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A Foucauldian Perspective

JAMES BERNAUER
BOSTON COLLEGE
MASSACHUSSETS, U.S.A.

e

O ne American historian opened his review of Foucault’s introduc-
tory volume to his history of sexuality by stating: “My main pur-
pose here is to persuade you not to read this book.” Fortunately the
fate of La volonté de savoir was to be very different, gathering not only a
large number of readers but also a rich variety of ways to interpret and
employ it. Today I would like to present to you how I have begun to
use some of that volume’s perspectives in the terms of the project which
Foucault himself announced for it, namely as the introduction to a po-
litical study of sexuality. Although it was only an initial investigation,
he had imagined at least titles for six other volumes: 2. Flesh and Body;
3.The Children’s Crusade; 4. Woman, Mother and Hysteric; 5.Perverts;
6.Population and Races. As a result of several years of research on Na-
tional Socialism, I have discovered the strength and, even more, the
promise of the project which Foucault originally conceived. I am
among many who are trying to have Foucault cast some light on
German’s dark descent into Nazi barbarism. One scholar claimed that
Foucault should be regarded as the “patron saint” for a more searching
scrutiny of National Socialist culture.? Indeed it could be argued that

! Paul Robinson, “Books Considered: The History of Sexuality, Volume I,” The New
Republic (October 28, 1978) pp. 29-32.

2 Geoff Eley, “Scholarship serving the Nazi State [; Studying the East” Ethnic and
Racial Studies 12,4 (October, 1989) p. 576. For other studies, see Alan Milchman and
Alan Rosenberg, “Michel Foucault, Auschwitz and Modernity” Philosophy and Social
Criticism 22 (Jan., 1996) pp. 101-114; Angelika Magiros, Foucaults Beitrag zur
Rassimustheorie (Hamburg: Argument-Verlag, 1995). I have published two earlier
studies on this theme: “Beyond Life and Death: On Foucault’s Post- Auschwitz Ethic,”
Philosophy Today 32 (Summer, 1988) pp. 128-142; “Nazi Ethics: On Heinrich Himmler
and the Origin of New Moral Careers,” Continuum 1,1 (Autumn, 1990) pp. 15-29.
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Foucault’s various investigations were invited by Nazism’s demolition
of the presumed barriers between the social and the personal, the pri-
vate and the public, the erotic and the political. I will not comment on
Foucault’s text itself but rather, stimulated by it, explore how a form of
Christian eroticism was involved in the Nazi destruction of Jewish and
gay people.

Inasmuch as this theme might offend some, I would like to offer an
explanation for my choice. It was at a Holocaust conference several
years ago that I was first made aware of the strong negative reactions
which could be produced by comments that placed Jews and Gays to-
gether in their experience under National Socialism. During the final
panel discussion in which the conference’s major speakers were present,
a young man from the audience asked very politely why none of the
presentations had dealt with Nazi crimes against homosexuals. In
response, one of the panelists erupted in a burning anger and scolded
the man for even suggesting that there was something comparable in
the destiny of the two groups. The large audience was clearly embar-
rassed by the outburst and other questioners were immediately recog-
nized. AsIhave come to discover, the panelist’s reaction is not unique.
For example, in a recent issue of Holocaust and Genocide Studies, a dis-
tinguished student of the Shoah opens his review of the English trans-
lation of Giinther Grau’s book Hidden Holocaust?: Gay and Lesbian Per-
secution in Germany, 1933-45 with this sentence: “I hesitated to read
this work for I was disturbed by its title that seemed to equate the fate
of gays and lesbians under the Third Reich with the fate of the Jews,
who were subject to total annihilation.”

I think that we could probably all agree that there are many inap-
propriate ways to speak about the victimization of these two groups,
especially in terms which would fail to do justice to the unique magni-
tude of Jewish losses and the special place which Jews occupied as
objects of Nazi hate. And yetI think that there might be a much deeper
issue which we should acknowledge in the resistance to dealing with
the two groups together. First, there has been a long tradition in
political writing which has claimed that many prominent Nazis were

* MB (Michael Berenbaum), review of Giinther Grau, editor of Hidden Holocaust?:
Gay and Lesbian Persecution in Germany, 1933-45 (New York: Cassell, 1995) in Holo-
caust and Genocide Stv.dies 9, 3 (Winter, 1995) pp. 396-397.
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in fact homosexuals and, thus, the gay community is more victimizer
than victim. Among anti-fascist circles, homosexuality was commonly
regarded as another form of “anti-socialist individualism.” Adorno ex-
pressed a common leftist sentiment in his well-known remark from the
Minima Moralia: “Totalitarianism and homosexuality belong together.”
From the other side of the political spectrum, some conservative op-
position to Hitler explicitly identified National Socialism with homo-
sexuality: one thinks of Thomas Mann, for example, who, while well-
disposed to the gay community, also saw the fascist military cult of the
heroic as essentially homosexual.> And then, of course, Nazi ideology
itself declared homosexuality a form of revolutionary practice which
had as its objective the destruction of morality in general and of the
race and family in particular, a form of “sexual bolshevism” as it was
called.

I believe that an even more significant reason for resisting some form
of commonality of Jewish and gay experience is that an analysis of both
together leads us to a direct consideration of the sexual and erotic di-
mensions of fascism. The anxiety about that consideration has several
faces. Let me say right off that there is a very justifiable fear that deal-
ing with sexuality risks falling into Wilhelm Reich’s simplistic interpre-
tation or, far worse, threatens an inexcusable trivialization of mass
murder. And that threat is not just potential. We know that, along with
serious cinematic efforts to treat sexuality, there has also been a porno-
graphic interest in Fascist eroticism.® A number of years ago Susan

* Theodor Adorno, Minima Moralia: Reflections from Damaged Life (London:
Verso, 1974) p. 46. For an extensive study of the leftist approach, see Gay Men and the
Sexual History of the Political Left, edited by Gert Hekma, Harry Oosterhuis and James
Steakley (New York: Harrington Park Press, 1995).

5 See Ignace Feuerlicht, “Thomas Mann and Homoeroticism,” The Germanic Re-
view XLV, 2 (March, 1970) p. 93, and Anthony Heilbut, Thomas Mann: Eros and Lit-
erature (New York: Knopf, 1996) especially pp. 501-507. Mann’s son, Klaus, attacked
what he regarded as the scapegoating of homosexuals in a 1935 essay, “Homosexualitdt
und Fascismus,” reissued in a collection of his writings edited by Martin Gregor-Dellin,
Heute und Morgen: Schriften zur Zeit (Munich: Nymphenburger Verlagshandlung,
1969) pp. 130-137.

¢ One thinks of Visconti’s “The Damned” of 1969 and Cavani’s “The Night Por-
ter” of 1973, but also of the more troubling Pasolini work “Salo: 120 Days of Sodom”
(1975). See Annette Insdorf’s Indelible Shadows: Film and the Holocaust (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1989).
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Sontag asked how it was possible that Nazi Germany had become eroti-
cally attractive for many in contemporary western societies, especially
as a symbol of “sexual adventurism.”” And then there are those inter-
pretations of Hitler’s life which have argued a direct relationship be-
tween his ideology and a presumed sexual pathology.? The thought that
Hitler’s sexual life could be at the source of Nazi crimes seems almost
obscene to entertain.

More intellectually substantial a barrier to confrontation with
fascism’s erotic dimension than fear of trivializing Nazi horror, though,
is that there seems to be no need to resort to it. Even when the sexual
presence is recognized, its marginality is also affirmed.’ I think that
perhaps the principal reason for evading serious investigation of the
sexual dimension in the period of National Socialism is the extraordi-
nary success of Hannah Arendt’s depiction of Adolf Eichmann and its
thesis on the banality of evil, namely, the view that Nazi crimes were
executed as a result of a certain “thoughtlessness.” To understand him,
there is no need to explore his emotional and affective life. Let me say
outright that I stand in awe of Hannah Arendt’s philosophical achieve-
ment and I admire much in Eichmann in Jerusalem. At the same time I
have become suspicious about the grounds and effect of her portrayal’s
popularity. Recall for a moment Bruno Bettelheim’s uneasiness with the
success of the book, play and film of Anne Frank’s diary. He wrote: “I
believe that the world-wide acclaim given her story cannot be explained
unless we recognize in it our wish to forget the gas chambers, and our
effort to do so by glorifying the ability to retreat into an extremely

7 Sontag, “Fascinating Fascism,” Under the Sign of Saturn (New York: Farrar, Straus,
Giroux, 1980) p. 102.

® For discussion of the sexual theme in accounts of Hitler, see Ron Rosenbaum,
“Explaining Hitler,” The New Yorker (May 1, 1995), pp. 50-70; John Sweeney “Hitler
and the Billygoat” Granta 51 (Autumn, 1995), pp. 85-90; and Robert Waite’s The
Psychpathic God Adolf Hitler (New York: Basic Books, 1977), pp. 232-243. Also see
Liebesbriefe an Adolf Hitler—Briefe in den Tod , edited by Helmut Ulshéfer Frankfurt:
VAS (Unversffentlichte Dokumente aus der Reichskanzlei, 1994).

® Umberto Eco’s recent study of fascism seems to do this. He writes: “Since per-
manent war and heroism are difficult games to play, the Ur-Fascist transfers his will
to power to sexual matters.” (“Ur-Fascism” in The New York Review of Books [June 22,
1995], p- 15). I would claim that it is not a transfer but rather, sexual matters are the
very substance of both permanent war and heroism.
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private, gentle, sensitive world, and there to cling as much as possible
to what have been one’s usual daily attitudes and activities, although
surrounded by a maelstrom apt to engulf one at any moment.”'? Has
Hannah Arendt’s Eichmann turned us away from a scrutiny of our pas-
sions, especially our erotic ones, by leaving the more consoling mes-
sage that it is our reluctance to think which will lead us into disaster?!!
I believe it has but she bears only partial responsibility for that. We know
from her consideration of the later trials of those who worked at
Auschwitz that she had begun to recognize something else beside the
banality of evil. To quote her: “the chief human factor in Auschwitz
was sadism, and sadism is basically sexual.” She goes on to say that the
“smiling reminiscences of the defendants . .. and their unusually high
spirits throughout . . . reflects the sweet remembrance of great sexual
pleasure, as well as indicating blatant insolence.”!? Today, however, I
am not concerned with sexual sadism but rather with Christian eroti-
cism, its braiding of love, desire and sensuality. I will sketch how a Chris-
tian, particularly Catholic, experience of sexuality and a style of moral
formation that was its issue might have contributed to the popular ap-
peal of National Socialism, to the identification of two groups of its
enemies, as well as to the savagery of its violence.

How was it possible for National Socialism to be so successful in
capturing the minds and hearts of so many either as committed believers
or as tolerant bystanders? More than fifty years after the collapse of the
Third Reich the question continues to demand raising, especially in this
season of Holocaust denial. The Nazi period forces all of us to con-
front our dangerous ethical selves: How we fashion ourselves, or are
fashioned, intellectually, ethically, spiritually to appreciate or refuse
certain types of moral appeal. Such character is the product of what
might be called practices of the self, practices which define how an in-
dividual comes to feel that a matter warrants moral concern and what
steps one is obligated to take in response to that moral signal. Certainly

10 Bettelheim, “The Ignored Lesson of Anne Frank” Surviving and Other Essays
(New York: Vintage Books, 1977) p. 247.

11 Hannah Arendt, “Introduction” to Auschwitz: A Report on the Proceedings Against
Robert Karl Ludwig Mulka and Others Before the Court at Frankfurt (New York: Praeger,
1966) pp. xxvii-xxviii.

12 See Carl Amery, Capitulation (New York: Herder and Herder, 1967) pp. 29-34.
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it is the case that National Socialism appropriated a ready-made set of
national virtues—honesty, diligence, cleanliness, dependability, obedi-
ence to authority, mistrust of excess.!®> Still, if we are to understand
why these virtues came to be so characteristic and why people were so
prepared to tolerate evil, we must interrogate the dynamics of the spiri-
tual formation which German culture had passed down. We must ques-
tion our dangerous moral selves. But why should they be thought of as
dangerous? A study of National Socialism brings new insight to this
question and not just as an historical matter nor an exclusively German
concern.

To speak of spiritual life at this time might seem to miss the mark
when one remembers the brutal reality of Nazi deeds. What has to be
faced, though, is that the beginning of the Hitler regime coincided with
a passionate desire among the German people for a spiritual renewal,
indeed for a politics of spirit which National Socialism attempted to
define. On the eve of Hitler, Germany was haunted by the ghostly pres-
ence of a deceased generation still calling for some sort of redemption
for its ultimate sacrifice in the Great War. At this distance it is difficult
to appreciate how promising a year 1933 was expected to become. In
fact, Paul Tillich at the time accused perhaps the most prominent of
his theological colleagues (Emanuel Hirsch) of associating the year so
closely with 33, the traditional date of Jesus’s death and resurrection,
that the year of Hitler’s coming to power was given the “meaning of an
event in the history of salvation.”'4 What has to be acknowledged is
that there was an intense atmosphere of spiritual transformation that
year. Philosophers and theologians felt as though a special invitation
had been extended to their talents. What I find so chilling is that the
map of night—Auschwitz, Dachau, Buchenwald, Mauthausen and the
other graveyards—was drawn in part by the moods, ideas and plans
which grew in a supposed terrain of day and light—that extraordinary
and proud kingdom of German universities: Berlin, Munich, Frankfurt,

13 P, Tillich, “Open Letter to Emanuel Hirsch” [Oct. 1, 1934] in The Thought of
Paul Tillich, ed. by J.L. Adams, W. Pauck, R. Shinn (New York: Harper and Row, 1985)
p- 364.

14 See A. Gorres, “Pathologie des katholischen Christentums,” in Handbuch der
Pastoraltheologie: Praktische Theologie der Kirche in ihrer Gegenwart, IL1, edited by
EX. Arnold, K. Rahner, V. Schurr, L. Weber (Freiburg: Herder, 1966) pp. 277-343.
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Tiibingen, Freiburg. If I had unlimited time, I would like to look in de-
tail at how this spiritual moment was perceived. For now, let me just
say that many philosophers and theologians regarded it as a moment
of crisis, and I would claim that that crisis’s most important element
was how one was to relate to oné’s self, how one might affirm oneself as
spiritually worthwhile. But to speak of spirit in the context of a culture
which still possessed deep roots in Christianity was also to discuss flesh;
cravings for spirit inevitably connect to a discourse of sin, sensuality
and sexuality. If spirit expressed vitality and creative force, flesh pos-
sessed many satanic features, assaulting reason and proclaiming human
weakness. Here we may have, though, perhaps the source of
Christianity’s own greatest weakness in its encounter with Nazism, for
much pathology seemed to flourish in modern religious culture’s chart-
ing of sexuality.!> It is the charting with which I am concerned, not
the sexual morality that may be put forward as a response to it. And I
do emphasize this: I am not accusing a code of morality but rather the
ethical-spiritual foundations of the very self who finds suitable a type
of morality or its overthrow. Having selected sexuality as the privileged
route to moral status, the Churches did not create a very sophisticated
palette of insight into it. The broodings of moral theology were iso-
lated from the traditions of Christian spiritual theology and, thus, those
interrogations of extreme experiences that might have enabled it to cope
better with the psychic forces Nazism was evoking.!® I will not repeat
for you the sad series of Christian statements from this period which
denounced the social permissiveness of co-education, and its supposed
lack of concern for the lust in children and adolescents; nor those which
denounced the immodesty intrinsic to public swimming pools; nor
those many warnings about the dangers of nudity and male friendships.
This determination to exorcise eroticism reveals a detestation of the
body’s desires for pleasure, encourages such a fierce self-hatred that we
can understand why one of the major resisters to Nazism, Helmuth
James von Moltke, found one thing to praise in Nazi culture: it taught,

15 See John Mahoney, The Making of Moral Theology: A Study of the Roman Catholic
Tradition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1987) pp. 28-29, 45.

16 Helmuth James von Moltke, Letters to Freya: 1939-1945, ed. by H. von Moltke
{(New York: Knopf, 1990) p. 110.
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he said, a reverence for what is below us—"blood, ancestry, our bod-
ies”17

While Christian moral formation was inadequate, in my judgment,
to the sexual domain, the Church’s anxiety about it did not come from
nowhere and did reflect an awareness that for a century there had been
a new sexual challenge in German culture. The religious sponsorship
of or at least association with most major social events in a person’s life
at that time as well as practices such as confession did allow the Church
to hear the effect upon an individual’s intimate life of large cultural
forces.!® Historians and philosophers have indicated the many differ-
ent factors which thrust sexual change into the center of moral crisis:
the Napoleonic period’s relaxation of legal constraints enlarged the
menu of sexual desire and practice; the secularization of society reduced
the authority of priests and their traditions as well as encouraged a dis-
association between morality and religion; industrialization placed new
stresses upon the family; the very organization of society was taking life
and its functions as objects of scrutiny and control.!’ The Church,
however, saw in a certain relaxation of sexual moral codes a decline of
faith and, thus, an historical intimacy between Christian existence and
the spirit-flesh struggle was reconfirmed and strengthened, now with
modern sexuality as its unchallenged center. The pivotal role which
Christian moral formation conferred upon disciplining sexuality as a
result of this had two major consequences.

First, it exposed Christians to a Nazism that could be thought of as
either ethically allied with Christianity or as a liberation from religion’s
inadequacy to the richness of human life. National Socialism found the
religious obsessiveness with sexuality in moral formation to be helpful
in a variety of ways: it sustained the emphasis on those secondary vir-

17 See Edward Shorter, “Towards a History of La Vie Intime: The Evidence of Cul-
tural Criticism in Nineteenth-Century Bavaria” in The Emergence of Leisure, edited
by Michael Marrus (New York: Harper Torchbooks, 1974), pp. 38-68.

18 See Michael Phayer, Sexual Liberation and Religion in Nineteenth Cetury Europe
(Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1977) and Roy Pascal, From Naturalism to Ex-
pressionism: German Literature and Society 1880-1918 (New York: Basic Books, 1973)
especially pp. 198-228. Also see Isabel Hull, Sexuality, State and Civil Society in Ger-
many, 1700-1815 (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1996).

19 Waldemar Gurian, “The Sources of Hitler’s Power” The Review of Politics 1V, 4
(Oct., 1942) p. 391.
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tues which made people so compliant; it habituated people to an at-
mosphere of omnipresent sinfulness which seemed to grow with every
step beyond childhood; it educated people into a moral pessimism about
themselves and what they might be able to achieve. While it has been
frequently acknowledged that an absence of German self-confidence
was a precondition for Hitler’s successful career, the focus of responsi-
bility has normally been given to economic factors; the moral-spiritual
dimensions should not be ignored.?’ This was all too often an educa-
tion into self-contempt, into a fearfulness which was a paralysis of the
inner self. Frequently the sexual dimension of the person was treated
as an animal instinct. Such paralysis subverted self-affirmation as a
Christian practice. It is this subversion which lies behind the primacy
given to obedience as a virtue, and an extraordinary insensitivity to the
demands of conscience. Many religious and moral practices established
a profound alienation from one’s self and one’s desires. And this self-
alienation was also a mode of alienation from the public space: the
model for dealing with moral difficulty was set by sexuality: avoidance
of danger and cultivation of an ethereal interiority. Often this trained
people into a permanent submissiveness or stimulated an intense yearn-
ing to get beyond the sexual guilt of Christianity, a state which Nazism
held out as one of its promises and, in case after case, accomplishments.

Nazism in effect put forward the bold project of overcoming the
dualisms fostered by religion: body versus soul, flesh versus spirit.
National Socialism spoke to—and not just flattered—the German tra-
dition of and pride in inwardness, the “Innerlichkeit” which advocated
a strenuous self-cultivation.?! As we know, philosophers rushed to that
banner and one observer at the time spoke of a “Blitzphilosophie,” to
describe the rapid advance of philosophers toward the mission of sup-
posedly deepening Nazism’s spiritual foundations and appeal.?? But

2 On this topic, see W. H. Bruford, The German Tradition of Self-Cultivation:
‘Bildung’ from Humboldt to Thomas Mann (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
1975).

! Martin Ten Hoor, “The Nazis Purge Philosophy,” The Kenyon Review 11,3 (Sum-
mer, 1941), reprinted by the same journal in Winter 1989, p. 173.

22 See Ferdinand Hoffmann, Sittliche Entartung und Geburtenschwund (Munich:
J. E. Lehmanns Verlag, 1938), p. 51, and 'W. Hermannsen and R, Blome, Warum hat
man uns das nicht frither gesagt?: Ein Bekenntnis deutscher Jugend zu geschlechtlicher
Sauberkeit (Munich: J. F. Lehmanns Verlag, 1940). These are respectively the fourth

Published by Arch?um Ateneo, 1998 . 9
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the Nazi revolution bound together this celebration of inwardness, of
the German spirit, with a profound affirmation of one’s historical mo-
ment, of one’s own German body, social and personal. It was to be
praised for its health, its beauty, its utility and, most of all, as the temple
for the transmission of biological life. The depth of its sexual morality
could be put forward as what is most distinctive of Aryan ethics.?’> In
Nazism we have a psycho-politics which is also an erotic politics.

Its erotic politics was a strategy of sabotage against alternative rela-
tions to sexuality. It made a foe of the sexual libertinism of the Weimar
Republic and of the Soviet Union. The sexual laxity which had been
identified in the past with that ancient enemy, the French, now was tied
to Communism’s relaxation of legal restraints.?* After it had replaced
the Weimar Republic, the Third Reich mounted a widespread campaign
of sexual purification: denunciations of pornography, homosexuality
and any eroticism not governed by the desire for procreation, for those
would eclipse the central status which sexuality had on the “battlefield
of life.”?> This crusade against eroticism was terribly attractive for Ger-
man Christians—and, I might add, made Hitler appear as a force for
moral renewal to Christians in the United States as well.26 Catholic
anxiety about Communism included its perceived sexual license and
hostility to family values. In addition, there was even a tendency to look
for supporting arguments for traditional Catholic sexual morality in
the ideas of the eugenics movement.?” Thus, on the eve of the Second

and fourteenth volumes in the important series directed at German youth and edited
by Heinz Miiller: Politische Biologie: Schriften fiir naturgesetzliche Politik und
Wissenschaft (1936-1940). For a general text on Nazi sexual ethics, see Friedrich Siebert,
Volkstum und Geschlechtlichkeit (Munich-Berlin: ]. E. Lehmanns Verlag, 1938).

2 See Laura Engelstein, The Keys to Happiness: Sex and the Search for Modernity
in Fin-de-Siécle Russia (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1992).

24 Hans Peter Bleuel, Sex and Society in Nazi Germany (Philadelphia: J.B.
Lippincott, 1973) p. 57.

25 See Frederick Ira Murphy, The American Christian Press and Pre-War Hitler’s
Germany, 1933-1939, a Ph.D. dissertation for the University of Florida in 1970.

% Michael Langer, Katholische Sexualpidagogik im 20. Jahrhundert: Zur Geschichte
eines religionspidagogischen Problems (Munich: Késel, 1986) p. 127. For a very com-
prehensive presentation of Catholic educational approaches to sexuality, see Walter
Braun, Geschlechtliche Erziehung in Katholische Religionsunterricht (Trier: Spee Verlag,
1970).

2 Wilhelm Arp, Das Bildungsideal der Ehre (Munich: Deutscher Volksverlag, 1939);

Langer, Katholische Sexualpidagogik im 20. Jahrhundert, 115. For examples of Nazi
https://archium ateneo.edu/budhi/vol2/iss3/5 10
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World War and the Holocaust, Germany was blanketed with a campaign
for decency.  But National Socialism was far more cunning than most
expected. The campaign for decency was by no means an acceptance
of Christian codes. National Socialism constructed a post-Christian
erotic. While Church leaders were regularly denouncing the dangers
of immodesty, Nazi culture was celebrating the beauty of the nude body
and the benefits of exhibiting it—from galleries of art to the joyful gath-
erings of youth. The Nazis were very successful in portraying Church
views as hopelessly prudish, the Church’s sexual teaching as unrelent-
ingly hostile to the joys of sexual life and in encouraging young people
to look elsewhere for a wise understanding of their erotic desires.?® One
might have hoped that the long pondering about sexual activities would
confer upon Christians a particular sophistication in grasping some of
the subtle tones in Nazism’s sexual propaganda. I have found few signs
of such proficiency.?® It is as if the long stress on the natural law had
made them deaf to the changing sounds of historically contingent evil.
Indeed, there seems a special blindness, a general failure to recognize
how demonic the unrelenting stress on eroticism’s demonic force could
also be.

The catastrophe of this moral formation had a second face. In that
endless searching after the reasons for why the Jews were so victimized
by the Nazis, for why so many collaborated in their murder, and espe-

denunciations, see The Persecution of the Catholic Church in the Third Reich. Facts and
Documents Translated from the German (London: Burns Oates, 1940), pp. 440, 464,
472-475. The anonymous editor of this collection was a German Jesuit residing in
Rome, Walter Mariaux.

% It could be argued that an exception would be the resistance shown by German
Catholic women, motivated by ideals of virginity, to Nazi efforts to reduce women to
the level of mere breeders of children. I cannot develop this issue here but see Michael
Phayer’s Protestant and Catholic Women in Nazi Germany (Detroit: Wayne State Uni-
versity Press, 1990).

2 As an example see Martin Heideggers’s October 2, 1929 letter to Victor
Schwoerer, included in Leaman, Heidegger im Kontext, pp. 111-112. It is also an ex-
pression which Hitler used frequently. For example, see Mein Kampf (Boston:
Houghton Mifflin, 1971) p. 247. Also see the fine discussion by Steven Ascheim, ““The
Jew Within’: The Myth of ‘Judaization’ in Germany” in The Jewish Response to Ger-
man Culture: From the Enlightenment to the Second World War , edited by Jehuda
Reinharz and Walter Schatzberg (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1985),
pp- 212-241.
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cially for why so many stood aside and failed to do what could have been
done, I propose that this issue of sexuality gives an essential answer.
Before the Jews were murdered, before they were turned away from as
not being one’s concern, the Jew had already been defined as spiritless,
on the one hand, and sexually possessed, erotically charged on the other
hand. In contrast to that special German inwardness which I mentioned
earlier, the Jew was portrayed not only as empty of spirit but as an en-
emy of it. German philosophers worried about what was called a
“Verjudung” of “deutschen Geistesleben,” a “Jewification” of German
spiritual life.3% The Jewish intellectual was both a materialist and a
pharisaic rationalist in comparison with German depth thinking.
Beyerchen has shown how scientists such as Einstein were thought of
as saboteurs of the more spiritual Aryan physics.3! Deprived of spirit,
the Jew was defined in Nazi propaganda as essentially carnal, as exces-
sively sexual, indeed as boundlessly erotic, whose conduct was not un-
der the control of the moral conscience.3? Lust robbed the Jews of rea-
son and , thus, reduced them to an animal level, a status which would
soon come to be reflected in the forms of Nazi torture.

Some roots of the Nazi portrayal are in Christianity: Heiko Oberman
has pointed out that, in accounting for anti-Judaism at certain periods,
disparagement of Mary’s virginity was more significant than such
charges as the stealing of consecrated hosts and ritual murders.® 1
mention this out of more than historical interest. While he was a pris-
oner at Nuremberg, Julius Streicher, Nazism’s principal ideological anti-
Semite, told the psychologist G. M. Gilbert that he had exploited in his
propaganda the denigration of Mary which failure to accept Jesus’s di-
vinity entails.>* I am not able here to develop the potential significance

% Alan Beyerchen, Scientists Under Hitler: Politics and the Physics Community in
the Third Reich (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1977).

3! For a Jewish defense against these charges, see Chajim Bloch’s Blut und Eros im
jiidischen Schriftum und Leben: Von Eisenmenger iiber Rohling zu Bischoff (Wien:
Sensen-Verlag, 1935). On the charges, see Sander Gilman, The Jew’s Body (New York:
Routledge, 1991), p. 258.

%2 Heiko Oberman, The Roots of Anti-Semitism in the Age of the Renaissance and
Reformation (Philadelphia: Fortress Press, 1984), p. 83.

33 Randall L. Bytwerk, Julius Streicher (New York: Stein and Day, 1983), p. 113.

3 My treatment of modern sexuality follows the categories developed in Michel
Foucault’s The History of Sexuality I: An Introduction (New York: Pantheon, 1978). 1
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to this line of propaganda except to note the inadequacy of a frequently
appearing model in which Christian anti-Judaism and modern anti-
Semitism are placed on a chronological calendar where the former is
superseded by the latter. In fact they coexisted in the Nazi period and
blended in ways that have yet to be adequately mapped. Nevertheless,
with that said, the extreme victimization of the Jews by the Nazis comes
from the position into which they were placed on the cultural field of
modern sexuality.3> That field need not be isolated, however, from re-
ligious discourses and practices. I do want to identify, however, the el-
ements of that modern field. First, there is the body: the Nazis opposed
their view of a trained, classically beautiful body to the Jewish body,
weakened by deviant genitalia and unrestrained sexual appetite.? Sec-
ondly, regarding children, there was the juxtaposition of an idealized
German innocence with the Jewish invention of a childhood sexuality
that was believed to reflect both an actual sexual precocity and Talmu-
dic allowance for intergenerational sex.’” Der Stiirmer, Streicher’s
newspaper utilized medieval tales of Jewish ritual slaughter of Chris-
tian children in accounts which stressed acts of torture and the sexual
satisfaction they implied. In addition, he emphasized cases of child

analyze this history in my Michel Foucault’s Force of Flight: Toward an Ethics for Thought
(Atlantic Highlands: Humanities Press, 1990), pp. 121-184.

% The most thorough examinations of this theme are: George Mosse, National-
ism and Sexuality: Respectability and Abnormal Sexuality in Modern Europe (New York:
Howard Fertig, 1985) and the extraordinary series of works by Sander Gilman, espe-
cially Sexuality: An Illustrated History (New York: John Wiley & Sons, 1989); Jewish
Self-Hatred: Anti-Semitism and the Hidden Language of the Jews (Baltimore: The Johns
Hopkins University Press, 1986); The Jew’s Body ; Freud, Race and Gender (Princeton:
Princeton University Press, 1993). Also see Klemens Felden, Die Ubernahme des
antisemitischen Stereotyps als soziale Norm durch die biirgerliche Gesellschaft
Deutschlands (1875-1900), a 1963 doctoral dissertation at Ruprecht-Karl-University
in Heidelberg.

36 Allen Edwardes, Erotica Judaica: A Sexual History of the Jews (New York: Julian
Press, 1967), pp. 106, 180; Friedrich Koch’s Sexualpéddagogik und politische Erziehung
(Munich: List Verlag, 1975) and Sexuelle Denunziation: Die Sexualitiit in der politischen
Auseinandersetzung (Frankfurt: Syndikat, 1986), pp. 83-86; Dennis Showalter, Little
Man, What Now? ‘Der Stiirmer’ in the Weimar Republic (Hamden, Connecticut: Ar-
chon, 1982), pp. 189, 198.

%7 See Bytwerk, Julius Streicher and Streicher’s testimony at the Nuremberg Tri-
als: Trial of the Major War Criminals before the International Military Tribunal Vol. V
(Nuremberg, 1947), pp. 91-119.
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molestation which involved Jews.>® Thirdly, in contrast to the image
of the German mother, who delighted in offspring and their care, and
who felt threatened by the sexual advances of Jewish men, especially
medical doctors, there was the Jewish woman, who was inclined to neu-
rosis, attracted to prostitution, and craving emancipation from the
home.*® The Nuremberg laws prohibited sexual relations between
Aryan and Jew in part to prevent contamination by syphilis which was
identified with Jews. Fourthly, Jews harbored all sorts of sexual perver-
sions, especially homosexuality. These perversions stand behind the
Jewish invention of psychoanalysis and sexology.#? For the Nazis, the
Jewish menace was a constructed sexual experience, hidden and yet
omnipresent, camouflaging in other innocuous symptoms the secret
causality perverting Aryan life.

% Otto Hauser, Rassebilder (Braunschweig und Hamburg: Georg Westermann,
1925); Guida Diehl, Die deutsche Frau und der Nationalsozialismus (Eisenach:
Neulandverlag, 1933); Bruno Blau, “The Jew as Sexual Criminal” Jewish Social Studies
XI1I, 4 (October, 1951), pp. 321-324; Mosse, Nationalism and Sexuality , p. 17; Koch,
Sexuelle Denunziation: Die Sexualitiit in der politischen Auseinandersetzung , p.53; Erich
Goldhagen, “Nazi Sexual Demonology,” Midstream (May, 1981), pp. 7-15; Gilman,
Freud, Race and Gender and Showalter, Little Man, What Now? ‘Der Stiirmer’ in the
Weimar Republic.

% In addition to Gilman, Freud, Race and Gender, see Gunther Runkel, Sexualitit
und Ideologien (Weinheim und Basel: Beltz Verlag, 1979) especially pp. 122-127.Also
Herwig Hartner, Erotik und Rasse: Eine Untersuchung iiber gesellschaftliche, sittliche und
geschlechtliche Fragen mit Textillustrationen (Miinchen: Deutscher Volksverlag, 1925);
Barbara Hyams, “Weininger and Nazi Ideology,” in Jews and Gender: Responses to Otto
Weininger, edited by Nancy Harrowitz and Barbara Hyams (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1995), p. 166; Erwin Haeberle’s “Swastika, Pink Triangle and Yellow
Star—The Destruction of Sexology and the Persecution of Homosexuals in Nazi Ger-
many,” The Journal of Sex Research 17 (August, 1981), pp. 270-287, and Anfinge der
Sexualwissenschaft (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1983). This sexual assault upon Jews is
repeated, often in the same words, by contemporary Nazis as for example in Harold
Covington’s “In Praise of the Final Solution: Or, Why I Despise the Jews” The New Order
(April-May, 1978), p. 11.

% Werner Dittrich, Erziehung zum Judengegner: Hinweise zur Behandlung der
Judenfrage im rassenpolitischen Unterricht (Munich: Deutscher Volksverlag, 1937);
Barbara Hyams and Nancy Harrowitz, “A Critical Introduction to the History of
Weininger Reception,” Jews and Gender: Responses to Otto Weininger, p. 4; and Jay
Geller, “Blood Sin: Syphilis and the Construction of Jewish Identity,” Faultline 1 (1992),
pp. 21-48.
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These sexual categories are not static but function pervasively and
dynamically within an ethical field defined as a life and death struggle
taking place between the healthy life force of Aryan blood and the dis-
ease laden Semitic death substance.4! For Heinrich Himmler, the quality
of blood was the greatest legacy that history’s struggle for existence had
bequeathed the German Volk; its protection was his mission. To quote
Himmler: “We had the moral right (moralische Recht), we had the duty
(Pflicht) toward our people, to kill this people which wanted to kill us.”42
And here is Streicher who wrote that the Nuremberg decrees were only
part of a wider struggle: “and we shall only get through this battle [with
world Jewry] victoriously if every member of the German people knows
that his very existence is at stake.”*> This final element in modern sexual
culture may certainly be described as racist but it also relates to the
Christian sexual discourse in at least two ways. First, one might argue
that the purity ideal of Nazi eugenics is rooted in Christian paradigms:
with “the growth of rationalism and science, rather than seeing the dis-
appearance of the next world, there is an elision of this world and the
next. All human possibilities of perfection once sited firmly in the next
existence, now become situated in this existence.4* Secondly and more
importantly, however, this life and death struggle paradigm shows the
legacy of that spirit-flesh struggle in which all sexual sin was grave or
mortal, that is, condemning the sinner’s soul to the death of eternal
damnation. Within this perspective, we can see that the German’s af-
firmation of the worth of his sexual life was the ratification of the Aryan’s
people own biological value as well as the pledge of enmity against that
depicted reckless and primitive sexuality into which Jews are consid-
ered to fall because the Nazis claimed they are incapable of self-sacri-
ficing love. The saga of history mirrors the story of one’s personal
struggle with sexual temptation; each person’s soul enshrines the clash
of biological history itself. The very notion of a German-Jewish assimi-

4 Himmler’s October 4, 1943, speech in Posen in Trial of the Major War Crimi-
nals, Vol. 29, p. 146.

2 Trial of the Major War Criminals, Vol. 12, p. 350.

# David Roberts, “Eugenic Theory and the Thematics of Sin,” Renaissance and
Modern Studies 37 (1994), p. 57.

“ For example, see the account of Pierre Seel, I, Pierre Seel, Deported Homosexual:
A Memoir of Nazi Terror (New York: Basic Books, 1995), pp. 43-44.
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lation was an erotic nightmare in which both the German’s individual
and social bodies are penetrated by a foreign, hostile sexual force.

Up until now I have not said much about the Nazi war on gay people.
While there can be no comparison with the Jews as far as the numbers
of victims are concerned (approximately 10,000 gays were murdered
in camps), there is no denying of the sadistic torture imposed upon the
individuals.*> And, like the Jews, gays possessed an intrinsic place in
the Nazi logic of sexuality. Although, as Josef Meisinger, the head of
the Reich Office for the Combating of Homosexuality and Abortion,
claimed in a 1937 speech, “homosexuality is alien in kind to the Nordic
race,” he also goes on to acknowledge that the vice seemed to have a
particular appeal for Germans: After the First World War homosexual-
ity “became so widespread that people in England and France called it
the ‘German disease.”#6 Although Nazi anxiety about homosexuality
looked backward at the War’s experience of all male societies and at the
emergence of gay personal and political associations during the Weimar
Republic’s era, its major focus was toward the future and the plans for
a vast army and a racial utopia. Hate toward the gay articulated itself
on the modern sexual map. As opposed to the warrior body to which
Nazi discipline was committed, the gay’s body was weak and effeminate
but also seductive for the yearnings of an irresponsible carnality. Like
women, he was more prone to physical and mental illness; for some
Nazis, including Heinrich Himmler, the homosexual’s very existence in
Germany was tied to the masculinization of women. To quote him: “I
regard it as a catastrophe when we so masculinize women that over time
the gender difference or polarity disappears. Then the road to homo-
sexuality is not far off”4” The gay man’s identity was most often de-
fined in terms of the pervert and the child. As a pervert, he was by na-
ture disordered, and was a source of disease and embodiment of pro-
miscuity. He was an omnipresent danger to the child because he dis-
guised himself often as teacher or clergyman. To quote from a 1937
police guideline: “By their arts of seduction they [homosexuals] are
constantly winning over and contaminating young people. The homo-

* Lecture by Josef Meisinger, “The combating of homosexuality and abortion as
a political task,” (April 5-6, 1937) Hidden Holocaust?, pp. 110-111.

% Himmler speech of Feb. 18, 1937 in Hidden Holocaust?, p. 11.

47 Hidden Holocaust?, p. 96.
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sexual sadist does not even shrink from murderous deeds® As this

last remark suggests, the homosexual was associated with the ritual
murder of youths by the Jews. The gay danger to the race is their own
lack of productivity, their seduction of others and, like the other pre-
dominant urban group, the Jews, they establish bonds which are irre-
ducible to the national Volk. Regarded within the National Socialist
sexual regime, there is a special intimacy between the gay and the Jew;
the real danger of the homosexual identity is its transitional character:
one is on the way to becoming a Jew. As an August 1930 issue of the
Nazi Party’s official newspaper declared: “‘all the foul urges of the Jew-
ish soul’ come together in homosexuality” and gays “should be pun-
ished with hanging and deportation”#’ I will return to this perceived
intimacy between Jew and gay in a moment in my conclusion.

It was in their customary depiction of Jews as an erotic flood that
the Nazis spoke to Christian anxieties about the sexual climate of their
culture. jews were sexually dangerous, their printing companies even
blamed for producing far too suggestive pictures of the saints which
were displayed in German homes.>® If we look for the reasons why so
few people were troubled about standing on the sidelines, why so many
failed to get involved with the victimized Jew, practically or even emo-
tionally, I would claim that this is certainly a major source of that moral
indifference. For the Germans who were proud of that spiritual inward-
ness which was the legacy of their culture and who were humiliated by
the sexual war which was waged in their bodies, the carnal Jew repre-
sented a contamination, the destruction of the spiritual sense and the
eruption of the uncontrollable erotic body. In the light of the predomi-
nant Christian style of moral formation, one could have predicted that,
even while protests were mounted on behalf of the crippled and the
insane, the Jews would be abandoned. At best.

Goebbels, Hitler’s propaganda minister, claimed that the Third Reich
had changed people inwardly, that it had given people the opportu-
nity to escape the bourgeois epoch and embrace a new ethic of “hero-

# Hidden Holocaust?, p. 3.

4 Langer, Katholische Sexualpiidagogik im 20, Jahrhundert, p. 20.

50 Speech given to NSDAP party members on June 16, 1933. Cited in James
Wilkinson, The Intellectual Resistance in Europe (Cambridge, MA: Harvard Univer-
sity Press, 1981), p. 112.
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ism, masculinity, readiness for sacrifice, discipline.”>! He is only half-
right. Perhaps not since Christianity absorbed pagan religiosity had a
radical movement been so successful in absorbing common national
virtues, which, at times, were even defended by Christians as particu-
larly appropriate to the religious sensibility.> But these so-called sec-
ondary virtues were appealing to people and were developed by them
because they were eminently suitable for a struggle with one’s flesh, that
other self which had to subdued. This campaign’s instrumentalization
and depersonalization of sexuality was a principal source of that dou-
bling process which some have argued is the key to appreciating how
average citizens could function with a good conscience while contrib-
uting to mass murder.>> The split self accounts for how, in the midst
of administering the death camps, SS soldiers could be praised for their
decency, their loyalty, their truthfulness. Despite the destruction of
millions, Himmler could assure his men that “our inward being, our
soul, our character has not suffered injury from it.”>* This is why the
Nazis made a sharp distinction between authorized and illegitimate
killings.> As strange as it may seem, Hitler’s biographer, Joachim Fest,
seems justified when he asserts that National Socialism exercised its
greatest appeal among those who had a craving for morality. On the
other hand, I do want to stress this: Goebbels is half-right. One of
Nazism’s genuine novelties is that it fashioned from a traditional mo-
rality of secondary virtues and of sexual asceticism an ethic which
evoked from millions an extraordinary willingness to discipline them-

51 Jakob Nétges, Nationalsozialismus und Katholizismus (Cologne: Gilde Verlag,
1931), especially pages 170-196.

52 See Robert Jay Lifton, The Nazi Doctors: Medical Killing and the Psychology of
Genocide (New York: Basic Books, 1986), pp. 418-429.

53 Himmler’s October 4, 1943 speech in Trial of the Major War Criminals Before
the International Military Tribunal, Volume XXIX (Nuremberg, 1948), p. 145.

5t See Raul Hilberg, The Destruction of the European Jews , Volume 3 (New York:
Holmes and Meier, 1985), pp. 1012-1029.

55 T would claim that their relationship is not one of strict opposition as, for ex-
ample, Levinas maintains when he contrasts a materialistic bondage to a biological
past to a religious spiritual freedom from that bodily burden. On the level of ethical
formation, the struggle of spirit with flesh was no less a bondage and, indeed, was pre-
lude to Nazism’s own enslavement. (For Levinas, see his “Reflections on the Philoso-
phy of Hitlerism,” [originally published in 1934] Critical Inquiry 17, 1 [Autumn, 1990]
pp. 62-71.)
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selves and, for so many, sacrifice themselves physically. While frequently
exploiting the religion’s divided self, Nazism created a post-Christian
ethic by establishing the opportunity for an intense choice of one’s self,
in the here and now, an eroticism of one’s self in time. There is a major
shift in western experience here. Within cultures shaped by Christian-
ity, one’s sense of worth was through self-denial and surrender to the
vocation one was given by providence. Who one was to become in that
state free from time and flesh regulated one’s commerce with oneself
and others. Nazi eroticism was tied to the affirmation of who one is
biologically, to the embrace of one’s body and, through that, one’s
people. The model of virginity yields to that of breeding.”®

CONCLUSION

I hope that my reasons for treating the question of Nazism and sexual-
ity are clearer now. No less than the homosexual, the Jew, the Nazi and
the Christian possessed sexual identities for a fascist theory and prac-
tice which operated in terms of a certain logic of spirit-flesh. In speak-
ing of sexual identities, I certainly do not wish to address their episte-
mological level, namely, what we might know about the similarities and
differences of various groups. Nazism did not produce an alternative
psychoanalysis. Rather,we have looked at an ethical practice in which
National Socialism forged a regime of erotic danger, a manner of relat-
ing to sexual life which was less indebted to biology than it was to an
inherited sphere of spirituality, the struggle of spirit with flesh. Within
that field, Nazism presented itself as overcoming dualisms: a Christian
alienation of the soul from the body and a Jewish alienation of the car-
nal from the spiritual. But the Nazis also harbored a great fear which
gave birth to an even greater violence: that they themselves would be-
come what they fantasized the Jew to be, that truly diabolical figure
which embodied Christianity’s two greatest enemies: its doctrinal op-
ponent, the Jew, and its moral foe, the flesh. The 1935 Nuremberg Laws,
with their prohibition of sexual relations between Germans and Jews,
show that the anxiety regarding racial defilement was a dread of trans-
formation of German into Jew. This is why some Nazis claimed that a

% Jean-Paul Sartre, Anti-Semite and Jew (New York: Schocken, 1965).
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single sexual intimacy between a Jewish man and a German woman
robbed her from her people forever. Nazism embraced the ideal of a
self beyond any possibility of conversion, a life substance that could be
experienced as unchangeable. Sartre brilliantly captures this dimen-
sion of the anti-Semite.” An Aryan, sexual identity became the refuge
from a weak nation state identity that was joined with the project to
destroy all traditional religious identity.

At the end of the war Karl Jaspers differentiated German guilt ac-
cording to various levels: political, criminal, moral and metaphysical.
My analysis indicates a fifth level of ethical-spiritual responsibility which
would explore how our most foundational images and concepts for in-
timate and public lives may contain those seeds of hate and violence
which could come to flourish almost automatically in certain cultural
crises. The spirit-flesh paradigm was just such a seed. Its operation in
the era of National Socialism should lead us to a more comprehensive
affirmation of the human being’s dignity as sexually embodied and dif-
ferently so. Certainly Michel Foucault would have wanted his history
of sexuality to serve such a goal. &=

57 Karl Jaspers, The Question of German Guilt (New York: Dial Press, 1947).
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