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Abstract 

Despite being conceived first and foremost as a clinical instrument, psychoanalysis has 
been developed by Freud and post-Freudian theorists as a paradigm for understanding various 
socio-cultural phenomena, one of which being of the rise of Nazi ideology in post First World War 
Germany. This paper aims to review, within a critical outlook, the main psychoanalytic literature 

ertaining to that particular theme: as seen in Reich's merger of individual psychology and Marx­
ism in the concept of "character'; Erich Fromm's allegiance to Frankfurt School Critical Theory, 
and Klaus Theweleit's usage of Deleuze and Guattari's psychoanalytically informed philosophical 
thought to explain the literary productions and fantasmatic ideation of the Freikorps. 
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One of the most important valences of psychoanalysis is that it can be related to 
a wide scope of disciplines outside the clinical setting and it can be argued that apart 
from the studies about pathology it "is indispensable to all the sciences which are 
concerned with the evolution of human civilisation and it's major institutions, such 
as art, religion and social order" (Freud, 1926, p. 254). The Freudian project started life 
as therapeutic method, a means of controlling and ameliorating the symptoms of 
neurosis (Smith, 1999), but Freud soon realized the profound implications his theory 
of the psyche had, and he objectified those ideas in texts that dealt with philoso­
phy, anthropology, society and religion. In defence of this approach to studying so­
cial and political phenomena, Freud declared that: "psychoanalysis has established 
an intimate connection between the psychical achievements of individuals on one 
hand and societies on the other by postulating one and the same dynamic for both 
of them and our knowledge of neurotic illness of individuals has been of much as­
sistance to our understanding of the great social institution:' (Freud, 1913, p .185) 

After the First World War, and the trauma it represented for European civilisation, 
the apparent crumbling of Enlightenment values, a new form of social order emerged 
in the form of Fascism and its German incarnation as Nazism, broadly defined as "not 
a monolithic movement, but rather a (mainly German) combination of various ideol­
ogies and philosophies which centered around nationalism, anti-communism, tradi­
tionalism and the importance of the ethno state" (Fritzsche, 1998, p. 18). Despite the 
fact that many historians attribute the rise of Nazism to social, economic and political 
causations, grounded, for example, in the Prussian tradition of military authoritari­
anism and expansion; in the German romantic tradition of hostility to rationalism, 
liberalism, and democracy; in various racist doctrines according to which the Nordic 
peoples, as so-called pure Aryans, were not only physically superior to other races, 
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were the carriers of a superior morality and culture; and in certain philosophical 
• adit ions that idealized the state or exalted the superior individual and exempted 
s ch a person from conventional restraints (ibid, p.127), a number of authors used 
• e techniques of psychoanalysis to explain the psychological factors that contrib 

ed to the rise of the Nazi regime. The scope of this essay is to present their ideas, to 
outline the main psychological zeitgeist that existed before and during the Nazi rise 
·o power, and to show how a psychological approach can prove to be a valuable in 
relation to socio-political events. 

One of the first analysts to be interested in the problematic of Nazism was Wilhelm 
eich. Reich's lines originate in the failure of revolutions after the first world conflict, 

a moment that seemed perfect economically and politically, but nevertheless ma-
erialized in the growth of Fascism. He reasoned that individual subjective psychol­

ogy must have played an important role in this failure. He was able to perceive the 
relevance of psychological factors in the turmoil of his society and he merged his 
Marxist convictions with fertile psychological insight leading to the discovery of how 
an economic and political base can be internalized to set off unconscious beliefs 
and aspirations (Frosh, 1999, p. 159) . To broaden the understanding and the perti­
nence of his thought, an analysis of his work and ideas is necessary. Reich perceived 
the pre World War Two German society as a patriarchal-authoritarian, where sexual­
ity was repressed in so much as it did not permit genital satisfaction. He concluded 
that collective neurosis comes from sexual dissatisfaction, fantasy being relegated to 
an epiphenomenon. Going beyond an analysis of social facts from a strict Freudian 
pathological view (that considered neurotic symptoms both individual and societal) 
he introduced the concept of character, "the specific way of being of an individual, 
an expression of his total past, a rigidified history of repression (Reich, 1950, p. 175) 
. Character, in its Reichian definition, is to be understood as the totality of the ego's 
defenses, a normal state of the affect blocked, compulsive character which has a rig­
id, unalterable armor that leaves slight possibilities of establishing affective contact 
with the world; a psychological disposition that determines more than individual 
psychology but also economic processes. Moreover, "character consists of various 
elements of the outer world, of prohibitions, instinct inhibitions and identifications 
of various kinds. The content of the character armor, then, is an external, social ori­
gin ... " (Reich, 1950, p. 163). For Reich the social and the individual form a dialectical 
relation, an analysis of which permits him to develop an understanding of political 
facts based on individual conditions and psychical predispositions. 

Reich uses the ideas he presented in Character Analysis in his Freudo-Marxist 
text"The Mass Psychology of Fascism'; where an original idea about the unconscious 
emerges, as a doubled layered formation of drives. The first layer, consisting of be­
nign attitudes, is under the pressure of a second, more profound layer that is made 
from "cruel, sadistic, lascivious, rapacious and envious impulses" (Reich, 1970, p. xi), 
a Freudian unconscious that is the result of the unformulated biological urges. Ac 
cording to him, Fascism becomes a representative of this second layer of character, 
objectified in society in the form of ideology, an organized political expression o 
the structure in every human individual, explaining thus why this particular political 
movement was championed by so many masses of people. Repression, contrary to 
Freud, is not natural; it is a product of a particular form of society, the patriarchal au­
thoritarian type," ... not as much as a cause, it is a result of the sexual restrictions im-
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posed on the child by society" and because of this Oedipus complex economy, the 
parents carry out the intentions of authoritarian society. This product of repression 
can be altered, in Reich's view, through a sexual revolution that would undermine 
the social authoritarian structure of patriarchal society because: "in the figure of the 
father the authoritarian state has its representative in the family, so that the family 
becomes it's most important instrument of power and [ ... ] the middle class man's 
servile attitude towards the Fuhrer figure is issued from these conditions" (ibid, p. 
53). His critique is not addressed solely to the paternal figure, Reich taking into ac­
count the mothers' role in breaking the original biological tie and sexually inhibiting 
their children, forming a barricade to sexual reality that leads to indissoluble sexual 
fixations and the success of Nazi maternal imagery propaganda that made use of 
notions such as the motherland. 

The patriarchal familial environment produces individuals that are entranced by 
duty and honor, perennial presences in the social forum of pre-war Germany and 
more importantly, symptoms of the strict sexual repression that in the case of wom­
en will develop in the form of resigned attitude, and in the case of children into a 
strong identification with the father. Sexual repression leads also to identifications 
with the Fuhrer beckoned by what could be best descried as nationalistic narcissism 
(Reich, 1970, p, 78), manifested in individual drives for the greatness of the coun­
try, the subjugation of other nations and racial superiority. This mystic metaphysics 
of the system, coercing individuals to keep the blood and the race pure, becomes 
the objective function of ideology, the product of associating sexuality with non­
Aryan belief systems and presenting any sexual intercourse with members of the 
suppressed races or classes as a debauchery of senses (ibid, p. 88). 

To resume, the lower middle classes, that for Reich were responsible to the emer­
gence of the Nazi state, completely identified with the state power. The explana­
tion for this fact lays in the key emotional situation of the authoritarian family and 
its fierce repression of sexuality. This apparent simplicity, the value of which is to 
take into account individual psychological premises, has been criticized for its reduc­
tionist nature, ideology becoming a matter of secondary importance, in relation to 
sexual revolution, and also for the fact that it reduces politics to sexual essentialism 
(Mitchell, 1975). 

For a more politically driven perspective that retains the value of psychoanalytic 
insight we will turn to the most celebrated merger of psychoanalytic knowledge and 
Marxist politics, the Frankfurt School's Critical Theory, in the particular case of Eric 
Fromm. To defend his psychoanalytic outlook Fromm declared that"only a psychol­
ogy that utilizes the concept of unconscious forces can penetrate the confusing ra­
tionalizations in analyzing an individual or a culture''. He agreed with Reich's work 
on character typology (understood in the Freudian definition of drives that motivate 
behaviors) and the liberating effects of nonrepressed genital sexuality, although he 
considered the latter as not sufficient in itself to create social change. His early work 
is marked by his ambivalence towards Freudian orthodox theory, namely, Freud's 
theory of mass psychology, considering that the superego is the structure from 
where the reality principle originates. Borrowing from Ferenczi's work on the loss of 
ego's influence in hypnotic phenomena, as an account of the irrationality of author­
ity relations, he distanced himself from the Oedipus constellation and the fear of cas­
tration, paying attention to the socio-economic factors that act as variables in power 
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s (Jay, 1973) . During his exile at Columbia University, Fromm applied Critical 
- y to the most pressing problem of that period, the rise of Fascism. 

iety, for Fromm, is "not neurotic per se, but rather adverse to human happi 
s and self realization (Fromm, 1997, p.120) , formed by individuals who, in orde 

=Scape from aloneness and powerlessness, are ready to get rid of the individual 
_: ether by submission to new forms of authority or by compulsive conforming 

accepted patterns. These phenomena constellate into specific psychological 
uctures that he classified as mechanism of escape: authoritarianism, destructive 

= s and automaton conformity. A detailed discussion on the authoritarian type 
crystallize the psychological factors that contributed the rise of the Nazi regime. 

e authoritarian type is characterized by strivings for submission and domination, 
asochistic and sadistic impulses that exist to a large extent in pathological and nor­
a ndividuals. The masochistic impulses are materialized in feelings of inferiority, 
. erlessness and individual insignificance, tendencies that drive the individual to­

ards belittlement and dependence on powers outside the self, projected towards 
stitutions and nature. Because structurally these impulses originate in the id, the 

ego utilizes mechanism of defense, the most common of which is rationalization o 
u desired impulses as love for loyalty and fatalism. In the same psychological con­
e of the individual, aside from masochistic tendencies, sadistic impulses coexist in 

a more or less symbiotic relation. The latter manifest themselves as desires to make 
ers dependent on oneself, desires for their exploitation and infliction of suffer­

. g. The ego again responds by means of defense mechanisms manifested as reac­
··on formation towards feelings of over-goodness and over concern (Fromm, 1997, 

. 24). These concepts are founded on Freudian notions of pathological sexual phe-
omena applied to culture and society, and according to this perspective "man has 

ly the choice of either destroying himself or destroying others, if one fails to amal­
gamate destructiveness with sex"(Fromm, 1997, p. 128) . Distancing himself from 

·s orthodox psychoanalytic vista Fromm does not apply a pathological template to 
• e dynamics of society, but on the contrary, sees them as manifestations of normal 
authoritarian character" individuals. 

Under certain conditions these sadistic-masochistic strivings are manifested in 
cultural patterns that satisfy them, where the individual gains security by finding 

imself united with millions of others who share these feelings, the most notable 
case study of which was Fascist Germany. The regime called itself authoritarian be­
cause it entertained a dominant role of authority in its social and political practice, 
and this hegemony was built on "psychological characters that constitute the hu­
man basis of Fascism" . Hitler's biography, his teachings and the Nazi system had 
more or less represented an extreme form of the character structure Fromm identi­
fied as authoritarian, and because of this, it had a powerful appeal to the parts o 
the population with analogous psychological structure. Hitler and Gobbles literar 
works (Mein Kampf, and Michael, respectively) describe to great lengths the sadistic 
craving for power manifested in their elitist relation towards the masses, coalescing 
into an accurate descriptions of the dependence of the sadistic person on his objects. 
The rationalization they offer for their desires are in concordance to the ego defense 
mechanisms mentioned for the sadistic component, rationalization, as eternal laws 
of nature (social Darwinism), the good of human civilization, desires for peace and 
freedom (ibid, passim p. 190-198). The masochistic impulses of the Nazi elite were 
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manifested in the lack of individuality possible in the army-like regimented struc­
tures of society, "a society in which everyone is part of the hierarchyn, an obliteration 
of the self that makes the masses dissolve under the higher powers of the state ap­
paratus. Political action is characterized by self negation, disrespect for idealism and 
socialism, disrespect for personal happiness and enjoyment, propensity for sacrifice, 
(ibid, passim p. 197-205). 

In considering the macro social level of the psychological basis for the success 
of Nazism, the author differentiates between the part of the population that yielded 
without strong resistance, and the people who fanatically embraced the ideology of 
the system. The former submitted "due to a state of tiredness and resignation" de­
fined as a manifestation of masochistic tendencies and also as a consequence of po­
litical and economic events. Moreover, Hitler and his government became, by means 
of propaganda, identical with Germany, thus rendering these individuals to feel iso­
lated and weakened if they did not embrace the common ideology that exploited 
the masochistic drives. The second category, the one that embraced Nazism with 
zeal, was constituted by individuals that manifested sadistic impulses as "love for 
the strong, and obedience to a leader, hatred of minorities and craving for conquest 
and domination'; (Fromm, 1997, p. 182). Many of the jobs this category of people 
received under the rule of the new government were taken from Jews and political 
enemies, a spectacle that ensured emotional satisfaction given by the feeling of su­
periority over the rest of mankind. 

Despite its obvious appeal, this theory fails to examine the profound layers of 
subjectivity and individuality, envisaging the political actor as a benign presence 
in society and its history, thus veering away from the reality of unconscious moti­
vations (the field of psychoanalysis), towards the 'holistic personality' that ego psy­
chology identifies with its inherent lack of radical prowess (Frosh, 1999). Another 
important criticism (Jacoby, 1975 ) focuses on the externality of social phenomena 
purported by Fromm, history operating on an already formed individual that has 
choices, growth and values ignorant of the reality that coagulates inside the subject. 

The specific interaction between the individual and it's social and political con­
text, framed in a dialectic of mutual influence, is that of Klaus Theweleit, who explains 
in his works how Nazism is "a creation of the culture, for the culture'; (Theweleit, 1987, 
p. 221). His seminal book, Male Fantasies, explores the turbulent emotional world 
of the fascist man in a search to find the psychological frame of mind comprised by 
anxieties and desires that fueled the war and its inherent violence. The book is based 
on more than 250 novels and literary productions of members of the Freikorps, a 
paramilitary force that fought against working class Germans before and during the 
ascent to power of Fascist parties. The link between the Freikorps and Nazism is not 
always self evident but they provided the recruiting ground for the Nazi elite and 
gave it a military demeanor. Theweleit's analysis is thus an analysis of the society into 
which Nazism developed. 

In an attempt to dissect the emotional core of Fascism, and its "passionate cele­
bration of violence'; the author borrows concepts from the work of Melanie Klein and 
Deleuze and Guattari rendering their emphasis on pre-oedipal stages particularly 
fertile, relative to the mainly oedipal framework of the Frankfurt School. Because of 
the irrationality of their fantasies, presented in books, letters and other such doc-
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ents, the psychoanalytic reading is valuable in so much as psychoanalysis as a 
e addresses the "irrational" as subject of inquiry. 

n the first volume, the focus of the author is on the Freikorps man's attitude to­
a ds women, their body and sexuality, bearing in mind that: "the point of under 

ding fascism is not only that it may come again, but simply because it is implici 
- - e daily relationships between man and woman" (Theweleit, 1897, p 236). In the 
e of a member of the Freikorps there are three types of women: the wife, who is al 
a s absent from the literature, indistinct, nameless, disembodied; the nurse who is 

a ays presented as chaste, idealized upper-class German woman that has no body 
a- all, presented as a smooth white plain; and the "red woman" who is aggressive, 
e ual and in the realm of fantasy depicted as a prostitute, she is always killed and 

- r ed into a "bloody mass'; her absence making the world safe and male again. Her 
outh is enormous, spewing insult and devouring everything. The men act towards 
er like with hunters, finding relief in the image of these women killed and humili­

a-ed. 

According to the author this hatred cannot be explained in Oedipal terms, the 
ear arising from pre-oedipal stages, before the ego can relate to others as whole 

o ects, imbued with a dread of being engulfed, annihilated. It would be unjust to 
consider these men psychotic, or as having a "weak ego" that is lacking the agency 

e fully developed one, because in many respects they were extremely success­
. I, as soldiers and as officers (Theweleit, 1987, p. 210). The relation to part objects 
·s explained with the use of Deleuze and Guttari's theories about the unconscious, 
a unconscious that is independent of the Oedipus, pictured like an energy waiting 
o manifest itself in the world and desiring-production. This way of relating to the 
orld is called by the French authors machinic (Deleuze and Guattari, 2004, passim) 

every literature of the Freikorps is a product of the machinic mode of relating 
and the desiring-production energy manifesting itself. And thus, the fascist man acts 
according to desire doing specifically what he wants to do in relation to the world 
a d women. 

In the second volume, the interest of the author is in relation to the body and how 
it expresses the differences between men and women. Two types of body exemplify 
this: the soft, liquid female body which is the negative otherness lurking inside the 
male body, a subversive force of pleasure that must be sealed off; and a phallic, orga­
nized, hard body that is idealized in a mechanized existence, because "the new man 
is a man whose physique has been mechanized, his psyche eliminated" (Theweleit, 
1989, p.162). Women represent the splitting of masculine desire and the presence o 
this threat explains the compulsive violence, the Freikorps being killers, not out ot 
lust for blood and romantic dreams of glory, but because they want to remain whole. 

This destructive impulse is explained by means of Mahler's theory of self-othe 
differentiation, which she developed by working with psychotic children. She con 
eludes that the pleasure obtained by primary process is equally likely to reproduce 
a situation of displeasure (Mahler, 1970, p.91) and the child acts aggressively in a 
self-maintenance attempt to acknowledge the lack within itself. "In a solider male, 
both pleasurable and unpleasurable activities seem to be in evidence ... the degree 
of fragmentation varies according to the intensity of the threats" (Theweleit, 1989, 
p. 272). This men are not born in a psychological sense (as in Mahler's psychologi-
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cal birth), they have never entered in object re lations between the who e self and 
the whole other, a generalization that explains what forces them to 2ct violent and 
destructively. Critiquing Freudian oedipal theory, both as a 
an explanation for any pathology, Theweleit studies a v1.'orld where sexuality is at the 
service of destruction and the core of all fascist propaganda is ~o destroy everything 
that is enjoyment or pleasure, propaganda that acts upon an ego that is not formed 
by the cathexes of the body, but externally determined by punishment from teach­
ers, masters, parents (Theweleit, 1989). The German triumph of Fascism is explained 
by the refusal to relinquish desire; desire formed out a demand for blood that flows, 
desire in its most profound distortion and the whole structure of Nazism depends on 
the relation between the males and females, and man and his own body. 

Psychoanalytic concepts have been proved to be very flexible in the articulation 
and interpretations of specific cultural phenomena and, also, in the attempt to ex­
plore the complex relationship between individuals, subjects and social structures. 
In the case of Reich and Fromm, Nazism has been interpreted with the help of char­
acter types and their psychology, in an attempt to explain the system from its psy­
chological traits that are to be found in individuals. In Theweleit's work, the analysis 
focuses on the fantasy world of the people and the system and it can be considered 
a hermeneutic of human desire. In all three cases we have seen that a psychoanalytic 
approach in the study of the psychological milieu that permitted the rise of Nazism 
can be valuable in so much as the studied phenomena represent an area of excess, 
of irrationality, driven by psychical energy that leaves secondary processes behind. 
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