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FRANK LOTHAR KROLL, Utopie als Ideologie. Geschichtsdenken und
politisches Handeln im Dritten Reich. Hitler – Rosenberg – Darré – Himmler
– Goebbels (Paderborn: Schöningh, 1998), 368 pp. ISBN 3 506 74827 0.
DM 88.00

It is, as Frank Lothar Kroll points out, paradoxical that whereas there
is a considerable literature on German professional historians’
relationships to Nazi ideology in the Third Reich, so little should have
been written about leading Nazis’ own engagements with history. Kroll
has sought to plug this considerable gap by producing this, essentially
a study of five Nazi ideologues: Hitler, Rosenberg, Darré, Himmler, and
Goebbels. The undertaking is not only welcome, but noble. It has
involved the author in a great deal of rummaging around in the detritus
of Nazi tracts and speeches, and sometimes also diaries and
correspondence, in an endeavour to extract from them understandings
of past societies, uses of the past in contemporary politics, and the
relationship between their historical imagination on the one hand and
their ‘utopian’ visions of the future on the other. It takes Nazi ideology
seriously, and neither as a purely propagandist and manipulative
scheme, nor yet as simply a jumbled morass of borrowed ideas. That is
also to be welcomed.

Kroll’s intention goes beyond a recovery of Nazi conceptions of
history. He seeks also to contribute to the decades-long debates between
‘intentionalists’ and ‘structuralists’, and more particularly to add a
further dimension to well-established interpretations of Nazism and
the Third Reich as a ‘polycracy of the pursuit and exercise of power’. For
this, he posits a markedly less thoroughly explored ‘polycentrism of
ideological conceptions’ (p. 19) which, he suggests, simultaneously
paralleled and informed power struggles and differences over policy
within the Nazi Party and regime. In that sense, Kroll is an avowed
‘intentionalist’ (p. 18). Logically, then, he has chosen as the subjects of
his interwoven case studies Nazis who each held a world-view and a
view of history which corresponded to it, and had opportunities to act
upon them. The essence of his case is that whereas the Nazis strove to
impose a unitary conception of history, individual Nazi ideologues’
understandings and uses of history differed significantly. These divergent
comprehensions of history directly influenced the formation and
implementation of a range of key Nazi policies, and so contributed both
to the criminal and to the chaotic and contradictory qualities of Nazi



86

rule. These are large claims. Kroll’s endeavours to establish them are,
however, not always convincing.

At the outset, and again in his conclusion, Kroll rehearses a rather
vulgar form of the totalitarianism thesis. It serves him as a stick with
which to bludgeon not only Stalinism (which is permissible) and
Leninism (debatable, but certainly legitimate), but even Marxism tout
court in consequence of the alleged kinship between Marxists’ and
Nazis’ conceptions of history (cf. p. 13). For the most part, this marks
degeneration into abuse. Thus Kroll, in lieu of making any substantive
criticism, dismisses Jost Hermand’s study of völkisch utopias and National
Socialism – which overlaps slightly with his own – simply because of its
author’s purported ‘unpleasant salon Marxist attitude’ (p. 72, fn. 227).
This is no very enlightening way of conducting an academic dispute.
References to their ‘astonishing’ resemblance in sharing ‘praxeological’
approaches to history aside (p. 18), the only sustained argument
advanced by Kroll which might place Marxism in proximity to Nazism
is his contention that Nazi ideologues, in particular Hitler and Rosenberg,
habitually thought about history ‘dialectically’. Hitler, he suggests,
reasoned dialectically when he counterposed ‘Aryans’ to Jews (p. 52 ff.),
Rosenberg when he set ‘the Germanic’ in opposition to Roman
Catholicism (p. 145) as thesis and antithesis respectively. To call this
‘dialectical’ is sloppy thinking: Nazism simply constructed its world
view on polar oppositions, the resolution of whose conflictual
relationship was to be found in the triumph of the one and annihilation
of the other. Such a resolution is far removed from ‘synthesis’, let alone
from altogether more subtle workings of Aufhebung in Hegel’s and
Marx’s thought. The Nazis’ habits of mind are reminiscent rather of
Manichaean dualism.

Only very patchily, for instance in his account of Himmler’s anxiety
to promulgate his view of history both through German society at large
and within his own SS ‘élite’ in particular, does Kroll consider the
promotion and reception of Nazi versions of history. It is decidedly odd,
given that he takes totalitarianism as his premise, that Kroll should
deliberately evade a fuller discussion of the question of how far the
versions of history he describes came to permeate German society
either in the years of the Nazis’ rise to power or in the Third Reich. His
calm remark that this would, after all, have involved him in a quite
different project (p. 17, fn. 15) is not as unproblematic as he would have
us believe. First, it deprives him of an opportunity to test what is surely
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a crucial domain of Nazi totalitarian praxis. Second, it denies him a way
of illustrating and explaining the ‘mediating’ position he accords to
Hitler in relation to the other ideologues, and so of accounting for the
paradoxical internal pluralism of Nazism. Thus, he is content merely to
confirm the already well-established fact that the mania for Germanic
tribes shared by Darré and Himmler was treated with disdain not only
by Goebbels but also by Hitler. Goebbels, in fact, did, at least sporadically,
seek to banish this infatuation from the public domain (though he was
in no position to dictate to Himmler’s SS empire on any such matter).
Hitler, in contrast, made no effort to curtail the cultic obsession with
Germanen, his contempt for Himmler’s infatuation notwithstanding.
For this, the ‘salon Marxist’ Hermand offers a plausible explanation.
Hitler’s approach to the varieties of history promoted within his regime
was essentially functionalist: he cared less about how his racialist and
expansionist politics might acquire historical legitimation than that
they should acquire it in the first place. When academic historians
endeavoured to counter the view – evidently widespread in the Third
Reich – that Karl der Große should be denounced as a ‘slaughterer of
Saxons’, not praised as a German hero, they found an ally within the
regime not in Hitler, but in Goebbels.1 For the most part, however,
professional historians appear to have been hard-pressed to assert their
interpretations in the climate created through popular media from the
mid-1930s onward. The medievalist Fritz Rörig, for instance, feared
that the very concept deutsch was in danger of giving way to the
construct Germanen in the historical and nationalist language of Nazi
Germany.2 It is useful up to a point, then, for Kroll to be able to
demonstrate some divergencies in Nazi ideologues’ evaluations of the
relationship between Germanic tribalism and the early medieval Reich.
But much of the potential value of his argument is lost since he attempts
neither to establish which view predominated beyond the confines of a
minute group of ideologues, nor yet to determine whether or in what
ways specific positions were contested.

1 The correspondence between two Tübingen medievalists, Johannes Haller
and Heinrich Dannenbauer in Bundesarchiv Koblenz, Haller Papers no. 19,
here esp. Dannenbauer to Haller, 13 December 1936, provides a good
example.

2 Archiv der Hansestadt Lübeck, Rörig Papers no. 50, Rörig to Martin Lintzel, 15
January 1935.

Nazi Historical Thinking



88

The first substantive chapter is an elegant appraisal of the several
levels of Hitler’s approaches to history. Kroll first establishes Hitler’s
insistent claims to possessing a talent for comprehending history and
the high degree of significance he unsurprisingly attached to it. Although
Hitler dredged up a fair share of highly specific ‘object lessons’,
culminating toward the end of his life in attempts to draw sustenance
from Frederick the Great’s survival of crises in the Seven Years War, he
was far more concerned with viewing history from a ‘higher plane’.
Concerned neither with genuine historical accuracy nor yet with the
elaborate inventions of Rosenberg or of Himmler, Hitler’s vantage
point was built on myth as a dim but real ‘memory’ of a distant ‘reality’
characterized by ‘struggle between Gods and giants’ (p. 54). This
enabled him both to forge a ‘universal’ conception of history and to
perceive ‘great lines of development’. He liked to think in terms of
millennia. The grand continuities that stretched over what might be
thought of as epochs were all ultimately grounded in the racial
antagonism of ‘Aryans’ and Jews. Here, Hitler combined ideas which
did not necessarily belong together: the concept of race with anti-
Semitism and with Darwinism. While Hitler could sound perfectly
conventional in the vital role he accorded to ‘great men’ in history, Kroll
argues that he departed from the norm in emphasizing rather the role
of vanguardist élites. Here, the parallel with Leninism which Kroll
stresses is suggestive (p. 70). And Kroll is persuasive again in arguing
that imperial Rome, far more than any chapters of German history,
served as a model for Hitler. He sought to emulate and, of course,
surpass its achievements. In contrast to many other Nazis, Hitler
claimed to discern a continuity between the Roman Empire and the
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, a linkage which helped
legitimize his expansionism in Europe – and, Kroll asserts, one that has
‘hitherto astonishingly been completely overlooked’ by historians (p.
80).

If Kroll’s claims to originality in such particulars are sometimes
overblown, this case-study does usefully pull together the strands of
Hitler’s thinking about history. It is clear and well-written. However, as
the other four case-studies which comprise this book pile up, repetition,
the fragmentation of themes, and the incessant cross-references to
earlier and later sections of the text which that fragmentation makes
necessary, become irritating. Kroll defends his method of organizing his
material on the grounds that it was the most appropriate way of making
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evident the dissonances within Nazism. But were all the discordant
notes he hears actually played? Kroll’s contention that Nazi historical
ideology was ‘pluralist’, and that the individual ideologues developed
more or less cohesive but in important ways mutually incompatible
doctrines, itself becomes problematic in relation to his account of the
role played by racialism. Goebbels, he argues, had no racial conception
of history at all. This set him apart from the other four. However,
Rosenberg’s racism differed fundamentally from that of Darré (and, if
not quite as sharply, from that of Hitler and Himmler), so that these four
did not constitute much of a bloc either.

Rosenberg, as depicted by Kroll, was a ‘metaphysical’ racist, Darré
an extremely biological-determinist one, and so they represented
opposite ends of one kind of Nazi spectrum. Kroll takes his cue from
Rosenberg’s characterization of race as a ‘mythic experience’ and from
his various musings about the ‘racial soul’ (Rassenseele). Rosenberg, we
read, took from H. S. Chamberlain and Ludwig Ferdinand Clauß ‘a
quite specific understanding of “race” as a whole’. This conception sees
race ‘not as a biological/natural scientific given based on corporeal
differences, but as an “ideal” quantity’. Thus, Rosenberg ‘dispensed not
only with a biological determination of the racial concept, but with any
precise definition of it at all’. If Rosenberg did occasionally allow
‘biologisms’ to creep in none the less, these testify only to his eclecticism
and the sometimes ‘contradictory’ qualities of his thinking (pp. 109-10),
and Kroll wastes no more words on these apparently inconsequential
lapses.

At this point, I should emphasize, I became very suspicious of where
the argument was going. Is it practically possible for the ‘metaphysical’
racist to eschew ‘biological’ reference points? And does not the would-
be ‘scientific’ racist relapse into ‘metaphysics’ – precisely because his
‘science’ is necessarily anti-rationalist? Could Nazism have contained
a clear-cut distinction between them? Kroll had me scuttling for
Rosenberg’s Der Mythus des zwanzigsten Jahrhunderts (1930), and so gave
me some hours of unpleasurable reading. On close examination, Kroll’s
representation of Rosenberg proves not only to be patchy, but even as
‘eclectic’ as Rosenberg’s own work. Indeed, it is completely misleading.
Thus, when Kroll quotes Rosenberg to the effect that the racial is ‘not
something one can grasp with one’s hands’, he omits the rider in
Rosenberg’s continuation of the same sentence: ‘and yet it is realized in
the Volkstum bound together by blood’. There is scarcely so much as a
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hint of ‘blood’ in Kroll’s chapter on Rosenberg, but it ‘oozes’, ‘pours’
and ‘flows’ from virtually every pore of Rosenberg’s own execrable
prose. A ‘law of the blood’, indeed, ‘determines the thought and deed
of Man’ (Rosenberg, Mythus, p. 22). That ‘blood’, it is true, does have
mystical properties, but it also has biological ones, and ‘racial history is
therefore natural history and the mystique of the soul at the same time’
(ibid., p. 23).

In respect of the nature of Rosenberg’s anti-Semitism, the one-
sidedness of Kroll’s account is alarming, amounting to a misrepresen-
tation which tends to render Rosenberg’s polemics against the Jews
relatively harmless and certainly makes them appear archaic. First,
Kroll depicts Rosenberg’s prejudices as being not really racial at all, but
based on the ‘traditional, pre-modern form of anti-Semitism, that of
anti-Judaism’. This is itself a dubious proposition. Peter Pulzer has
usefully pinpointed a shift within the species of anti-Semitism which
employed religious tropes. Specifically racial anti-Semitism is
distinguished from its earlier, Christian-conservative, counterpart in as
much as the former holds that ‘men create their own gods rather than
that God creates men; hence the racialist ... regarded all religion and
morality as the product of race’. By this definition, Rosenberg certainly
belongs in the camp of the ‘modern’ and racial anti-Semites. The Jewish
‘God’ (Rosenberg’s inverted commas!) was simply the ‘myth’ of the
Jews and invented in their own image (Mythus, p. 462). Nevertheless,
Kroll persists in maintaining that Rosenberg’s analysis of the origins of
the Jewish character resided ‘in the Talmud as the pivotal and cardinal
point’, that the Pharisees and Jewish religious laws had constructed the
Jews, that their ‘materialism’ was not a result of ‘Jewish racial qualities’,
but a function of ‘Jewish religion’, and that Rosenberg’s arguments were
conducted through the ‘renunciation of a racial-biological foundation
in favour of a primarily theological’ perspective (Kroll, pp. 122, 123).

This picture is simply untenable in the light of what Rosenberg
actually maintains about the origins and nature of the ‘Jewish race’. In
the context of an elaboration of ‘the conflict between German genius
and the Jewish demon’ (Mythus, p. 460), Rosenberg describes the causes
of Jewish ‘parasitism’. ‘Parasitism’ is, ‘in this connection, not to be
understood primarily as an ethical value judgement but as a character-
ization of a (biological) fact of the laws of life (einer lebensgesetzlichen
(biologischen) Tatsache), just as we speak of parasitic phenomena in plant
and animal life. When the pea crab (Sackkrebs) bores its way through the
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vent (After) of the edible crab (Taschenkrebs), and grows into it pro-
gressively, soaking up its last life-force, then that is the same process as
when the Jew thrusts his way into society through the open wounds of
the Volk, and lives off its racial and creative force – until the demise of
the host ensues’ (ibid., p. 461).3 This is explicitly biological racism – in
spades. It deploys precisely the kind of parallelism from natural history
which Kroll maintains is absent from Rosenberg’s writings just as it is
ubiquitous in Darré’s. And the function Rosenberg accords to this
‘discovery’ of a ‘biological’ trait of the Jews is far from being a peripheral
adjunct without consequences for the rest of his anti-Semitic thought. It
is here that Rosenberg sees the essence of the Jewish ‘counter-race’
(Gegenrasse); only its practice of ‘blood-selection’ (Blutauslese) is then
explained in terms of a Pharisaic/Talmudic doctrine of election and
separateness, an ‘unscrupulous moral codex’ without which ‘Jewry as
an entity is unthinkable’. Theology is thus accorded the function of
preservation and not creation of the Jewish race. And so the purported
difference in kind between Rosenberg’s and Darré’s conceptions of
racial history collapses into a mere difference of emphasis. What Kroll
then says about Darré – that he contrived both a ‘reduction’ of race to
biology and its ‘raising to the status of a metaphysical quantity’ (p. 169)
seems accurate in itself, but equally applicable to Rosenberg.

Whether Goebbels’s historical ideology was as free of racial under-
pinnings as Kroll asserts is also open to question. Racial antagonisms,
he argues, gave way in Goebbels’s thought first to his identification of
struggles between vibrant ‘young’ nations and degenerating ‘old’ ones,
and second to the espousal of ‘socialism’ as its core tenets. Without
reflecting on its implications for his contention, Kroll himself devotes a
lengthy passage to Goebbels’s unambiguously racial anti-Semitism (p.
303). An ‘Aryan’ positive counterpoint to the negative image of Jews
may have surfaced much less frequently in Goebbels’s recorded thoughts
than in those of other leading Nazis, but he had in fact begun to think

3 Rosenberg got even his marine biology wrong here, since no crab is parasitic
on any other crab. Whether the pea crab is parasitic on other kinds of marine
life, and whether it may be described as a true parasite, are questions still
debated by marine biologists. I am grateful to Dr John Fisch of the Institute
of Biological Sciences at the University of Wales, Aberystwyth, for this
information.
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precisely in terms of ‘Aryan’-Jewish polarities from an early point.4

Kroll imputes to Goebbels, and more convincingly to Rosenberg, a
departure from Hitler’s population policies regarding eastern Europe.
Where Rosenberg had seen the minority peoples of the Soviet Union as
potential allies, Goebbels is depicted as seeing in the Russian Slavs
themselves prospective collaborators, since he purportedly viewed
them as a still vibrant ‘young’ nation who need only be rid of Bolshevism
to flourish (pp. 302, 306-7). This, too, is a picture Kroll contrives to
present only through selective quotation. For Goebbels also perceived
Slavs as intrinsically incomprehensible to a ‘Germanic’ people, and
persuaded himself that it was the Soviet Union’s lack of ‘Germanic
leadership’ that rendered it harmless to the Third Reich.5 In any event,
as Kroll points out, neither Rosenberg’s nor Goebbels’s deviations from
Hitler’s thinking about eastern Europe had any practical consequences,
since neither had the power to act on their dissenting views.

Goebbels’s inclusion in this study is in one respect curious, since
Kroll is at pains to emphasize that history itself occupied only peripheral
spaces in his ideology. In contrast to other Nazis, Goebbels generally
disdained a politics of nostalgia and advocated newness, not renewal.
Kroll is broadly right, but overstates his case – especially as far as the
purported ‘modernity’ of Goebbels’s ‘socialism’ and concern for the
working class is concerned. Goebbels in fact conceptualized workers in
anti-modernist ways: as an estate, not as a class. Besides, his critique of
the actual condition of modernity implied backward-looking as well as
futuristic perspectives. ‘Modern man’ was ‘perhaps the unhappiest
mixture of the species of homo sapiens there has ever been.’ Whereas – or
perhaps because – ‘the head is free and clear and thinks clear, sensible
things’, he lacked both style and race. ‘How poor we have become!’ is
a complaint that is surely not altogether free of nostalgia.6

Repeatedly, and quite rightly, Kroll explicitly refers to the sheer
inventions the Nazis’ ventures into history entailed. That being so, the
very words Geschichte and Geschichtsdenken should really have appeared
in inverted commas in nine tenths of their occurrences in this book.

4 Cf. his diary entry for 6 August 1924, in Ralf Georg Reuth (ed.), Joseph
Goebbels. Tagebücher, vol. 1: 1924-1929 (Munich, 1992), pp. 125-6.

5 Diary entry for 15 March 1940, ibid., vol. 4: 1940-1942 (Munich, 1992), p.
1389.

6 Cf. diary entry for 25 July 1924, ibid., vol. 1, p. 113.
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Even Goebbels’s profound hostility to Rosenberg’s, Darré’s, and
Himmler’s fantasies was based not so much (if at all) on a concern with
historical accuracy or with a desire to guard against ahistorical fictions
or perversions as on his propagandist’s intuition. What troubled him
was that the reduction of German history to myths and cults left too
narrow a range of sources from which Nazism could be legitimized.
‘Here, Mussolini proceeds much more cleverly’, Goebbels noted in his
diary entry for 6 June 1938. ‘He occupies the whole of the history of
Rome, from the earliest Antiquity onward, for himself. We are all
parvenus by comparison.’7 Irrespective of how successful or otherwise
they may have been in their uses of ‘history’, the Nazis perceived it in
precisely these terms: as a territory to be occupied or invaded, then put
to work in their cause.

All five of the Nazi ideologues Kroll’s study appraises practised
‘pseudo-history’ at best and scarcely ever showed the slightest regard
for historical evidence. If professional historians who placed themselves
in the service of the Nazi regime mangled the historical record and
perverted scholarly norms, and if nationalist German historiography
had itself required any amount of imaginative plugging of gaps to
facilitate the narration of the nation, the constructs of their imagination
remained historical. The Nazi leaders’ ‘history’ constituted a series of
backward projections of present ideological fixations and dystopias,
which were then recycled to justify policies in the present and visions
of the future. In this sense, their ideology and engagement with ‘history’
constituted a single hermetically sealed unit and rested on a circular
argument. From the Nazis’ own perspective, this no doubt frequently
functioned as a virtuous circle. But it leaves one with an uncomfortable
feeling of unease about Kroll’s entire undertaking. If – as seems perfectly
plain from Kroll’s account of it – Hitler’s and his collaborators’ ‘history’
was indeed no more than a repackaging of the familiar array of the
ideological bric-à-brac of Nazism, then there is a circularity to Kroll’s
own thesis as well. Unavoidably, any distinction between Nazi con-
structions of ‘history’ and Nazi ideology is thus eradicated.

What then is left of Kroll’s contention that ‘recourse to the past was
of central importance, not only in the establishment of [Hitler’s] world-
view, but also in ... the tendency of his practical political actions’, or that

7 Ibid., vol. 3: 1935-1939 (Munich, 1992), p. 1222.
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Hitler’s ‘picture of history determined the making and form of his
ideology’ (p. 29)? Kroll in fact answers himself: Hitler’s ‘higher plane’
of historical understanding was ‘always only the mirror image of his
subjective wishes and plans’ (p. 31). When Kroll claims that Nazi
conceptions of history influenced political outcomes in the Third Reich,
he is really saying nothing more than that Nazi ideology had a bearing
on Nazi practice. Put in these terms, the central proposition of his work
begins to seem banal. One wonders whether his material warranted an
exploration impelled in large measure by a narrow ‘history of ideas’
approach. Kroll succeeds, for instance, in demonstrating that Hitler
believed in the end of history, while Himmler believed history to be
ceaselessly cyclical. Neither of these views is inherently original or
particularly interesting. And nothing of any consequence followed
from the contrast between them. Nevertheless, Kroll’s work does
suggest interesting questions, ones which are potentially more rewarding
than the comparison with the GDR’s use of history which he himself
advances in his conclusion. Why was a discourse of ‘history’ so central
to Nazi ideology and, Goebbels’s ‘modernist’ inhibitions about over-
reliance on it notwithstanding, to much of their propaganda as well?
What might this tell us about the political culture of Nazism? Or about
the importance and meanings a wider German public attached to
history? These questions have really only just begun to stimulate new
research – on the invention of tradition in the Third Reich and such
offshoots as the faking of folklore and development of a heritage
industry, for instance. ‘History’ furnished themes and images for the
ritual enactments of a new German identity. Kroll’s focus has been on
the inwardnesses of Nazi ideology. Both the context in which it was
forged and its reception and influence deserve more attention than they
have received from him in this book.
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working on a study of the Weimar Republic.
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