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dolf Hitler and those of his fanatical A henchmen who shared his last days shared 
also a belief that from their ashes a cult would arise. 
As early as 1942, when his Russian plans had gone 
awry, Hitler spoke to his entourage of the satisfactions 
of dying on “a magnificent funeral pyre.” In his last 
testament three years later he wrote of his oneness in 
sacrifice with his soldiers, which would be “the seed 
of a radiant rebirth of the National-Socialist move- 
ment ....” Martin Bormann hinted at a Wagnerian 
myth when he wrote in his  last letter to his  wife of 
perishing “in King Anila’s hall, like the Nibelungs of 
old.” Joseph Goebbels, dramatic to the end, de- 
claimed at his last press conference about “the fine 
color film describing the terrible days we are living 
through,” which future audiences would see. 

It is Goebbels’s prophecy that has come nearest to 
realization. The Third Reich has been a gift to the 
mass media. A leading West German newspaper has 
referred to “the Hitler wave”; Nazi trappings are fre- 
quently used outside Germany to give a spurious polit-. 
ical aspect to common criminal activities. None of this 
need greatly surprise us, even 9 years after Hitler’s 
death; world conquerors, from Genghis Khan to 
Napoleon, have continued long after they were dead to 
excite the imagination of posterity. Because of 
Hitler-with an admitted assist from Stalin-Gemans 
now live in a divided Germany and Europeans in a 
divided Europe. It is natural that we should continue to 
interest ourselves in the causes of such disasters. .Nor 
can our interest remain academic; television has accus- 
tomed us to exist imaginatively in a crude, oversim- 

plified world of cowboys and Indians, detectives and 
gunmen. Hitler fits admirably into this kind of 
scenario, whether filmed in black and white or lurid 
color. 

The Hitler myth, however, did not take from the 
start (i.e., his “heroic” end) the exact shape he had 
planned. Petrol was scarce and the Viking funeral in 
the garden of the besieged Chancellery in Berlin was 
not a success; his body was not completely consumed; 
no massed orchestra of Aryan musicians played 
Siegfried’s funeral march as the flames flickered round 
his corpse. Nor has National Socialism, as such, sur- 
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vived; it had been tailored to fit a particular historical 
epoch and could not hope to have the same appeal to 
future generations. But if the myth Hitler planned was 
stillborn, there has nonetheless formed in the subcon- 
scious mind of the present generation a different myth, 
which he would instantly recognize and call his own. It 
is a myth connected with his charismatic appeal to the 
masses, with his “ideology of the will” (as J. P. Stem 
has put it in Hitler+he Fuehrer and the People,  and its 
counterpart, the unquestioning obedience of his follow- 
ing.) It is connected with decision-making on an intui- 
tive rather than a rational basis and with the fanatical 
will to pursue every decision “to the death,” even 
when i t  has become clear that it was mistaken and can 
lead only to annihilation. One recognizes it in the 
Palestinian hijacker prepared to destroy himself with 
his innocent victims; in the frenetic multitudes in the 
streets of Cairo or Buenos Aires mourning the death of 
Nasser or Peron; in the urban guerrilla movements of 
Belfast; in  the army and police dictatorship of Amin. 

No, Hitlerism did not die with National Socialism; it 
merely adapted itself to a changed environment and, in 
the process, won new adherents, some of whom would 
vehemently disown sympathy with Nazi ideas. The 
ideas, in any case, were never very significant; the 
power of the Nazis lay not in the incisiveness of their 
thoughts, but in the ruthlessness of their actions. Their 
leading ideologist, Alfred Rosenberg, wrote: “Na- 
tional Socialism is an attitude.” It is an attitude that 
has reemerged in the reckless determination to remove 
all restraints, especially those imposed by order and 
tradition. It was very clearly expressed in one of 
Goebbels’s last broadcasts over Radio Werewolf: 
“Under the debris of our shattered cities the last so- 
called achievements of the middle-class nineteenth 
century have been finally buried.. . .Together with the 
monuments of culture there crumble also the last ob- 
stacles to the fulfdlment of our revolutionary task. Now 
that everything is in ruins, we are forced to rebuild 
Europe.” The trouble with the nihilists is that the work 
of destruction, which alone they enjoy, is never done; 
the tasks of reconstruction constantly recede into the 
future, taking increasingly utopian shapes. 

ome observers, while admitting the mor- S bidity of the continuing interest in the 
utterances of the Nazi nihilists and necrophiliacs, 
maintain that it has no influence on the behavior of 
people, apart from a lunatic fringe, which collects SS 
insignia and avidly reads the seven thousand books 
said to have been written about Auschwitz and the 
other extermination camps. These reassuring voices 
are similar to those claiming that Nazism was an aber- 
ration from the evolving pattern of Wes’tern civilization 
and that no such movement could have succeeded 
elsewhere. We must evidently examine this conten- 
tion, which usually takes one of two forms. The first is 
the racialist explanation that the Third Reich arose 
because of some ineradicable taint in the German 

character. Oddly enough, this thesis has been espoused 
by some who, in other respects, are declared oppo- 
nents of racialism. The second explanation, widely 
held in Germany itself, is that Nazism emerged from a 
peculiar concatenation of unfavorable circumstances, 
such as the Treaty of Versailles and subsequent 
economic disasters, acting upon a semifeudal social 
system dominated by the Junker oligarchy east of the 
Elbe. 

In East Germany there has been officially enunciated 
a curious variant of the doctrine of Original Sin, as 
applied to Germans. Kurt Hager, a member of the 
Politburo in the German Democratic Republic, has 
traced ‘‘a long dialectical trend towards the formation 
of two German nations.. .one was the feudal tradition, 
which ran via Prussian militarism to the alliance with 
big business via the Nazis. The other was the progres- 
sive tradition of the Reformation, leading via the 
humanism of Goethe to Marx and the workers’ move- 
ment of the nineteenth century.” This interesting 
pseudohistorical thesis, which is being stressed this 
year in East Germany in connection with the 450th 
anniversary of the Peasants’ War, leads to the 
comforting conclusion that adherents of Nazism were 
to be found only in what is now West Germany, which 
continues to be depicted as a haven of old Nazis and a 
breeding ground for neo-Nazis. It forms part of the 
familiar Marxist belief that Nazism was an exclusively 
middle-class phenomenon, of which the workers were 
horrified and, presumably, impotent spectators. 

If it is natural that in both parts of Germany the 
shocked silence of the immediate postwar years, when 
copies of Mein Kampf were unobtainable, should have 
given way to more open introspection and recrimina- 
tion, how are we to account for the continuing growth 
of interest in other areas of the world? In parts of the 
Arab world and other anti-Israeli quarters Hitler has 
never lacked admirers. Elsewhere the initial postwar 
reaction was one of righteous indignation; everyone 
knew “it couldn’t happen here.” On the surface the 
indignation remains, but there are disquieting signs 
that it may be transforming itself into something else, 
like the prurience of a teenager, who experiences dis- 
gust on first hearing of the sexual exploits of a friend, 
but is soon led to emulation. In London a book has 
been privately published, purporting to discredit the 
factual evidence of Hitler’s extermination of the Jews. 
No country has been more critical of Nazism than the 
Soviet Union; yet in Moscow Yuri Ivanov, described 
as an.expert on Israel working in the Central Commit- 
tee of the Communist Party. has produced a book 
entitled Caution, Zionism,, to prove that Jews are en- 
gaged in a world conspiracy and are thus the architects 
of their.own misfortunes. The fact that the book was 
translated in the USSR into several languages, includ- 
ing English, indicates at least a measure of official 
approval. And what is one to make of the allegation 
printed in an orgkn of the Communist Party in 
Czechoslovakia (Rude Pravo, January 14, 1971) that 
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the “Prague Spring” of 1968, which was suppressed 
by Soviet tanks, was a Zionist plot? This is the unmis- 
takable Goebbels technique of saddling the Jews with 
the blame for any displeasing occurrence for which no 
more convenient scapegoat can be found. 

he plain fact is that all mass movements, T resting upon an ideological foundation, 
have certain characteristics in common, and this ap- 
plies to Nazism and Communism, whatever the doctri- 
nal differences between the two creeds. Both represent 
the domination of a single, ilitist party, responsible for 
controlling and indoctrinating the bulk of the citizens, 
who are not members, through mass organizations em- 
bracing professional groups, such as writers, lawyers, 
and teachers, as well as broader groups, such as 
women, youth, farmers, and the like. Dominating the 
single party in the days of Hitler and Stalin was the 
autocratic leader, backed by secret police operating 
outside the legal system. Since the death of Stalin this 
leadership cult  has undergone modification in most 
Communist countries; but individuals and groups of 
citizens remain defenseless against its reintroduction. 

Both ideologies reject revealed religion, but have 
substituted dogmas of their own to which all followers 
are required to conform. The dogma itself is less im- 
portant than the conformity and the absolute conviction 
with which it is held. As Eric Hoffer wrote over 
twenty years ago: “The effectiveness of a doctrine 
does not come from its meaning but from its 
certitude ... in order to be effective a doctrine must not 
be understood, but has to be believed in.” Hitler’s 
“leadership principle” required unquestioning faith in 
his political intuition, as evidenced by his words: “I 
go the way that Providence dictates with the assurance 
of a sleepwalker.” In Communism the dogmatic cer- 
tainty is supplied by the allegedly scientific principles 
of Marxism-Leninism as interpreted by the Party; it is 
never explained why this supposed science should 
alone be exempt from the requirement applied to all 
other scientific hypotheses that they be constantly 
submitted to reexamination in the light of new empiri- 
cal evidence. Here is a description of political omnis- 
cience, as set out in a history of the Communist Party 
published in Moscow: “The power of Marxist-Leninist 
theory lies in the fact that it enables the Party to find 
the right orientation in any situation, to understand the 
inner connection of current events, to foresee their 
course, and to perceive not only how and in what 
direction they are developing in the present, but how 
and in what direction they are bound to develop in the 
future.” No medieval theology could have done more 
for the true believer. 

Claims to infallibility gave to both Communism and 
Nazism in the Weimar Republic their strong appeal to 
young men and women suffering from a confused 
sense of resentment and frustration. The fatal growth 
of extremism at both ends of the political spectrum 
was. above all. a triumDh of voune radical voters over 

the staid Social Democrats and the middle-aged, 
middle-of-the-road parties of democracy; each extreme 
fed the other, until the constant clashes in streets and 
meeting places made the parliamentary system un- 
workable even before Hitler assumed power. The Nazi 
slogan “Youth led by youth” was never applied in  the 
Third Reich, but among students, in particular, it had 
already done its work before 1933. Two years earlier 
the representative student bodies (ASTA) in all but a 
few predominantly Roman Catholic universities had 
been taken over by radicals of the Right. The Nazis 
presented themselves as the wave of the future and 
demanded that the faithful sacrifice to this millennial 
vision that which they valued most-their youth, 
health, and vigor. 

e too live in a period when the voice of W youth is raised to the exclusion of that 
of age and experience. We have to remind ourselves 
that it is often the better qualities of the young-their 
idealism, their need to sacrifice themselverthat are 
exploited by cynical political. systems. Nazism lives 
on, not in its doctrines, but in the techniques and 
tactics by means of which an ideology can suck young 
people into a mass movement. The frustrations.of their 
lives, largely due to the pressures of an industrial 
system, which apply in like measure in the Communist 
and capitalist spheres, are translated not into effective 
reform, but into a destructive hatred of a particular 
group or class. $imilarly, in the Near East no steps are 
taken to assimilate Palestinian refugees and alleviate 
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their misfortunes, because to do so would reduce the 
possibilities of generating from their misery a hatred of 
Israel that can be exploited for political purposes. 

The Nazis were pastmasters of these methods of 
mobilizing support for a mass movement, and it is 
worth recalling some of the means they employed. One 
has already been mentioned-the evocation of a 
Utopia. Whether it be the earthly Valhalla of the 
Aryan race, or the synthetic paradise of the uniform, 
classless society, the appeal is much the same. It is an 
appeal to men to accept a vision of the future in return 
for the abandonment of their independent judgment, as 
well as much that could make their present situtation 
more satisfying-freedom of thought, hearth and 
home, peace of mind. Those most attracted by the 
vision are the immature and irresponsible, who long to 
be relieved of the burden of planning their own future 
and accepting the disciplines of society. Instead, they 
swallow the bland assurances of unscrupulous leaders, 
who intend to impose on them the far more severe 
disciplines of an army on the march. 

The mindlessness of an army in motion well express- 
es the malleable state of the human material needed 
for a mass movement. Rosenberg described it as “the 
style of a marching column, no matter where, or to 
what end, this,marching column may be directed.” 
Along the road are formed those communities that give 
the marchers a feeling of solidarity and protect them 
against awareness of their own inadequacies. This 
welding of the mass is the function of the ideological 
appeal, whether it be to workers’ solidarity or the Nazi 
“community of the blood.” 

The second effective technique is to evoke hatred 
against another p u p  as a unifying factor. Here the 
mechanism, which has its mainspring in the mentality 
of most human beings, especially the uneducated, is to 
create a stereotype of the antigroup, against which 
collective hate is to be directed. Individual faces dis- 
appear behind the smudged outline of the supposed 
saboteur or conspirator, who must be extirpated in 
order that the collectivity may live. Whether he be a 
race enemy or a class enemy, his role is the same; he 
ceases to be a human being with an identity and sen- 
sibilities; he becomes a victim. For a skillful leader the 
size of the antigroup is not important; Jews in the 
Third Reich made up no more than 1 per cent of the 
population (or at most 1.5 per cent, if assimilated Jews 
are included). It was enough to give the organized 
bullyboys their victims and their sense of purpose. As 
they surrendered responsibility for their lives, they 
began to acquire a collective will, which needed to 
assert itself. In the process of imposing implicit obedi- 
ence on a uniform and undifferentiated mass, the lead- 
erahip was providing a substitute emotion for its fol- 
lowers, the emotion of hate. 

Once the movement has been consolidated, the next 
step is always the same-the deployment of violence. 
It serves b occupy the mass and keep its enthusiasm at 
fever pitch. Above all, it serves to implicate the fol- 
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lowers in the crimes of the leaders, so that an indissol- 
uble bond is formed between them. Rauschning once 
asked Hitler what would have happened if the Jew had 
not existed. The Fuehrer replied, “We should then 
have tohvent him. It is essential to have a tangible 
enemy ...” The purpose of organizing mass murder is 
not only that of destroying the supposed enemy, who is 
usually innocent and harmless; it is also that of 
toughening up the murderers and testing their capacity 
to obey. If their evil work is described as service to a 
cause, they retain their self-respect. This was the reas- 
surance given to the SS by Himmler in 1943: “Most of 
you must know what it means when a hundred corpses 
are lying side by side, or five hundred or a thousand. 
To have stuck it out and at the same time, apart from 
exceptions caused by human weakness, to have re- 
mained decent fellows, that is what has made us 
tough.” Murder is at least as important as battle. The 
IRA in Ulster kill many more civilians than British 
soldiers; the Palestinian guerrillas kill far more un- 
armed victims than Israeli fighting men. No doubt both 
insurgent groups include many men who regard them- 
selves as good sons and loving fathers, but they have 
put loyalty to a group before loyalty to mankind. They 
have lost the true sense of human solidarity. 

e see, therefore, that there is a cult of W Hitler because Hitlerism lives. It was 
not a passing aberration, or an isolated instance of 
furor feutonicus; it survives in our world because it 
survives in us. Because of this fact, as Thomas Hobbes 
stressed, men first banded together in social units to 
restrain one another. Inevitably within society injus- 
tices arise and institutions become distorted; differen- 
tiations of wealth and status become too great and- 
require comction. Restraining factors, such as religion 
and the state, at times grow too p o w e m  and have to 
be reformed. But this is no argument for anarchy. It 
happens, as at the time of Watergate, that governments 
become corrupted. On occasion, the whole state ap- 
paratus, as in the Third Reich, falls into the hands of 
the underworld, the gangsters. But this does not mean 
that it is better to abolish the state and society al- 
together. We. cannot cast aside all restraint, as if man 
were already a perfected being. If we do so, we shall 
not usher in the Golden Age, but rather the Second 
Coming in the sinister sense Yeats gave to that phrase. 


