interacted with society as a whole and paved the way for the
growth and acceptance of Nazi ideology and policies. He makes clear
that, although the progress of science was initially a process imbued
with the values of liberalism, this gradually changed so that more
elitist and authoritarian values became dominant. This was partly
because “science itself became regarded as the basis for authoritative
pronouncements on social ills.”3 Within the medical profession, the
emphasis changed from being a concentration on individual health,
to being a concern with the health of society as a whole. This
eventually led to a situation in which scientifically-backed health care
grew to become a way of controlling the populace, in that society

began to be structured by various health-oriented directives laid

*P. Weindling, Health, Race and German Politics Between National Unification and Nazism, 1870-
1945 (Cambridge, 1989) p. 2. Also see p. 42

10



down by scientists and doctors. As Weindling explains: “Hygienic
standards were to be imposed as a way of reforming lifestyle...The

doctor took on a leadership role as Fuahrer to guide the nation to an

industrious, clean and healthy lifestyle.”3!

According to Weindling, the medical and scientific authorities
were a powerful elite who exerted a considerable amount of power
over the lives of the people.32 Although their growing power did not go

unremarked, they were inclined to insist that they had “authority to

override individual rights in the interest of society and of future

generations.”3 In addition, the development of racial concepts of
public health was yet another means of instituting social control and

of promoting social integration.3* The overall aim of integrating racial
hygiene, population policy and health care was to achieve total

control over the body of every citizen.3> Weindling stresses the effect

that the popularisation of the Darwinian theory of evolution had on

the scientific and medical outlook and also on general perceptions of

the nation.36 There was a general acceptance that “evolutionary
biology offered ‘objective’ criteria for evaluating fitness, welfare and

the struggle for survival in urban and commercial life...The popularity

*ibid.. p. 18

**ibid.. p. S

“ibid..p. 6. See also p. 2
“ibid.. p. 514

Y ibid.. p. 6

*ibid.. p. 61

11



of Darwinism meant that the public was responsive to scientific
medicine and to organicist portrayals of the nation as a social
organism.”?” This emphasis on the nation had the dual effect of
encouraging the growth of nationalism, and engendering nationalist

ideas within science and medicine.?® Biology took a major role in the

genesis of a distinctive form of racial ideology, and in establishing the

threats of genetic defects to the health of the “social organism”.®

It was, argues Weindling, a generally-held perception that the
nation was under threat from processes of degeneration.4® Aspects of
Darwin’s theory, such as the “survival of the fittest” and the
possibility of evolution into a higher form, became applied to society
and to the nation. It was hoped and believed that by utilising the
knowledge provided by these ideas, such processes of degeneration
could be curtailed. An important proportion of the scientific and
medical professions held that, through eugenics, the health of the
people, of future generations, and of the nation as a whole, could be
improved. This led to a situation where “the state and the people

were brought into ever closer contact, as the rise of eugenics led to

the invasion of the home and control over personal behaviour.”4!

‘" ibid., p. 25. See also p. 47
¥ ibid., p. 493

* In this respect, as Weindling says, “biology was a valuable resource for Nazism in that it was
meant to provide objective proof for racial ideology. ” ibid., p. 506
*Yibid. See pages 40, 133 and 81

*Uibid., p. ix. See also pages 5, 7, 307 and 321

12



Eventually, the level of integration between the medical sciences and
the state was such that “medical sciences became caught up in
authoritarian politics and posed threats to personal liberties and
autonomy.”#2 This can be seen clearly in the sterilisation and
euthanasia programmes - both of which were enthusiastically backed
by a significant proportion of the medical and scientific professions.
To achieve the goal of a healthy and vigorous nation, the medical
killing of people deemed not fit to live was implemented. The ideology
underlying the Nazi euthanasia programme had, therefore, a prior

history.43 As Weindling says: “Medical killing became a pilot scheme

for the Holocaust.”44

In this thesis it is argued that Nazism'’s ideology was
fundamental to its practices and it is intended to demonstrate the
systematic nature of this ideology, and its symbolic functions. There
is an enormous literature on the definition of ideology which lies

outwith the scope of this thesis. However, a working definition of

ideology is needed and, in this case, drawing on Griffin45, ideology is
taken to mean: a structured system of ideas, beliefs and values, the
elements of which can be combined in a variety of ways while still

maintaining the overall cohesiveness of the whole, which is believed

*ibid., p. 2. See also pages 6 and 7

Y ibid., p. 397

Y ibid., p. 548. See also p. 545

% Griffin, op.cit., especially pages 15-17

13



by its subscribers to depict and explain reality and which is the basis

for attempts to structure reality. This definition does not include

interpretations of ideology which stress the way in which people are

unconsciously imbued with ideas, beliefs and values. For example,

the Marxist dominant ideology thesis, in which there are no

specifically doctrinal aspects, but instead, an argument that the
ideology of the dominant class imbues society - particularly to the
detriment of the working class - is not here included.4¢ Neither is

discourse theory, which concentrates on the systems of meaning or

“discourses” which are developed in the interaction of reality and
thought, and which “shape the way people understand their roles in

society and influence their political activities...”#? Similarly,

Wittgenstein's rejection of the homogeneity of language in favour of
an idea of “language games”, where the meanings of words are

dependent on the circumstances, and thus the very language that

*® The dominant ideology thesis argues that “in all societies based on class divisions there is a
dominant class which enjoys control of both the means of material production and the means of
mental production. Through its control of ideological production, the dominant class is able to
supervise the construction of a set of coherent beliefs. The dominant beliefs are more powerful,
dense and coherent that those of subordinate classes. The dominant ideology penetrates and infects
the consciousness of the working class, because the working class comes to see and experiences
reality through the conceptual categories of the dominant class. The dominant ideology functions to
incorporate the working class within a system which is, in fact, operating against the material
interests of labour. This incorporation in turn explains the coherence and integration of capitalist
society.” Nicholas Abercrombie, Stephen Hill and Bryan S. Turner, The Dominant Ideology Thesis
(London, 1980) pages 1-2. Abercrombie et al give a concise definition of this thesis as a prelude to
demonstrating that it is empirically false. See also Joseph McCarney’s “Recent Interpretations of
Ideology”, in Approaches to Marx, edited by Mark Cowling and L. Wilde (Milton Keynes, 1989)
which 1s a critique of accounts of the conception of ideology to be found in Marx.

*7 David Howarth, “Discourse Theory”, in Theory and Methods in Political Science, edited by David
Marsh and Gerry Stoker (London, 1995) p. 115

14



people use can be structured ideologically, is not here included.*®

Instead, the more doctrinal aspects of Nazi ideology will be

considered.

In so doing, it is intended to show that Nazism has paradoxical
and ambiguous links with the Enlightenment. This relationship is
being examined because, as this is a thesis on ideology, it is
necessary to locate Nazism within the larger history of ideas in
Europe, and one key issue of contention within that history of ideas
is whether there is a link between Enlightenment and fascism. This
argument for a link has been made before, most notably by Adorno
and Horkheimer in their Dialectic of Enlightenment. There they argue

that, although enlightened thought is essential for social freedom, the
Enlightenment paradoxically contained within itself elements that

would lead to the demise of such freedom. This is because the
overwhelming emphasis on reason as an essential element of
enlightenment led inexorably to a way of interacting with the world

which was totalitarian. During the Enlightenment there was a belief

that the world could be explained by reason. If the mysteries of

nature were examined through reason and empirical science, then

these mysteries would be solved and there would be nothing left in

nature of magic or myth, but everything would be subject to the laws

*® See The Social Science Encyclopaedia, edited by Adam Kuper and Jessica Kuper (London, 1985)
p. 901 -

IS



of science. Through reason and empirical science, Enlightenment
sought to reduce nature to systematic facts. Everything became

calculable. This reduction of nature to a fact-based system was, in
fact, totalitarian, for nothing was permitted to be outside the system.
Science and rationality became the only truths - no others were
permitted.4® This was because Enlightenment “equates the truth
with scientific systemisation.”s® This emphasis on the all-
encompassing nature of scientific systemisation led to a view of the
world as being a unified system: “The Enlightenment recognises as
being and occurrence only what can be apprehended in unity: its
ideal is the system from which all and everything follows...”5! Adorno
and Horkheimer argue that it was this totalitarian structuring of

nature which had the effect of permitting the Nazis to impose their

totalitarian rule.

According to Adorno and Horkheimer, the reduction of nature
to a state of calculability, by way of empirical science, was a means of
the domination of nature. As man is part of nature, this had the
effect of also being the domination of man.52 This mastery of nature
and control of man led to man’s alienation from nature. With

Enlightenment, in fact, nature turns into “mere objectivity. Men pay

*” Theodor W. Adorno and Max Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment, translated by John
Cumming (London, 1992) pages 5-6

0 ibid., p. 85

ibid..p. T

* ibid., p. 4
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for the increase of their power with alienation from that over which

they exercise their power. Enlightenment behaves towards things as

a dictator toward men. He knows them in so far as he can
manipulate them.”s3 However, although nature was to be wholly
comprehended and controlled there still remained a fear of its
unknown quantities - those quantities which existed before science
was applied to it, and that were not explicable by science. This fear
led to an urge towards self-preservation against thé danger of
unfathomed nature. There arose a fear of “outsideness” - a fear of
that which was outside the fact-determined, systematic explanation
of nature: “Nothing may remain outside, because the mere idea of
outsideness is the very source of fear.”3* Man projected this fear onto
elements of reality that were perceived as being representative of this
“outsideness”, and felt that he had to protect himself from them. It is
Adorno and Horkheimer’'s contention that this process of projection
enabled the Nazis to make anti-Semitism part of their system of

domination by accusing the Jew of being outside nature (i.e.

controlled and systemised nature) and by associating him, therefore,

with the danger that had to be protected against. This was aided by
the fact the advance of empirical science and the emphasis on facts

undermined theoretical science and conceptual thought. “On the

road to modern science”, they aver, “men renounce any claim to

“ibid., p. 9
“ibid., p. 16

17



meaning. They substitute formula for concept, rule and probability

for cause and motive...”5® This had an adverse effect on

determinations of right or wrong behaviour. Adorno and Horkheimer

emphasise the “neutrality of reason”% - empirical science cannot in
itself indicate moral qualities of right or wrong. “Because there can
be no absolutely convincing argument against materially false

judgements, the distorted perception in which they appear cannot be
cured.”? [t was the inability to cure such a distorted perception

which allowed the Nazi regime to gain and maintain power.

Like Adorno and Horkheimer, this thesis also emphasises the
contradictory relationship between Enlightenment thought and Nazi
ideology. Here it will be argued that, despite the obvious and
towering differences between them, Enlightenment thought in fact
provided some of the foundations of Nazi ideology. Enlightenment
thought and Nazi ideology shared many elements in their materialist
explanation of the world. Like the Enlightenment, and despite all talk
of instinct and Geist, Nazi ideology was deeply materialist, and it was
also reason-bound. Both Nazis and philosophes had great faith in
science. The faith in science that arose during the Enlightenment

undermined religious universality and cast doubt on the existence of

* ibid., p. 6
% ibid., p. 88

" ibid., p. 193. In Nazism, the persecution of the Jews is seen as being a consequence of this
distorted projection. ibid., p. 187

18



a divine “spirit” within all people. If there was no divine “spirit” then
it could be concluded that human beings were in no substantial way

different from the animals. It became the norm to categorise all
aspects of nature - including humans. These classifications of
human beings were profoundly materialistic. With human rather
than religious morality becoming important, it became accepted in

some quarters that concepts of good and bad became determinable
by reason. There was, in other words, no longer any risk of heavenly
damnation. The demise of the religious explanation of human

genesis allowed the possibility that different races were of different

origins. With the discovery of the great variation in levels of
“civilisation” between peoples, this led to the possibility that some
peoples were naturally inferior. The stress on science meant that
racial inferiority came to be seen as empirically verifiable. And
medical science meant that it, or its effects on society, could be
“curable”. In addition, because the idea of a spiritual human
“brotherhood” had been discarded, this meant that, in the
materialistic classification of human beings, which reached its

epitome during the Nazi era, those who were deemed “inferior” were

liable to be treated as sub-humans.

As far as the methodology is concerned, this author's

proficiency in German is limited. Therefore, in the main, German

19



sources will not be used. However, it is fortunate that there are
excellent translations existing of the relevant, necessary material,
which will be more than adequate for the purposes of this thesis. In
Documents on Nazism, for example, Noakes and Pridhams's stated
purpose is to “assemble in one volume a collection of documents
illustrating the rise of Nazism and the Third Reich."® Documents on
Nazism provides a substantial record of all aspects of the Nazi rise to
power, from when the Party first emerged, right up to the end of the
war. In NaziIdeology Before 1933, Miller Lane and Rupp focus on the
development of Nazi ideology, concentrating on Nazi ideology prior to
1933. They provide a selection of pieces ranging from 1918 to 1932,
and including such individuals as Dietrich Eckart, Alfred Rosenberg,
Gottfried Feder, Gregor and Otto Strasser, Joseph Goebbels, Heinrich
Himmler, and R.W. Darré.?® And Roger Griffin, in Fascism: A Reader,

Griffin provides a wide range of examples of fascist texts.¢0

This thesis is not intended as a history of Nazism or of its
ideology. It is rather an attempt to delineate its underlying structure
and to show that it is not an inexplicable and irrational or
meaningless outburst, but something that can be related to the

intellectual history of Europe. In Chapter 1: “Nazi Ideology, themes

*® Documents on Nazism, 1919-1945, introduced and edited by Jeremy Noakes and Geoffrey Pridham
(London, 1974) p. 9

* Nazi Ideology Before 1933, A Documentation, introduced and translated by Barbara Miller Lane
and Leila J. Rupp (Manchester, 1978)

* Fascism, an Oxford Reader, edited by Roger Griffin (Oxford, 1995)
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and elements”, there is an analysis of Nazi ideology - illustrating the

main themes and elements. The main purpose is to show that the
beliefs, desires and goals of Nazism did indeed constitute a coherent
ideology. The emphasis on biology, encompassing the race doctrine
with its belief in racial purity, the “struggle for survival”, anti-
Semitism, and the conviction that a new Aryan man could be
developed, will be considered. The radical nationalism of the Nazi

movement and its many links with the biological theme, will also be

examined. Thus, the idea of the nation as an organic whole, the
unity of blood and soil, the idea of racial homogeneity upon one
territory, and the idea of the nation (and hence the state) above the
individual, will all be discussed. In addition, the importance of the
concept of leadership will be emphasised in an examination of the

leadership principle, the anti-equality, anti-democratic elements, the

idea of domination, elitism, and scorn of the masses.

In this chapter, the main focus will be on Hitler, his works and

speeches. This is principally for pragmatic reasons, in order to make
the vast quantity of material more manageable. However, it is also in
recognition of Hitler's widely acknowledged centrality to Nazism, in

his role as its primary ideologue.8! In this role, his thinking was

°! See Bracher who says, for example, that “one of the significant features of both National Socialism
and the Third Reich is the fact that from the beginning to the very end it stood and fell with this man

[1.e. Hitler], with his decisions, his ideological fixations, his purely political way of life, and his need
for the grandiose alternative of victory or catastrophe.” Karl D. Bracher, “The Role of Hitler”, in
Fascism: A Reader’s Guide, edited by Walter Laqueur (Berkeley, 1979) p. 215. Also see Kershaw,
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fundamental to Nazi ideology, which wholly encompassed his main
obsessions. These obsessions he had developed as a relatively young
man and they remained with him throughout the rest of his lite.
However, the very obsessiveness of his thought resulted in it being

marred by dogmatism, biased opinion and partiality.52 Therefore, his

thinking - though coherent as far as the main themes and elements
were concerned - had, nevertheless, a limited coherence, because it
was constrained by his prejudices and could, therefore, only develop
to a restricted extent. In other words, it was coherent until it
encountered something which did not fit in with Hitler's world-view
and at that point coherence would give way to inconsistency.
Despite these limitations, however, he had a talent in synthesising
many of the ideological currents that were present in society, and

also in adding his personal obsessions to that synthesis.

In Chapter 2: “The Symbolism of Nazi Ideology, mobilisation of
the population”, the way in which these symbols fitted into the
structure of the ideology, and the way in which the ideology
depended on its symbols to help to maintain its cohesion will be

examined. The manifold uses of symbols by the Nazis will also be

illustrated, in terms of: The way in which symbols were used to

who emphasises the importance of Hitler’s “charisma” in allowing him, in the eyes of his followers,

“unchallengeable status as both the embodiment of the ‘idea” and its organising genius.” lan
Kershaw, Hitler (London. 1991) p. 34

** Kershaw, Hitler, op.cit.. p. 17
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stand for aspects of the ideology; the use of symbols to transmit the
ideology to the population; and the use of symbolism to mobilise the
population - firstly to support the rise of Nazism, then to support Nazi

aims, and finally to obey Nazis precepts. The way in which

symbolism was able to portray unreality as reality or partial reality as

total truth will also be considered.

In Chapter 3: “Zeev Sternhell, the crisis of liberalism and Nazi

ideology”, Sternhell’'s theory of fascism as a coherent ideology with an
ideological history will be examined. Although there are other models

of fascism that could have been used for this purpose, Sternhell’s has
been chosen as an effective aid to analysis and understanding. His

work presents a view of fascism that plausibly explains many aspects

of it. His explanation gives insight into the intellectual background of

fascism and permits acknowledgement that fascist ideology possessed

an internal coherence. By illustrating the intellectual precursors of

fascism, fascism’'s developmental history is exposed. This enables

fascism to be placed in a European context rather than narrowly
situating it within a specific national context. In short, Sternhell’s

theory advances a convincing reason for the development of fascism
and fascist ideology and one which, it will be contended here, can be

used effectively in examining Nazi ideology and its intellectual

precursors. In this chapter, the important elements of this theory
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will be discussed. For examples: his view that fascism was a
European phenomenon with a European history; that its origins are
traceable to the turn of the century when, because of huge social
changes, the prevailing popular ideologies of Marxism and liberalism
were seen to no longer be adequate in explaining social conditions;
and that both liberalism and Marxism therefore suffered a crisis.
Sternhell contended that it was this crisis which led to the formation
of fascism as a synthesis. This was a synthesis between non-
materialist socialism and radical nationalism, which was neither of

the right nor of the left. This contention will also be examined.

Chapter 4: “Precursors of Nazi Ideology, Gobineau,
Chamberlain, Treitschke, and Moeller van den Bruck”. In this
chapter, four writers will be examined, whose works may serve as
guides to some of the types of thought which led to the rise of Nazi
ideology. It is intended to examine Nazism's forerunners, because
they will serve as an illustration that Nazi ideology was not a bolt
from the blue but had an intellectual history. In accordance with

this, these four thinkers have been chosen in order to illustrate the
intellectual forebears of Nazism. These writers will be used as
examples, to depict certain aspects of this thesis. As such, an
exhaustive consideration of their works will not be carried out.

Instead certain elements will be emphasised. Thus, Gobineau’s role
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as the father of the race doctrine will be examined, including his
explanation of history in terms of race and his extreme pessimism

about the possibilities of racial degeneration. In a similar way,
Chamberlain’'s particular slant on racial history will also be
examined. With Treitschke and Moeller van den Bruck, the main

focus will be on their nationalism and militarism.

Chapter 5: “The Enlightenment”. In this chapter, the main

aspects of Enlightenment thought will be focused on in order to

prepare the way for an examination of the relationship between the

Enlightenment and Nazi ideology. Therefore, the rationalism and
materialism of the Enlightenment, the faith in empirical science, the

cosmopolitanism, the idea of progress, and the antagonism towards

traditional religion as being superstition, will be among the elements

considered.

In Chapter 6: “The Enlightenment and Nazi Ideology”, the

relationship of Nazism to the Enlightenment will be considered.
Furthermore, and contra Sternhell, it is claimed here that Nazism

cannot be seen purely as a reaction to the Enlightenment, but its
links with the latter need to be explored. In order to do this, aspects
of the Enlightenment will be compared and contrasted with elements

of Nazism. This is intended to illustrate that the explicit and
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comprehensive Nazi rejection of the Enlightenment was far from being
as unequivocal as it appeared on the surface. It is also intended to
illustrate that there were elements in the Enlightenment which could
only too easily be appropriated by harbingers of repression.

Therefore, in this chapter, the relationship of the Enlightenment and
the Nazis to science, categorisation, rationalism and materialism will

be examined. In addition, the relationship to the established Church,
including the antagonism to the Church and Christianity evinced by

both the Nazis and the philosophes, will be examined. Enlightenment
and Nazi attitudes to other peoples, concepts of civilisation, and views

on classicism will be among other elements considered.
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Chapter Two

Nazi Ideology - themes and elements
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Nazi Ideology

themes and elements

In this chapter it is intended to examine the main themes and
elements of Nazi ideology. In so doing, it is intended to show that
Nazi ideology was a coherent ideology. In other words, it was an
ideology which consisted of a systematic arrangement of ideas, the
main themes and elements of which related to each other in a
predictable way. The themes that will be focused on will include: the
promotion of the idea of a strong leadership which would provide
social and racial unity, over the pluralism of liberal-democracy; the
opposition to Marxism and the substitution in its place of the idea of
an organic nationalism; the race doctrine, including anti-Semitism,

ideas of racial purity, and racial struggle for survival; and the

admiration for, and use of, force and violence.
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It is important to address the question of the coherence or

otherwise of the ideology. While a purely ideological explanation of
Nazism is not sought here, if the coherence of the ideology is
accepted, it helps to make explicable Nazi motivations, actions and
goals. ““The evidence strongly suggests that, although Nazi ideology
contained contradictions and incongruities it was, nevertheless, an
ideology which was, on the whole, coherent. Sternhell has no doubts

that it was “intellectually self-sufficient - no less so than liberalism or

|

socialism.” However, such cohesiveness does not mean that it was

without contradiction.

In Fascism in Western Europe, Kedward makes a point of
indicating that a political force can gain power despite its ideology
containing discrepancies. Indeed, “throughout history there are
examples of powerful systems or regimes based on a synthesis of
opposites.” He maintains that such a synthesis of opposites was
characteristic of fascism. “In both origin and rule”, he says, “fascism

follows this pattern.” He points out that fascism contained within
itself contradictions that seemed to undermine its cohesiveness.
These incongruities were due to the eclecticism of fascism, taking its

ideas from a wide variety of sources - often conflicting ones. In other

' Zeev Sternhell with Mario Sznajder and Maia Asheri, The Birth of Fascist Ideology From Cultural
Rebellion to Political Revolution, translated by David Maisel (Princeton, New Jersey, 1994) p. 4
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words, “it took ideas, methods and attitudes from conflicting sides
and presented the world with a unity so full of contradictions that an
early collapse was widely expected. In these very contradictions,
however, lay its strength.” This was partly because Nazis used the
rules of reason when it suited them, but were equally at ease with
proclaiming the merits of irrationalism. As Kedward puts it:
“Rationalism and irrationalism were combined into a new totality.™
He concludes by saying that fascist claims “are full of contradictions
and defy political science, but they point to a reality of history - the
paradox that was fascism.™ Kedward is correct to point out that no

ideology is totally without contradictions. If most ideologies contain

elements within them that are - at the least - inconsistent or

incongruous, then the eclecticism of fascism in no way weakens its

status or force as an ideology or undermines its worthiness as an

object of investigation.

In this chapter, it will be argued that the Nazis had both a
definite Weltanschauung (that is, a world outlook) and also a clear
purpose. To explore this complicated and often contradictory
ideology, it is useful to isolate four main themes that are intrinsic to

it. These are: the leadership theme, the “might is right” theme, the

i HR Kedward, Fascism in Western Europe, 1900-1945 (Glasgow, 1969) p. 6
ibid., p. 18

Yibid., p. 34
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theme of unity and the racial theme. These themes constitute the
foundations of Nazi ideology and are also an aid to binding the
ideology together. From these, all other elements either arise, or are
logically essential. Although these themes are being isolated here as
an explanatory tool, they are so closely connected within the actual

ideology, that they cannot readily be disentangled. Nevertheless, they

are useful guidelines to help structure the analysis.

For the Nazis, belief in the leader was vital to their ideology.

The Fithrerprinzip, or principle of leadership, was fundamental. The

ultimate leader was, of course, Hitler, and much of the importance of
the leader-concept was rooted in him personally. But the idea of the
leading role of the nation was also important, as was leadership in
the abstract. The whole idea of leadership was particularly
significant in that it encompassed many of the underlying
assumptions of Nazism, for example, the idea of the value of total
obedience and total ‘loyalty. To Hitler, total obedience was essential
because, as he said in a speech at the Nuremberg Parteitag, “nothing

is possible if there is not a single will which issues its commands and

which the others must always obey...” Within Nazi ideology, it was

essential that the leader would have absolute authority and absolute

responsibility. This type of leadership would strike a chord with the

> Adolf Hitler, The Speeches of Adolf Hitler, April 1922-August 1939, volume 1 (ereafter, Speeches),
edited by Norman H. Baynes (London, 1942) 14 September 1935, p. 543
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populace who would willingly respond to its demands, because it was
a leadership which “was not afraid to take both risks and
responsibility.” The Fithrerprinzip was also seen as an answer to the
false doctrine of democracy. Part of its attraction within Nazism was
its inflexible rejection of liberal democracy, which was condemned as
“weak, vacillating and corrupt.” In a “truly Germanic democracy,
said Hitler, “there is no majority vote on individual questions, but
only the decision of an individual who must answer with his fortune
and his life for his choice. The people under his command would
have total faith in him and would both willingly and happily subsume
their individuality under his control.” Here lies the structure of what
outsiders might call despotism, but, according to Nazi ideology, this
type of leadership was something natural, sought after, and
welcomed by the people. Hitler went so far as to say that the people

“loves to be ruled.” Nazi leaders were depicted as persons of

' particular quality, naturally endowed with leadership ability. These
people would arise spontaneously out of the mass of the population
and would be the channel for, and the personification of, the will of
the population. They would be welcomed, believed in, effortlessly

obeyed, by the people. If the people were presented with a natural

° Alan Bullock, Hitler - A Study in Tyranny (armondsworh, 1984) p. 356

" William Montgomery McGovern, From Luther to Hitler, The History of Fascist-Nazi Political
Philosophy (London, 1946) p. 14

z Adolf Hitler, Mein Kampf (ereafter, MK), translated by Ralph Mannheim (London, 1989) p. 83
Hitler's Table Talk, 1941-44, His Private Conversations (ereafter, HTT) translated by Norman
Cameron and R.H. Stevens, 2nd Edition (London, 1942) February 1942, p. 338

32



leader, they would follow him and leave behind the deceptions of

democracy.

In Mein Kampf, Hitler said that, at the beginning of the Nazi
struggle, all men of “national and patriotic mind” became rebels
“against a kind of government which in their conviction would
inevitably lead to the destruction of their own nationality.”™ The true
leader would not be elected in accordance with the “whims of the
masses”." Rather he was a unique individual who would take charge

owing to his exceptional qualities - qualities that would be recognised

and accepted by the populace. Within a Nazi society, even a common
man could rise to a leadership position by way of these abilities
rather than, as in democracy, because of his birth or wealth. Natural
leadership, under National Socialism, would triumph over artificial
divisions. The leader, on his part, would devote himself to the
population with courage, dedication and selflessness. Their faith in
him would be justified. Democratic rule was, of course, wholly alien
to Nazism. Hitler himself stated that the people were unable to make
decisions - decisions had to be taken for them. These decisions had

to be taken by exceptional men. These would be men of action, men

with heroic qualities. In other words, they would be “natural”

'O MK, p. 87

" Ernest K. Bramsted, Goebbels and National Socialist Propaganda, 1925-1945 Michigan, 1965) p.

199. Bramsted explains that in a booklet published by Goebbels, The Second Revolution, he denied
the need for elections in favour of the principle of leadership.

33



leaders. Parliamentary representatives, elected by the populace, were
very far from being men like this. Instead, they had all the typical
bourgeois shortcomings and, as far as Hitler was concerned, “in the
political field there is no stupider a class than the bourgeoisie.”"
Parliamentary representation was viewed as a cynical misuse of
political responsibility. Nothing more than a way for members of the
bourgeoisie to take decisions and make deals affecting the
population, without either answering to the population, or taking
responsibility for the consequences of these actions. Any
representatives elected by the people would never be answerable to
them. This was because once these politicians assumed power, that
very power put them beyond the reach of accountability 