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Introduction

The non-analysis of fascism . . . enables [it] to be used as a floating signifier, whose
function is essentially that of denunciation. The procedures of every form of
power are suspected of being fascist, just as the masses ate in their desires.

—DMichel Foucault, “Power and Strategies” (1980)"

“Democracy” is defined not by the positive content of this notion (its signified)
but only by its positional-relationship identity—by its opposition, its differential
relation to “non-democratic”—whereas the concrete content can vary to the
extreme.—Slavoj Zizek, The Sublime Object of Ideology (1989)>

Legacy

Outside the 1996 Democratic National Convention, a lone white man
in a suit and tie staged a one-man antiabortion protest (fig, 1). Holding
an American flag, he clutched a white baby doll to his chest and waved a
black one over his head. As a father figure in a domestic tableau, the man
likely wanted to be seen as protecting babies from their bad mothers,
who, with the approval of the government, would kill them. The pro-
tester stood behind a placard that makes this extended wish clear, as the
right side touts the antiabortion movement’s favorite slogan, “Abortion:
America’s Holocaust.” On the left side is the primary Nazi-like agent of
this “holocaust,” the “feminazi,” the word painted vertically along the
tie she wears as part of a brown-shirt uniform along with a button from



EA‘iﬁ}ﬂ

; FOR $SALES BORTION

Fig. 1 An antiabortion protester outside the Democratic National Conven-
tion, 1996. (Associated Press photo.)

the National Organization for Women (Now) and a “Keep Abortion
Legal” hat. Her broad smile echoes that of her painted Siamese twin, a
skeleton in a Nazi ss uniform.

This performance, while not particularly successful as a marker of
mass support, illuminates some of the specific contours of the ways in
which “family values” rhetoric has been deployed by conservative politi-
cal pundits over the last twenty-five years (i.e., since Roe 2. Wade). That
this rhetoric is so tangled up in images of Nazi Germany, however, calls
for a somewhat longer history, one that goes back atleast as far as World
War IT and the critiques of fascism that were formulated in the face of
actual Nazis. The logic of the parallel between Nazi Germany and the
United States surely draws in large part on a metaphor of the gigantic
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Fig. 2. Genocide Awareness Project pamphlet, Center for Bio-ethical Reform.

human costs of the Holocaust, where state-mandated, scientifically-
executed killing is equated with the state-sanctioned legality of elective
abortion. This argument of course depends on the equation of the
embryo or fetus with the adults and children exterminated in Nazi death
camps—a widespread practice in the antiabortion movement. In the
informational brochure describing its Genocide Awareness Project, for
instance, the California-based Center for Bio-Ethical Reform graph-
ically forges such a link by placing images of concentration camp vic-
tims, lynching victims, and segmented limbs from an aborted fetus side
by side (fig. 2). But the equation of abortion rights with Nazi practices
also draws on a much more complicated set of perceived continuities
going back to wartime rhetoric not on Nazi racism per se but on Nazi
reproductive politics, gender relations, sexuality, and family life.

Among the perceptions of Nazism that operate in socially conserva-
tive political rhetoric, the Nazis’ overrationalization of reproduction
takes center stage. In conservative anti-Nazi rhetoric, overrationaliza-
tion leads to the replacement of the traditional family with state institu-
tions, the scientific encouragement of sexual promiscuity, and the un-
dermining of the morals of young people. Nazi Germany is cast as an
aggressively secular state, which, in the logic of the Christian Right,
means an abandonment of Christian morality to secular reason. Despite
the regime’s rigid gender divisions and the reduction of the role of
women to motherhood, it is often gender inversion, exemplified by the
uniformed feminazi in the protester’s placard, that characterizes this
image of fascism. “America’s Holocaust” is thus a slogan that carries a
much denser confluence of issues concerning sexual morality and social
norms than is at first apparent.
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Family values rhetoric as it is used in the United States today draws
heavily on the historical association of the bourgeois nuclear family with
liberal democracy, which has persisted since the eighteenth century. But
the current conservative perception of an imaginary family struggling in
an adversarial relationship with the state draws from both this ongoing,
rhetorically constructed tradition and the more recent history of antifas-
cist (and subsequently anticommunist) rhetoric, both liberal and conser-
vative, from the mid—twentieth century on. It is through this combi-
nation that family values rhetoric in current conservative American
political discourse is able to claim that the state has abandoned its core
traditions and has become excessively powerful. Through the assertion
of a narrowly defined notion of the family, which the state is meant to
protect and be mirrored in, the state’s protection of the rights of sexual
beings in extrafamilial relationships (be it with regard to birth control,
abortion, pornography, divorce, sex education, or gay and lesbian rights)
is cast as threatening to the family and hence the democratic nation.
While the state’s comparatively liberal stance on these latter matters
should logically make the equation of the American government with
the Nazi regime patently absurd (since most of these liberal policies,
including abortion, were #/egal under the Nazis), the prominent anti-
Nazi conventions of imaging Nazism that have persisted since the end
of World War II effect a reversal of the Nazis” historical policies. As such,
Nazism is a fascinating trope through which to examine the ongoing
rhetorical contours of the process of defining democracy.

Nationalism, Democracy, Fascism

The conservative uses of antifascist rhetoric deployed by antiabor-
tion protesters reflect one prominent way in which images of Nazism
continue to shape political debate in the present day. But accusations of
Nazism, deployed as the ideal nemesis of both the American nation and
democracy, can indeed issue from just about any political orientation.
What this flexibility indicates is the definitional undecidability of both
the terms at issue, fascism and democracy, which the epigraphs at the head
of this introduction address. For if, as Zizek claims, democracy is pri-
marily defined by what it is #0z, then in much of the Western world it is
fascism (or totalitarianism more generally or Nazism more specifically)
that has occupied the primary place of democracy’s opposite. Yet, as
Foucault asserts, fascism, too, has been variously defined—in large part, I
would say, because it thetorically occupies a negative space in relationship
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to democracy. This book is a study of some of the ways in which images
of fascism have served efforts to define democracy for a range of politi-
cal visions. My primary interest, however, is with democracy, for it is the
interpretations of fascism that issue from democratic debate that make
it so variable a concept. Democracy is by nature more of a process than a
fixed entity. Rhetorical deployments of fascism, then, reveal the cultural
workings of the democratic process through the myriad and ongoing
efforts by political actors to define democracy in a way that serves the
speaker’s political ends.

The longer history of democracy’s development in relation to mod-
ern nationalism is clearly the greatest force propelling efforts to both
understand fascism and cast it as the opposite of what democracy aims
to be, for nationalism is the primary form of social and cultural integra-
tion out of which democracy originally could be forged. As Jirgen
Habermas writes, the nation-state “laid foundations for cultural and
ethnic homogeneity on the basis of which it then proved possible to
push ahead with the democratization of government,” to which he adds,
“this was achieved at the cost of excluding ethnic minorities.”® The
exclusion of ethnic minorities indeed provided the national identity that
bridged class and other status differences among “the people” that de-
mocracy addressed. Tensions between the universal language of individ-
ual rights upon which democratic citizenship stands and the limits
placed on the political participation of not only ethnic minorities but
women, immigrants, and those without property or education are, then,
also subsumed under the common bond of nationhood.*

Fascism arises from within these historical tensions, privileging a
highly restrictive, racially defined, national membership over the rights
of individuals. Fascism is thus not democracy’s opposite per se; it is instead
a distortion of this larger nationalist logic, which exposes some of de-
mocracy’s own deeper historical contradictions by taking them to ex-
tremes. The process of casting fascism as democracy’s opposite often
tries to deny these structural commonalities by either emphasizing those
democratic ideals that are indeed dramatically opposed to fascism (i.e.,
democratic pluralism) or fabricating an opposition through the selective
imaging of fascism. The persistent invocation of fascism as democracy’s
Other in post—World War II cultural rhetoric is symptomatic of these
deeper tensions, part of an otherwise noble effort to assert that political
agreement rather than ethnic homogeneity is the glue that holds a multi-
cultural democratic society together. When this notion of political
agreement becomes an effort to assert political and social homogeneity,
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however, the definition of democracy is once again open to interpretation
and conflict.

According to literary theorist Raymond Williams, democracy, while
having its roots in Greek philosophy, was largely considered a negative
term, in the sense of the “tyranny of the masses,” until the nineteenth
century.® In the course of the Enlightenment and ultimately the bout-
geois revolutions, the concept of representative democracy emerged
wherein the threat of this “tyranny” was tempered by the circumscrip-
tion of eligibility for voting and office. The history of democratic politi-
cal theory thus reveals anxiety about “the masses,” which were often
figured as consisting of devalued groups (especially women and mem-
bers of the working class, who were often imaged as sexually debauched
and morally bankrupt).® Nazism, as a populist movement, reinvigorated
some of these fears and their correlate rhetorical practices. In some anti-
Nazi rhetoric, it was and is Nazi women (both fantastic and actual) and
sexual “deviants” (homosexuals and sadomasochists) who are imaged
as characterizing the fascist masses. In order to achieve such character-
izations, the terms of the opposition between fascism and democracy
have to be selectively interpreted. For instance, Nazi policies that se-
verely limited the public role of women were seldom cited by main-
stream critics during the war, suppressing the opportunity to assert the
equality of women under a democratic system. Dominant wartime and
postwar anti-Nazi rhetoric also often selectively ignored fascism’s over-
arching prudery, preferring instead to cast an image of sexual decadence
that served the American national/democratic image of purity and
moral rectitude. American racism, meanwhile, was typically not con-
nected with Nazi racism.” Again, while fascism is rightly cast as ideal
democracy’s Other, the history of democracy itself comes to the surface
in these anxious images in ways that tend to try to preserve the internal
hierarchies that have historically troubled democracy and the concept of
the nation.

Postcolonial theorist Arjun Appadurai’s notion of an “ideoscape”
asserts that contemporary political rhetoric is “composed of elements
of the Enlightenment worldview, which consist of a concatenation of
ideas, terms, and images, including ‘freedom,” ‘welfare,” ‘rights,” ‘sov-
ereignty, ‘representation,’ and the master-term ‘democracy’” He sees
colonialism as having “loosened the internal coherence that held these
terms and images together,” with “a loosely structured synopticon of
politics” left instead, with each term subject to variable definition.?
While certainly more directly applicable to the contemporary variations
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in the concept of “democracy” as it is manifested across the globe today,
I would argue that American political rhetoric, too, is decidedly loose
with regard to the above terms and images, a looseness, which can be
read in the many ways, in which fascism continues to be brought to bear
on the definition of Awmerican democracy.

Indeed most of anti-Nazi rhetoric in use since Germany’s defeat in
1945 has addressed domestic issues. Many of these domestic uses center
on the assertion of a democratic ideal by encouraging pluralism—or
hoping to mitigate it. Whether it be the Cold-War-era importation of
World War II political psychology to explain poverty, racism, feminism,
and homosexuality or contemporary rhetorical uses like those of the
antiabortion protester in figure 1, fascism’s rhetorical function as that
which is denied within democracy is further confirmed in this domestic
return. In this sense, the rhetorical uses of images of fascism are perhaps
informed by the more recent history of Western democracy, wherein
pluralism of various sorts and a consonant weakening of traditional
forms of national homogeneity inspire new forms of democratic defini-
tion. The fact that many of these domestic uses of antifascism focus on
issues of family, gender, and especially sexuality then opens up a more
specific question: why are these issues so central to the post—World
War II definition of democracy?

Why Sexuality?

In attempting to answer this question, again both long and recent
rhetorical histories come into play. On the one hand, the concept of
“sexuality” developed as a consequence of the formation of modern
nations and might have been integral thereto, in that a focus on individ-
ual behaviors and bodies connected each citizen to the notion of the
body politic. On the other hand, the late-twentieth-century political
focus on sexuality has unique features that speak to more recent global
and national political changes. Both these long and recent histories of
national imagery rely on the homology between the individual citizen
and the nation—a process that goes a long way toward explaining why
sexuality might be such an emblematic terrain in the political imagina-
tion of contemporary nations.

Postcolonial theorist Homi Bhabha elaborates the process of homol-
ogy by arguing that the imaginary construct of the nation parallels the
illusory unified image of the self produced in Jacques Lacan’s notion of
the mirror stage: for Bhabha, the nation is a “differentiating sign of Self,
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distinct from the Other or the Outside,” where members identify them-
selves with the perceived collective qualities of the nation through the
establishment of an “Other” (other nations, other cultures). As with
the trajectory of these individuation processes for the child, however,
the resulting divided self is inherently unstable because “The ambivalent
identifications of love and hate occupy the same psychic space; and
paranoid projections ‘outwards’ return to haunt and split the space from
which they are made.”” The belief in stable images of nationhood is thus
undermined by the need to continually re-create them so as to reinforce
the boundary between the self and the Other, this nation and another.
This instability of the identification of the self with the nation and of
both the nation and individual subjectivity is what makes sexuality cen-
tral to the national imaginary on a number of levels. On the one hand, as
cultural historian George Mosse has noted, the modern nation has been
centrally defined by middle-class notions of respectability, making sex-
ual conduct and imagery (including images of chastity) key to the con-
cept of the liberal democratic nation.!” But middle-class notions of
respectability themselves, as Foucault has written, beg the questions
“how, why, and in what forms was sexuality constituted as a moral
domain?”!" To answer these questions, Foucault asserts that ethics are
conceived as operating not just through behavior but more fundamen-
tally through “practices of the self.” Sexuality operates in this mode of
ethics as a privileged arena of personal conduct, acting, as he writes
elsewhere, as “a great surface network in which the stimulation of
bodies, the intensification of pleasures, the incitement to discourse, the
formation of special knowledges, the strengthening of controls and
resistance, are linked to one another, in accordance with a few major
strategies of knowledge and power.”'? The four “strategic unities” that
Foucault names as specific mechanisms of knowledge and power in
operation since the eighteenth century (the hysterization of women’s
bodies, pedagogization of children’s sex, socialization of procreative
behavior, and psychiatrization of perverse pleasure) can then be linked
to Mosse’s notion of national respectability and Bhabha’s formulation
of the national self. Indeed, if sexuality is a privileged arena for the
exercise, articulation, and negotiation of power, then Mosse’s thesis
connects Foucault’s observation to the formation of modern nations.
Combined with Bhabha’s perspective, then, the instability of these
“practices of the self /nation” is often expressed #hrough sexuality.
Fredric Jameson similarly argues that along with the “mechanistic
fragmentation” of subjectivity wrought by the development of capital-
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ism “came a belief that what was released thereby was more primitive,
feral tendencies in human conduct: namely a groundswell of anxiety-
induced theorizing around sexuality and violence.”!? Jameson links this
with the designation of the family as constituting the private sphere
against the nascent public sphere of bourgeois society whereby child-
hood and the family situation are elevated over other biographical expe-
riences. This privileging of the family results in the isolation of the sexual
from other forms of experience and makes it a marker of the separation
of public and private spheres—a historical development that enables
sexuality’s features to carry a wider symbolic meaning, including, I
would say, characterizing the nation and the political system with which
it is melded.

This brings me again to the ways in which fascism, and especially
Nazism, has functioned as democracy’s troubled Other. In the most
straightforward way, all that is split off from the national self is projected
onto the Nazi Other, so that much antifascist rhetoric continues to align
democracy with middle-class respectability and Nazism with decadence
and perversion. As the split-off projection of the democratic national
self, however, Nazism returns to characterize issues of domestic con-
cern. Indeed Nazism, as an object of knowledge, cuts across most of the
major strategic unities that Foucault names about the norms of procrea-
tive behavior (anti-Nazi responses to Nazi family policy and eugenics),
the indoctrination of children (anti-Nazi outrage at state intervention
into family domains), and especially the development of psychiatric
theorties of perversion (with a particular anti-Nazi focus on promiscuity,
homosexuality, and sadomasochism). Together with the books, maga-
zines, and movies that deploy these theories as narrative devices, popu-
lar and elite forms of invoking Nazism thus reflect the larger mecha-
nisms whereby sexuality serves as a determinant of political viability in
liberal democratic culture at the crossroads of knowledge, pleasure, and
politics.

In order to determine the ways in which these practices instantiate
more recent developments in the history of efforts to define democracy,
we must return to the central place of sexuality as a domain over which
the boundaries between the public and private spheres of liberal democ-
racies are maintained. For, indeed, one of Nazism’s primary violations of
liberal democratic principles attacked in anti-Nazi rhetoric is the viola-
tion of the private sphere—more so with Nazism than with any other
form of fascism. Traditional liberalism, dating from eatly social contract
theorists such as John Locke and Thomas Hobbes, valorized the private
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sphere and saw as “private” the realms of economics, family, and reli-
gion, which should, in a broad sense, be protected from interference by
the state. But, according to the nineteenth-century political analyst
Alexis de Tocqueville, democratic society nonetheless requires the social
mores cultivated in the private sphere in order to secure the wider
political culture of the nation. As “itis woman who shapes these mores,”
de Tocqueville writes, “everything which has a bearing on the status of
women, their habits, and their thoughts is, in my view, of great political
importance.”™* With this statement, de Tocqueville points to the para-
dox within liberal democracy that would eventually make Nazism a
cause for sexual alarm. For while the private spheres of family and
religion are ostensibly outside of the realm of public politics—in other
wortds, 7ot political—it is the private sphere that is thought to secure
public political life."> Nazism’s intervention in the private sphere of
family and religion, then, was thought to upset all levels of morality—a
fear expressed in condensed form in the portrayal of Nazis as sexually
amoral.

Leftists’ concerns about fascism’s violation of the private sphere at
times bore a resemblance to liberal critiques by focusing on its destruc-
tion of social morality. Their emphasis, however, was primarily on fas-
cism’s damaging impact on political subjectivity, and leftists paid less
attention in general to defending, as many liberals and conservatives did,
traditional sexual morality per se. Hannah Arendt, for instance, saw
totalitarianism as differing from tyranny precisely in its insinuation into
private life. Under tyranny, she wrote, “the whole sphere of private life
with the capacities for experience, fabrication and thought are left in-
tact,” while under totalitarianism “the self-coercion of totalitarian logic
destroys man’s capacity for experience and thought just as certainly as

?16 Arendt’s concern about fascism’s violation of

his capacity for action.
the private sphere is thus primarily alarmed by the ways in which politi-
cal agency would be adulterated, preventing the sorts of public debate
that the traditional bourgeois public sphere offered. Members of the
Frankfurt School voiced similar critiques, noting that mass events and
the presence of political symbols in everyday life (the primary images of
Nazism) concretely changed and corrupted the experience of political
participation. In their view, fascism marked a radical departure from the
experience of the bourgeois public sphere (which revolved principally
around debate and reason) and instead ritualized political life (i.e., what
Wialter Benjamin refers to as the “aestheticization of politics”). This
shift toward ritual was thought to further waylay the crises in the liberal
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capitalist social order by channeling resentments and uneasiness into
national forms.

Those leftists who embraced Freudian psychoanalysis as a means of
understanding fascism, however, again tended to describe the fascist
subject in terms of sexual perversion. The fascist subject’s rational polit-
ical agency, as noted above, had been adulterated by fascism’s incursion
into private life, resulting in an ego structure plagued by the form if not
the actual practice of sadomasochism, narcissism, and homosexuality.
Thus, while leftist critiques of fascism tended to be less literal in their
equation of sexual immorality with fascism, they developed psychosex-
ual models for understanding political subjectivity that bemoaned the
loss of the public sphere by joining conservatives and liberals in focus-
ing acute political attention on the private sphere, namely, family and
sexuality, and by deploying the discourse of sexuality to meet political
ends.

This focus on the problem of fascism’s role in private life, approached
from different political perspectives, is thus the primary means whereby
Nazism becomes democracy’s favorite Other and then returns as central
to late-twentieth-century discussions of the political role of private life
in democratic society. The enduring usefulness of Nazism as a rhetorical
figure in the democratic imagination can perhaps be linked to an acceler-
ation of the “privatization” of democratic citizenship in the United
States. Cultural critic Lauren Berlant marks the characteristics of this
privatized citizenship as centrally including a penchant for sentimen-
tality on a national level, especially what she calls the “non-political
political” of family values rhetoric in political discourse. Berlant sees this
acceleration as a product of there being no public sphere proper but
instead a public scene occupied by “a cluster of demonic and idealized
images and narratives about sex and citizenship which obsess the official
national public sphere.””

The difference between the liberal public sphere and what Berlant
calls the official national public sphere helps clarify the diverse functions
that the figure of fascism serves today. According to Habermas, the his-
torical public sphere, located between civil society and the state, was the
arena wherein critical public discussion of matters of general interest
occurred. This public sphere developed in tandem with the capitalist
market economy, which produced the middle class as the democratic
power base. But the contradiction between the universality of the “rights
of men” and the exclusionary realities of representative democracy occa-
sioned, along with the further development of capitalism, the expansion
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of the public body. Consequently, the state and society became intet-
twined in the late nineteenth and twentieth centuries, leading to the end
of the liberal public sphere.'”® Under this line of thinking, fascism, as
described in leftist critiques, is the ultimate example of an entirely van-
ished liberal public sphere.

I would argue, however, that the notion of a declining liberal public
sphere in the United States is less about the expansion of the public
body than about the expansion of the private one. As Hannah Arendt
writes in 7he Origins of Totalitarianism, the liberal division between private
and public “had nothing to do with the justified separation between the
personal and public spheres, but was rather the psychological reflection
of the nineteenth century struggle between bourgeois and citoyen, be-
tween the man who judged and used all public institutions by the yard
stick of his private interests and the responsible citizen who was con-
cerned with public affairs as the affairs of all.”!” Enlightenment thought
originally held that public values were superior to private values of home
and hearth and stressed the role of “enlightened self-interest” in trans-
forming private interests into civic responsibility. In this logic, women
were to be guardians of morality not only within their homes but in
society at large by taming male lust and reproducing morally responsible
future citizens. For their part, men were to be guardians of women and
children both at home and in the larger public sphere. But, as historian
Stephanie Coontz writes, “As enlightened self-interest gradually gave
way to immediate self-interest in the economy and polity, the nuclear
family was made the sole repository for standards of decency, duty, and
altruism. In this role . . . private family relations became less a prepara-
tion ground or supporting structure for civic responsibility than a sub-
stitute for such responsibility.”’?’ The decline of the liberal public sphere
thus reflects a privileging of middle-class private interests over commu-
nal public affairs. Consequently, when Berlant talks about an accelera-
tion of the “privatization of citizenship” brought about by the economic
and social policies of Ronald Reagan and George Bush in the 1980s, she
draws their foregrounding of private economic issues together with the
elevation of private life to a public discourse—again, what she calls
the “non-political political.”

This shift is not only due to private economic interests being fore-
grounded over public ones, however. Betlant notes elsewhere that, al-
though many scholars see the traditional categories of public and private
as archaic formations, the continuing attraction to this division exists in
part because it organizes and justifies other forms of social division
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(male and female, work and family, friend and lover, hetero and homo,
and “unmarked” personhood versus racial, ethnic, and class-marked
identities). Berlant writes, “This chain of disassociations provides one
way of conceiving why so many institutions not usually associated with
feeling can be read as institutions of intimacy.” In other words, privat-
ized citizenship is also characterized by understanding public insti-
tutions in private, “intimate” terms, a rhetorical practice that I find
reflected in the uses of anti-Nazi rhetoric that center on family and
sexuality.?!

Berlant’s assessment of the current climate comprises the more re-
cent history of the centrality of sexuality and family to current political
thetoric. Much of what Berlant marks as the “pseudopolitical citizen-
ship rhetoric of U.S. political culture” indeed employs antifascist rhet-
oric to produce a “political” effect. If, however, as Berlant says, “Citizen-
ship is a status whose definitions are always in process—continually
produced out of political, rhetorical, and economic struggle over who
counts as ‘the people’ and how social membership is measured and
valued,” then, as my study of the uses of images of Nazism shows, there
are a variety of ways in which this “private” realm currently constitutes a
“public” sphere of sorts.?

This study of fascism, sexuality, and the cultural rhetoric of democ-
racy indeed supports Berlant’s assessment of the character of the post—
World War II public sphere, where democracy is very centrally under-
stood in terms of personal dramas (both domestic and psychological)
and is particularly preoccupied with matters of sexuality. This does not
mean, however, that the process by which democratic citizenship is
defined has reached an impasse. Instead, the centrality of sexuality to
political discourse has necessitated a rethinking of the terms public and
private in ways that continue to intervene and participate in democracy’s
inherently unstable, and hence ongoing, project.

Cultural Rhetoric

In examining how it is that democracy is understood through per-
sonal dramas and is preoccupied with sexuality, I have chosen to focus
on anti-Nazi images of fascism that circulate in primarily American
democratic political culture and have privileged film texts to do so. The
choice is determined by my conviction that film is uniquely positioned
in the mid—twentieth century as a medium that hopes to both educate
and entertain and pretends to larger cultural relevance. I thus examine a
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variety of texts alongside films, all of which interpret and present Naz-
ism for democratic ends: academic scholarship, government reports,
journalistic reportage and essays, and other kinds of fictional narratives
in literature, stage performances, or video. Sometimes these texts are
examined as “cotexts” to the films with which each chapter is engaged,
illustrating a discursive resonance between the fictional projects of the
films themselves and the larger cultural milieu in which they circulate.
Often, I further analyze texts peripheral to the films’ production and
distribution in order to bridge these discursive domains, examining
scripts, letters, and publicity materials, for instance, which reveal the
ways the people involved in the making and marketing of a film saw their
product engaging in precisely this sort of dialogue with the larger
culture.

With this eclectic method, I hope to establish the cultural intertex-
tuality through which different sorts of public arenas (whether popular
or elite) mine the private sphere for political significance. The “images”
or figures upon which I focus are visual (or visualized) depictions of
Nazism as well as the narratives spun around them. I argue that “images
of Nazism” form a significant part of the image vocabulary—the demo-
cratic imagination—through which an array of political issues (both
foreign and domestic) are articulated and understood, especially the
political connection between public and private life. I have tried to
ensure that my focus on anti-Nazi images takes account of the material
effects of discourse (not simply relegating them to phantasmatic or
tangential matters), as I understand this process of image making and
sustaining as in itself constituting a significant aspect of political life.

Similar methodologies have been taken up by historians, who have
linked individual and collective subjectivities to textual representations
and who understand historical documents in literary terms; in other
words, there is a mutually constitutive loop between lived experience
and textual representations in part due to the unavoidability of narrative
and image in all representations, even those that claim only to docu-
ment.”> My use of the term cu/tural rhetoric in the subtitle of this book
hopes to acknowledge the nature of this loop, where, as Aristotle says,
there is an essence of things and then a rhetoric used to deploy an
interpretation of this essence into an argument. I take rbeforic as being
able to account for both this sort of conscious argumentative use of the
available image vocabulary for a variety of ends as well as identifying the
dominance of certain types of uses that reveal naturalized structures
within political culture. As rhetoric, images of Nazism can be deployed
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in the service of an array of political arguments, but there are also
conventions in these images that tend toward dominant, often socially
conservative definitions of political legitimacy.

Bhabha articulates a theory of how the nation rhetorically manages its
split between an idealized self and a demonized Other that helps to
anchor these dual functions of cultural rhetoric. The national imaginary,
in Bhabha’s view, enacts a double narrative movement in an effort to
stabilize itself: a nationalist “pedagogy” (teaching “the people” to be the
types of national subjects desired) and a nationalist “performative” (ad-
dressing the people as already embodying national subjectivity). He
writes: “The scraps, patches, and rags of daily life must be repeatedly
turned into the signs of a national culture, while the very act of the
narrative performance interpellates a growing circle of national subjects.
In the production of the nation as narration there is a split between the
continuist, accumulative temporality of the pedagogical, and the re-
petitious, recursive strategy of the performative. It is through this pro-
cess of splitting that the conceptual ambivalence of modern society
724 The pedagogical aspects of
“writing the nation” correspond more closely to conscious rhetorical
efforts, while the performative aspects tend to consist of the unex-

becomes the site of writing the nation.

amined and hence naturalized assumptions or rhetorical conventions.
The splitting process that Bhabha describes is revealed in the anti-Nazi
uses of Nazi imagery: on the one hand Nazism is cast as the Other to
democracy—in “pedagogical” terms, teaching what democratic subjects
cannot do or be—while the return of these images as mitigators of
domestic differences (e.g., efforts by conservatives to name pro-choice
feminists as Nazis) signals a “performative” aspect of national narrative
that attempts to project a homogeneous “people.” Homogeneity is not
ultimately sustainable in contemporary national culture. And so the
flexibility of uses to which antifascism has been rhetorically put (femi-
nists can and have accused Christian conservatives of Nazism as well)
makes the figure of anti-Nazism a useful one through which to examine
the processes through which the definition of American nationhood has
been spoken through the concepts of democracy—and especially how it
is that this debate has taken the family and sexuality as its primary
ground.

The different sorts of texts that I examine contribute to different
aspects of democracy as a discourse. Popular editorial journalism is
often broad in its claims, simplifying and exaggerating its interpretation
of current events in order to distinguish the writer’s opinions or instigate
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debate. This is often the case with wartime anti-Nazi journalism, which
tended toward hyperbole (to be distinguished from fully warranted re-
ports of Nazi atrocities) and also existed in a textual environment
of conflicting interpretations. Academic scholarship, while often also
building on similar interpretations, instead mobilizes elaborate scholarly
apparatuses to lend authority to interpretations, which, when they
rhyme with the dominant political beliefs of their moment, can then
influence the opinions of politicians and ultimately government policies.
This creates a loop between an official government position (e.g., on the
psychological foundations of the minds of political dissidents) and the
proliferation of (often government-funded) research, further substan-
tiating these claims. Popular films, the privileged texts of this study, then,
give the interpretations of fascism available in political culture a fictional
narrative form, often complicating the journalistic and academic vari-
ants of interpretation in the interests of either telling an interesting story
or conforming to various generic conventions.

Film theorist Noél Carroll suggests that Aristotelian rhetoric might
be a useful way to approach film, as he writes that “While narrative films
are not arguments per se, they are rhetorical in that they are structured to
lead the audience to fill in certain ideas about human conduct in the
process of rendering the story intelligible.”* This use of rhetoricis akin to
the notion of ideology elaborated by A. J. Greimas, as it functions
through the logically controlled unfolding of possibilities within a given
narrative structure.”® I would add, however, that this approach is useful
not only with literary or filmic texts but with academic and journalistic
texts as well. This expansion also applies to film scholar Dana Polan’s
approach, for he says that close analysis of film narratives should exam-
ine “not what narrative accomplishes but what work it engages in (rep-
resentations, containment, transformation) to achieve its aura of ac-
complishment.”? A “cultural rhetoric,” then, admits to the broader
narrative tendencies that would make the “accomplishment” of narra-
tive coherence possible in a range of texts, but the concept also permits
the image vocabularies and narrative conventions of which various texts
avail themselves to be quite variously employed.

The historical specificity of each of these texts helps to position the
argument it makes with respect to the larger political climate wherein
the definition of democracy transpired and continues to transpire. This
is, then, the main benefit of having the various texts I examine—journal-
istic, academic, and filmic—speak to one another in my analysis, since it
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is my conviction that they spoke to one another when they were first
produced and that the shelf life of the image vocabularies and narrative
conventions they employ is long.

The Organization of the Book

While the process of defining democracy is dynamic and the produc-
tion of political discourse creative, the history of anti-Nazi rhetoric has
produced certain well-defined rhetorical devices that continue to serve
American political culture today, albeit in new ways. The book therefore
is divided into three parts, each of which examines one major rhetorical
practice as it developed during the conflict with fascism in World War 11,
evolved in the decades after the war, and continues to be employed in
American political culture. These rhetorical practices produce the sexual
opposition of Nazism to democracy (part one), give form to the impor-
tation of theories of Nazism to explain domestic politics in a democratic
society (part two), and serve as available tropes for a wide range of uses
within democratic political culture (part three). The centrality of sex-
uality to the “cultural rhetoric of democracy,” in its multiple forms, is
thus revealed in the myriad uses to which Nazism was put during most
of the twentieth century.

In part one, “The Democratic Family,” I examine the conventions of
what I call nationalist melodrama, a genre that uses the narrative con-
ventions of melodrama to narrate threats to the nation. Unlike the
others, this part begins by staging a comparison between the Nazis’ uses
of melodrama during the war and American uses of it as an anti-Nazi
rhetoric. The point of this comparison is twofold: first, to illustrate the
ways in which nationalist melodrama narrates foreign threats as threats
to the family, regardless of the political system being defended; and,
second, to more sharply characterize the American variant of the genre,
which subsequently passed into the image vocabulary of the American
political imagination. Broadly speaking, Nazi and Hollywood wartime
melodramas were engaged in nationalist projects, though, to be sure,
they differed substantially as to the nature of the enemy and the func-
tion of the family in the political culture each system asserted. In Veit
Harlan’s Die Goldene Stadt (1942), my primary example of fascist melo-
drama, the complications of both internal and external threats to the
German family lead to the elevation of race and gender to national
myths of the German [0/k, or “people,” whereas in Edward Dmytryk’s
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Hitler’s Children (1942), my primary example of the democratic melo-
drama, these complications instead channel broad political issues into
the protection of the private sphere.

The American variant of wartime nationalist melodrama typically
defined the private sphere in highly normative terms, using the narrative
conventions of melodrama to align conservative sexual morals with
democracy while casting fascism as antithetical to traditional family life.
This social conservatism reflects the ideological mechanism within lib-
eral democracy, which banishes contradiction from the public-political
to the private (ostensibly “nonpolitical”) realm, all the while making
“private” matters of love, family, and sexuality central grounds for a
political difference from fascism. This rhetorical function continues to
characterize the uses of anti-Nazi rhetoric by social conservatives in
contemporary American political debate. The final chapter of part one
examines the rhetorical practices of three conservative videotapes, one
made to argue against a national health plan, another to oppose gay
rights, and a third to criticize federal law enforcement agencies. All three
invoke the imagery and narrative conventions of anti-Nazi nationalist
melodrama to characterize their “liberal” political opposition.

In part two, “The Democratic Psyche,” I consider another prominent
kind of national narrative project, the definition, creation, and nurturing
of the central democratic citizen through the diagnosis and treatment of
American fascists and other political dissidents. Following directly from
the wartime theories of the Nazi mind that served the strategic needs of
the armed forces, American psychologists and sociologists imported
their conclusions to address domestic issues throughout the Cold War
period. The inner workings of the family continue to be the key to this
project, as psychoanalytic theory dominated wartime and Cold War
American psychology. I argue that the ascendency of psychoanalytic
political and social psychology produced a new genre of national narra-
tive, the American version of national psychobiography. In the three
chapters of this section, my focus is on psychological case histories
dealing with the struggles of politically wayward “patients” to achieve
proper democratic political subjectivity, that is, an independent ego,
social confidence, an ability to accept difference, and often conformity
to gender, sexual, and class norms. In the first two chapters, I take Alfred
Hitchcock’s Notorious (1946) and Hubert Cornfield’s Pressure Point (1962)
as central examples, illustrating the ways in which wartime and Cold War
variants of national psychobiography work to address a broad array of
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domestic issues over time. Again, the last chapter focuses on contempo-
rary examples, for, like nationalist melodrama, national psychobiogra-
phy continues to serve the project of defining American democracy, as it
does democracy in other countries with European-dominant popula-
tions. Unlike my chapter on contemporary uses of nationalist melo-
drama, however, which focuses on right-wing uses of fascism as a politi-
cal trope, this one looks at non-Nazi depictions of actual neo-Nazis,
especially skinheads, in order to argue that present-day Nazis also serve
a significant rhetorical function in democratic political culture: to both
define the limits of political legitimacy and model a reparative therapy
for Western democracy’s traditional dominant subject, the white hetero-
sexual male.

In part three, “Democratic Sex,” I aim to build on the delineations of
normative “democratic” sexuality embedded earlier by examining the
iconography of “Nazi” sexuality, especially the figure of the sexy Nazi
woman. For, along with documentary images of mass rallies from Leni
Riefenstahl’s 7riunph of the Will (1934) and the horrible images of con-
centration camp victims that became widely available after the war, a
common visual shorthand for fascism is fictional images of “Nazi”
sexual decadence, a fetishized iconography of uniforms and perverse
sexual display. By focusing on the iconography surrounding Marlene
Dietrich’s star persona, I assert that the sexy “Nazi” woman came to
serve as a dense marker of political ambiguity. Dietrich’s role as Lola
Lola in the German production 7he Blue Angel (Josef von Sternberg,
1930) became an icon of fascism in the course of the war years, substi-
tuting the spectacle of female performance for the spectacle of Nazi
power, her song for the oratory of Hitler. The complexity of the Lola
Lola figure as both dangerous and desirable—and portrayed exquisitely
by Dietrich as an icon of illicit sexuality /fascism while she is herself an
ardent antifascist—is illustrated in her first screen role as an explicitly
Nazi femme fatale in Billy Wilder’s A Foreign Affair (1948). Thus, even as
the icon was being forged in the 1940s, the Dietrich/Lola Lola icon
could be put to a variety of political uses: as an emblem of the allure of
fascism and as a misunderstood, sexually open champion of democracy.
The last chapter of part three follows the ongoing uses of this icon and
the association of fascism with illicit sexuality more broadly up to the
end of the century. Unlike the previous two contemporary chapters, in
which I mostly remark on the socially conservative uses to which the
genres explored previously have been put, this last chapter considers
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how the figure of Nazi sexuality has served a widely varying array of
rhetorical functions, both conservative and progressive, in contempo-
rary efforts to define democracy through sexuality.

The evils of the Nazi regime—its murder of millions of people on
religious, ethnic, political, and sexual grounds—certainly makes fascism
a powerful trope in the democratic imagination. Invocations of fascism
are consequently able to mobilize strong sentiments, both political and
personal. Indeed, the crux of my argument is that one of fascism’s less
straightforward rhetorical functions in democratic political culture has
been to articulate the relationship between the private and public and
personal and political realms. While fascism should continue to be cast
as that which democracy strives against, this book takes as its object
these more ambiguous strains of antifascist rhetoric as they have influ-
enced and continue to influence democratic political culture today. My
aim is by no means to diminish the power of antifascism but rather to
lluminate how the conflicting conceptions of what democracy is and
should be are expressed in these anti-Nazi invocations of fascism. As
such, I hope to provide a usable history that can help us understand the
changing contours of the mutual project called democracy as we con-
tinue to strive to fulfill the concept’s high expectations.
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Nazi Nationalist Melodrama:
Science, Myth, and Paternal Authority
in Die Goldene Stadt
|

Private and Public, past and present, the psyche and the social develop an intersti-
tial intimacy. It is an intimacy that questions binary divisions through which such
spheres of social experience are often spatially opposed. These spheres of life are
linked through an “in-between” temporality that takes the measure of dwelling at
home, while producing an image of the wotld of history.—Homi Bhabha, 7%e
Location of Culture (1994)’

Like ordinary melodramas, nationalist melodrama is characterized by
plots in which the nuclear family is threatened by an external force, the
life or chastity of an innocent is endangered, or the family is potentially
destroyed from within by the bad behavior of its members. Unlike other
melodramas, however, nationalist melodrama explicitly codes these
plots in political terms: in which threats to the family are threats to the
nation, the life and chastity of innocents represent the nation’s future
and ideals, and internal dissonance must be quelled in the name of
national unity. The close relationship between the psychological and the
social, the public and the private, which Bhabha names in the epigraph,
is nowhere more clearly narrated than in nationalist melodrama. Na-
tionalist melodrama is thus a primary narrative form through which the
“image of the world of history” is produced in national cultures.?

The unusual cover of a clever anti-Nazi pamphlet entitled “Unbeliev-
able” plays on the tradition of nationalist melodrama in its appropria-



Fig. 3. Cover of “Un-

believable,” an anti-Nazi
s a4 =N pamphlet (1940). (UCLA,

U R Ty Department of Special

Wy e e things being secretly prometad by cor Collections.)

tion of the conventions of pulp magazines: a prominent image of a
cowering young woman stands in for the threat to America, both from
abroad and within, of “Hitlerism” and anti-Semitism (fig. 3). Meanwhile,
in Nazi Germany, Guida Diehl, leader of the New Land Movement, was
writing the following poem: “Mit eisernem Besen / Aus Herzen und
Haus / Das undeutsche Wesen / Zum Lande hinaus!” (With iron
broom / From hearts and house / Drive un-German creatures / Into
the wilderness!).? Because its primary aim is by nature nationalist, the
conventions of nationalist melodrama are useful not only to liberal
democracy, as in the eighteenth-century bourgeois tragedy, but to na-
tions with widely differing political systems.* Fascists deployed the
genre, as did the Allies, and each side employed its own version of a po-
litically useful binary opposition: fascism versus democracy in the Allied
nations and Germans versus “non-Germans” among Nazis. These bi-
nary oppositions provide the grid upon which nationalist melodrama
can proceed: the democratic family threatened by fascism’s efforts to
destroy it and the German family threatened by those who would taint
its blood.

In addition to this simple coding of binaries, nationalist melodrama
suits the needs of the nation by inspiring national fervor. For, despite the
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fact that melodrama is a culturally devalued genre in its more general
forms, nationalist melodrama, because of its political valences, legiti-
mates the “feminine” emotionalism for which the genre is often other-
wise condemned. Political rationality may have created the concept of
modern citizenship, endowing the enfranchised citizen with liberal rea-
son, but political irrationality, nationalism’s recourse to ideals and myths,
binds together the “imagined community” of citizens across differences
of class and other forms of entitlement.” Bhabha comments on the
cultural representation of this ambivalence, which can be read in the
“wavering vocabularies” through which the nation is described, includ-
ing, as he puts it, “the heimlich pleasures of the hearth” and the “un-
heimlich terror of space/race of others.”®

Historically, much of the melodrama’s political importance revolves
around the genre’s support of hierarchies of gender, race, and class in
the political culture of the nation. According to the dominant tenets of
early democratic nation-states, women, slaves, and the poor were orig-
inally thought not to possess the rational faculties needed to qualify
them for citizen status, and hence, like children, they were in need of the
political “protection” of their superior governors.” The concept of
pater familias gives form to the process whereby white landed men are
charged with the governance and protection of all subordinated citizens,
whereby the term domsestic comes to apply to both the household and
that which is internal to the nation. The “interstitial intimacy” between
public and private that nationalist melodrama stages thus aligns order
and reason with traditional middle-class family structure and morality,
often emblematized in the body of a chaste young woman.®

This is indeed the case with Die Goldene Stadt, directed by Veit Harlan,
who was arguably Nazi Germany’s most overtly ideological feature film
director. On first glance, however, Die Goldene Stadt appears to be a faitly
conventional melodrama. The story centers on a young woman, Anna
(Kristina S6derbaum), whose father (Eugen Klopfer) is too strict and
controlling for her high-spirited nature. It begins as a love story in which
Anna is courting a man named Christian (Paul Klinger) who comes
from the “golden city” of the title, Prague, and so represents for her
both love and adventure. Her father has other plans and connives to
have Christian fired so that he must return to the city without her. Anna
eventually defies her father’s wishes through the prompting of their
Czech housekeeper (who has her sights set on the widowed father’s
fortune) and goes to the city looking for Christian. Unfortunately, he is
already married to someone else when she finally gets there. Before she
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is able to return to her father’s farm, she falls for the manipulative
seductions of her shady half-Czech cousin Tony, who also has designs
on her inheritance. Her father, meanwhile, has disinherited her for leav-
ing at all and has become engaged to the housekeeper. Anna stays in
Prague and becomes pregnant, and Tony abandons her. Desperate, she
returns to the farm, is rejected by her father, and drowns herself in the
marsh.

Like most films produced by the German national film studio, Ufa,
during the Nazi period, Die Goldene Stadt does not address Nazi politics
directly. As Eric Rentschler writes in his book on the Nazi cinema, “If
one is looking for sinister heavies garbed in ss black or crowds of fa-
natics saluting their Fithrer, one does best to turn to Hollywood films of
the 1940s” instead of German films of the period.” Still, entertainment
films like Dre Goldene Stadt do contain ideological messages. Indeed,
while in some ways the film is a quite ordinary “woman’s film” with a
tragic, ill-fated heroine, it is also a nationalist melodrama. The film is
structured through the central conventions of the genre, under which
the German family is faced with both an internal and external threat,
and the tragedy at the end is meant to stir nationalist sentiment—in this
case, against Czechs and toward internal German unity. As a mitigator
of the “interstitial intimacy” Bhabha names between the public and the
private spheres in national narratives, nationalist melodrama places pri-
mary political importance on domestic dramas. As in nationalist melo-
dramas more generally, Die Goldene Stadt makes the romantic and sexual
conduct of a young woman serve as the focal point for the enunciation
of a broad range of Nazi political imperatives.

One factor that has complicated the analysis of Nazi nationalist melo-
drama, however, especially for leftist critics, is that fascism itself has
often been characterized as sentimental and indeed melodramatic. Wil-
helm Reich, for instance, built his theory of fascism in 193 3 out of his ob-
servation that Hitler “repeatedly stressed that one could not get at the
masses with arguments, proofs, and knowledge, but only with feelings
and beliefs.”!” Nazism thus came to be seen as a hypermasculinized
reworking of eighteenth-century sentimentalism melded with twentieth-
century populism, making its rhetoric of personal sacrifice and dedica-
tion to community synchronized with these tendencies in the melo-
drama.'' Some analysts of Nazi film, Siegfried Kracauer and Lotte
Eisner, for instance, consequently do not identify nationalist melodrama
as a genre in its own right (a genre found in other nations as well) but
rather see the tendency toward melodrama and sentimentality in films of
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the pre-Nazi and Nazi period as precisely what marks them as Nazi.'?
While this characterization of the tone of Nazi rhetoric is valuable, 1
suggest thatitis also important to understand nationalist melodrama as a
genre that serves a variety of nationalist causes. Recognizing the features
of nationalist melodrama makes specifying the particular form of the
genre’s conventions within a given political system (fascism here) more
precise.

Film scholar Stephen Lowry has something like this in mind when he
makes a case for the emblematic nature of Nazi melodramas and ro-
mances, arguing not only that the melodramatic form is typical of Nazi
cultural expression but also that the genre’s emphases on family issues
and women’s place therein lie at the core of Nazi ideology.!® This is a
useful move toward recognizing both the centrality of the private sphere
in nationalist rhetorics and the particular political use to which the
private sphere was put by Nazi rhetoricians. In this move, Lowry joins
feminist historians like Gisela Bock and Claudia Koonz in making Nazi
family policies central to understanding the regime.'* Indeed, it is both
of these elements, melodramatic tone and content, that make a film like
Die Goldene Stadt a Nazi nationalist melodrama. The film is a nationalist
melodrama on two fronts: (1) the German family is undone by conniv-
ing Czechs (an extetior/racial threat), and (2) the German family is
undone either by the daughter’s waywardness or by the father’s unwill-
ingness to modernize (interior threats), each of which mobilize strong
emotions calling for the protection of this family, which are to be chan-
neled into nationalist fervor.!> The specific content of the film is decid-
edly particular to the ideologies of the Nazi regime; the general form,
however, conforms to the shared generic conventions of nationalist
melodrama.

First, let me elaborate the shared social conservatism of the genre,
which is put to political uses in its nationalist form. The social conserva-
tism of the outcome of most melodramas (nationalist or not) organizes
narrative tensions in that social transgressions indulged in during the
course of the film are typically punished by its end. In nationalist melo-
drama, sexual transgression, a staple of the genre more generally, be-
comes a transgression against the state. In the course of the 1930s, this
formula became institutionally solidified in both Hollywood and Ger-
many through the respective policies of the Production Code Admin-
istration and the Ministry of Propaganda. While the similarities between
these two institutions should not be overstated, there are at least formal
similarities in the aims of both the American and German censorship
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bodies of the time, which hence encouraged the production of national-
ist melodramas on both sides of the conflict. Both specified that trans-
gressions must not be made to look attractive to viewers, and both
specified that institutions of authority must be positively portrayed,
their efficacy uncompromised.'¢

What is also similar, however, is the limited success of this sotrt of
guidance. In both Nazi Germany and Hollywood, censors were, as
Rentschler says of the Nazi case, “neither omniscient nor omnipo-
tent.”!” Nationalist film melodramas, then, are especially interesting not
only in their conformity to the genre’s conventions but in their defiance
of the ideological simplicity called for by their nationalist function. In a
superficial sense, Anna’s triple punishment for her moral weakness in
Die Goldene Stadt (she is abandoned, disinherited, and finally commits
suicide) satisfies the genre’s insistence on punitive narrative closure for
stories that represent sexual practices that defy traditional morals; in
nationalist melodrama, however, her death is not merely punitive but
also a cause for stirring national feeling. In the melodramatic genre
generally, the punitive conclusion typically embodies an element of trag-
edy that modifies the ending as justified moral retribution. Nationalist
melodrama tries to capitalize on the ambivalence between the justice
and injustice of the punitive ending by scripting the justness of the
punishment to address internal dissidence and the injustice of the
punishment to address external enemies. It is, of course, not always
successful at directing emotions to this extent.

Here the intervention of Nazi propaganda minister Joseph Goebbels
in the alteration of the story is important, in that in the original drama on
which the film is based (Richard Billinget’s Der Gigant) it is the father,
not Anna, who dies in the end.'® The father is meant to be the tragic
figure who misses the opportunity to learn from his mistakes, while
Anna suffers with the knowledge that she helped to speed his death. In
the criticism surrounding the film, I have encountered different versions
of the negotiation between Goebbels and Harlan over changes to this
ending. In one version, Goebbels insists that Harlan make it clear that
Anna’s death results from her abandonment of her Heimat (homeland),
which is, on one level, what indeed came to pass in the final film. In
some versions of this exchange, Harlan is said to have suggested the
alternative of Anna’s father successfully intervening in her suicide at-
tempt, concluding with their reconciliation and resolve to raise her child
on the farm. This ending would have rhetorically asserted an image of
the strong and reconstituted German family able to endure external
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threats through internal unity. Goebbels, however, is said to have re-
jected the idea because it would have allowed Anna to bear an “inferior
Czech bastard” (ein minderwertiges Tschechenbalg).!” Whatever truth
there is to either of these legendary exchanges, Goebbels is always
scripted to insist on Anna’s punishment—whether it be for the conse-
quences of racial pollution (her extramarital relations with Tony) or for
having had any independence at all (going to the city in the first place).
Harlan’s reputed alternative would have been a more radical departure
from the genre’s conventions, for without a final tragedy the required
deployment of national feeling is potentially diminished.

As it was finally released, Die Goldene Stadt is a prime example of the
complexities of nationalist melodrama generally and Nazi nationalist
melodrama specifically. For, as in Hollywood variants of the “fallen
woman” genre, the young and innocent girl is led astray not only
through her own weakness but by forces greater than her. She conse-
quently suffers excessively, her punishment being far harsher than her
transgressions deserve, and hence she receives a kind of martyred abso-
lution.?” Whatever Goebbels’s intentions, Anna’s death only partly reads
as just punishment for a transgression. While nationalist melodrama
would hope to specify that whatever injustice there is in her death is the
fault of the shiftless Czechs who conspire against her, it is also the
rigidity and heartlessness of her father’s behavior that garners her (gen-
dered) sympathy. Certainly, the nature of Anna’s transgression as it is
specified by Goebbels signals concerns specific to Nazi ideology and
not shared by Hollywood’s tragic heroines. But these transgressions also
signal the more abstract distinction between Nazi and American vari-
ants for which I will argue, for, unlike the liberal democratic formula,
wherein conventional narrative resolutions fortify a notion of a privat-
ized political sphere, the Nazi melodrama subordinates private dramas
to national ones.

Indeed, gender and race, embodied in the German woman, adhere to
one another and solidify Nazi gender and racial ideology #hrough sex-
uality. Hence, Anna’s sexual/reproductive body performs the myriad
iconographic and narrative functions of nationalist melodrama, as she is
simultaneously mythic (as a Nazi ideal), irrational (as a woman), and
rationalized (by Nazi racial science). The film’s invocations of racial and
gender national myths comprise the primary ways in which Nazi na-
tionalist melodrama appropriates the private sphere. But as these myths
at times conflict with the more general melodramatic genre’s typically
flawed central characters (both Anna and her father) the nationalist logic
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of the genre tries at least to deploy paternal authority and racial science
as the “rational” support of the potentially compromised myths. A
closer examination of racial myths, science, and paternal authority as
they each operate in this Nazi nationalist melodrama will clarify how
the Nazi melodrama subsumes the private sphere. This, then, will fur-
ther distinguish Nazi nationalist melodrama from its liberal democratic
counterpart, as I will go on to discuss in the next chapter.

Myth

Kristina S6derbaum, the actress who portrays Anna, was discovered
by Harlan for his film Jugend in 1938, and she continued to star in every
one of his films thereafter. She was also his wife. As film scholar Friede-
mann Beyer notes, Séderbaum embodies one version of the Nazi ideal,
as she is light blond, blue-eyed, and portrayed as clearly inferior to men
in most things. She is, in both the roles she plays and her offscreen
persona, typically loyal, sensible, simple, and self-sacrificing.?! But Beyer
argues that she is also a “femme fragile” rather than the strong women
called for by the Reich’s propaganda. The characters S6derbaum plays
display an irrepressible gusto for life, but they also end up dead by the
end of neatly every film. While this is in keeping with the moralism that
characterizes much of the genre, such endings are also always tragic in
the Nazi sense. Her death is contrasted precisely with her embodiment
of “life,” for S6derbaum’s characters are frequently figured as closely
linked to “Nature.” Like Nature, she is idealized and exalted (hence the
capital /V) while at the same time she is cast as lacking reason.?? The Nazi
variant of the larger Western tendency of associating women with Na-
ture emphasizes their contiguity in expressly racialist terms: German
women are strong, hearty, and healthy and thus present an image of the
long future of the race while also requiring the reasoned guidance
of men.

In terms of the Left’s critique of fascism, the Nazi recourse to myths
of Nature precisely exemplifies the kind of antirational thinking that
allows for the emergence of the larger myth of the Aryan race. Marcuse,
for instance, saw “total-authoritarianism” as initially a reaction to liber-
alism “launched against the hypertrophic rationalization and technifica-
tion of life,” which posited the idealized Germanic mythic hero (usually
male, butin this case female) as an antidote.?® The idealization of Nature
is a means through which to idealize the German race—and the repre-
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sentation of the mythic German woman (joined by the mythic German
man)—takes on a new function layered on top of an already pervasive
association of women with Nature in Western culture more generally.

Hence, it is both despite and because of Anna’s embodiment of an
ideal of German womanhood that she ends up dead at the end of Die
Goldene Stadt through the confluence of three not entirely reconciled
reasons: she is manipulated by Czechs, she is subjected to the deadly
consequences of her father’s stubbornness, and she is ultimately flawed
as a woman. The Nazi mythic ideal at work in the love story portion of
the film elaborates the second cause of her death, as the objections of
Anna’s father can be seen as unreasonable—indeed, a failure of his role
as a reasoned man—precisely because he forbids the forming of a “Nat-
ural” union. Just as Soderbaum is iconographically associated with life
and Nature through the course of her various film roles, Anna’s choice
of Christian as a partner is multiply valorized throughout the first half of
the film, as he, too, is the picture of youth and health.

Such valorization echoes tenets central to the Nazi mythic exaltation
of racial purity as it was based on the privileging of robust and hygienic
romance between men and women of superior heredity. In American
and British journalistic accounts of Nazi ideals of mythic Nature, pagan
rituals like solstice night celebrations were favorite sensational subjects,
wherein, as one writer reports, hundreds of young men and women
from sixteen to twenty-five engaged in sports by day and danced naked
around a blazing campfire by night. This writer casts nudism in the Nazi
context as being used “without concealment as a short-cut to ‘free
unions’ and a higher Nordic birth rate’”* In this line of anti-Nazi
thought, the Nazi idealization of Nature, aesthetic emphases on robust,
healthy, young bodies, and Nazi doctrine about the need for an ever
growing population combine to encourage reproduction between able-
bodied and racially pure Aryans—Ilike Christian and Anna in the film.

The call of the Natural in Die Goldene Stadt, however, is not to the
orgiastic coupling of scientifically verified youths but rather to the neo-
Germanic myth of the naturalness of sexual attraction and romance that
a too-rigid social order might wrongly prohibit. In the film, Anna hopes
to marry Christian against her father’s wishes, thereby reflecting the
much more pervasive insistence on conventional morality that in fact
characterized most Nazi policies.? Clifford Kirkpatrick, in his 1938 study
of Germany and its family life, for instance, quotes “the official organ of
the ss men” as saying, “It seems to us honorable when two young people
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come together in love and when they stand by their love. It seems to us
dishonorable when, for example, a teacher or employer misuses his
power, when an old money-sack undertakes to lure needy youth, when
an experienced petticoat chaser uses his arts of persuasion, or when
some rascal brings into play the influence of alcohol.”* The objections
of more morally conservative minded parents such as Anna’s father to
“two young people coming together in love” were, at least in the circles
of the ss, considered backward-looking. But overall, even in ss circles, a
certain conventional sexual morality prevailed. Thus, although indeed
the Nazi court might decide against a father filing for legal injury for the
seduction of his daughter (just such a case inspired the definition of the
ss position), traditional sexual propriety in most cases was maintained.
Thus, it is only after Anna’s efforts to marry Christian fail that she
succumbs to “an experienced petticoat chaser” (Tony) and so is to be
pitied by the end of the film.

Insofar as there is indeed a contradiction between traditional morality
(sometimes named “Nazi prudishness” in the foreign press of the
1930s) and the abandonment thereof, it arises less from a violation of
traditional sexual morality than from the irreconcilability of Nazi myth
and Nazi science. While Anna represents the eternal life force and the
healthy German feminine ideal, she is simultaneously subordinated to a
flawed nature (i.e., prone to moral excesses) by her genetic inheritance.
In this way, she is close to nature in two senses of the term, in the sense
of Nature as mythic and the sense of her hereditary nature (with an 7)
determining her behavior. Her father’s misguided repression of her
healthy sexual urges sets in motion the tragic, generationally repetitive
behavior that proves her sexual (and finally fatal) undoing.

That Anna could embody both the exalted ideal of Nature as well as
possess a flawed nature is one of the central narrative tensions of the
plot—a way in which nationalist melodrama appropriates the conven-
tions of the woman’s film (i.e., its dramatization of the contradictions
in women’s lives) to its own ends. Two strands of narrative logic ab-
solve Anna from responsibility for her downfall, both of which can be
scripted to the nationalist cause: her hereditary predisposition toward
moral lassitude (along the maternal line), which exacerbates her need for
paternal guidance; and her father’s failure to provide that guidance.
Thus, Anna is able to remain the Nazi racial ideal despite her flaws, as
the same plotlines that make her a sympathetic heroine according to the
rules of the genre also ultimately serve the nationalist narrative of a

gendered social order.?’”
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Science

In the course of the film, Anna’s preternatural affinity with her dead
mother can be seen as the source of both her mythic embodiment of the
“life force” and her behavioral flaws. She is prone, like her mother and
aunt, to moral laxity and suicide. The motif of the dead mother is
introduced eatly on in the film, in the course of Anna’s flirtatious after-
noon with Christian, when they stop to visit the tombstone that marks
the spot where her mother drowned herself when Anna was a child.
Much has been made of the undeniably potent association of Anna and
her mother with the marsh/swamp, a figure determined by Klaus
Theweleit to be indicative of the anxieties of the Freikorps “soldier
male” about his own dissolution in the bodies of women.? This pointis
well taken in understanding the overriding masculinism of Nazi ideol-
ogy. But Die Goldene Stadt also uses this locale to favorably inflect the
heterosexual union of choice between Anna and Christian. The marsh is
not initially ominous and is only revealed to have the potential to be so
after it has been depicted as the site of a playful, and hence Natural,
meeting between them.

The tombstone scene in fact visually dramatizes this dual character of
the marsh, which will also come to be reflected in the German women in
the film, symbolized by Anna and her mother. The tombstone is first
imaged as standing in the middle of the marsh with a narrow path
leading to it, very much like the first shot of Christian, which pictures
him surveying in the middle of the marsh as well. The three of them—
Christian, Anna, and her mother, signified by the tombstone—stand
together in the marsh as Anna tells her story: she was only four when her
mother died, not old enough to really understand what was going on,
and still she confesses to a sometimes “uncanny longing” for her (eine
unheimliche Sehnsucht). In this way, the connection between mother
and daughter is established as either instinctual (natural) or mythic (Nat-
ural) rather than social.

The marsh has so far been positively portrayed as housing an abun-
dance of wildlife, which is illustrated in otherwise gratuitous intercut
shots of birds, a salamander, and a water snake in the coutse of their
conversation. The dead mother, however, lends a darkness to the marsh,
just as her “uncanny longing” speaks to Anna’s aflinity for a potentially
destabilizing primordial femininity. The mother will later be further
associated with a tainted genetic nature, not only through her tendency
toward suicide but through the questionable moral character of her
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sister, the mother of Anna’s no-good seducer. Anna is thus caught in a
double bind: she is at once strongly associated with mythic ideals of
Nature and potentially brought down by her inherited weaknesses. It is
in this sense that she is the Reich’s “femme fragile”: close to Nature but
in need of paternal guidance and protection, the lack of which makes her
vulnerable according to the genre’s melodramatic conventions.

Nazi beliefs in heritable behavioral characteristics are a key ideologi-
cal arena where the mythic Aryan “race” and gender come into conflict.
Paternal authority will ultimately be invoked to mitigate the inferior
moral capacities of the film’s women as a tradeoff for the film’s apparent
condoning of defiance of paternal authority permitted in the name of
mythic Nature. Along these lines, Lowry’s passing comments on the
genetic beliefs embedded in Die Goldene Stadt occur in his exploration of
the narrative’s Oedipal dynamics, mainly because the Oedipal model is
inadequate to explain the position of Anna’s mother. He writes, “Fol-
lowing beliefs in the genetic inheritance of characteristics especially
promoted under Nazism, spectators likely understood Anna’s unrest,
longing and ‘moral laxity’ as an inheritance from her mother. As it says in
the press packet for the film: “This longing was probably already embed-
ded in the girlish heart at her birth, because her mother was out of this
“golden world” and also carried this unrequited longing for her entire
life” % Anna, in Lowry’s appraisal, falls victim to these inherited desires
as well as to the external forces that conspire against her. These forces
include not only the conniving Czechs but her rigid father, whose stub-
bornness is at least partly to blame for her mothet’s death. Hence, the
drama revolves in part around his failure as the voice of paternal reason,
a narrative strategy that ultimately reinstates the father, not Anna, as the
tragic figure who should have known better. Ultimately, both Czechs as
arace and women as a gender are inherently flawed. But, while the father
is expected to provide rational guidance to Anna in one prominent
plotline, he is also victimized by Czech manipulations and so is allied
with Anna in a common racial bond.

In Die Goldene Stadt, the conflict between nature and nurture in Anna
is visualized by way of the recursive figure of the portrait, which is first
introduced as Christian and Anna talk about her mother at the tomb-
stone.’® Anna pulls out a necklace she weats beating her mothet’s image,
which, shot in extreme close-up, illustrates that the physical resem-
blance between them is indeed uncanny (Séderbaum actually posed for
it). The figure of the photograph or portrait will from then on out be
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used to emphasize cross-generational behavioral heredity: portraits are
only associated with Anna and her mother and Tony and his scoundrel
Czech father. Later, Anna offers Christian a photograph of herself,
which she must take out of its frame—she cannot give him the frame
since it was a gift from her father. Through the recursive figure of the
portrait’s association with her mother, her zzage is what represents her
nature, while the frame her father has provided (the nurture side of her
upbringing) is signaled to be thereby superseded. This empty frame will
later recur after Anna has gone to Prague against her father’s will. When
he finds the empty frame, he opens it, again emphasizing that the photo-
graph is no longer inside, and proclaims on this piece of physical evi-
dence that “Just like her mother . . . she is lost” (Wie ihre Mutter . . . Sie
ist vetloren). Significantly, this scene is intercut with Anna’s seduction by
Tony: she succumbs immediately after her father’s proclamation.

A belief in the heritability of personality characteristics, which is
shared in the history of both German and Anglo/American eugenics,
helps to manage both gender and racial prejudices in complicated ways.
The German eugenicist Fritz Lenz, for instance, wrote that “charac-
teristics of the mind, no less than those of the body, are rooted in the
human hereditary equipment, and that environmental influences (in-
cluding education in the narrower sense of the term) can do nothing
more than help or hinder the flowering of hereditary potentialities.”! In
general, the consensus of historical writing on Nazi policy is that it
appealed to biology to provide support for the general belief that nature
rather than nurture was key to the advancement of human talents and
institutions. This belief in the genetic heritability of an expanding array
of human characteristics laid the groundwork for later Nazi sterilization,
euthanasia, and genocidal policies.??

But in nationalist melodrama the inevitability of a genetically detet-
mined behavior is mitigated by the possibility that the story could have
ended happily. Indeed, as film scholar Thomas Elsaesser notes, family
melodrama “often records the failure of the protagonist to act in a way
that could shape the event and influence the emotional environment, let
alone change the stifling social milieu.”?* While the primacy of nature
over nurture in many ways does underscore Nazi science, the Nazis’
extensive attention to child rearing cleatly also gives credence to their
perception of the need to provide an ideologically appropriate environ-
ment. As the family melodrama hinges on the protagonists’ failure to
take a course of action that the audience is encouraged to believe would
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have improved the situation, Die Goldene Stadt s staged in many ways as a
struggle between the potentially dangerous forces of nature and the
possibilities of the successful intervention of paternal authority.

Paternal Authority

To mitigate the potential contradiction between Anna’s flawed nature
and her status as the mythic German ideal, the melodrama employs the
father as responsible for guiding her, for aiding the “flowering” of her
racially superior potential and hindering the flowering of her gendered
flaws, as Lenz puts the process. In that he fails to do so, the father is
tragically rather than genetically flawed. Along with his wrong-headed
repression of a Natural union, the father’s mistake lies in the extension
of his prohibition on visiting the city from his wife to his daughter.
Originally decreed because of his disapproval of his sister-in-law’s de-
bauchery, Anna’s father proves unable to distinguish between those
elements of city life that should be shunned (moral depravity among
them) and those that shouldn’t—namely, technological progress. Itis the
fact that Christian is from the city that most irks him in his prohibition
of a union with Anna, and this is doubly reinforced by his opposition to
Christian’s project of draining the marsh and turning it into farmland.

While Nazi ideology certainly elevated the purity of the country over
the decadence of the city, it simultaneously valorized the industrial mili-
tarism of total war and so required some efforts at reconciliation be-
tween these two locales. Anna is figured as the natural purity and inno-
cence of the countryside, while Christian, as a surveyor, is figured as the
embodiment of modern knowledge and technology from the city. The
two other romantic possibilities for Anna, Thomas (the nice but boring
farmhand who is the father’s choice) and Tony (the creepy cousin), are
both unsatisfactory in part because neither can traverse the divide be-
tween the country and the city as Christian can. A comparison between
Thomas and Tony of course continues to ensure that the country on its
own is superior to the city on its own, butin factitis the crossing over of
the two domains that is most highly endorsed. Anna’s desire for the city,
both literally and through Christian, thus represents the hope of a tradi-
tionalist modernism that Nazi ideology strove to evince, where techno-
logical progress is brought to the countryside without a loss of the
heartiness and purity for which it is valorized. Anna’s eventual downfall
at the hands of Tony, meanwhile, underscores her feminine inability to
distinguish between the city’s promise and the city’s threat.’*
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The romance between Christian and Anna therefore represents the
possibility of reconciliation, a union of rural innocence and urban
knowledge, as much as it reflects the kind of union of robust and healthy
youths that is associated with both the mythic and scientific aims of the
Nazis. Thus, Anna’s inherited longing for the city is not to be listed
among her flaws but might signal another way in which her mythical
Nature might help guide the future of Germany. The father’s stubborn
blocking of this union has to do with both his repetition of prior be-
havior toward his wife and his backward-thinking unwillingness to ac-
cept modern technology, which would make the marsh both farmable
and no longer dangerous. The tragic elements of the film center on the
fathet’s inability to learn from his previous mistakes and the daughter’s
consequent destiny to endutre her mother’s fate. The gendered embodi-
ment of a dual Nature/nature in both mother and daughter is struc-
turally central, just as the father is narratively inscribed as fully capable,
by contrast, of stopping the cycle by rationally changing his behavior.
The father therefore is not so much condemned for his prudishness—
although some measure of evidence for this can be found—but for his
stubborn unwillingness to act in a way that would both save his daughter
and signal the most formidable future for Germany.

The father’s central placement as the tragically responsible party for
matters within the German family differs substantially from his role in
those elements of the plot dealing with the wily efforts of various Czechs
to undermine this family. Unlike the German women, whose gendered
flaws might be mitigated by proper (male) guidance, thereby allowing
their feminine variant of a heroic Nature to flourish, the Czech charac-
ters’ racial flaws are endemic and incorrigible. While certainly less defini-
tive than anti-Semitism, Nazi racial beliefs in general extended to carv-
ing up of the world into superior and inferior races—with Czechs, to a
certain degree, belonging to the latter. The drawing of lines of alliance by
way of racial categories is most evident in Die Goldene Stadt through the
second set of changes to the original play: in addition to changing the
ending, all the villainous characters were made Czech in the film, while
all characters in Der Gigant, both villains and heroes, were German.
The fact that Harlan had directed several other melodramas with racist
plot motivations—most famously Jud Siiss (1940)—also supports this
reading.®

In Die Goldene Stadt, father and daughter, who are opposed to one
another during the first half of the film, are tellingly parallel, tragically
and hence sympathetically so, in the second half. Anna is seduced by her
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half-Czech cousin Tony just as her father is seduced by his manipulative
Czech housekeeper Maruschka. The former plotline revolves around
Tony’s similarity to his morally corrupt father and the fact that he was
born of an illegitimate union between this man and Anna’s morally lax
aunt. As Anna’s mother’s sister, the aunt embodies what will happen to
German women who are not properly guided: her ruin is visually
marked by her slovenly appearance, cigarette smoking, and drinking.

The two plotlines are literally crosscut in the film to underline
their equivalence. Just as the opening sequence featured a crosscutting
series establishing the Natural connection between Anna and Christian
against the father’s wishes, so Anna’s extramarital involvement with
Tony is crosscut with her father’s engagement to Maruschka. While the
first crosscut sequence establishes an opposition between father and
daughter, this one effectively forms an alliance between them as parallel
victims of racial manipulation. Anna’s father should, according to Nazi
legal doctrine in racial matters, be held responsible for this.** Anna’s
father is, however, ultimately absolved through the plot’s melodramatic
formula. Maruschka emerges as a cunning villain, responsible both for
encouraging Anna to defy her father (and hence helping instead of
hindering her morally weak behavioral predispositions) and for insin-
uating herself into the breach left by the father’s stubborn misuse of
paternal authority.

Tony’s behavior thus needs to be seen in relation to Maruschka’s as
they both conspire to destroy the integrity of the German family. It is a
narrative logic dominated by the myth of racial purity endangered by
contaminating influences, although gender remains key. Tony’s inher-
ited behavioral flaws differ from Anna’s in that Tony’s flawed moral
inheritance descends primarily along the paternal line: he has no access
to legitimate male authority. Maruschka, as both Czech and female,
displays none of the positive potential the German women embody.
Instead of requiring proper male guidance, she acts alone and never to
positive ends.

On Anna’s arrival in Prague, she is introduced to Tony by way of her
aunt’s account of his illegitimate origins, wherein portraits again play a
significant role. The aunt points to the officet’s portrait, rushes over to a
photograph of Tony that stands on a coffee table beneath it, and ex-
claims, “Wie seinem Papa herabgerissen dhnlich” (the spitting image of
his father). This comment will soon be echoed by Anna’s father in the
proclamation “Genau wie ihre Mutter” (just like her mother) as he
handles the empty picture frame back at the farm. The locale of the
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couch, beneath the portrait and next to the photograph, will soon be the
site of Tony’s seduction of Anna, a wily behavior that the aunt acknowl-
edges as the second way in which he is just like his father. Tony, in other
words, resembles his father both physically and behaviorally. The por-
trait of the absent father is invoked a final time when Tony refuses to
marry the pregnant Anna as he stands next to it, reminding his mother
that he, too, is an illegitimate child. The physical resemblance between
these two parents and their respective children underscores the heredi-
tary determination of their behaviors, with the important distinction
being the emphasis on the lines of gendered descent.

Two significant strains in eugenic thinking are revealed in this narra-
tive logic: that degenerate characteristics combined with social factors
within the family contaminate an otherwise good family tree and that
the mixing of races brings out the worst in both. With a different orien-
tation toward racial mixing it could have been possible to conclude that
the melding of races guarantees that the best of both will survive in the
offspring. In keeping with the particularly pronounced German variant
of the eugenic belief that humanity is on a dangerous downward slide
into degeneracy, however, such faith in the natural wisdom of biology is
forsaken for a belief in the need for active human intervention.”” The
aunt’s feminine flaws were clearly brought to the fore by alack of proper
guidance, just as Anna’s feminine weakness is now about to be ex-
ploited. Anna’s dual function as Germanic ideal and feminine subordi-
nate is thus revealed not to be so contradictory after all, as it is only after
the coupling of Anna and Christian, mythic Nature’s first choice, is
thwarted that nature’s degeneratable feminine underside emerges. The
wrongful intervention into Nature and the wrongful nonintervention
between Tony and Anna are thus played out both within the confines of
the family and outside of it, in heredity and in social hierarchy.

Anna’s seduction by Tony is not, however, an exact repetition of their
respective parents’ behaviors. Tony’s father, after all, seduced Anna’s
aunt, not her mother. But this seduction was the cause of the fathet’s
prohibition on the mother’s freedom, which eventually led to her sui-
cide. While Tony and his father and Anna and her mother are joined in
the vortex of fate, the significant figure at the center of it all is still Anna’s
father, who will repeat his rigid prohibition on mixing the city and the
countryside before he even knows of Anna’s sexual transgression. In this
portion of the plot, Tony is genetically irredeemable (a mix of a flawed
German woman and a Czech man), while Anna, though certainly sus-
ceptible to behavioral flaws along the maternal line, suffers mostly be-
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cause of her genetically robust German father’s inability to act reason-
ably in the face of the evidence before him. His blindness extends to his
inability to protect his family from the manipulation of Czech seducers
(both Tony and Maruschka). He fails in his paternal responsibility and is
punished by Anna’s death rather than his own. He lives beyond the end
of the film in order to reinstate paternal authority after her death, as he
finally agrees to modernize and have the marsh converted to farmland.

In nationalist drama, conflict between enemies is the straightforward
narrative framework, resting on a clear opposition between allies and
foes. In women’s melodrama, as Laura Mulvey writes, “Ideological con-
tradiction is actually the overt mainspring and specific content of melo-
drama. .. its excitement comes from conflict, not between enemies, but
between people tied by blood or love.”*® Nationalist melodramas like
Die Goldene Stadt combine both kinds of conflict in an effort to alloy
family drama with the nationalist cause. Thus, in the Nazi text the family
drama both elevates the German family to the status of national /racial
myth and reinforces the patriarchal family, as it is the latter that insures
the former as long as the father is reasonable. Rather than being privat-
ized, family life and the personal dramas it entails become political in the
Nazi melodrama: personal drama is collective drama, the drama of the
German people/Volk.

Conclusion

The problem Die Goldene Stadt uniquely stages is a more specific ver-
sion of the convergence of Nazi Romanticism and melodrama, a com-
bination of Nazism’s heroic “death erotics,” as Jan-Christopher Horak
theotizes, and the investment Tania Modleski theotizes for women
readers /spectators who enjoy the tragic deaths of their heroines.”” In
order for Anna’s death to be heroic, in both the nationalist and melodra-
matic senses, she needs not to be solely to blame for her fate. Her
genetically inherited spirit, longing, and desire are manipulated by others
driven by greed, who see her suffer under the already proven to be tragic
rigidity of her father. She is, in a sense, sacrificed so that her father may
more wisely carry Germany into the future. Simultaneously, as a melo-
drama the film illustrates some complexities similar to those identified
by feminist critics who have examined Hollywood melodramas of that
time, in which women’s complaints, their chafing against the constraints
of patriarchy, are not entirely contained. Consequently, it is not so easy
to classify Anna’s suicide as simple punishment for racial pollution or
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abandonment of the Heimat, as a more straightforward reading for Nazi
content might allow.

In an overarching way, however, I would argue that these complex-
ities do ultimately serve the nationalist narrative. While the woman’s film
does indeed open up a panoply of complaints about the plight of women
in the patriarchal family, paternal failure itself reinstates patriarchy as the
necessary means of ensuring the optimal success of the German race.
The possibility of subversion continues to exist, of course, evidenced
most strongly by the way in which Anna’s blamelessness might actually
encourage a reading that advocates at least some greater measure of
female freedom. But for the most part nationalist melodrama uses even
this ambivalence to enact what Bhabha has named a tension between
the pedagogical and performative elements of the production of the
nation. The text’s recourse to racial myth is part of the larger pedagogy
whereby the Nazis produced the German race as a vehicle for national
consolidation, while the myriad moments of social /racial injustice serve
as recursive performances of the need for Germans to band together in
racial solidarity.*

To the extent that these performances fall short of the pedagogical
goal, the dual strategy of national narrative is revealed to be always
incomplete. It requires just the sorts of repetitions and partial resolu-
tions of potential contradictions that this film stages. Nationalist melo-
drama as a genre both gives form to the nation and exposes potential
rifts around the subordination of gender and sexuality to the national
project. Relying on both myth and science, Nazism manipulates its
internal contradictions in the service of patriarchy, however, and as a
case in point the film for the most part fortifies the regime’s normative
conclusions.

These are the complex politics of melodrama that will also be found
at work in the American political scene but with a crucial difference.
While in Nazi nationalist melodrama personal dramas are elevated to
the status of political myth and are ideologically untroubled by internal
contradictions, in American nationalist melodrama personal dramas are
substituted for public politics in ways that hope to fortify a belief in the
primacy of private life and so to “depoliticize” domestic complaints. As
we shall see, this liberal-democratic variant of nationalist melodrama,
forged alongside and against fascism, was highly influential in Western
European and American domestic politics in the postwar period.
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American Nationalist Melodrama:
Tales of Hitlers Children
[ |

If the whole world I once could see

on free soil stand and the people free,
Then to the moment might I say,

Linger a while, so fair thou artl

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, Faust (1833)!

In the 1942 Hollywood melodrama Hitler’s Children, the lines by Goethe
quoted above are repeatedly spoken as a love poem between the film’s
central characters, Karl and Anna. The lines are introduced by an Amer-
ican professor, Nichols, the film’s most stalwart spokesperson for de-
mocracy in the face of Nazi tyranny, in the early part of the film when
Anna and Karl are adolescents. Anna, a German-American living in
Germany, is immediately smitten by the lines and repeats them dreamily,
while Karl, a Hitler Youth, is uninterested and mistakenly attributes the
poem to an American author. The second recitation of Goethe occurs
much later in the film, as Anna, who has been claimed by the Nazis and
chafes at their population growth strategies, refuses to bear a child for
the state. Karl embraces her, proclaims his love, and they alternate in
speaking the poem to one another (fig. 4). Karl offers to father her child
but not to marry her, an only partial conversion to the love-driven
politics Goethe is made to represent. In other words, Karl has not yet
made the conversion the film works toward, when he must come to



understand that romance and national Romance are only truly possible
in marriage and under a democratic system. In the Romantic tradition,
Goethe’s lines address the beauty of political freedom; in the film, a
nationalist melodrama, Goethe serves instead to blend Romantic love
and romantic love.

Romantic ideals of liberal democracy used the language of personal
relationships to characterize the bonds between citizens of the young
republics—and Goethe’s verse typifies these Romantic notions. In the
last 150 years of liberal democracy, however, the relationship between
the public and private spheres has turned in the opposite direction:
instead of Romantic friendship characterizing citizenship, citizenship
has come to be defined by the conduct of citizens in the private sphere.
Fascism subordinates this private, individualized existence to a fic-
tional, mythic, construct of “the people” or Volk. Unlike the Romantics,
who envisioned a nation of friends, and unlike the subsequent liberal-
democratic notion of a nation of private citizens, fascists envision the
nation as a unified whole in which all relationships, including those
within the traditional private sphere, become part of the public political
vocabulary of the Volk. Antifascist rhetoric, then, redeployed the pri-
vate sphere against this notion of the “private made public” German
family—sometimes, as in FHitler's Children, using a substitution of ro-
mance for Romance to do so.

In American wartime nationalist melodrama, fascism is cast as both
the external and internal threat from which the democratic family must
be protected. In the more socially conservative variants, Nazism is cast
as encouraging a moral degeneracy that stems less from racism or the
larger political philosophies of totalitarianism than from sexual miscon-
duct that violates conservative Christian moral codes. Sensational anti-
Nazi rhetoric in both journalism and Hollywood films thus often cast
the danger of Nazism as a threat to women—tellingly, almost always
non-Jewish women—a threat to chastity, love, sexual propriety, and fam-
ily. In this move, gender is foregrounded and race effaced, with sexuality
serving as the volatilizing medium. In Hitler’s Children, then, the verse by
Goethe belies the qualitative difference between the Romantic project
and the melodramatic anti-Nazi project, as the language of Romantic
political ideals is transformed into the valorization of private dramas of
family and romance as, as Lauren Betlant has put it, a nonpolitical
political arena.?

My analysis of this negotiation begins with a brief survey of antifascist
thought, proceeds to a discussion of the most prominent melodramatic
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Fig. 4. Katl and Anna
recite Goethe in Hitler’s
Children (Edward
Dmytryk, 1942). (Museum
of Modern Art, Film Stills
Archive.)

figures of anti-Nazi rhetoric, and finally arrives again at the example of
Hitler’s Children. This chapter lays the groundwork for the rest of the
book, wherein I examine the process whereby the political relationship
between private and public spheres, extant in especially American uses
of antifascist rhetoric, ensures sexuality a central place in contemporary
political culture.

Family, Sexuality, and the Critique of Fascism

The rhetoric of enemies typically consists of the delineation of abso-
lute distinctions, in this case between Nazi Germany and American
democracy. As Naziideologies of the family consisted of a complex and
internally contradictory set of beliefs, however, so critics of fascism’s
attitudes toward family and sexuality could selectively focus on individ-
ual components of the ideology to the exclusion of others. Nazi rhetoric
and politics were conservative but utilitarian. Sexual conservatism and
the encouragement of reproduction in marriage were the most promi-
nent and preferred strategies for both portraying the respectability of
the “new Germany” and encouraging population growth (a strain essen-
tially identical to conservative Christian morality), while the imperative
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to raise the birthrate eventually led to some softening of the means of
attaining it (a distinction from Christian morality, but still no closer to
women’s emancipation). Anti-Semitism and the myth of the Aryan race
were key motives to both. Depending on the definition of democracy a
speaker espoused, anti-Nazi rhetoric could choose any point among
these policies to cast against the democratic ideal.

The liberal response to fascism cast it as destroying individualism and
subsuming the individual into the fascist mass.> The middle-class, nu-
clear family, the home base of liberal individualism, was threatened by
fascism insofar as the state took over the family’s crucial functions of
child rearing and moral education. In short, fascism violated the pub-
lic /private divide on which capitalist democracies rely. Liberal Protes-
tant churches, while sometimes also taking a stand against Nazi racism,
most often complained of the displacement of the church by the state.
This meant that the Christian, middle-class, nuclear family was often
cast as a democratic antidote to fascism, despite the fact that fascism
also relied centrally on this version of the family for the implementation
of its ideological programs and had garnered the support of 6o percent
of Germany’s churches.*

Conservative critics were often rather temperate in their criticism of
the Nazis until war compelled them to become more pointed.” In war-
time, conservative responses took liberal anti-Nazi strategies further,
casting fascism as destructive of the traditional family and hence of
Christian morality. Fascism was seen as encouraging sexual promiscuity,
out of wedlock births, and various sorts of perversion. While there is
some truth to these accusations, they are more tellingly selective the
more conservative they get. While the imperative to encourage racially
“pure” population growth included some leniency among the Nazi elite
about the issue of illegitimacy, by and large population growth policies
were carried out within traditional families, as illustrated by policies that
forgave a percentage of the state-sponsored “marriage loan” with the
birth of every child.® Indeed, Nazi programs intended to increase the
Aryan population for the most part consisted of extremely conservative
measures. The same eugenically minded committee was charged with
the prosecution of both abortionists and homosexuals, for example (the
Reich’s Central Agency for the Struggle Against Homosexuality and
Abortion).” In many ways, the Nazi regime enforced a kind of prudish-
ness that was in step with conservative Christian morality rather than
diametrically opposed to it, as much U.S. and British wartime rhetoric
would have it.
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The Left’s critique of fascism, on the other hand, considered it to be
an extreme outgrowth of the contradictions of capitalism and liberal
democracy, wherein the rhetoric of freedom and equality masks the
reality of economic enslavement and social inequality. Members of the
Frankfurt School hypothesized that fascism arose in part due to a crisis
in the bourgeois family, in which the authority of the father had been
undermined by changing economic relations. They postulated that this
had led to a search for paternal authority figures outside the family (such
as the Fihrer) and consequently to the loss of an internalized superego
and the creation of an amoral “mass man.”® This person was thought to
have traveled so far into the contradictions of liberal reason as to be-
come irrational, to have reached the point where contradictions no
longer appeared as such.” Without this recourse to contradiction, this
person could never hope to attain critical reason, through which he or
she could see the errors of capitalism and liberalism’s ways and embrace
socialism. As the Left’s critique was not often concerned with gender,
however, it implied that a return to a model of family wherein the father
had genuine authority over both his labor and his political participation
would be an antidote to fascism. Hence, leftist critiques, too, encour-
aged a view of fascism as destructive to a “democratic” family wherein
traditional gender roles are basically observed.

Until the United States joined the war in 1941, American attitudes
toward Nazism waffled over exactly what might be objectionable about
this new regime. Early on, some were outright supportive, even in main-
stteam publications. Others were vociferously opposed.’’ As late as
1941 (just before the United States entered the war), the Senate held
hearings on “Motion picture screen and radio propaganda,” wherein
right-wing, anti-Semitic senators like Gerald Nye (R-N.D.) accused mem-
bers of the entertainment industry of antifascism, an anticommunist
ploy later modified to be called “premature antifascism” during the
McCarthy hearings after the war. Once war was declared, efforts to
articulate the radical difference between German fascism and American
democracy of course occupied much of the mainstream media. These
efforts included the rearticulation of the American version of the secu-
lar / spiritual balance of liberal democracy and Protestantism against the
perceived imbalance of these domains perpetrated by fascism. They
included efforts to forcefully assert democratic ideals of liberal rea-
son against repressive fascist dictates (individuality, political freedoms,
and equality). And, finally, they centrally included the assertion that
Nazi Germany was actively destructive toward the “traditional” family,
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which democracy was explicitly instituted to uphold. Rhetorical elisions
masked similarities between Germany and the United States, including
the fact that some Christian churches supported fascism and many more
did not take a strong stand against anti-Semitism, that American racism
also took institutionally supported forms, that Nazi antifeminism made
the nuclear family the core of Nazi racist policies, and that gay men,
lesbians, abortionists and leftists were also persecuted under the Nazis.

While certainly there are concrete ways in which Americans felt a part
of the collective struggle against a recognizable moral and political evil,
the assertion of a unified national collective elided the contradictions
within the practice of American democracy concerning race, gender,
class, and sexuality. In Homi Bhabha’s terms, nationalist melodrama
comprises a pedagogy of the democratic family, teaching the American
public a national norm by asserting, in repetitive fashion, the purity of
the opposition between fascism and democracy in the private sphere.!!

Embedded in anti-Nazi rhetoric are indeed three melodramatic fig-
ures that characterize the elisions of continuity between fascism and
democracy, enact the privatized politics of conservative liberal democ-
racy, and potentially expose the fictions of the melodramatic conceit: the
combination of antifeminism and a belief in eugenics in the service of a
tempered anti-Nazism, the casting of German women as victims of
Nazism, and the invocation of “democratic” Christian moralism against
Nazi sexual decadence. Each of these figures has a central place in the
ongoing political life of anti-Nazi rhetoric.

Antifeminism/Pro-eugenics

As with all melodrama and most political rhetoric invoking the family,
the proper position of women was crucial to discussions of family life
and also revealed some of the contradictions within the varying strat-
egies that hoped to declare a fundamental difference between the “dem-
ocratic family” and the Nazis’ projected “antifamily” agenda. These
contradictions can be traced back to conservative journalistic reporting
before the United States entered the war and the way this rhetoric
shifted afterward.

Popular journalistic reporting on Nazi family policy in the 1930s was
by no means clear on whether these policies should be supported or
criticized. Initially, the Nazis’ “back to the home” policies were often
met with support, especially from writers who believed that women
were taking jobs away from men and that working women had contrib-
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uted to a perceived deterioration of family life. This perception included
eugenically inflected complaints about what was often called an “anti-
baby strike” by educated, emancipated women, with commentators cit-
ing Weimar Germany as a case in point. Rodney Collin, for instance,
wrote in the Lzwing Age in 1934: “Hitler, by removing women from
industry, is giving to men new fields of employment and a greater cer-
tainty of livelihood. With renewed opportunity and his direct encour-
agement, they are entering more easily into the permanent marriage
relationship. In the long run, human instincts, however warped in a
single generation, should find fulfillment and stability therein. In twenty
years the psychological sickness of Germany may have given way to new
health. The madness will then be passed.”'* Collin’s support of Nazi
policies returning women to their primary role as mothers is not entirely
unusual, even among writers who otherwise protested the Nazis’ total-
itarian aims.

Sociologist Clifford Kirkpatrick’s 1938 study of Germany’s family life,
for instance, stresses the complexity of Nazi family ideology and is
generally critical, but he stumbles over the similarities between German
eugenic policies and American ones. Kirkpatrick says, matter-of-factly,
“For two decades or more the German population was sick. The life
tides in the German folk organism flowed more and more feebly.”'> He
sees Nazi attempts to raise the birth rate as reasonable and necessary
and the situation as not unlike that in the United States. He asks “Why
did the mothers go on a strike in Germany as in most parts of western
Europe and America?” to which he surmises, “Economic hatrdship,
insecurity, mobility, ‘keeping up with the Joneses,” ambition to get ahead
in the world and perhaps simply a change of fashion in regard to moth-
erhood prompted use of birth-control methods as they became known.
In Germany, as in America, the so-called higher occupational groups are
most inclined to reject parenthood.”'* Antifeminism is thus embedded
in Kirkpatrick’s pro-eugenic stance.

As the study progresses, Kirkpatrick complains of the negative effect
the association of Nazism with eugenics has had on public opinion in
England and the United States. He writes, “In the liberal world where
the critical scientific point of view still has positive prestige, National
Socialism with its wedding of politics to science has a negative prestige.
This negative prestige tends to be drained into the applied science of
eugenics. There is nothing logical in such a process of emotional asso-
ciation.”" Kirkpatrick blames sensational reporting for this “emotional
association,” whereby “The average American newspaper reader con-
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ceives of German women driven out of offices by Storm Troopers and
herded back to the home and enforced motherhood. . . . Many Ameri-
cans are firmly convinced that the conceiving of illegitimate children is
applauded by all Nazis and that polygamy is about to be established.”!
By considering these charges to be distortions, Kirkpatrick can both
distinguish the “applied science of eugenics” from the Nazis’ “wedding
of politics to science” and also claim that even in the Nazi case reports
of eugenic aims leading to sexual immorality are overblown. Eugenics,
for Kirkpatrick, is a perfectly reasonable science. Under his logic, anti-
feminist support of eugenic policies is not tantamount to support for
totalitarianism, just as it is not eugenics per se that should form the basis
of a critique of fascism.!”

Nationalist melodrama appears in two forms in this debate. First,
there are the sensational reports of German women “herded back to the
home,” which invoke a classic variant of domestic/female victims to
state/male tyranny. Second, there is Kirkpatrick’s anti-Nazi but pro-
eugenic counterargument that feminism (among other things) threatens
the family from within. Just as Kirkpatrick names Nazi practices as
an improper “wedding of politics and science,” so he claims that his
own antifeminism is zof such a “wedding”—in other words, it is “not
political.”

This move is indeed shared by both Kirkpatrick and the sensational
journalism he decries insofar as both cast Nazism as a revolutionary
movement threatening destructive change rather than as a conservative
movement itself bent on turning back the clock on the unfavorable
changes wrought by modernity. By employing what rhetorician Albert
Hirschman describes as “jeopardy” logic, the encouragement of women
to bear children can be praised as in itself good while blaming the “revo-
lutionary” forces of fascism for taking the directive too far.'® In wartime
rhetoric, this sort of reasoning prevailed in the interests of maximizing
the distance between American democracy and fascism while preserving
aspects of the American social order that were in fact continuous with
Nazi culture. In the melodramatic mode, the victimization of German
women and the moral compromise of German youth were the two pri-
mary narrative patterns for asserting this dual ideological task.

The German Woman as Victim: Sensationalism/Feminism

The melodramatic specter of the intervention of the state into mat-
ters of the family routinely cast women as the sexual and reproductive
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victims of the scientism of the Nazi regime. In keeping with the eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century thematization of the nation through
virtuous womanhood, these narratives updated the symbolic impor-
tance of women to twentieth-century nationalist melodrama. In this
type of narrative, the German woman was seen to have been reduced to
her reproductive capacity and treated like a stock farm animal or “breed-
ing mare.”"” These images of forced breeding are often coupled, symp-
tomatically, with reports of Nazi nature worship, resulting in a two-
fronted argument that Nazism was primarily anti-Christian, both overly
secular and pagan. The conceptual closeness of religious primitivism
with its counterpart of scientific interventionism are both conceived to
violate the sanctity of private family life. Together they illustrate the
conflation of Nazi “irrationality” with “overrationality,” which was so
pervasive in British and American wartime nationalist melodramas.

Several types of stories appeared in American magazines that narra-
ted this sort of conflation. One favorite featured a middle-aged mother
who is abandoned by her husband for a younger woman (i.e., one capa-
ble of bearing him more children).?’ Another, more sensational variant
claimed to describe camps where “thousands of fair-haired and blue-
eyed gitls, drafted for ‘special duty’ are mated with ss-men picked for
physique and intelligence” along with forced “breeding camps” for Ger-
man women, where “Sexual relations were not only permitted but com-
pelled. Those who balked faced severe punishment, and several com-
mitted suicide.”! While these reports on the mistreatment of women
might offer an opportunity to assert a feminist critique of the Nazis’
masculinism, this was by and large not the direction in which these
reports went. Instead, the aim was to reinforce the notion that true
democratic freedom for women was found in church-sanctioned mar-
riages, which, according to these reports, the Nazis were actively trying
to discourage.

There were some feminist journalists whose analysis of fascism also
invoked the victimization of German women, but generally these lacked
the same sort of recourse to nationalist melodrama. The difference
between these accounts and nationalist melodrama is that they make
connections between patriarchal societies and Germany and/or they
foreground women’s oppression in other realms alongside the sexual
and reproductive.”? Even some who criticized Nazi policies toward
women on multiple fronts, however, continued to characterize democ-
racy in terms of the private sphere. Quentin Reynolds, writing for Co/-
lier’sin 1933, for instance, writes, “Woman’s place in the Germany of the
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future is in the home. She must scorn night clubs, she must scorn
frivolity, she must ignore all artificial pleasure and intellectual pursuit,
and she must be happy in serving only the state.” Reynolds’s critique of
fascist policy decries women’s disbarment from intellectual pursuits but
also decries the politicization of the family and the deprivation of
women’s private pleasures, both of which contribute to the notion that
fascism’s primary difference, and hence its threat to democracy, is the
obliteration of the private sphere.

British writer Katharine Burdekin’s 1937 novel Swastika Night (pub-
lished under the pen name Murray Constantine) similarly posits the
destruction of the family as her primary source of critique, projected as
the end result of the confinement of women to their reproductive func-
tion. While the novel is an interesting example of a gender-based cri-
tique of Nazi family policies, Burdekin, too, posits an alternative ideal
in Christianity (where women and men are equal before God) and
heterosexual marriage (as opposed to fascist homosexuality). A German
knight, burdened with the knowledge that women were once not treated
like animals kept for breeding, confesses that Christians live more like
Germans did before the Nazi success: “Christians in their communities
don’t live like we do, men and women separately. They live in families,
that is the man, the woman, and their children, sons and daughters, all
together.”** Burdekin thereby asserts, despite her feminist impulses, that
what must be protected from the Nazis is the private sphere. Efforts to
maintain the family as private and to uphold traditional marriage, gender
roles, and normative heterosexuality are thus cast as antifascist, and
hence “nonpolitical political” activities.

Christian Moralism

Liberal and conservative critiques of Nazi family policies sometimes
converge around the issue of Christian morality, although certainly there
were significant differences between denominations, especially concern-
ing the role of the church in the secular world and the kinds of social
responsibilities required of believers. While certainly progressive Chris-
tian churches were among the most vocal opponents of Nazism, most
of these churches focused on the adulteration of spiritual freedom and,
in their best moments, on the immorality of Nazi racism.? Conservative
churches, meanwhile, which had a history of focusing on personal con-
duct over social charity, saw the most grievous sin to be a sexual one.
This line of argument neglects the fundamental sexual conservatism of
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Nazism very much in keeping with a history of conservative Christian
moralism to instead make much of the perceived departure from these
norms through a departure from Christianity more generally.

Historian William Martin marks World War I and the Bolshevik Rev-
olution as significant turning points for American Protestant funda-
mentalism in that these events gave rise to what would become one of its
major features: religious nationalism. In the second decade of the twen-
tieth century, fundamentalist preachers claimed that Satan was behind
the German war effort, spurred on by the introduction of historical
criticism of the Bible in German universities. Meanwhile, they described
Jews and communists as similarly undermining the nation’s moral fiber
through their alleged desires to dominate the world.?® By the end of the
19208, however, the momentum of this first wave of religious national-
ism subsided due in part to its sometime support for anti-Semitic, anti-
Catholic, nativist, and other assorted right-wing agendas, including the
assertion that only Christians could be true Americans.?” While anti-
communism—and often anti-Semitism—continued to be a unifying
cause for the most conservative of Christians and led some to support
fascism, more moderate conservatives linked communism and fascism
as enemies of God and nation in a rhetoric of new religious nationalism
that emerged with World War II. As part of a vision wherein the United
States stood for the hope of a biblical promised land, Germany again
came to be seen as representing the epitome of moral decline—not so
much due to its racism and suppression of nonreligious freedoms but
because of its assault on Christian sexual morals.

A major preoccupation of anti-Nazi journalism, then, was the viola-
tion of Christian morals. These articles combined the sensational re-
ports of rampant promiscuity and illegitimacy with either Nazi pagan-
ism or a concept of the “state as religion.” Journalists reported that “The
eugenically qualified female would choose at her leisure six mates who
would in turn father one of her brood of six or more”; that “Ideas about
the unwed mother also have changed. She is officially lauded as having
performed a heroic and praiseworthy act”; and, finally, that “Platonic
friendships are not popular among Nazi men: marriage, unfortunately,
often isn’t either.” All of these are fantastic exaggerations of life in Nazi
Germany.®® This casting of the terms of opposition to fascism as one
of sexual morality leads to the assertion that support for traditional
morality—having a baby 7z wedlock, for instance—is an anti-Nazi act.

The rhetorical tactics for countering Nazism included the deploy-
ment of sentimentalism and religiosity to claim that Nazis were inhu-
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mane, cold, calculating, and soulless or the deployment of a Christian
moral order to claim that Nazis were psychologically disturbed or mor-
ally depraved. A 1942 article entitled “Sex Is a Nazi Weapon,” for in-
stance, illustrates a blend of the latter, with combined appeals to psy-
chology and Christian moralism, “Many psychiatrists have tried to
explain Hitler’s own career by the abnormality of his sex life. There is
impressive support for the theory that the whole Nazi movement arose
in large measure out of the sexual frustrations of some groups in the
German population. Certainly, distorted personalities have been promi-
nent among the leaders of the movement and orgiastic ‘paganism’ has
been encouraged among the Nazi youth. A telltale hatred for the moral-
ity of the Western Christian world runs through the writings of Nazi
leaders.”® The role of psychology in the enforcement of this moral
dichotomy, and indeed the management of democracy itself, is vast. Part
two of this book further elaborates its pervasive influence during and
after the war against fascism. But the claim to a “hatred for morality”
with which abnormal psychology is hetre paired sets up a seties of op-
positions most common to conservative Christian anti-Nazism, where
Nazi “paganism” and sexual perversion (defined by means of psycho-
logical aberration) go hand in hand. Psychological health and Chris-
tianity are thus also logically paired, as with the statements, “The Noz-
wegian clergy has had the courage to challenge the Nazi attempts to
dominate youth” and “despite heroic resistance by Catholics and Cal-
vinists, the Nazi invaders pursue their program of systematic sexual
infiltration of the Netherlands.”*

While there were obvious acts of Nazi brutality that deserve the
utmost moral condemnation—the treatment of Jews and other politi-
cal, ethnic, and sexual “undesirables” most glaringly—the reports that
tended to focus on sexual transgressions also tended to diminish the
centrality of racism. The Nazis’ own grievous practices of casting Jews
as sexually perverse in anti-Semitic propaganda are invoked not to decry
their racism but as evidence of the Nazis’ own lasciviousness, thereby
shifting the focus from Nazi racism to issues of sexual morality. Herald,
in the article cited above, calls Nazi films “‘arty’ pornography” and
describes Veit Harlan’s Jud Siiss as an “anti-Semitic tract . . . centered on
the rape of an Aryan girl in her bedroom and . . . presented with shock-
ing realistic detail.”®' The rape of Dorothea (the Aryan gitl) is cleatly a
moment of anti-Semitic exploitation, but the “shocking realistic detail”
Herald objects to is highly exaggerated, as the scene cuts away before
Siiss and Dorothea have any physical contact. Herald symptomatically
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does not pursue the egregious problem of Nazi anti-Semitism further.
As a result of this rhetorical strategy, it appears that Herald is more
concerned with the breakdown of Christian sexual morals than direct
ethical questions about Nazi racism and eugenic policy, both of which
appear in this way to be just an excuse for sexual excess.

Overall, theologians, whether conservative or liberal, had a more
complicated relationship with appeals to reason and rationality, given
their own investment in the irrational. Moderate theologians who be-
came anti-Nazi had historically supported the establishment of two
humanist spheres: the secular (which was meant to be governed by a
state ruled by liberal reason) and the spiritual (which was meant to be the
province of a complementary Protestant church). Once the Nazi state
demonstrably violated its commitment to liberal reason, these theolo-
gians felt compelled to reclaim the secular realm by way of accusing the
Nazis of having “spiritualized” it (by way of nationalism) for their own
political ends. The Pope, too, condemned the Nazis for elevating race,
nation, and state to divine status, thereby also implying that these do-
mains should remain secular. Due to the long-standing equation of
democracy and national identity with middle-class respectability, the
appeal to Christian moralism was mostly a call to reestablish this spir-
itual /secular balance and so maintain the liberal democratic bargain of
the public/private divide. This is the common thread, then, of the
various Christian critiques of Nazism both within Germany and outside
of it: that Nazism represented a disturbing blend of rational and irra-
tional logics that muddied the distinction between public and private
and consequently violated the established order.

The forms of nationalist melodrama deployed in the three figures
common to wartime journalism thus for the most part characterize the
conflict between fascism and democracy in terms of the sanctity of the
traditional private sphere. This characterization foregrounds sexuality as
the primary political arena in the ideological battle between democracy
and fascism while claiming that the private sphere should be free of
state /political appropriation.

Prurient Interest and Sexual Propaganda

Much of this journalism, while claiming to be speaking from the
standpoint of wounded morals, also surely held prurient interest. It is
difficult to discern how much of the reportage on Nazi sexual practices
was printed to help sell magazines as much as it speaks to genuine moral
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outrage. At its most disingenuous, sensational journalism uses the logic
of exploitation to claim moral indignation as a ruse (whether fully con-
sciously or not) for discussing moral transgression. This is an example of
Michel Foucault’s concept of the “incitement to discourse” in its most
obvious form, often scarcely hiding its intentions beneath the veneer of
prohibition.*?

In addition to sensationalist journalism, exploitation films also took
on Nazi sexual transgressions in the course of the war. With stricter en-
forcement of the Production Code in Hollywood after 1934, prurient
material of the more explicit sort was driven to cheap B movies, which
claimed, often facetiously, to be outraged by what they portrayed. Set up
as a means of circumventing the establishment of a national censorship
board (among other things), the code was written in cooperation with
conservative clergy who had spearheaded a campaign against the film
industry for degrading American morals.>® The code thus explicitly dis-
allowed the portrayal of illegitimacy, extramarital sexual relations, and
perversion but allowed some handling of these topics as a means of
moral education as long as characters were ultimately punished for their
sexual misdeeds. The plethora of B movies that sprang up in the 1930s
thus claimed to decry the hazards of drugs, alcohol, and loose women
(either associating with them or becoming one). Their formulaic outrage
was staged mostly, if not entirely, for the sake of voyeuristic indulgence.

Two exploitation films made by the B movie company Monogram
during the war illustrate the anti-Nazi variant of the genre. Alfred
Zeislet’s Enemy of Women (1944), aloose biography of Joseph Goebbels,
makes the case that Goebbels’ personal life was a major drive behind his
politics and hence the Nazi system in general. As film historian Jan-
Christopher Horak writes of the film’s portrait, “Goebbels is a small,
unsuccessful playwright who compensates for his inferiority complexes
and physical insufficiencies through power hunger, brutal violence
against his enemies, and an unrestricted sexual life.” Hence, as in the
journalism example, fascist politics is condensed into personal dramas
and becomes a matter of sexual misconduct.’ Steve Sekely’s Women in
Bondage (1943) enacts a similar displacement. It concerns a German
woman living abroad who returns home and is appalled by Nazi poli-
cies encouraging reproduction out of wedlock and sexual promiscuity.
Horak states that in general the disruption of the family is the most
unique characteristic of the anti-Nazi genre in Hollywood, supporting
my claims about the centrality of nationalist melodrama to American
antifascism.*
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The original and most successful anti-Nazi B movie, however, was
Hitler’s Children. Women in Bondage was in fact originally titled FHitler’s
Women, an attempt to capitalize on its success.>® Hitler’s Children likewise
began as a B movie and follows the exploitation formula, making up for
its lack of big stars and lavish sets with sensational content. As with all of
these films, Hitlers Children was closely regulated by the Production
Code Administration (pca), an influence that, both in its prohibitions
and in its proscriptions, shaped the anti-Nazi genre.

Besides forbidding or at least constraining most sexual material, the
Production Code also proscribed the positive portrayal of American
institutions of government, justice, and church as well as any foreign
nation with which the United States was on friendly terms. This meant,
as noted above, that films expressing anti-Nazi sentiment prior to the
declaration of war were accused of being antifascist rather than praised
for it. After the declaration, however, Hollywood developed a coopera-
tive relationship with the Office of War Information (owr), partly out of
sincere patriotic sentiment and partly as a way to revamp the negative
moral image of the film industry.”” Thus, wartime anti-Nazi films like
Hitler’s Children passed the review board with few objections despite the
fact that the film dealt with taboo sexual issues that violated the code. As
long as it was the nation’s diplomatic enemy that was perverse and
immoral, the code’s logic went, these normally disallowed topics could
be openly discussed and portrayed.

The pca files on Hitler’s Children show minimal problems with state
censorship boards and indeed very little wrangling over the script in the
course of the production, with only minor suggestions such as “There
must, of course, be no unacceptable exposure of Anna’s person in this
scene where the blouse is ripped off her back while she is being lashed.”3#
One member of the review board wrote that “This film must be horrify-
ing and frightening but apparently ‘our side’ comes through with ‘flying
colors,”” a statement that makes clear the code’s wartime bottom line.*
Hitler’s Children, as I'll go on to substantiate, is consequently a prime
example of more general rhetorical tendencies in American wartime
political culture.

Hollywood's Anti-Nazi Melodrama: Hitler’s Children

A combination of the rhetorical tendencies described above inform
the imagery and narrative structure of Hollywood’s anti-Nazi narrative
films, which in turn reinforced the overall tendency to narrate the con-
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flict between fascism and democracy melodramatically. In keeping with
these rhetorics, Horak provides a chart of antinomies to characterize
anti-Nazi film as a genre, wherein love, monogamy, and democracy
stand opposite sexuality, promiscuity, and fascism.** Through sensa-
tionalized stories, Horak writes, a picture of German fascism emerged in
film and journalism “that pulled moral rather than political value judg-
ments to the foreground,” a rhetorical move that sidesteps other central
social issues such as racism, class struggle, and sexism.*!

Hitler’s Children is particularly useful in a discussion of the relation
between Hollywood film and American journalism as they colluded in
this sort of displacement, as the film is based on a nonfiction book,
Education for Death: The Making of the Nazi (1941), written by Gregor
Ziemer, who was the director of the American Colony School in Betlin.
Ziemer published journalistic accounts of the Nazis’ social institutions
throughout the 1930s and 1940s, based on his experiences in prewar
Nazi Germany. These accounts culminated in the book, which was also
published in condensed form in Reader’s Digest in February 1942.** The
book was quickly optioned by the low-budget production company
University Film Productions, with a tentative releasing agreement with
RKO even before the film was scripted. In trying to secure a scriptwriter,
Edward A. Golden, the film’s producer, wrote to the pca asking for
advice. The letter quotes the preface of the book as a means of heralding
its virtues, which reveal “how unbridgeable is the gulf between the Nazis
and ourselves. Here you can see exposed in all its cruelty and horror the
system of perversion with which, since their advent to power, the Nazis
have deliberately degraded the minds and morals of the rising genera-
tion in Germany.”* Once the film was made, the book was featured
prominently in its promotional materials and is imaged in the opening
credit sequence before all else, burning on a pile of other indistinguish-
able books. This opening image implies that the book, and indeed the
film, is fundamentally antithetical to Nazi ideology.

Edward Dmytryk came on board in the summer of 1942. A B movie
director at Paramount at the time, his surprise box office success with
Hitler’s Children catapulted him to the A list. Dmytryk calls his wartime
films “necessarily oversentimental and chauvinistic,” thereby pointing
to the particular blend of melodramatic convention and political propa-
ganda that wartime films helped craft.** Dmytryk was an interesting
character in Hollywood history in that he later became one of the Hol-
lywood Ten, and served his year in prison for contempt of Congress
with the others. Later he turned coat and named names when faced with
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being blacklisted once he got out. Unlike many members of his cohort
in Hollywood who had had contact with communism or progressive
politics, he was able to make many more films throughout the 1950s and
1960s under his own name, although he was not particularly well liked by
anyone. The main reason for raising the issue of Dmytryk’s political
history, however, is that, unlike two of his other films of the 1940s, 7éender
Comrade (1943) and Crossfire (1947)—both of which were authored by
scriptwriters who were eventually blacklisted—most of Dmytryk’s films
do not substantively reflect his short-lived leftist politics. Instead, films
like Hitlers Children, and its anti-Japanese sequel Bebind the Rising Sun
(1943), conform much more closely to the sort of socially conservative
journalism discussed above than to a progressive social agenda.* As the
Left’s critique of the family was also limited at this time, however, the
film’s antifascism could be said to reflect a more widespread brand of
moral conservatism wherein the “democratic family,” in “oversentimen-
tal and chauvinistic” form, emerges as an antidote to fascism to meet the
needs of wartime nationalist rhetoric.

Hitler’s Children in fact overtly narrates Ziemer’s accounts by way of a
fictional romantic melodrama—a strategy that literally emplots the
structurally melodramatic tendencies of the journalism itself. The book
is an extremely unsubtle description of Nazi youth organizations from
before conception through university. The fictional story of the film
carries the viewer through some of the same institutions reported in
Ziemer’s book, but it builds these visits around the multiply thwarted
romance of Anna (Bonita Granville), who attends and later teaches at
the American school, and Karl (Tim Holt). In the book, Ziemer con-
stantly maximizes the uniform fanaticism of each child or young person
with whom he claims to have come into contact: for instance, one
schoolboy exclaims “I want to shoot a Frenchman!” and a young, un-
married pregnant woman threatens “Better tell America to get ready for
something.”*¢ In the film, however, the conflictual romantic narrative
underscores undecidability: we are meant to be at least nominally uncer-
tain whether Anna will become a Nazi or Karl will forsake his Nazism.*’

The film concentrates on institutions, depicted in the early part of the
book, that manage and implement Nazi eugenic beliefs: /ebensborn camps
where promiscuous coupling between the racially pure is facilitated,
“mother and child homes” where unmarried pregnant women go to be
cared for by the state, and sterilization centers where the genetically (or
politically) impaired are prevented from passing on their bad genes and
democratic ideas. While briefly touching on schooling and youth organi-
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zations, the film mostly focuses on issues of reproductive policy, priv-
ileging the body of the film’s heroine as the site of struggle between
fascism and democracy. This nationalist melodrama thus ultimately in-
volves two interrelated threads: the threat to Anna as a representative of
American democracy and the various barriers to the successful union of
the heterosexual couple, a union the film casts as undermined by the
Nazis’ putative conspiracy against the traditional family.

The Threat to the American Woman/Democracy

Hitler’s Children was met with lukewarm reviews when it was released.
Bosley Crowther, always vocal on a film’s political content, complained
in the New York Times, for instance, that the script provided “but a
superficial survey of some of the more familiar methods of enslaving
Nazi youth and resolves the whole moral conflict in a pat and uncon-
vincing boy-girl plot.”*® Still, the film went on to become one of the
most popular successes of the following year.*” Iariety, in its characteris-
tic jumble of business prospects and criticism, proclaimed that the film
should “lend itself aptly to exploitation” and “should not be difficult to
sell.” Tariety’s writer suggests exactly how such selling might take place:
“While the more bloodthirsty devices of Hitlerism, such as mass execu-
tions and the terrors of the concentration camp, have been wisely kept
out of the action, the cruelties of the Germanic regime now in power are
effectively keynoted. For instance, the scene where the girl (Miss Gran-
ville) is about to be flogged, receiving a couple of strikes of the lash
before being released, and the shots from a distance of the hospital
room where women are being sterilized.”>” This account of the exploita-
ble aspects of the film makes explicit the “wisdom” of the avoidance of
the Nazis” more egregious acts of political and ethnic persecution in
favor of their displacement onto the bodies of women. Melodramatic
sentiment is thereby mobilized for the nationalist cause.

In the film, this displacement is dramatized in a scene marking the
first major turning point of the narrative. While the beginning of the
film establishes the adolescent conflict/friendship between Anna (a
patriotic American) and Katl (a Hitler Youth), the pivotal scene occurs
after Anna has grown up and become a teacher at the school. The scene
follows immediately after a montage of documentary footage describing
the Nazis’ war mobilization, a common practice in Hollywood films of
the period, lending factual authenticity to the fictional elements of the
story.>! Professor Nichols (the Ziemer stand-in) announces in voice-
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over that it is Memorial Day, which affords Anna the opportunity to
extol the virtues of democracy to the assembled students by reciting a
slightly modified form of the Gettysburg Address. Like Lincoln, she
exhorts her students to “highly resolve that this nation, under God, shall
have a new birth of freedom, and that government of the people, by the
people, and for the people shall not perish from the earth.”>> Anna and
Nichols then proceed to lead the group in singing the American na-
tionalist tribute “My Country "Tis of Thee.” Anna quite literally appears
here as the voice of democracy.

A group of uniformed Nazis pulls up and attempts to quiet the
singing, which, in a show of patriotic resistance, the students refuse to
do until they have finished. One of the Nazis announces that they are
there to dismiss Jews, Poles, Lithuanians, and “all persons of German
blood” from the school. Nichols protests that this is an American
school (i.e., one that is multiethnic, a point also obliquely referenced by
the Gettysburg Address allusion), but the head Nazi ignores him and
proceeds to announce the names of a series of slightly “ethnic-looking”
students—and finally Anna. Unlike the students, Anna verbally protests
on her own behalf, saying that she may have German parentage but she
zs an American. She and Nichols proceed to try to make a case for her
citizenship but are unsuccessful. Anna is claimed for Germany.

From this point forward, the plot revolves exclusively around Anna,
dramatizing Nichols’s efforts to free her from Nazi indoctrination, then
persecution, and Katl’s confused efforts to indoctrinate and protect her.
Despite the invocation of the American Civil War as perhaps a parallel
struggle over racial justice, this brief mention of ethnically persecuted
groups is thenceforth subsumed under Anna’s ensuing trials. This scene
in fact contains the only mention of Jews in the film, mitigated as it is by
the lumping together of Jews, Poles, and Lithuanians. Largely, and tell-
ingly, this is a consequence of a general wartime queasiness in the Hol-
lywood industry about “overemphasizing” anti-Semitism due to the fact
that the same conservative Christian moral campaigns that succeeded in
pressuring the industry to adopt the Production Code had frequently
invoked anti-Semitism to imply that since Jews “ran Hollywood” they
were the cause of the “moral degeneracy” the industry allegedly es-
poused.” The industry as a whole was thus decidedly less vocal about
Nazi anti-Semitism at this time than other aspects of the regime, despite
the fact that many people working in Hollywood were personally ad-
dressed by this egregious issue. [ariety’s praise of the “wise” decision not
to highlight racial and political persecution thus performs two func-

6o A Not So Foreign Affair



tions: it masks the American racism just beneath the surface (if that) of
American domestic politics and reveals the function of the substitution
of “domestic politics” in the second sense, wherein the family stands in
(pedagogically) for the homogenized nation as a whole. This is how
Anna, not the Jews, comes to be the threatened entity whose drama the
film pursues.>

The battle over Anna is both political and sexual. On the political
front, it concerns whether or not she, as an ethnic German, can be
indoctrinated, swayed from the beliefs she espoused in the democratic
anthems she spoke and sang in the moments before she was taken away.
But in the course of the film the marker for whether or not she will be
swayed becomes almost exclusively whether or not she will succumb to
Nazi sexual immorality.>> In other words, race and gender are volatilized
by sexuality in a way that foregrounds gender and effaces race in the
Amercian nationalist version of democracy.

The next time we see Anna she is working on the staff of a labor
service camp, a job secured for her by Karl. Contrary to actual Nazi
practice, the film blends this camp with a mother and child home. While
both institutions existed under the Nazis, one involved a general one-
year work detail that women carried out as a parallel to men’s military
service and the other was a race-policy-induced, social welfare institu-
tion. The film brings them together to imply that German women were
literally conscripted to bear illegitimate children. In a pivotal scene,
Nichols has arranged for a visit to the camp and asked for Anna to be his
guide. The tension in the scene lies in whether Anna may have suc-
cumbed to Nazi ideology, signaled by whether she is bothered by the
sight of so many unwed mothers untroubled by their condition.

The sequence features a triangular structure in which Anna is torn
between Nichols and Karl. She seems to be closer to Katl both in her
physical positioning and in the political rhetoric she speaks. Through
a series of meaningful hesitations between words and some carefully
placed reaction shots, she does, however, indicate that she is bothered
by the same central moral objections to illegitimacy and state parenting
that Nichols voices. At the beginning of the scene, the audience is meant
to fear that she may have lost her (sexual) moral compass, while at the
end she again emerges as a spokesperson for democracy. Anna verbally
informs Nichols that the mothers, as in the Ziemer book, receive the
finest of care, as “nothing is too good for those whose children will
belong to the state.” Nichols responds indignantly, “Even if they’re
illegitimate?” thereby implying that in a democratic state the mothers of
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illegitimate children should 7oz be entitled to the finest care. A bit later
on, Nichols asks, “Does the state offer them the alternative of 2 home
and a husband?” In response, Anna asks Magda, a pregnant woman,
who replies that it is “much nobler” to have a child for the state and the
Fihrer than “having a child just for a home and a husband.” In this way,
it is once again implied that Nazism discouraged heterosexual marriage,
a basic historical untruth.

In the script, as in the book, the replacement of the sentimental nu-
clear family with state-supported promiscuity is resoundingly brought
home by an image of sexual perversion: at the end of her glassy-eyed
speech, Magda confesses, while leaning forward suggestively, “Do you
know what I am hoping? I hope I shall have much pain when my baby is
born.” With this, the film cuts to a medium shot of Anna, responding
ambivalently, as Magda continues, “I want to feel that I am going
through a real ordeal for our Fithrer.”>® This is the breaking point for
Anna, as the statement signals the Nazis’ ultimate perversion of mater-
nity, already strained by the apparently outrageous suggestion that chil-
dren born out of wedlock should be treated well. Under the Nazi sys-
tem, Magda’s speech suggests, childbirth has become an opportunity for
the expression of masochistic desire for Hitler.

In the face of this general sexual “immorality,” it turns out that Anna
has not succumbed. After Nichols leaves, she tells Katl that she hates
everything the Nazis stand for, claiming to have put on a show for
Nichols in order to prevent him from endangering himself on her be-
half. With this repugnant incident, however, she has lost her ability to
put on such a show, and she goes on to resist more and more vocally,
compelling Katl to go to greater and greater lengths to protect her.
Thus, while the scene in the mother and child home in the book serves
as an opportunity for Ziemer to display the same kind of moral outrage
against illegitimacy and perversion, the film smoothly narrates it by way
of a struggle over the political beliefs of an American woman. The
Nazis’ retaliation against her inability to even feign support for the
system of sexual immorality is then likewise sexual in nature: she is
threatened with either her own illegitimate pregnancy (brought on by
coerced promiscuity) or sterilization.

The threat of sterilization and its projected single alternative under
the Nazi system (i.e., illegitimate pregnancy) are the two ultimate politi-
cal indignities to which the democratic female body can be subjected,
since, through the logic of nationalist melodrama, the nation is repre-
sented most centrally by way of the woman’s role as the bearer of legiti-
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mate children. In fact, it is precisely at the moment when the threat that
Anna might be sterilized is articulated that Karl shows the first glimmer
of dissent from the Nazi order. As he sits side by side with a Nazi colonel
and Nichols in an observation balcony overlooking a mass operating
room, he is not initially disturbed by the five simultaneous sterilizations
being performed below, nor by the colonel’s comment that the reasons
for sterilization “range from eliminating hereditary color blindness to
dangerous political thinking.” Nichols is outraged, calls them barbar-
ians, and leaves, at which point the colonel makes explicit to Karl what
has already been implied: that he is talking about Anna. Karl, clearly
shaken, asks if he can stay, claiming, “I should like to watch a while
longer.” The shot reverses, once again showing the operating room,
now with Katl’s face reflected in the glass.

The effect of this is to stage the moral reckoning of Katl through his
sense of responsibility for Anna. Karl’s hoped-for conversion to a prop-
erly moral, love-driven, melodramatic subject is closely aligned with his
objection to Anna’s potential sterilization, which further translates into
a potential for American, democratic, anti-Nazism. Rhetorically, Anna’s
ongoing ability to reproduce is crucial to the logic for which she was the
spokesperson eatlier in the film: the pledge that “this nation should have
a new birth of freedom.” While Katl is not yet completely won over to
the American democratic side, his hesitation reads as a sign of political
hope.”’

Sterilization was in fact not the cut and dried issue in American
political rhetoric that it would appear to be here, as sterilization of the
criminalized, the mentally ill, and the “feebleminded” was catrried out
under official decree in many U.S. states with broad political support.>®
Poor and Black women were most often sterilized, exposing again the
more specific class and racial focus of nationalist melodrama.>® It is the
threatened sterilization of a white middle-class woman that is so out-
rageous and antidemocratic, belying the use of the practice on poor and
Black women on American soil. Hitler’s Children’s moral trigger is thus
not the practice of sterilization per se but the specter of the sterilization
of a woman who is white and middle class, espouses the dominant views
of democracy, and has come to represent the nation. This is nationalist
melodrama at its contradiction-suppressing best.

In the B movie, however, exploitation and melodrama are perhaps
closer than in the A movie melodrama, enough so that the melodramatic
convention of making the threat to an innocent girl stand in for a threat
to the nation lapses into the more overt deployment of this threat for the
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purposes of sexual titillation. The review of the film in the New York
Times points to this dynamic when Crowther, always politically astute,
writes, “Bonita Granville performs through the picture in a state of
defiant outrage as the girl for whom the threat of sterilization is rather
luridly described.”®” Recalling the Iariety account of the “wise” deflec-
tion of large-scale Nazi barbarities onto Anna’s flogging and the threat
of sterilization, the film’s luridness highlights the way in which promis-
cuity, perversion, and sterilization are companion threats /incitements
to democracy’s soul and body—narrated through the specter of defiling
Anna through either preventing her from bearing children or, as a corre-
late, forcing her to do so out of wedlock, as the next scene of the film
goes on to show.

For the Love of Democracy: The Romance of romance

At the end of the scene just described, Karl’s contemplation of
Anna’s potential sterilization cuts directly to a long shot of a dance at the
labor service camp where Anna is now confined (and where she pre-
viously held a staff position). The voluntary nature of the camp, which
Anna previously championed to Nichols, is revealed, like her feigned
commitment to the Nazis, to be a lie. The scene begins with Anna
refusing offers to dance with various ss men, a scenario that is imme-
diately legible through Anna’s earlier explanation that in this camp “rec-
reation is limited to a Saturday night dance. There lovers may meet and
decide to share the experience that makes them worthy of the Fiithrer.”
Anna’s refusal to dance, her subsequent coercion at the direction of a
woman leader, and her slapping of an ss man who tries to kiss her, are
thus interpreted as resistance to fascism and hence are emblematic of
democratic feminine virtue. While there will soon be a montage of shots
of Anna speaking passionately to small assemblies of young women, the
content of her words is never heard. It is again her refusal to be promis-
cuous more than anything else that constitutes the “dangerous political
thinking” for which she might be sterilized.

The story thenceforth shifts from a primary focus on Anna (who’s
democratic essence is now secure) to a central focus on the couple in a
series of moves that dramatize Karl’s conversion from Nazism to liberal
democracy. Karl intervenes at this moment, conflating the classic pa-
triarchal gesture of protecting his lover’s virtue with political subversion
in his tacit support of Anna’s democratically inflected abstinence. Again,
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his willingness to protect her signals the potential for a political change
of heart. He warns Anna that if she does not begin to comply she will be
sterilized. Their dialogue illustrates, however, what is still a political and
moral contrast between them as well as the role love and marriage will
play in redeeming Karl. Anna responds to Katl’s news firmly, claiming
that she would rather choose sterilization than illegitimacy, saying, “No,
Karl. Even that holds no terror for me now. If it’s a choice between
having a baby from a boy from the camp down the road . . .” at which
point she breaks off and Karl exclaims, “My darling Annal” as they
embrace. They profess love to one another in the interchange that fol-
lows, once again invoking Geothe, with love serving as a direct counter-
point to the hideous specter of mating with “the boy from the camp
down the road” (fig. 4).

As Anna considers her fertility put to the service of the Nazi regime,
she envisions her sterilization as depriving the Nazis of a child, having
already considered her body as not her own but rather an arena for
political struggle. Katl tries to persuade her to instead have a baby by
him, since, he illogically argues, the state wouldn’t inquire who the father
is. The logical convolutions of this argument try to assert the unaccept-
ableness of this second alternative as well since Karl does not offer to
marry her. Anna’s subsequent objection finally makes clear that there is
but one democratically acceptable childbearing situation: the roman-
tically based, heterosexual marriage. The stretched logic of the dialogue
reveals one of the ways in which Hitlers Children expresses internal
contradiction rather than merely performing the function of nationalist
consolidation. In the final outcome, however, sexuality becomes the
exclusive marker of political rightness, as democracy is coded in highly
privatized terms.

A second logically shaky exchange occurs following Anna’s categori-
cal refusal of Karl’s proposition. Karl claims that “each generation must
look out for themselves,” a statement that is meant to suggest that Nazi
parents no longer have responsibility for their children since the state
has taken over their tasks. The statement actually runs counter to the
communitarian Nazi rhetoric of the Volk, wherein every generation is
precisely responsible for the next (and the next and the next) until the
vision of the Thousand Year Reich and “racial purity” are achieved.
Hitler’s Children suppresses this racial logic in order to characterize Nazi
family policy as requiring the abandonment of children to the state so
that Anna can posit family tradition and a genealogical model of pa-
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triarchal progress as the democratic alternative. She exclaims, “If our
fathers and their fathers before them hadn’t all hoped a little, dreamed a
little, and worked for the ones that came after them, why we’d still be a
pack of savages. That’s the kind of world you’re working for, Karl. That’s
the world I won’t bring a baby into. I won’t give in to them. Then my son
and his son won't either. I won’t Karl! I won’t!” Fathers passing their
social achievements down to sons appears to be contrary to fascism,
again substituting the private sphere for public political engagement.
The speech on one level contradicts eatlier scenes that visually posit
an opposition between American individualism and Nazi collectivity,
where the boys and gitls of the American school run freely around the
playground while the boys at the male-only Nazi school march together
in step. Both versions of the difference between Nazism and democracy,
howevert, revolve around the same distinction. Ametrican individualism
and patriarchal families are both emblems of the private sphere that
liberal democracy (and capitalism) are defined by in the film’s logic,
while Nazi collectivity and its purported substitution of the state for the
patriarchal family are the public alternatives that threaten this privatized
vision of “democracy.”

Anna’s speech also contradicts earlier premises of gender equality
presented in the narrative, where American women are encouraged to
pursue academics and professions while German women are barely
schooled. These distinctions ironically disappear in the course of the
film, as American women’s ambitions are subsumed under the equation
of freedom and family. The contradiction bears out the problem of
temale autonomy that Hitler's Children does not want to overstate, even
in the name of democracy. That this antinomy breaks down in this
climactic scene is telling. Anna is willing to relinquish her reproductive
capacity in protest to a Nazi system that has reduced her to that, but she
does so by way of reinscribing herself as the mother of sons and the
daughter of a father rather than as an autonomous woman. Here we find
a perfect example of the slippery manner in which antifascist Christian
moralism can retain a positioning of women as mothers (i.e., within a
nuclear family sanctioned by the church and the democratic state) while
denouncing the reduction of women to their reproductive function
within fascism (i.e., where reproduction outside the nuclear family is
condoned and children are wards of the fascist state). Freedom from
promiscuity and perversion and freedom # love and marry become
tantamount to respect for political freedom and love of one’s country.
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This is where, in the spirit of the merger of romance with the national
Romance, Goethe is once again enlisted to act as the glue that binds
democracy and heterosexual, marriage-bound love. The lines of the
poem are repeated at precisely those moments when love and political
freedom collide and ultimately combine. The poem initiates Karl and
Anna’s attraction to one another when they are adolescents and then
signals Karl’s partial conversion to love-driven resistance to fascist pol-
icy in his rescue of Anna from forced promiscuity at the dance. The
third exchange of the poem further charts Karl’s progress, as they em-
brace after he has intervened in Anna’s flogging. The last exchange of
the poem occurs during Karl’s final renunciation of Nazism over a live
radio broadcast. The camera shuttles between Anna and Karl as he
makes his fatal, heroic speech, and she realizes that he has finally de-
clared his love for both her and democracy. Karl is killed shortly after he
finishes reciting the poem and falls forward. Anna calls out his name
(offscreen), and she, too, is shot. As she falls onto Karl, they build the
culminating shot: Anna and Karl, hand in hand in the face of their
heroic deaths. The tragic ending thus hopes to channel the emotions it
arouses into the national cause.

Conclusion

This substitution of romance for Romance is certainly not the only
way Hollywood approached the topics of family, sexuality, and politics
during the war. Examples from a variety of genres, including melo-
drama, did not employ this rhetorical move. Even Walt Disney’s 1943
cartoon version of Ziemet’s book, which shares its title, “Education for
Death,” presents another variant of nationalist melodrama, which, while
still socially conservative, does not foreground sexuality. The “special
cartoon” makes reference to the Dmytryk film in the opening title card,
which proclaims that this will be “the story of one of ‘Hitler’s Children’”
and proceeds to use a German child, Hans, as an example of how
Germany’s women and children are being victimized by the Nazi re-
gime. Due to the conventions of Disney animations, Hans is most sym-
pathetic when he is a saucer-eyed young weakling threatened by the
mighty Nazis. The cartoon narrates the tragedy of his molding into an
ironclad fighting soldier. This convention produces a potentially inter-
esting subversion of the ideal of masculine strength, which most Ameri-
can wartime films were not willing to compromise, though overall the
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melodramatic formula continued to narrate fascism as a threat to the
private sphere / family.¢!

Some wartime Hollywood melodramas did not invoke the family in
this manner. The “prematurely” antifascist Frank Borzhage film 7he
Mortal Storm (1940), for instance, also revolves around a family being
torn apart by Nazism, but it remains focused on issues of racism and
freedom of speech and thought. New alliances are formed in this film
on the basis of political sympathies both within and outside of the family
rather than insisting on either elevating the family above political issues
or equating it with democratic freedoms. Other genres, most notably
thrillers and romantic comedies, sometimes even specifically addressed
the contradictions within nationalist melodrama, with thrillers exploit-
ing the expectation of familial trust, which turns out to be misplaced,
and romantic comedies playing these expectations for parody and hu-
mor. Orson Welles’s immediate postwar film 7he Stranger (1946) even
opens up the possibility that the American family might barbor war
criminals and Nazi sympathizers instead of standing for democracy.
Once upon a Honeymoon (1942) requires Ginger Rogers to recognize her
husband as a Nazi informant. And Preston Sturges’s comedy Miracle of
Morgan’s Creek (1944) specifically lampoons the effort to make the family
bear the burden of so much national symbolic sentiment. In contrast to
Hitler’s Children, these Hollywood films either posit a public sphere
wherein politics can be debated or question the substitution of the
private sphere for this sort of political discussion.

By way of presenting an alternative American anti-Nazi rhetoric,
Sturges’s film deserves a closer look. Miracle of Morgan’s Creek revolves
around a good-time girl who gets drunk one night and marries a G1
about to leave for the war—only she barely remembers him and the
“wedding night” that evidently followed. Unfortunately, she finds her-
self pregnant and needs to confirm that she’s married in order to avoid
scandal. She enlists the local dweeb (who’s got a nervous condition that
keeps him out of the army) to pretend to be the foggily remembered i,
“Ratsky Watsky,” so that she can quickly restage her marriage and this
time have a certificate to prove it. The plan goes awry, and he ends up in
jail, while she gives birth to sextuplets. The montage that follows hi-
lariously depicts the news of these births as a national and military
triumph, with each of the Axis powers responding in fury at being so
trumped by the reproductive profligacy of an American woman. The
national spectacle requires that the governor step in to “fix” all the
moral loose ends that might not fit the narrative situation to the conven-
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tional norms of national imagery: the first foggy marriage is annulled,
the second made retroactive, and the previously rejected stooge be-
comes a decorated officer.

The sequence both criticizes the fascist governments and their popu-
lation policies and ridicules American attempts to claim the births as an
occasion for national pride. The obvious falseness of the accoutrements
of respectability that are arranged for the couple all contribute to a
farcical critique of “family values” as representative of American de-
mocracy. In this way, the efforts of nationalist melodrama to meld sexual
morals with both nationalism and democracy are revealed to be entirely
fictional, requiring fantastic efforts to cover up the actually more loose
and pleasure-loving spirit that sent Ratsky Watsky off to wat.®? Irrever-
ence is, of course, the source of political comedy’s power, and contradic-
tion is its fodder. Nationalist melodrama, on the other hand, tries to
cover up these contradictions, scripting them into a privatizing logic that
tries to suppress the ambivalence the genre more generally stakes as its
narrative ground. Ultimately, 7he Miracle of Morgan’s Creek critically ex-
poses the political falseness of a rhetoric that would try to equate de-
mocracy with sexual propriety and reveals the elaborate forms of specif-
ically political intervention required to produce such a “nonpolitical
political” private sphere.

Since the end of the war, there have been innumerable films, books,
works of scholarship, and journalistic articles dedicated to depicting,
analyzing, or appropriating the confrontation with fascism for the pres-
ent. Some recent films with melodramatic components, like Italian
comic/director Roberto Benigni’s 1998 hit Life Is Beautiful, continue to
set up the family against fascism. This film, however, doesn’t waver
from its focus on Nazi racism and brutality, nor does it set up the family
as the exclusive realm of political resistance. Polish director Agnieszka
Holland’s Eurgpa, Enropa (1991) is even able to script the Nazi threat to a
young Jewish man by way of sexuality (a fear of exposing his circumcised
penis) without resorting to the simple, fictional, moral coding typically
found in socially conservative nationalist melodrama.®

In the arena of contemporary conservative political rhetoric, how-
ever, nationalist melodrama of the sort depicted in Hitler’s Children con-
tinues to be pervasive: in fact, the genre lies at the very core of con-
temporary American deployments of the term family values. In recent
conservative videotapes produced not to entertain but to indoctrinate,
the genre’s conventions are once again employed in an effort to mobilize
the equation of the private domain of the family with democracy, and its
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“violation” with fascism, and to foreground sexuality as a primary
marker of “democratic” politics. It is because of this prominent right-
wing strategy that the rhetorical practices of wartime nationalist melo-
drama remain not only relevant today but vital to understanding con-
temporary American political culture.
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“Family Values” and Naziana in
Contemporary Right-Wing Media
|

Republicans believe that as the family goes, so goes the nation. Strong families and
strong communities make a strong America. We don’t need a government-run
health care system with costly new entitlement programs. Instead, we need to
facilitate efforts to keep families intact.— Contract With America (1994)"

Hitler's Children Revisited

In contemporary political rhetoric addressing American domestic
issues, nationalist melodrama continues to give narrative form to con-
servative social agendas. The excerpt above, taken from the Republican
Party’s 1994 policy statement, clearly continues to align the family with
the nation. As the authors write, in classic melodramatic form, “Today it
seems the values of the family are under attack from all sides—from the
media, from the education establishment, from big government. . . .
After forty years of putting government first, Republicans will put fam-
ilies first.”? Most of the issues put forth in the Contract With America are
indeed cast in this form. The document claims that illegitimate births,
for instance, are “ripping apart our nation’s social fabric,” and its authors
vow to make their reduction a national priority, just as they further vow
to strengthen parental control over children by allowing parents “to
protect their children against education programs that undermine the
values taught in the home.”?



These uses of nationalist melodrama, I will argue, draw on the vari-
ants of the genre forged to combat Nazism in the course of World
War II. Though not evident in this particular document, anti-Nazi melo-
drama is often explicitly invoked by conservatives who wish to malign
liberal social policies. According to a formula very similar to the one
implemented in the course of the war, fascism here equals the “big”
federal government that Democrats purportedly desire, which encour-
ages “perversion” through the support of gay and lesbian rights and
persecutes innocents through legal abortion. Democracy is once again
charged, first and foremost, with defending the narrowly defined family.

In this chapter, I will analyze three videotapes produced by socially
conservative political groups and explicate their use of the metaphor of
Nazism. As in the previous chapter, this analysis will illustrate how
conservative American rhetoric continues to equate political participa-
tion with private acts of sexual morality, with nationalist melodrama as
its primary narrative mode. The centrality of this mode reflects the
“privatization of citizenship” bemoaned by Lauren Berlant, the conse-
quences of which include the impeachment of the president for sexual
impropriety in 1999 and acts of domestic terrorism like that which
destroyed the federal building in Oklahoma City in 1995. The former
proceedings enact a melodrama wherein the family /nation is wrecked
from within; by equating the first family with the nation, the wayward
husband /president becomes the villain who is out to ruin it.* The latter
act represents the twisted outcome of the actions of a man who cast
himself at the center of a melodrama, a “little guy” squashed by the iron
fist of big government who saw himself as valiantly retaliating against a
threatening political evil.

The shift to domestic enemies does not mean that foreign enemies
are no longer subjected to similar sorts of moral coding: Iraqi and Ser-
bian leaders Saddam Hussein and Slobodan Milosevic have both been
compared to Hitler repeatedly in the American media. But the threat
they pose is most often drawn by way of their imperialism, their mega-
lomania, and their intolerance of difference. In short, it is less of a
melodramatic invocation of Nazism than the much more common use
of this rhetoric as it is addressed to domestic policy. Some of this turn to
domestic affairs follows from the post—World War II Red Scare, which
also focused on domestic/internal enemies rather than foreigners.
Some has to do with the application of psychological theories of fascism
to postwar domestic problems like racism and poverty, which I will
discuss at length in part two. New social movements that have emerged
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in opposition to these normative notions of citizenship—the civil rights
movement, the women’s movement, and the gay rights movement, for
instance—in turn inspired reactionary social movements prone to in-
voking nationalist melodrama against them, making social change the
internal enemy. By the 1980s, the “Moral Majority” had broadly targeted
secular humanism as the primary internal threat. In this way, contempo-
rary nationalist melodrama typically casts progressive politics as con-
spiring to destroy the fabric of the nation through its influence in
the public schools, movies, publishers, academia, courts, and finally
government.

The three liberal agendas that have attracted the most accusations of
Nazism by social conservatives are abortion rights, gay and lesbian
rights, and gun control. Within the political movements opposed to
each of these agendas, a series of catchphrases and neologisms have
crystallized the practice: feminazis, pink swastikas, and the jackbooted
storm troopers of the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms (BATF).
Three videotapes produced by proponents of these views exemplify the
narrative process. Who Lives? Who Dies? Who Cares? produced by Coral
Ridge Ministries, extends the antiabortion cry of “feminazi!” to the now
defunct Clinton Health Security Plan. “Gay Rights”: Private Lives and
Public Policy, also a Coral Ridge production, joins the infamous Gay
Agenda tape of the Antelope Valley Springs of Life Ministry in charging
that the gay and lesbian rights movement is akin to Nazi imperialism.
And Waco 11, the Big Lie Continues, by Linda Thompson and the American
Justice Federation, equates federal agencies’ 1993 siege at the Mt. Car-
mel compound in Waco, Texas, with the Holocaust. Analyzing these
three examples of rightist anti-Nazi video rhetoric will provide some
insight into the historical processes that have made what might seem
like rhetorical acrobatics possible. For, however preposterous the newly
coined slogans of “feminazi,”
of the BATF” might sound to the more liberally inclined, they are prod-
ucts of the rhetorical legacy whereby the flexibility offered by socially
conservative, wartime anti-Nazi propaganda made gender, sexuality,

pink swastikas,” and “jackbooted thugs

and the family the centerpieces of highly charged contests over how the
United States could distinguish itself from Nazi Germany.

Berlant casts many of these contemporary political struggles as draw-
ing their rhetorical power precisely from the ways in which politics is
understood, in the context of privatized citizenship, in zutimate terms.
She writes that “across the globe challenges to the public /private taxon-
omy from feminist, antthomophobic, antiracist, and antipoverty move-
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ments have been experienced as an eruption of the most sacred and
rational forms of intimate intelligibility, a canceling out of individual and
collective destinies, an impediment to narrativity and the future itself.”
Since the conflict between fascism and democracy was also largely un-
derstood in terms of a violation of the public/private balance of liberal
democracy, it follows that progressive social movements that critique
normative versions of this political division would fit into a similar
rhetorical mold.

Historian Stephanie Coonz asserts that efforts to politically center
personal and familial morals reflect the “idealization of private life,”
which she sees as characterizing the late twentieth century, a historical
tendency parallel to that of the late nineteenth century. Coonz sees this
idealization as a consequence, in both eras, of “reckless self-seeking and
conspicuous consumption among the rich, growing insecurity for work-
ers, and a middle-class retreat from previous engagement in social re-
form.”° But, as cultural critic Linda Kintz notes, Christian fundamental-
ists claim that it is “the traditional family, not the individual, which is the
core unit that must be protected by the Constitution,” and so they feel
justified in denying the constitutional rights of gays and lesbians while
antifeminist activist George Gilder claims that “All politics is on one
level sexual politics” and “the sexual constitution may be even more
important to the social order than preservation of the legal constitu-
tion.”” These logics do not reflect a retreat into private life; instead, they
represent a forceful negation of the public sphere through the substitu-
tion of the private. Nationalist melodrama, then, narrates this substitu-
tion through the genre’s conventions of equating family with the nation
and sexual conduct with political activity.

“Totalitarianism,” the Collapse of the Left and
Right, and Nationalist Melodrama

An emphasis on sexual morality and family life does not deflect atten-
tion away from the “real” political issues at hand. Rather, family is a
political issue in itself, inspired by varying motives. An analysis of the
figure of German fascism as a staple of nationalist melodrama with a
traceable rhetorical history helps expose the larger rhetorical processes
of contemporary American domestic politics.

The Nuremberg trials of 1945—46 juridically dramatized the Nazis’
political crimes—especially “crimes against humanity,” which in its very
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phrasing hoped to assert that what the Nazis had done was an affront to
humanity itself. Hence, in the search for explanations and root causes
for what had happened in Germany, sexuality and family life played a
central postwar role, in part due to the ascendancy of psychology as a
field of wartime expertise and in part due to the continued conservative
conviction that Nazism represented a radical departure from traditional
human social formations and values. The latter especially continued to
allow Christianity and patriarchal family structures to be posited as
antidotes to Nazi social radicalism, often downplaying the role of rac-
ism, antifeminism, and sexual repression in Nazi policies.

The consolidation of the conservative image of American democracy
as grounded on strict gender roles and monogamous reproductive het-
erosexuality after 1945 involved the merging of Nazism with Soviet
Communism under the common label of “totalitarianism.”® Coined in
the 1930s and reinforced by the Nazi-Soviet Pact of 1939, the term drew
together elements of Stalinism (which stood in for all communisms) and
Nazism, and directly opposed them to the concept of democracy. The
melodramatic themes of the destruction of the family and the church
continued to be dominant focal points, fanned by the flames of per-
ceived trouble in the American family itself. Fear of internal infiltration
and weakness extended the power of this conservative image of Ameri-
can democracy to the policing of American families (especially mothers)
through the boom advice fields of child psychology and home eco-
nomics, the purging of homosexuals from government offices, and the
persecution of America’s domestic critics on the Left. What was “un-
American” to social conservatives in the 1950s thus bore considerable
resemblance to the selective image of fascism in the 1940s: too-powerful
women, anti-Christian socialists, queers, and civil rights activists were
seen to threaten the American way of life from within.” These vil-
lains, according to nationalist melodrama’s conventions, assailed “dem-
ocratic” national subjects: churchgoing, white, heterosexual people or-
ganized into traditionally gendered nuclear families.

Anticommunist rhetoric in the postwar period actively sought to
extend the equation of Christian morality and traditional families with
democracy by claiming that communism’s antireligious, anticapitalist
policies were a scheme to abolish the family and destroy the morals of
young people. Popular preachers like Billy Graham made anticommu-
nism a regular part of their sermons, warning that communist infiltration
was making America vulnerable to Satan, with bold equations claiming
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that communism was “anti-God, anti-Christ, and anti-American.”'?
Free enterprise and an opposition to labor organizing were also pro-
moted by these preachers, not the least because they often received
financial support from prominent businessmen who liked their socially
conservative messages. While some of the most conservative of these
rhetoricians were actually pro-Nazi during World War II—frequently
mobilizing anti-Semitism in the service of an overarching anticom-
munism—the more mainstream variant of this rhetoric, like Graham’s,
actually saw Nazism and communism as of a piece, with little to dis-
tinguish them.!!

There are, of course, some significant distinctions between the rhe-
torical image of fascism and that of communism, the most prominent
for my purposes being that fascism has been more elaborately psychol-
ogized and sexualized and hence inextricably linked to debates about
gender and the family. Some of this has to do with the efforts of leftist
critics and theorists, who were among the most prolific and insightful in
their examination of fascism and had a deep investment in psycho-
analysis. These critics did not turn the same critical eye on Soviet Com-
munism, and so no comparable set of theories emerged to psychologize
and sexualize communism. In addition to this, the most pervasive anti-
Communist popular images of the Soviet Union made much of its
presumed lack of humor, its sexlessness, and its absence of pleasure.
The suppression of consumerism and a perception that the gender
equality Communism encouraged masculinized women and reduced
passion between the sexes produced images of a drab and loveless exis-
tence. Significantly, however, the distinctions between the highly sex-
ualized Nazis and the often desexualized Soviets breaks down when
anticommunism is brought to domestic terrain in the United States.

Early-twentieth-century Red Scare rhetoric had already established a
legacy whereby communist anti-Christianity and the association of
some American leftists with the “free love” movement linked commu-
nism to sexual immorality. Some of the rhetoric around the perception
that Hollywood was wholly infiltrated by communists—and run by
Jews—illustrates another variant of a kind of anti-Semitism /anticom-
munism that links Jews/Communists with sexual debauchery.'* This
rhetoric was particularly flagrant in the 1930s and became less common
as Nazi anti-Semitism took on its ever more horrible cast. But in the
Cold War period Communism and homosexuality would be concep-
tually linked as twin dangers to American political /sexual sovereignty.
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With the election of John F. Kennedy and the Supreme Court deci-
sions in 1962 and 1963 that declared Christian prayer and Bible study in
public schools to be in violation of the constitutional tenet of the sepa-
ration of church and state, conservative anticommunists charged that
Communist influences in mainstream liberal government were undet-
mining democracy, Christianity, and hence the morals of youth. Clashes
over sex education in public schools also often cast sex educators as
communist infiltrators intent on destroying the morals of America,
which, in the minds of conservatives, was a precursor to making Amer-
ica susceptible to totalitarianism.!> The entanglement of these themes
with conservative white Christian opposition to the civil rights move-
ment likewise resulted in progressive black church leaders (and indeed
progressive churches in general) sometimes being accused of being
communist as well. The right-wing organizing forces that began to co-
alesce around the association of the American federal government with
what they saw as anti-Christian, morally decadent politics expanded as
the 1960s wore on. On the whole, domestic communism was much
more often associated with sexual license by conservatives than were
their images of the Soviet Union. Nazism certainly faded into the rhe-
torical background in the face of the “Red Menace” of the Cold War, but
the conventions of nationalist melodrama that World War II codified
were easily extended by way of the concept of totalitarianism.

Fascism reemerged as a concept with the rise of the New Left in the
1960s. Leftists and liberal progressives rejected the concept of totalitari-
anism precisely because of the easy collapse of Nazism into leftist poli-
tics that had allowed American right-wing politics to be aligned with
democracy in the name of anticommunism. By insisting on the specific-
ity of fascism, New Leftists hoped to reclaim true democracy for the
Left by drawing parallels between Nazi Germany and both American
racial prejudice and the suppression of political freedoms. Feminists
extended the parallels to misogyny and sexism and sexual liberationists
to fascism’s sexual conservatism. Frankfurt School political theorist
Herbert Marcuse, who had helped coin the concept of totalitarianism in
the 1930s, wrote in the 1950s that sexual repression was a characteristic
of fascism and sexual liberation its antidote. Marcuse writes that with
the concept of perversion “The same taboo is placed on instinctual
manifestations incompatible with civilization and on those incompat-
ible with repressive civilization, especially with monogamic genital su-
premacy.” He proceeds to draw a crucial distinction between destructive
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forms of perversion (that of ss troops, for instance) and benign forms
that may be expressed in “forms compatible with normality in high
civilization.”'* This way of thinking about sexual politics gained particu-
lar prominence in the late 1960s and 1970s, when a postwar generation
that had been raised to believe that Christian sexual conservatism was
antitotalitarian rejected this characterization for its opposite. In com-
bination, sexual liberation and the use of fascism as an epithet directed
at social conservatives stoked the ire of the New Right, which formed in
opposition to these developments. It would soon, in turn, redirect the
Nazi epithet back to the Left itself.

Recalling the epigraph by Michel Foucault at the head of the intro-
duction to this book, the accusation of fascism became so widespread
that many leftists, and especially historians of the Holocaust, worried
about and objected to the dilution of the concept. I will pursue the
ongoing influence of this significant shift in the use of fascism for the
cultural rhetoric of democracy in part three of this book. For now, my
focus turns to conservative uses of the charge of Nazism.

The Rise of the New Right and lts
Deployment of the Accusation of Nazism

A turning point in melodramatic narratives of the nation came with
the 1976 election of Jimmy Carter to the United States presidency. Car-
ter’s campaign hoped to combine invocations of national Christianity
with more progressive social politics, but instead his tenure in office
proved most formative for the future of a politically active Christian
Right. During his campaign, Carter spoke of the American family as
being in trouble, citing rising divorce rates, increases in unwed mother-
hood, and a rise in the rates of juvenile crime, venereal disease, and
alcohol and drug abuse as among the greatest problems facing the na-
tion. To wit, he pledged that “There can be no more urgent priority for
the next administration, than to see that any decision our government
makes is designed to honor and support and strengthen the American
family.”’*> This stand, along with his declaration that he was “born
again,” led many conservative Christians to support his election, only to
be dismayed by his much more liberal solutions to social problems.

When the National Women’s Conference was held in November
of 1977 as part of International Women’s Year (funded with federal
money), the official statements emerging from the conference were
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feminist in a broad sense. These included positions conservative Chris-
tians found particularly offensive, namely, support of the Equal Rights
Amendment (ErA) (which they opposed due to their belief that women
were meant to be radically different from, not equal to men); abortion
rights; and lesbian rights. Social conservatives opposed to what they
perceived to be federally supported positions formed new political or-
ganizations and organized a parallel protest event, called the National
Pro-family Rally, which explicitly melded antifeminism, antiabortion
rights, and antigay sentiments into a nascent use of the term profamily.
Subsequently, evangelists like Jerry Falwell and James Robison would
preach vociferously that the National Women’s Conference was “anti-
family, anti-God, and anti-America” and that its resolutions read “like a
summary of the feminist/humanist movement’s grand design for de-
stroying the American family.”!¢ Carter’s more progressive hopes for
melodramatic narrative were thus effectively hijacked and dismantled in
a rhetorical practice that has persisted ever since.

In the wake of this burgeoning rhetorical shift, Carter announced that
there would be a White House Conference on the American Family to
take place in 1980. Both conservatives and progressives had ample time
to prepare, and the huge rift in public rhetoric that was forming over
these explosive issues ensured that the conference would be conten-
tious. Conservatives fought social progressives over the definition of
family, which social conservatives wanted to strictly limit to people re-
lated by blood, adoption, or marriage, pointedly excluding unmarried
partners, unwed mothers and their children, and especially gay and les-
bian partnerships, all of which they did not want recognized as in any
way legitimate. As religious historian William Martin writes, conserva-
tive “profamily” participants came to resent the fact that “their own
view of the family had been marked as narrow and stultifying, a source
of inequality and oppression, rather than being seen as a basic and vital
foundation for a moral and democratic society.”’

Political theorist Ellen Messer-Davidow similarly describes social /
cultural conservatives as ascribing to a “functionalist” argument, which
claims that the conservation of “traditional Western culture” is neces-
sary in order for democracy to be successful. Ironically, she argues, this
claim to tradition is on some level a radical redefinition of political life.'®
Reversing the feminist slogan “the personal is political,” which offered
up the family for political critique, Berlant sloganizes this strategy as
“the political is the personal.” Berlant writes, “Reversing the direction of
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the dictum’s critique has resulted in an anti-political nationalist politics
of sexuality whose concern is no longer what sex reveals about unethical
power but what ‘abnormal’ sex/reproduction/intimacy forms reveal
about threats to the nation proper/the proper nation.”" She argues
for a strong distinction between the feminist credo and its rhetorical
reversal—a distinction I am likewise dedicated to reinforcing.

As political rhetoric comes to focus more and more often on sexuality
and reproductive rights, nationalist melodrama—which had in World
Wiar II been but one form of opposition to fascism among many—runs
the risk of becoming the only national narrative. Such an ascendancy
circumvents efforts to define democracy in more communitarian ways,
with more emphasis on public, civil duties. Contemporary invocations
of anti-Nazism in nationalist melodrama deployed against progressive
social changes (or hoped-for changes) illustrate this shift most dramat-
ically. In the remainder of this chapter, I examine the three instances of
this narrative practice: in antiabortion rhetoric, anti-gay-rights rhetoric,
and finally the antigovernment rhetoric of the militia movement.

The Feminazi Reign of Terror

The term feminazi arose out of the practice among abortion foes of
referring to legal abortion as an American Holocaust. The parallel is
drawn metaphorically, eliding the historical evidence that abortion was
illegal in Nazi Germany (for “Aryan” women) and in fact punishable by
death. To finesse this, the “pro-life” argument often collapses argu-
ments against abortion with arguments against euthanasia, which in-
deed was practiced by the Nazis.? By drawing an equation between the
murder of millions of Jews and other “undesirables” and abortions,
antiabortion advocates hope to succeed in both granting personhood to
embryos and casting feminists and abortion doctors as state-sanctioned
murderers. The fetus thus replaces the virgin as the “innocent” who is
menaced by villains in the bourgeois tragedy, and nationalist melodrama
once again narrates a consolidation of the nation with the family.

The term ferminazi, of course, also calls on older images of feminists as
having a sadistic disregard for human life (as opposed to traditional
mothers), a primary investment in their own (often sexual) gratification,
and a desire to destroy the American family—images also produced, for
instance, by opponents of women’s suffrage in the second decade of the
twentieth century.?! Its most prominent logic lies, like these earlier im-
ages, in the conventions of nationalist melodrama, in which feminists
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become the genre’s primary villains. There are two rhetorical moves
required by this deployment of the genre: to argue that feminists are
antifamily and then, by way of the metaphor of Nazism, to reassert that
feminism is consequently antidemocratic. A further method of aligning
feminists with Nazism, as with lesbians and gay men, is to claim that
feminists hope to eradicate the difference between the sexes (echoing
the images of Soviet men and women). The supreme historical illogic of
this will be taken up later. For now, I will pursue the ways in which this
“Nazi” eradication of sexual difference is often deeply entangled in
antiabortion rhetoric as part of what makes feminists antifamily and
antidemocratic.

In a letter to his followers about the UN. Fourth World Conference
on Women, which was held in Beijing in 1995, James Dobson, leader of
the conservative Christian group Focus on the Family, characterized the
conference as “the most radical, atheistic and anti-family crusade in the
history of the world.” The feminists who controlled this conference, he
claims, exhibited “enormous hostility to the institution of the family.”
Twisting quotes from various radical feminist critiques of the patriarchal
family, Dobson goes on to claim (in this order) that feminists want to
eradicate gender; promote safe sex, reproductive rights, and gay rights;
and display hostility toward religion. The jumble of claims is not so
much incorrect with regard to at least some feminists as that the lan-
guage used to convey these agendas is melodramatic, and hence serves a
broader agenda, as in Dobson’s concluding statement: “Imagine the
damage that can be done around the globe if the credibility of this
wonderful country, with all its resources and power, is used to under-
mine the family, promote abortion, teach immoral behavior to teen-
agers, incite anger and competition between men and women, advocate
lesbian and homosexual behavior, and vilify those with sincere religious
faith. This is Satan’s trump card if I have ever seen it.”** The fundamen-
tal links between family, church, and nation undergird the nationalist
melodrama Dobson deploys against feminism. As the Focus on the
Family website proclaims of the organization: “We believe that God has
ordained three basic institutions—the church, the family and the gov-
ernment—for the benefit of all humankind. . .. The government exists
to maintain cultural equilibrium and to provide a framework for social
order.” The destruction of this social order is what feminists (and sex-
ual minorities) are thought to desire. Beverly LaHaye, founder of the
Christian conservative group Concerned Women for America, similarly
writes in her 1984 book, “In Brazil, the subversives called themselves
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Communists; in America, they may call themselves feminists or human-
ists. The label makes little difference, because many of them are seeking
the destruction of morality and human freedom.”?

The antecedents for this casting of feminists as totalitarian date back
to World War II. The rarity of women in the highest Nazi ranks did not
dissuade U.S. wartime and postwar sensational writers and filmmakers
from imagining them everywhere and making much of their leadership
roles in the upbringing of girls, in women’s groups, and especially as
concentration camp guards. Their dominion over other women is often
inflected with sadism, rightly in the case of guards but also frequently
conflated with lesbianism as well, despite the fact that much of the
function of women’s organizations was to encourage motherhood as a
national duty. The convergence of simultaneously developing theories
of the workings of dominance and submission in human behavior then
found an unsubstantiated but handy echo between lesbianism, sadism,
and Nazism. By way of claims that feminists were all “man haters,” and
hence lesbians, the tangle of associations is solidified.?* While most
feminists would not recognize themselves in these images and would
rightfully claim that their efforts have largely been directed toward
strengthening human ties and working toward a more equitable and just
basis for the formation of families of various sorts, antifeminist rhetoric
typically claims that feminism seeks to destroy the family. Since social
conservatives typically recognize the patriarchal family as the only form
of family worthy of the name, it follows that since feminists seek to
rescript gender roles and encourage alternative child-rearing arrange-
ments this could be read as destroying zhe family.

Abortion rights is a key issue in the contemporary characterization of
feminism by the Christian Right insofar as the right to a safe abortion
changes women’s relationship to motherhood. Kintz says, in her study
of “the emotions that matter” to the Christian Right, that the two pri-
mary concerns of the movement are “the reconstruction of mother-
hood and the reconstruction of masculinity” and that these “come to-

225

gether in the issue of abortion.”?® She notes that the reconstruction of
masculinity requires an image of women that is threatened by their
freedom to control their reproductivity—and it is also threatened by
lesbianism. As male homosexuality likewise disrupts this project, abor-
tion rights and gay rights “constitute deep symbolic threats to the men
and women who live by this world view.”?¢

The American Life League’s Pro-Life Activist’s Encyclopedia trequently

equates abortion with the Holocaust, and feminists with Nazis, along
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these lines. Feminists are cast as persecuting the unborn in the same way
that Nazis persecuted Jews. The parallel is made most explicit in a chart
entitled “Newspeak employed by the Nazis and pro-Abortion Move-
ment” in which direct compatisons are made between Nazi doctors and
contemporary American abortion doctors, the mass murder of Jews and
abortion, concentration camps and abortion clinics, and German “con-
scientious objectors” and antiabortion activists.?” Elsewhere gay men
and lesbians are likewise targeted, including the claim that “There are
very strong connections between the right-to-die groups, abortion
rights organizations, and homosexuals. The sodomites commonly work
in abortion mills and often lesbians and homosexuals act as clinic es-
corts. These are the most unpredictable and violent people of all; they
do not tolerate anyone opposing them in any way.”*® The Holocaust
parallel on the one hand musters sympathy for the innocent victims of
Nazism /abortion, calling for defense of these innocents in melodra-
matic form; on the other hand, it casts the proponents of abortion rights
as fascist.?

Indeed, Berlant has noted that “pro-life rhetoric has seen the relation
between nature and nation as central to it sacred logics,” which she sees
as similar rather than opposed, as the Christian Right would have it, to
the “conversion of gender to nationality in the conscription of German
women to reproduce citizens for the Third Reich.” Berlant sees these
logics as reflective of what she calls “national sentimentality,” where
“complex political conditions are reduced or refined into the discourses
of dignity and of the authority of feeling.”*" Politically and emotionally
powerful images are invoked in order to garner this authority of feeling,
as with the common parallels of the antiabortion movement between
images of starving children in Ethiopia, African American victims of
lynching, Jewish victims of the Nazi Holocaust, and the aborted fetus or
embryo.”® The strong sense of injustice called up with images of vic-
timized children and adults also speaks to an identification with them, as
both Berlant and Kintz have noted. Thus, feminists and gay rights advo-
cates are threatening to both family and se/f. As Kintz writes, “In an era
in which feminists, gays, and lesbians are engaged in the irreversible
project of dismantling traditional masculine identity, many men, even
those sympathetic to those attempts, may find the experience of uncer-
tain ego boundaties to be very traumatic, and it appears that it is man’s
increasingly uncertain status that is reflected in the uncertain status of
the fetus.”?* Thus, the feminazi is cast as threatening not only to the
fetus and the family but to the difference between men and women and
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hence the self-definition of men. National sentimentality gives political
force to these fears, which are then given form through nationalist
melodrama.

The Health Security Plan proposed by the Clinton administration in
1992 met its political demise partly through the successful deployment
of nationalist melodrama to these ends. The rhetoric around the femi-
nazi and the casting of the fetus as the central character of contempo-
rary nationalist melodrama extended the associations of Nazism to lib-
eral health agendas in general. In uses of nationalist melodrama to defeat
these health care agendas, the fetus is joined by the elderly and the
handicapped, who together play the role of the threatened innocent in
the melodramatic mode.

The Coral Ridge Ministries’ videotape Who Lives? Who Dies? Who
Cares? employs this logic. One of the largest, wealthiest churches in
the country, Coral Ridge is led by its founder, Presbyterian minister
D. James Kennedy, who was also an original member of the Moral
Majority in the 1980s. Kennedy broadcasts a weekly blend of religious
and secular sermons on 7he Coral Ridge Hour, which is carried on more
than five hundred television stations across the country.®® Who Lives?
Who Dies? Who Cares? is hosted by Kennedy and was broadcast repeat-
edly while the Clinton Health Security Plan was being debated. The
rhetorical strategies of the tape include the implication that the Clinton
administration’s reform plans were both socialist and fascist and hence
antidemocratic. The tape is a prime example of national sentimentality
and the contemporary use of nationalist melodrama.

Who Lives? Who Dies? Who Cares? features a Christian Rescue 911 for-
mat in which life-threatening scenarios are invariably resolved through
divine intervention brought on by prayer. The tape consists of four
vignettes, each followed by a minisermon by Kennedy. The first is an
abortion vignette in which a young and recent grandmother rejoices in
her decision twenty years ago not to have had an abortion. Kennedy
follows this by admonishing the “liberal media” for its supposed pro-
abortion-rights bias, asking, “When did you last see an aborted baby on
the nightly news? The media certainly doesn’t mind showing graphic
and bloody pictures of crime victims and the Holocaust, but they know
that just one look at the reality of a dismembered child would break the
hearts of most women and probably bring an end to this abortion holo-
caust altogether” (his emphasis).

By invoking the familiar trope of the abortion holocaust eatly in the
tape, Kennedy sets in motion the string of associations with Nazi medi-
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cine that he rhetorically collapses into the invective of “socialized medi-
cine.” The Clinton Health Security Plan subsequently is characterized as
providing financial incentives to encourage abortion and the early ter-
mination of disabled, terminally ill, and eldetly citizens. The already
standard practice of referring to legalized abortion as a holocaust (and
hence supporters of abortion rights as Nazis) thus prepares the viewer
for the further extension of this association to the health plan more
generally by way of an invocation of the concept of “lives not worth
living” as part and parcel of the “quality of life” doctrine the Clinton
plan is seen to endorse. Kennedy thus forges his rhetorical bond be-
tween Democrats, Socialism, feminism and Nazism, all seen as conspir-
ing against the weak and powetrless, who represent the nation’s sacred
innocence.

Kennedy does this by setting up an opposition between the “sanctity
of life” position (which he characterizes as considering every life pre-
cious) and the quality of life position, which he claims amounts to
believing that “human life is cheap and disposable.” With this definition
in place, another vignette follows, wherein the parents of a police officer
shot in the line of duty have refused to pull the plug on their son, even
when doctors claim that he might be brain damaged (which in the end,
of course, he is not). Kennedy asserts the claim that the Clinton plan
would deny medical treatment to people deemed not worth rescuing, in
effect causing the death of all less than hopeful cases. With heart strings
strumming after the story of the paralyzed Christian officer, Kennedy
once again slides down the slippery slope of his binary opposition,
claiming that the Health Security Plan would deny medical treatment to
people like the officer, not just by refusing extravagant life support
treatments but by “denying them basic care like food and water to
hasten their death.” Mental images of starving concentration camp sur-
vivors and victims are invoked, retaining the thread from the verbal
reference to the abortion Holocaust in the previous segment. Again,
using melodramatic conventions and the association of liberal agendas
with Nazism, Kennedy attempts to convince his viewers, many of
whom are elderly, that democracy is in peril.

What follows is the most didactically direct portion of the tape, that
dealing with a summary of complaints against the Health Security Plan.
Featuring a series of white, middle-aged men in suits and ties, the tape
makes its most “inside the Beltway” pitch against Clinton’s proposed
reforms. Ed Haislmair of the conservative Heritage Foundation com-
plains of the bureaucracy the plan would build, claiming that it is an
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elaborate way for the government to increase its control over our lives.
Burke Balch, the state legislative director of the antiabortion group
National Right to Life, illogically argues that the plan will encourage
abortions, as they will be less expensive than family planning measures.
And US. congressman Christopher Smith (R-N.J.) claims that the plan
will allow “abortion on demand at any time during pregnancy” while
American taxpayers foot the bill. The tape’s early focus on abortion
insures the persistent link of antifascist rhetoric to the health plan in
general by way of threats of an expanded bureaucracy and increased
government control over “our lives.” Berlant’s “authority of feeling”
and Kintz’s theory that the fetus stands in for all adult insecurities thus
combine, granting the fetus a unifying role as the universal threatened
democratic entity, built on these melodramatic conventions.

To cement this move, the next sequence of the tape begins by pan-
ning across a series of elderly people in wheelchairs. Syndicated colum-
nist Cal Thomas describes the “short move” from the euthanasia of
extreme cases “to the government deciding your life is no longer valu-
able,” which he claims we’ve already seen “with abortion and increas-
ingly infanticide.” The tape shifts from abortion to an exposé of the
“involuntary euthanasia” of the elderly in the Netherlands and England,
claiming that socialized medicine and doctor-mandated murder go hand
in hand.** All of the spokesmen in this tape harp on the fears of the
elderly that, as in the case of “unwanted” pregnancy, they too might be
unwanted. The argument very centrally relies on an equation of “so-
cialized medicine” with Nazi science, and the implication throughout
the tape that, like Nazi doctors, doctors in America kill people who
wouldn’t otherwise die. The antidote to this governmental threat is both
Jesus and the traditional family, which, in the classic melodramatic
mode, are pictured as standing up to evil doctors and politicians.

By the time the tape proceeds to a second nonabortion vignette,
about a child with spina bifida, the audience is primed to feel empathy
for the sonogram footage of an embryo presumed to be the child who
will eventually sing “Jesus Loves Me” for the Tv audience and also to see
the threat of her doom as a threat to themselves and the nation. The
audience is well prepared to hear another comparison with Nazi medi-
cine spoken by the child’s mother, who claims that “our society is getting
more and more like what Hitler wanted to do—sifting out all the un-
wanteds in our society.”

The utilization of a melodramatic formula ensures the smooth sub-
stitutability of various vulnerable representatives of the iconic fam-
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ily /nation. By replacing the young marriageable woman with the fetus
as the central victim to democracy’s foes, however, the Christian Right’s
use of the genre is able to both cast feminist women as national enemies
and banish some of the genre’s usually characteristic ambivalences, such
as those evident in Hitler’s Children (1942).>> Bhabha’s notion of the
pedagogical function of national narratives still works in recent exam-
ples to fortify a foundational family unit. The nature of the repeated
performances that hope to reiterate this pedagogy, however, have multi-
plied and at the same time become more narrow. As women are no
longer able to bear the symbolic burden of potential victimhood to
those who seek to destroy #he family—since many have learned to speak
for themselves—the embryo/fetus, the eldetly, the infirm, and the
handicapped have taken their place. Political rhetoric, of course, always
tries to banish ambivalence, but rarely is it completely successful in
doing so. Until these latter populations are able to infuse some ambiva-
lence into their casting, as many progressive disability-rights and elder-
rights advocates are trying to do, this new variant of nationalist melo-
drama will continue to be convincing to people held in its sway.

The Domestic Imperialism of Sexual Minorities

When conservative Tv and talk radio personality Rush Limbaugh
publicly coined the term femzinaziin the eatly 199os, he made the primary
logic of the term relate to pro-choice feminism, but soon it was ex-
tended to any woman who holds any sort of political power. He writes,
“I often use the term to describe women who are obsessed with per-
petuating a modern-day holocaust: abortion. . . . Nothing matters but
me, says the feminazi. My concerns prevail over all else.”*® The “intol-
erance” of opposition to the selfish views of “militant feminists” allows
the extension of the term to conservative campaigns against “political
correctness.” Through the invented dominance of feminists on college
campuses and in the Clinton White House, the feminazi is associated
with established channels of power, and opponents of feminism be-
come freedom fighters in the face of the totalitarian “thought police,”
an obviously self-serving move on the part of antifeminist men like
Limbaugh.

First Lady Hillary Clinton is often invoked as the ringleader of the
current feminazi rule. In one extreme example, the dust jacket of a 1994
book about the political influence of feminazis reads: “They are like [sic]
anything the world has ever experienced. They’re ruthless, shrewd and
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calculating—and they’ve got a stranglehold on the White House. Re-
cruited and empowered by their boss, Hillary, these are the women who
tell Bill Clinton what to do. Get ready, America, for the rise of the
FemiNazis! Big Sister is Watching You unmasks the coven of brutally cor-
rect women who now rule over us. Hillary’s regiment of hardened,
militant feminists include lesbians, sex perverts, child molester advo-
cates, Christian haters and the most doctrinaire of communists. They
possess awesome Gestapo powers. One heads the FBr, another the
1rs.”?” While this example is considered extreme even among right-wing
ideologues, the rhetoric of feminist sexual debauchery is not at all un-
common. In the right-wing rag American Spectator, for instance, Hillary
Clinton has been variously reported both to have had an affair with
Vince Foster (the former Clinton associate who committed suicide in
the course of the Whitewater investigation) and to be strictly lesbian.?®
On the one hand, she is projected to embody the heterosexually promis-
cuous woman and on the other the rejection of men entirely. Both
involve an equation of her political and personal strength with sexual
“immorality.” Despite the fact that Hillary Clinton is a very public wife
and mother in the most heterosexually defined public position in the
country (that of the first lady), she cleatly challenges the pedagogy of #be
national family with which the conservative Right would like the nation
to be equated.

Lesbianism is, along with “baby killing,” a favorite image of Nazi
villains in contemporary nationalist melodrama. This contemporary im-
age of lesbians draws on an iconographic tradition in which, as cultural
historian George Mosse has noted, the nineteenth-century equation of
respectability with nationalism began to see lesbians as a threat to
“women’s role as patron saints and mothers of the family and the na-

tion,” a threat also embodied in women who have abortions.*

In keep-
ing with Kintz’s observation that the second major motivation of con-
temporary right-wing politics is the defense of traditional masculinity,
the lesbian is joined by gay men (or any other practitioner of sexual
variation that doesn’t fit the narrow mold). Anti-gay-rights activism has
indeed been e major fundraising issue for the Christian Right since the
carly 1990s.*’ In keeping with Berlant’s astute reversal that in conserva-
tive, and increasingly mainstream, American logic “the political is the
personal,” sexuality is, as it was in wartime nationalist melodrama, a
central marker of political allegiance.

Like New Right movements opposing New Left gains in abortion
rights and gun control, the contemporary anti-gay-rights movement was
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originally organized to oppose the victories of local antidiscrimination
ordinances in the late 1970s (e.g., Anita Bryant’s antigay crusade in Dade
County, Florida, in 1977). The campaigns to repeal these laws, prevent
their future passage, and further to expel gays and lesbians from posi-
tions of influence (especially over children) relied heavily on charges
that homosexuals are child molesters who pose a threat to the family
and that gay rights is part of a “national gay conspiracy,” all components
of the antigay variant of nationalist melodrama.*! Drawing on the asso-
ciation of Nazism with sexual perversion, which has formed part of the
anti-Nazi rhetorical tradition since the 1930s, anti-gay-rights rhetori-
cians of the 1990s claimed, as the title of chapter 117 of the Pro-Life Ac-
tvist’s Encyelopedia proclaims, that “The True Objective of ‘Gay Rights’
[Is] Total Domination.”

Gay rights is a particularly potent issue for “profamily” rhetoricians
since conservative Christians, unlike their more spiritually generous lib-
eral religious counterparts, have been completely uncompromising in
their opposition to the granting of social legitimacy to gays, lesbians,
bisexuals, and transgendered people. Once again, as a matter of founda-
tional logic, homosexuality is deemed inherently antifamily, even when
gay and lesbian couples effectively mirror the structures of matrimonial
monogamy and love. While usually invoking images of gay male promis-
cuity as primary evidence that homosexuality in general is contrary to
Christian morals and family life, antigay rhetoric has also consistently
tried to cast gay families as illegitimate and not subject to constitutional
and legal protections. Once again, the melodramatic formula of protect-
ing the family frequently invokes Nazism as a rhetorical device to imply
that gays and lesbians—and especially the gay rights movement—are
both antifamily and antidemocratic.

The Oregon Citizens Alliance (oca), one of the most vociferous state
organizations working against gay rights, exemplifies the dominant
strain of social conservative organizing when its statement of principles
proclaims that “we affirm that the traditional family unit is the founda-
tion of society. Government policy should be to safeguard the tradi-
tional family unit against those forces which tend to undermine it.”*?
The oca opposes welfare, gun control, higher taxes, gay rights, and
abortion and supports “traditional family values” and the free enterprise
system. Stated in nationalist-melodramatic form, the public sphere of
political activity is entirely occupied by the personal and private matters
of family life, while the public arena of commerce is treated as a private
matter. The group discourages government regulation and intervention
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in matters of business but encourages it in matters of personal conduct.
The original public/private divide of liberal democracy is modified, all
the while claiming a foundational logic whereby #be family is the nation.
Rallies in support of the oca’s antigay ballot measures thus prominently
include patriotic displays of red, white, and blue and feature the singing
of “God Bless America.”*

The Antelope Valley Springs of Life Ministries, another conservative
Christian antigay group, used similar strategies in its more successful
campaign to prevent the repeal of the ban on gays in the military in its
videotape 7The Gay Agenda. The tape, which was distributed to the Joint
Chiefs of Staff as the repeal was being debated in Washington, repeat-
edly invokes the idea that the gay rights movement is waging “an aggres-
sive offensive at every segment of society”** This claim finds ready
supporters among “patriots,” who likewise claim that the open presence
of gays and lesbians would assist in the destruction of the military and
hence the surrender of the nation to the “New World Order.”* Like
feminists, gay rights advocates are cast as seeking to disrupt biblical and
cultural traditions and are hence akin to both communists and fascists.

Antelope Valley’s publication 7he Report (later renamed the Lambda
Report on Homosexuality) makes explicit its equation of the gay rights
movement with Nazi imperialism, even though 7he Gay Agenda does not
explicitly make this claim.** Antelope Valley indeed displays the more
common strategy of saving the most inflammatory rhetoric for in-house
publications and toning down that which is meant for wider public
consumption. The oca, on the other hand, did make public use of the
Nazi parallel in its voter information materials in support of its antigay
ballot measures. The arguments for the 1994 Measure 13 (the oca’s
second attempt to limit the way governments and schools address issues
relating to gay men and lesbians) were submitted to the voter’s guide by a
group called the Jews and Friends of Holocaust Victims, but the cam-
paign was paid for by the Stop Special Rights political action committee,
which is connected with the oca. The materials read: “Who’s a Nazi?
Americans are watching history repeat as homosexuals promote the BIG
LIE that everyone who opposes them is harmful to society. It’s nothing
new. They used this tactic in Germany against the Jews. Yes, some anti-
Nazi homosexuals were persecuted by the Nazis, but the persecutors
were homosexuals themselves. In fact, Nazism was largely an outgrowth
of Germany’s gay-rights movement.” The argument goes on to provide
“evidence” that Nazism was really a homosexual movement. Happily,
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voters did not respond well to this historical distortion and the ballot
measure was defeated.

The strategy of accusing the gay rights movement of Nazism is both
an outgrowth of the centrality of nationalist melodrama in narrating
conservative American politics and a reaction to the prominent strategy
of deploying the pink triangle (the symbol used by the Nazis to mark
non-Jewish homosexual inmates in concentration camps) as a symbol of
the gay rights movement. Since the advent of the contemporary move-
ment (commonly marked as beginning with the Stonewall Riot in 1969),
gay rights activists have embraced the pink triangle as a symbol connect-
ing the Nazis” oppression of gays with current U.S. policy. Gay rights
advocates, like other proponents of social movements emerging from
the New Left, often invoke anti-Nazi rhetoric to characterize the op-
position. Historian Barry Adam writes, for instance, “A new Holocaust
now seemed possible to many when, after a tumultuous year and a half,
Harvey Milk, the best-known openly gay public official in the United
States, was assassinated.”*’ The strategy deployed by the Christian Right
to counter the pink triangle, then, is a pink swastika, a historically fic-
tional symbol that asserts, as the oca materials do, that homosexuals
masterminded the Nazi movement. The oca, Colorado for Family
Values, Coral Ridge Ministries, and Pat Robertson’s 700 Club have all at
some point disseminated this theory, with the express aim of thereby
associating the gay rights movement in the United States with the per-
secution of Christians (as above), with the undermining of democracy
(by challenging the constitutionality of antigay ballot measures), and,
further, with a frightening image of a country ruled by power-hungtry,
amoral, sadistic pedophiles. The most listened to talk radio personality
of 2000, “Dr. Laura” Schlessinger, warns listeners to take action against
a militant gay conspiracy, saying “You people have to get off your duffs,
of you’re going to lose your country to fascism.”*®

As Dr. Laura’s statement shows, while the strategy of invoking the
Holocaust and Nazism for moral arguments about sexuality is predomi-
nantly a conservative Christian strategy, Jewish members of antigay
groups and Jewish antigay scholars are also active producers of this
rhetoric and as such are often invoked by Christian rhetoricians to lend
legitimacy to their claims. Hence, the front organization for the oca,
Jews and Friends of Holocaust Victims, appeared in the voter pamphlet
described above. The pamphlet includes a statement by Amy M. Fein-
berg (oca member and daughter of a Holocaust survivor), complaining,
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“How dare these homosexual political activists compare their selfish
agenda with the experience of the Jews. How dare they accuse me, as an
oca member, of being Nazi-like because I refuse to endorse their life-
style. . . . We should all be alarmed when we see self-defined ‘victims’
accusing their opponents of doing what they themselves are doing. They
accuse others of hatred, with voices full of hate. They accuse others of
imposing their will on society, while imposing their own will on society.”
The first part of the complaint is fair enough, as the rhetorical uses of
antifascism for progressive agendas does gloss over significant historical
differences. But Feinberg’s statement then reverses the logic and pre-
pares for the more overt accusations that centrally characterize the pam-
phlet: that the American gay rights movement is a Nazi movement.*’
The parallel is established by sentiments more equivocally expressed by
Feinberg: that gay rights advocates “hate” their opposition (i.e., hate
religion) and that they are imposing their will on others.

Scott Lively, the membership director of the oca at the time, went on
to coauthor a book, The Pink Swastika: Homosexuality in the Nazi Party,
with Kevin Abrams, who writes for an Orthodox Jewish newspaper, the
Jewish Press.> For Abrams, the antigay crusade is about setting the record
straight (literally) on who was victimized by the Holocaust, as it was for
Feinberg. Abrams’s Jewishness is useful to Lively in that it continues to
lend authenticity to the claim that Nazism and homosexuality go hand
in hand. Gay rights is then more easily claimed to be antidemocratic.”!

In a 1994 article entitled “The Other Side of the Pink Triangle,”
Abrams rehearses the same litany found in the 1994 oca pamphlet, that
“there was far more brutality, rape, torture and murder committed
against innocent people by Nazi deviants and homosexuals, than there
ever was against homosexuals.”?* Abrams does not deny that there were
homosexuals imprisoned and mistreated by the Nazis, but he claims that
these were effeminate, nonpedophilic homosexuals, while the Nazis
consisted of butch or “masculo-homosexuals,” who were propedo-
philia. While this dubious distinction might imply a willingness to recog-
nize the role of patriarchy in Nazism, Abrams avoids this and quickly
slides into generally characterizing Nazis as homosexuals and claiming
that it is this type of homosexual that is behind the gay rights movement
in the United States. Of course, the prolific use of images of drag queens
in both images of Nazi Germany and in antigay videotapes belies this
characterization. There are thus two simultaneous threads in operation,
one that stresses the hypermasculine forcefulness of gay rights advo-
cates and one that capitalizes on their symbolic threat to a strictly or-
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dered, gender-dimorphic universe. In other words, like feminazis, the
gay rights movement essentially is the forerunner to a neofascist Ameri-
can government because of its dual threat to the family /nation and the
symbolic gender order that the family represents. The two threads do
not necessarily weave together all the time.

In fact, as with antifeminism, the specter of gender inversion that
threatens the conservative pedagogy of family is precisely what trips
Abrams up in his futile effort to be considered a respectable historian.
Christine L. Mueller, a real professor of history, wrote an article in
response to Abrams, refuting his claims in an article entitled “The Other
Side of the Pink Triangle: Still a Pink Triangle.”* She begins with a quote
from the leader of the Nazi ss, Heinrich Himmler, noting that he “esca-
lated the war on sexual behavior that did not conform to male hetero-
sexual supremacy, an ideal he linked to winning the world race war of
survival,” and proceeds with a lengthy point by point dismantling of
Abrams’s case. While not denying that there were some Nazi homosex-
uals, she makes the cogent point that Abrams ignores the fact that
homosexuals appear in all other walks of life, too. She also notes that
much of Abrams’s evidence comes from the Nazis’ own politicization of
the issue of homosexuality—their efforts to blame the party’s brutality
from 1930 to 1934 on the “homosexual” sa (as opposed to the ss) after
the Roehm purge.

Abrams, like many pseudointellectuals of the Right, jumped at the
chance to enter into a dialogue with a professional historian, and the
Lambda Report published the two articles side by side as a “debate.”>*
Abrams responds to Muellet’s point that he used the Nazis” own words,
despite his original argument about “masculo-homosexuals,” by sliding
illogically into a gender inversion argument, claiming that Mueller is
“correct about Hitler being labeled the vain operetta queen in Munich
by Goebbels. Vanity, as Ms. Mueller may know, is a negative female char-
acteristic and Hitler’s character has often been described as effeminate.”
Cleatly, the statement was also meant as a sexist reproach to Mueller
herself. Abrams’s fear of homosexual domination (his original finessing
of the oppression of effeminate homosexuals by masculo-homosexuals)
is here interchangeable with his anxieties about gender inversion and
domination by women. Contrary to his statement “The record clearly
shows there is no such thing as an irrational fear of homosexuality and
its consequences,” he clearly fears being “unmanned” by gay men and
feminist women as he leaps between characterizations of masculine
and feminine men.>

“Family Values” and Naziana 93



The strategy of invoking some variant of the pink swastika argument
in the service of nationalist melodrama has become a fairly common
practice among members of the Christian Right, sometimes overtly and
sometimes in more coded forms.>® One prominent strategy for coding
this message is to visually equate gay rights advocacy with the Nazi
movement, rather than to say so as openly as these groups do in the
pages of The Lambda Report ot in their closed door meetings.”” A com-
mon strategy of antigay videotapes meant for wider public persuasion
presents decontextualized images of gay and lesbian pride events and
footage from political protests, visually connecting sexual “decadence”
and the moral and political imperialism of the gay rights movement
without actually mentioning the parallel to Nazism. 7he Gay Agenda, as
noted above, while it was produced by the same people who published
Abrams’s pink swastika claims, doesn’t explicitly mention the parallel
either. Still, as with other tapes produced by the movement, the inflam-
matory images, scripted in a nationalist melodrama format, are meant to
invoke the same emotional association.

As these tapes are made primarily for propaganda purposes, images
and passages are repeated within and across the various versions; the
same footage of a protest, march, or parade—in fact, the same interview
footage with some of the antigay movement’s favorite “experts”—turns
up in several of them.>® While 7he Gay Agenda was circulated on Capitol
Hill to dissuade legislators from lifting the ban on gays in the military,
Coral Ridge Ministries repeatedly broadcast its version, “Gay Rights”:
Private Lives and Public Policy, to its television congregation. Along with
much of the footage, the two tapes share the common message that the
gay rights movement uses spurious claims to disguise its intention to
take over the country.

In keeping with D. James Kennedy’s “rational” approach to conser-
vative social values evinced in Coral Ridge’s “pro-life” tape, “Gay Rights”
sets out to refute the common claims of the gay rights movement one by
one. The opening sequence of the tape presents an outline of this refuta-
tion against a backdrop of images that visually associate gay rights
marches and protests with Nazism. The tape begins with footage of the
fire setting and window breaking that occurred in pockets of protest in
San Francisco when California governor Pete Wilson vetoed Assembly
Bill o1 in 1991, a statewide antidiscrimination bill that would have
included sexual orientation in its language. The bill is described in the
tape as promoting “special minority rights for homosexuals,” thereby
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undermining the legitimacy of the protests and underscoring the rhetor-
ically persistent claim that gay rights agendas are aggressive and cunning
rather than formulated in defense of civil rights.

The footage, which prominently features burning storefronts and
smashed windows, visually evokes Kristallnacht, the infamous night in
1938 when marauding Nazis carried out a “spontaneous” anti-Semitic
putsch. This parallel is reinforced when the footage is repeated later in
this introductory sequence. The talking head of a woman appears in an
inset box over the flaming images as she describes how the protesters
“broke our bedroom window.” The assumption is that a heterosexual
couple was invaded in their family home, evincing a parallel between
Jews and heterosexuals and Nazis and homosexuals by way of national-
ist melodrama.®® To further blend gay rights politics and melodramatic
villainy, “Gay Rights” cuts together footage from the Assembly Bill 101
protests with footage from gay pride parades and the 1993 gay rights
march on Washington. The pride parade footage primarily emphasizes
the “perversion” and “obscenity” of the parade participants, as nudity
and slogans on T-shirts and banners are frequently digitized, indicating
that the contents are too obscene for broadcast television. The strategy
behind including these shots as digitized shots hopes to convince the
viewer that gays’ efforts to “force the acceptance and approval of their
chosen lifestyle” (as the voice-over declares) means condoning lewd and
vulgar language and behavior. Thus, the intercutting of these images
with the 1993 march and further protest footage establishes, in the first
two minutes of the tape, that the gay rights movement consists of the
forceful attempt to disseminate perversion as official government pol-
icy. At this point Kennedy makes his first appearance, saying “what
you’ve just seen isn’t just confined to San Francisco, but is playing out in
towns and cities across this nation—and its shaping up as one of the
most important moral battles of our time.”

Kennedy’s battle metaphor is immediately taken up in the next shot,
as gay and lesbian marchers chant “We’re young, we’re queer, we’re
gonna rule the world!” The obvious camp value of this chant is com-
pletely lost on the video makers of Coral Ridge, as the statement “We’re
gonna rule the world” is clearly taken literally. Over another series of
shots of angry protesters and flamboyant gay pride events, a lesbian
activist makes the meant-to-be alarming claim that the Clinton admin-
istration has opened a “window of opportunity” for gay rights. A gay
man then makes the ominous-sounding threat that “if the government
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does not respond, we ate going to make the government respond.” And
finally marchers supporting the rights of gay and lesbian teachers are
juxtaposed with a parent saying “This destructive lifestyle is being
forced on young minds, and parents are being held hostage.” Each time,
the forcefulness of gay rights rhetoric and the passionate shouts at
demonstrations are translated as assaults on heterosexual Ametricans,
families, and the nation itself.

In this way, peaceful political protest, a mainstay of democratic so-
ciety, is handily equated with Nazism and efforts to destroy, rather than
extend and exercise, democracy. Recall the heading from the Pro-Life
Activist’s Encyclopedia, “The True Objective of ‘Gay Rights’—Total Dom-
ination!” In a sidebar to the Abrams/Mueller debate, entitled “Gay
Naziism Today,” the editors write that the connection between gay
rights activism and Nazism “should not be surprising, given that some
homosexual activists have employed undemocratic tactics that trample
on others’ freedoms,” by which they mean Act UP’s practice of disrupt-
ing church services and the like. As with most of the anti-gay-rights
rhetoric I’'ve discussed so far, the strategy here is to deploy the rights of
the mainstream against the quest for rights by sexual minorities. The
former are democratic rights based on tradition, the latter a radical
assault thereon, and hence antidemocratic.

Progressives’ own overuse of the concept of fascism comes back to
haunt them here. When a founder of the Washington, DC, chapter of
ACT UP, for instance, wrote in the Washington Blade, a gay newspaper, “I
have helped create a truly fascist organization that I now believe to be
among the greatest threats to our freedom and the healing of our peo-
ple,” the article was subsequently often cited by antigay rhetoricians as
concrete evidence of gay fascism, all the more convincing since it issued
from the pen of a gay activist himself.®! In the Coral Ridge tape, literal
readings of statements like this connect the chant “We’re gonna rule the
world” to the mass demonstration footage from the 1993 march. With
the Capitol in the background, gay and lesbian marchers evoke the
fascist masses, akin to images of the Nuremberg rallies so familiar from
Leni Riefenstahl’s 1934 film Zrumph of the Will.*> As the introductory
segment comes to a close, a hoarse-sounding voice shouts “We will not
stop until we have achieved our freedom, oUR justice, OUR pursuit of
happiness!”
finally evokes Hitlet’s own memorable oration, an association that is
underscored by the eventual unveiling of the speaker as a man at a
podium with a mustache—a modern-day Hitler in a pink polo shirt.

Laid over more images of burning storefronts, this voice
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By employing a more subtle visual rhetoric within a rhetorical field in
which such parallels are already widely established, Coral Ridge aims to
manipulate broader public opinion by pretending o7 to resort to histor-
ically dubious assertions like the ones that backfired in Oregon. Instead,
these less overt uses of the parallel, easily legible to viewers well versed in
antigay rhetoric, hope to camouflage some of the extremism often
found in less publicly available media products. As a counterstrategy,
Parents, Families, and Friends of Lesbians and Gays (PFLAG) subse-
quently produced a pair of paid television advertisements, which they
hoped to air during prime time programming, that featured extreme
antigay statements made by televangelists Pat Robertson and Jerry Fal-
well on Christian television programs. The ads linked these statements
with both the high rate of suicide among gay and lesbian teens and the
murder of gays and lesbians during hate-inspired gay bashings. Robert-
son, in footage taken from his 700 Clubbroadcasts, says, “Homosexuality
is an abomination. Many of those people involved with Adolf Hitler
were satanists, many of them were homosexuals. The two things seem to
go together.” Robertson’s Christian Broadcasting Network immediately
threatened lawsuits against stations that aired the spots, and they all
eventually succumbed. As PFLAG points out in the newspaper ad it
subsequently ran in USA 7oday, Robertson apparently doesn’t mind
saying these things in the course of his own Tv show, but he objects
when they are broadcast for a general audience and “linked to the cli-
mate of intolerance they help create.”®

In order to illustrate the wider reaches of melodramatic logic, binding
together a broad range of conservative agendas, I would like to explicate
one final example of conservative thinking: the antigovernment rhetoric
of the militia movement. As this example is less explicitly tied to sex-
uality, it serves to conclude this part of the book by pointing to the
general ubiquity of nationalist melodrama and its powerful ability to
mobilize sentiment not only against political minorities but against the
government itself.

Storm Troopers in Your Living Room

The oca voters’ guide accuses the gay rights movement of perpetrat-
ing “the BIG LIE that everyone who opposes them is harmful to society.
It’s nothing new. They used this tactic in Germany against the Jews.”
The term big /ie most often refers to the projection of destructive inten-
tions onto a persecuted group, most commonly the belief in a Jewish

“Family Values” and Naziana 97



conspiracy. Here, the term is appropriated to implicate gay rights activ-
ists’ use of the accusation of bigotry when it is “really” they who “hate”
Christians and want to destroy democracy.

The metaphor of the big lie functions prominently throughout con-
servative political rhetoric, perhaps most centrally in the anti-federal-
government rhetoric of the militia movement. Two videotapes, Waco:
The Big Lie and Waco II: The Big Lie Continues, both produced by the
American Justice Federation and directed by Linda Thompson, are
about the alleged cover-up of the real motives behind the federal siege of
the Branch Davidian compound in Waco, Texas, in 1993. The “Big Lie”
this time is supposed to be the government’s claim that the Branch Da-
vidians posed a threat (to children, as reports of sexual abuse emerged,
and to their neighbors, due to their stockpiling of weapons). The truth,
according to these tapes, is that it is in fact the government itself that
poses the greatest threat to the well-being of families and neighbor-
hoods. This is the manner in which nationalist melodrama and its com-
mon companion, conservative antifascist rhetoric, once again perform
in domestic political speech.

The antigovernment rhetoric of the “patriot movement” and citizen’s
militia groups is frequently crafted from a series of accusations aligning
the federal government with Nazism, Soviet Communism, and state-
sanctioned criminality.* While it is more secondary than the rhetorics
surrounding abortion and gay rights, anti-gun-control rhetoric often
invokes nationalist melodrama. The logic stems in part from the selec-
tive equation of gun control in Nazi Germany and Soviet Russia with
gun control in the United States, with the BATF often imaged, in melo-
dramatic form, as violating not just rights but homes. One full-page ad
put together by the National Rifle Association (NRA), for instance, fea-
tures an image of helmeted, faceless, BATF agents, with weapons drawn,
under bold capital lettering that reads “Tell the Clinton White House to
Stay out of Your House” (fig. 5). Beneath this image is text arguing
against President Clinton’s proposed crime bill, claiming that “there’s
good reason to fear that broad new powers under the Clinton Crime Bill
could lead ATF to intensify its reign of storm-trooper tactics,” thereby
implying, in nationalist melodramatic form, that gun control laws are a
Nazi-like threat to the sanctity of the American home and family as the
symbolic stand-in for the nation.®

There are several ways in which nationalist melodrama extends to the
rhetoric of the anti-gun-control and militia movements, but the most
prominent is by way of the great degree of crossover between the social
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1995

agendas of the Christian Right and militia groups (although not exclu-
sively so). Most “patriot groups” claim to uphold traditional notions of
family and liberty against an intrusive and /or destructive government.
Women in militias in particular most commonly name their interest in
these groups in melodramatic terms. Helen Johnson, who along with
her husband leads a patriot group in Columbus, Ohio, says that women
who are mothers have a greater sense of urgency about the country’s
direction. For Johnson, looking out for her children involves distrust of
the feds, reverence for the Constitution, and opposition to abortion, gay
rights, and feminism.* The commonness of this form of argument has
led journalists to coin the term wmilitia mom for women in the militias,
reflecting the role they image for themselves alongside the “militia men”
in their own version of nationalist melodrama.®’

In keeping with this logic, many militias argue a variant of the family

“Family Values” and Naziana 99



values melodrama, as when Samuel Sherwood, an official with the U.S.
Militia Association (located in Blackfoot, Idaho), said that during his
term in office President Clinton “will have killed more babies than
Hitler, put more homosexuals in government than Sodom and Gomor-
rah, [and] had the schools teach your children [this] is right and forced
you to accept it.”*® And Michigan Militia member George Matousek,
sponsor of an antigay initiative that failed to qualify as a 1994 state ballot
initiative, has said that gays and lesbians are a key element of the New
Wortld Order, the alleged conspiracy hatched by international bankers
and the United Nations to take over the U.S. government. Matousek
says that “The homosexual movement will destroy the military. ... Soon
half the troops will be gone. They don’t want to serve next to the queers.
And the half that’s left will be useless—women and homosexuals, people
who can’t fight their way out of a paper bag,” From this, he concludes
that “we’ll be doomed. Clinton, or whoever’s in office, will turn all
our troops over to the United Nations. And this country won’t exist
anymore.”®

The feminazi variant of nationalist melodrama is also prominent in
militia rhetoric, as when NRA board member Harry Thomas said, “Miss
Reno, I say to you: If you send your jackbooted, baby-burning bush-
whackers to confiscate my guns, pack them a lunch. It will be a damned
long day.”" Gender inversion often surrounds Clinton’s Attorney Gen-
eral Janet Reno in these texts, as in a videotape offered through a catalog
published by the Militia of Montana entitled Janet (Butch) Reno, which
claims that she is a “flaming lesbian.””!

These images of Reno figure prominently in the more indirect invo-
cations of nationalist melodrama typical of discussions of the militia
movement’s outrage at federal mismanagement of the gun-control-
inspired sieges at Waco in 1993 and Ruby Ridge, Idaho, in 1992. Again,
common tactics associated with these two incidents label the federal
government as the Nazi-inflected, melodramatic villain. In the Waco
incident, the government is cast as having staged an assault on a re-
ligious organization (the Branch Davidians), which tragically concluded
in the deaths of children. In the Ruby Ridge incident, the government is
cast as having staged an assault on a family (the Weavers), resulting in the
deaths of Randy Weaver’s wife and son. In the latter case, the two
Weaver victims are almost always referred to in terms of their familial
relationship with the man charged with the violation of gun laws, al-
though Vicki Weaver, like her husband, was an active white separatist.
Once again the image of Nazism implies not only excessive force—a
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justifiable complaint—but the melodramatic argument that the govern-
ment is anti-Christian and antifamily. While there are certainly signifi-
cantissues to be dealt with concerning the practices of the BATF, includ-
ing the fact that government agencies like it have long engaged in illegal
and unconstitutional activities directed against U.S. citizens on both the
Left and the Right, the accusations of Nazism that invoke nationalist
melodrama hope to additionally consolidate support for conservative
social agendas about religion and the family that are unrelated to gun
control.

Most of the American Justice Federation’s 1994 tape Waco 1I: The Big
Lie Continues constructs an elaborate conspiratorial argument detailing
the many ways in which the federal government has covered up illegal
acts committed during the siege at the Davidians’ compound, which
lasted from February to April 1993.7* Like the first tape, the sequel most
centrally features the close analysis of videotaped news footage shot by
vatrious television stations and sometimes SWAT, FBI, and BATF team
members themselves.”” The melodramatic twist to the conspiracy the-
ory the tape espouses most dramatically invokes the threat to home and
family in the last few minutes. Featuring footage, pirated from c-span,
of its coverage of the dedication of the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Mu-
seum in Washington, the ninety-minute catalog of complaints culmi-
nates in Thompson’s rhetorical comparison of the Clinton administra-
tion with the Nazis and the Branch Davidians with Holocaust victims.
Over this footage of the dignitaries, officials, prominent anti-Nazi activ-
ists, and large crowds of people gathered to hear Clinton’s dedication,
Thompson draws out her conspiratorialist time line. She says, “Iron-
ically, that night, as Mt. Carmel still smoldered, President Clinton spoke
in Washington, DC, at a dedication of the Holocaust Museum, dedi-
cated to the people tortured and murdered by the Nazis in Germany. It
is especially ironic that the Branch Davidians were attacked the same day
fifty years later that the Nazis had attacked the Warsaw ghetto in Ger-
many [sic]. And it was fifty years to the day after the Nazis burned the
Warsaw ghetto that Mt. Carmel was burned to the ground.” Thompson
then lets the audio of Clinton’s speech proceed, leaving c-sPAN’s super-
imposed title, “Holocaust Memorial Museum Dedication Ceremony,”
on the screen to help prolong the rhetorical parallel. Clinton says, “The
Holocaust began when the most civilized country of its day unleashed
unprecedented acts of cruelty and hatred, abetted by perversions of
science, philosophy and law . . . [by] the merciless hordes who them-
selves were educated, as others who were educated stood by and did
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nothing. Millions died for who they were, how they worshiped, what
they believed, and who they loved.” The image of Clinton freezes, and
Thompson’s voice-over abruptly interrupts, asking, “Was he talking
about Nazi Germany? Or was he talking about Waco, Texas, in 1993?”
The frozen image of Clinton slowly dissolves into an image of the
compound burning; the sound of flames bridges the president’s image
with Mt. Carmel in flames and extends over the closing credits.
Thompson is surprisingly suggestive here, abandoning her usual ex-
haustive dogmatism to send the audience home to mull over the exact
parallels that she implies. The Justice Department’s investigation might
be akin to the Nazis’ “perversion of science, philosophy, and law.” The
educated people who “stood by and did nothing” might be those of us
who have not done enough about the government’s mishandling of the
siege. These suggested parallels are fairly straightforward. But the last
part of Clinton’s speech implies another series of parallel substitutions.
Clinton’s statement that people were persecuted for “who they were,
what they worshiped, what they believed, and who they loved” is cap-
italized on due to its vagueness, forcing the statement to refer not to
gypsies, Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, socialists, and homosexuals but to
Christian families. The “irony” that Thompson hopes the viewer will see
is that Clinton, the featured speaker at the Holocaust Memorial Mu-
seum ceremony, is the potential leader of this new “Nazi” nation. In an
interview she gave to the conservative magazine Rutherford, Thompson
said that the United States is “virtually in a totalitarian state,” which she
warns Americans will miss if they focus on the targets of the Nazis
instead of their tactics. When asked whether Americans “need to go
through a holocaust before something happens,” she replied, “I don’t
think you follow me. We’re going through a holocaust now. People are
so stupid. They say, ‘Oh, it couldn’t happen here. They’re not going after
Jews.” The targets aren’t the issue, it’s the tactics. Give the public an
enemy, and you can pass any fascist legislation that you want. People will
turn their heads as they’re loaded on the cattle cars and taken off.”7
While critics on both the Left and Right might agree with Thomp-
son’s naming of tactics that brutally suppress opposition as antidemo-
cratic, it is precisely the choice of zargets that marks their difference.
While leftist critics of government approaches to political opposition
have focused on such things as the suppression of leftist radicals and
disregard for the health of American citizens in nuclear testing, rightist
critics focus on the right to bear arms, the perceived persecution of
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Christians, and threats to a limited notion of the family. While totalitari-
anism is envisioned as the goal of every conspiracy (whether the con-
spiracy theorists are leftists, rightists, or neither), the conspiracy theories
of the militias often link their primary concern with gun rights to other
rightist agendas like opposition to abortion and gay and lesbian rights.”
In the broadest sense, the melodramatic mode is invoked in militia
rhetoric to place not the fetus, the elderly, or the disabled in the role of
nationalist melodrama’s threatened innocent (as in antiabortion rhet-
oric) but rather the white, often working class, heterosexual male, who
metonymically stands in for “the family.”

Mostly, the antigovernment rhetoric of the militia movement relies
on a similar nationalist melodrama, even when the position of the family
in this rhetoric is more submerged. The invocation of the parallel of the
Clinton administration to Nazism helps expose the weaving together of
conservative agendas, however, which this flexible and selective use of
history achieves.

Conclusion

Certainly, there are important distinctions to be made between dif-
ferent groups and different agendas. “The Right” does not exist as a
unified front, and there is much disagreement between various factions.
But they each consistently invoke nationalist melodrama in order to
assert the foundationalist view of democracy they share—that is, the
idea that democracy rests on the basic foundation of Church and Family.
From this foundation, the conventions of nationalist melodrama de-
ployed in the course of World War II cast fascism as fundamentally anti-
Christian and antifamily instead of racist and sexist. This wartime prac-
tice was resuscitated with the redeployment of the term fascism in the
political debates of the 1960s as a means of answering the New Left’s use
of the term to criticize American political and social conservatism.

In the wartime uses of nationalist melodrama, women’s sexual and
reproductive bodies tended to serve as the terrain over which the forces
that threatened the nation were played out. The contradictory place of
women in Western political thought—under both fascism and democ-
racy—ensured that these melodramas would betray some level of inter-
nal contradiction and ambivalence. In the course of the resuscitation of
the conservative anti-Nazi nationalist melodrama in the last thirty years,
however, the woman has for the most part been replaced as the key
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melodramatic figure. Instead, the embryo or fetus, the eldetly, the in-
firm, the physically handicapped, the child, the white working man, or,
more abstractly, “the family” and “the church,” have taken her place.”

This series of substitutions hopes to banish the ambivalence of the
figure of woman, most obviously by fortifying the limited definition of
the Church/Family foundation. Feminists, therefore, are often cast as
the genre’s favorite villains, as they represent the component of ambiva-
lence that disrupts the original melodramatic formula. As with many
melodramas, contemporary nationalist melodrama tends toward hyper-
bole in its depiction of villains, be they feminists, queers, or liberal
government, hence the use of images of Nazism to characterize these
groups. But this use of Nazism in the service of nationalist melodrama
also reflects the historical trajectory that shrunk the public sphere and
replaced it with highly privatized political conduct, wherein the “non-
political political” (family, church) substitutes for all other types of civic
responsibility. D. James Kennedy, for instance, argues with his charac-
teristic brand of Christian logic that illicit sex “is not only a sin against
God . .. but also has societal effects. Taxpayers pay billions to clean up
the consequences of that sin for illegitimate children and A1ps.””” The
“costs” are both material and symbolic. In this way, the long-standing
cooperation between conservative social agendas and free enterprise in
fact insures, as Coonz has said, that the private sphere—the one that
includes family, religion, and economic practice—overtakes any efforts
at more communitarian politics.

Direct and indirect associations between liberal agendas and Nazism,
making their way back and forth from extremist channels to more main-
stream Rightist media and political rhetoric, work to pull together many
disparate threads of antiliberal sentiment and align them with this highly
privatized notion of democracy. The rhetorical power garnered from
invoking Nazism as the privileged counterpoint to American democracy
is deployed specifically in order to make the melodramatic mode central
to nearly every political issue. As the uses of the Nazi trope proliferate,
the pedagogical object of this national narrative narrows to a highly
circumscribed notion of nation, church, and family. The variations on
nationalist melodrama in the various arenas of debate explored above
(abortion, health care, gay rights, gun control, and the extent of the
powers of government) are thus creative, deceptive, and repetitive pet-
formances that endeavor to point to this pedagogical goal.

Berlant suggests that the effect of this sort of persistent narration is to
make it difficult to imagine the characteristics of a different story, a move
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that “effectively siphon]s] off critical thought about the personal and the
political,” critical thought that would inspire a person to realize that
“social forces and problems of living that seem not about the private
‘you’ are, nonetheless, central to the shape of your story.”’® While the
examples I have been exploring in this section represent some of the
more extreme efforts to limit the vision of democracy and the type of
behaviors it allows, this limited vision is actually pervasive. The practices
of the Right are thus instructive of a wider cultural tendency, the con-
tours of which they chalk in bolder lines. The next part of this book,
then, explores a more subtle variant of this vision of a limited, private
form of democratic and national engagement, still wrought through the
family and sexuality but finding its primary form in the psychological
case history.
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Nazism, Psychology, and
the Making of Democratic Subjects
[ |

Brutal Nazi excesses against Jews, justified on the basis of a phony racial science,
are easily recognizable as a species of sadism. In the same way, Nazi sexual excesses
in occupied countries, explained officially in terms of ‘Nordic eugenics, are clearly
a species of moral perversion. The story of the Nazi aberration will have to be told,
after its final eradication, not only by historians, but by psychiatrists.—George W.
Herald, “Sex Is a Nazi Weapon” (1942)"

The slender man with thin lips and haunted eyes had the kind of childhood one
longs to escape from. His mother left him when he was 10, moving away to Texas
and then Flordia. A quiet, scrawny boy, he was picked on by schoolmates who
called him ‘the Wimp.” His nickname, at his Pendleton, N.Y. high school, was
‘Chicken McVeigh”—“The Plot,” Newsweek (1995)?

In 1991, a mother was photographed in Eisenhuttenstadt, a German
town near the Polish border, as she grabbed her skinhead son and
dragged him away from the hostel for asylum seekers that he and his
friends were attacking with rocks (fig. 6). The image, published in a
Berlin daily, called upon classic images of mothers as the moral con-
science of the family. A variation on nationalist melodrama, this image
hopes to suggest a similar centrality for the family, this time in the
service of reining in and guiding the behaviors of politically wayward
sons.



Fig. 6. A mother and her
skinhead son. (Photo by
Hans-Georg Gaul.)

The national narrative behind this image continues to cast the setting
for the nation in the family. Instead of a foreign threat, however, the
problem has developed within the family, which is held to be responsible
for the production and maintenance of democratic subjects. Failures to
do so invite scrutiny, and the story turns to the process by which this
family has produced a fascist. In the image of the mother intervening in
her son’s behavior lies the hope that, unlike the many other residents of
Eisenhuttenstadt, who stood by and watched or cheered, this mother
could still exercise her role as guardian of the nation’s conscience and
morals.

In this case, however, the image of the political mother was only held
up as long as she remained an image and did not speak. In an interview
with the family conducted by journalists Max Thomas Mehr and Regine
Sylvester, the story of the subjects of the photograph that served na-
tionalist melodrama so well took a turn to the second type described
above. The mother, it was revealed, did not possess particularly strong
convictions about her son’s skinhead activities, nor about the rights and
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plight of the asylum seekers he and his friends had targeted. Instead, she
had grabbed her son and dragged him away because he was late coming
home. She and her husband were embarrassed by the picture not be-
cause their son was caught in a racist act but because it gave the impres-
sion that they could not control him.?

This revelation is the first narrative turning point in a genre I call
national psychobiography: the stone thrower’s story becomes a story of
how the family contributed to its son’ political views rather than serv-
ing, as in nationalist melodrama, as the bedrock on which antidemocra-
tic politics is defined. The epigraph drawn from Newsweek’s eatly profile
of Timothy McVeigh, who was eventually convicted of the 19 April 1995
bombing of the Murrah Federal Building in Oklahoma City, reflects a
similar narrative effort. The explosion, which killed 168 people, focused
the nation on the specter of internal political dissidents, inspiring, both
in the popular media and in academic circles, impromptu psychobiogra-
phies of McVeigh and his political cohort.

The central question these narratives ask is what would drive a red-
blooded American man—white, ostensibly heterosexual, and a former
soldier—to such a brutal act of treason or more generally to the anti-
government politics that brought him there. One thread, like the Eisen-
huttenstadt example from Germany, begins to question family life and
formative childhood experiences. A second thread, also focused on
personal history, scrutinizes the dissidents’ personal failures. The profile
of the extremist that emerges almost always marks these men as “losers”
of one kind or another, their failures as men serving in popular political
psychology as the reason for their hostile politics. Real men, in this
version of the story, are democratic, centrist, and loyal to the current
system. As the bomber’s association with a larger network of similarly
disaffected Americans became well known, the model of America’s
losers quickly expanded to members of the citizen militias across the
country—with, of course, loud objections on the part of militia mem-
bers themselves.

A historical antecedent to these contemporary profiles of politically
wayward mothers and sons can be found in Hollywood screenwriter
Ben Hecht’s original treatment for what became Alfred Hitchcock’s
Notorions (1946), wherein two of the film’s main characters, Alexander
Sebastian and his mother, are described in detail. Sebastian is described
as a “debonair type of a master-race exponent” who “was once a bota-
nist of standing” and “has graduated from these minor accomplish-
ments into a German hero.” The description emphasizes that Nazi

Nazism and Psychology 111



racism has given the character an overblown sense of superiority built
on relatively shaky ground. His mother, an Englishwoman in the treat-
ment (she is German in the film), is “outwardly a more dominant per-
sonality than her son. She adores and rules him, possesses him through a
fanatical attentiveness, and guides him with a lovet’s awateness of his
weaknesses.” Sebastian, for his part, is “gentle and whimsically obedient
to her.”

These characterizations reflect popular theories of the psychology of
the Nazi mind developed by anti-Nazi psychologists in the course of the
conflict with fascism: the overgrown ego of the man of “minor accom-
plishments” and the overbearing mother who treats her son like a lover.
Hecht would draw the psychobiography of these characters more starkly
in the course of working with Hitchcock in that in the film Sebastian’s
sense of superiority is subsumed under Madame Sebastian’s domination.
Sebastian is no longer “whimsically obedient” to his mother, as in the
treatment; he either defies her or obeys her, and in the end obedience
rules. By the final version of the script, the theory that fascism results
from unresolved Oedipal dramas thoroughly governs the logic of the
characters’ interactions.

These examples mark the terrain that this second part of the book
explores: the domestic drama of the (politically) troubled family, the
internal drama of the (politically) troubled man, and finally the exten-
sion of this narrative of individual turmoil to a larger (politically) dis-
affected population. These national psychobiographies reflect on the
one hand a continuation of the equivalence of family and nation that is
central to nationalist melodrama; on the other hand, more recent vet-
sions reflect a reversal wherein the nation itself is suspected of having
mistreated its wayward sons. I offer the thesis that popular applications
of political psychology, originating in the conflict with Nazi Germany,
have paved the way for this reversal of accountability.

The declaration in the George Herald epigraph that the “story of the
Nazi aberration” will have to be told by psychiatrists appeared in the
pages of the popular magazine Awmserican Mercury in the middle of World
Wiar II, indicating the degree to which psychiatry had already been en-
listed to explain the political phenomenon of fascism. Indeed, the
growth of the professional fields of psychology and psychiatry in the
course of the twentieth century indicates the ascendency of a way of
thinking about personal, social, and political problems that privileges
psychological and interpersonal dynamics. As Ellen Herman writes in
her book on the history of this ascendency, “It no longer suffices to
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think of psychology as merely one category of expertise among others.
Psychology in our time is a veritable worldview.” Certainly, the story
psychiatrists and psychologists told has centrally molded the American
understanding of political phenomena: its characters and their motiva-
tions centrally inform how political events have been reported, filmed,
and otherwise narrated in the postwar era.

Herman’s book begins with World War II because, she says, “No
event illustrates better how military conflict offered psychologists un-
precedented opportunities to demonstrate the practical worth of their
social theories, human sciences, and behavioral technologies in making
and shaping public policy.”® Military psychologists aligned the profes-
sion with patriotic concerns, leading to a postwar legacy that saw psy-
chology as the privileged mode of knowledge through which we can
come to understand national security, domestic conflict, and social wel-
fare. A strong link was thus forged between the concepts of mental
health and democracy.” National psychobiography is a favorite genre
through which to narrate this ubiquitous link.

Much like nationalist melodrama, national psychobiography ex-
presses a desire to align a normative notion of family, gender, and sex-
uality with a “healthy” democratic psyche but with more willingness to
acknowledge the tenuousness of this project (a tenuousness that ensures
the job security of psychiatrists). This kind of psychobiography can
therefore as easily issue from conservative, liberal, or leftist thinkers,
each of whom sees the tenuousness as a cause for alarm. While their
solutions vary, these different political orientations have historically
shared a surprisingly similar support for a normative social order—at
least until the intervention of feminist, postcolonial, and queer theorists.
This chapter examines the wartime variant of this story, with particular
attention to the gendered expectations for democratic subjectivity that
ensued. Hitchcock’s Noforious will serve as a premiere example of na-
tional psychobiography, whereby the normative characteristics of the
genre’s central characters are defined and given a family history. These
characters and their motivations became central to postwar political
rhetoric, a legacy still very much at work today.

Profiles in Fascism: Political Psychology in World War 1I

Some of the melding of social and political anxieties evident in the
substitution of normative personal for political actions certainly can be
traced through the history of the ascendency of the psychological
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worldview. Consisting of parallel developments in psychology, sociol-
ogy, and anthropology, the field of political psychology grew out of
nineteenth-century efforts to characterize cultures and subcultures and
to explain social behaviors in psychological terms. Sociologist Max We-
bet’s work at the turn of the century, for instance, offered cultural in-
sights into northern and western European culture by way of his anal-
ysis of the psychology of Protestantism.® Psychoanalyst Sigmund Freud,
of course, simultaneously developed his elaborate system of analyzing
individual psychology, eventually also turning to group psychology and
cultural analysis, in large part by generalizing insights gleaned from
individual case histories.” Developments in both social psychology
and anthropology in the 1920s and 1930s were also influential in the
development of the notion that personality and culture were closely
interrelated.'

With the rise of fascism and the approach of another world war, social
analysts, many of whom were émigrés fleeing Nazi persecution them-
selves, took on the task of characterizing and explaining the motivations
of fascists, proposing theories of German (and Japanese) national char-
acter and the psychology of Nazi leaders and followers. They scru-
tinized the processes of socialization in enemy cultures, focusing on
how tendencies toward dominance or submission and independence or
dependence resulted in a collective personality structure. Based on such
assessments, psychological insights shaped policy directives. American
theories of culture and personality thus came to reflect the growing
conviction that political beliefs (especially hostile ones) should be com-
bated with psychological remedies by extrapolating individual psychi-
atric diagnoses to characterize social movements.!! Whether or not Ger-
man fascism was zore psychologically based than any previous political
phenomenon (as Herald asserts in the epigraph) is open to debate—but
this is nonetheless how it was approached.

Freud’s theories of social and individual psychology have been by far
the most influential on the body of work analyzing the fascist mind. His
theories of frustration and repression are especially crucial to these
theories, many of which greatly simplify and literalize them. The funda-
mentalness of the Oedipus complex, and the various perversions possi-
ble when it remains unresolved, were also extremely central.

In a broad sense, Freud posited that there was a fundamental conflict
between instincts and civilization. The former must always in some
measure be frustrated so that the latter can develop. Indeed, Freud
believed that the suppression of sexual instincts is necessary in that it
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provides the energy for the other tasks civilization requires.'? The sup-
pression of instincts of aggression on the other hand, also necessary to
civilization, requires energy. Hence one of civilization’s tasks is to channel
aggression to appropriate targets, and mitigate it with affectional bonds:
the bonds of group identification (i.e., nationalism) and the bonds of
familial love."? As to nationalism, Freud writes, “It is always possible to
bind together a considerable number of people in love, so long as there
are other people left over to receive the manifestations of their ag-
gressiveness. . . . [It is not] unaccountable chance that the dream of a
Germanic world-dominion called for anti-Semitism as its complement;
and it is intelligible that the attempt to establish a new, communist
civilization in Russia should find its psychological support in the per-
secution of the bourgeois.”'* For Freud, there was always aggression
beneath the bonds between people, both within families and in larger
national formations. Nationally condoned aggressions like the scape-
goating of minorities and war inspired powerful national bonds by chan-
neling these underlying aggressions. Freud did not believe that these
bonds were sexual, however, as the psychic energy required to channel
this aggression was being drawn, if anything, from sexual instincts.

For socially conservative psychiatrists and psychologists influenced
by Freud, however, this theory justified those aspects of the national
psychiatric story that stress the necessity of sexual normativity to de-
mocracy. Most conservative followers of Freud who came to theorize
fascism consequently lost sight of the fact that the repression of sex-
uality would also be the source of fascist affectional /national bonds.
Instead, fascism was theorized as perverse through the invocation of
sadism, masochism, homosexuality, and unresolved Oedipal dynamics.

Freud’s influence on American social psychologists is evident in the
latter’s common tendency to characterize German fascism as a move-
ment that appealed to emotional insecurities, most of them forged in
childhood through strictly gendered German family dynamics, which in
turn structured the sexuality of fascist political subjectivity. Erik Erik-
son, for instance, was a Committee for National Morale consultant
during the war who analyzed Hitler’s speeches with a view toward sug-
gesting effective prisoner of war interrogation techniques and anti-Nazi
propaganda. Erikson read Hitlet’s Mein Kampf as a projection of the
image of an adolescent who never gave in, who refused to surrender to
the domineering father and insisted on protecting the weak, loving
mother. As Hitler’s early family experiences mirrored the most common
characterizations of the German family in general, so he was able to
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appeal to unconscious desires inspired by these widespread family pat-
terns.!> In another article, Erikson reiterated that “Itis as if the German
nation as a whole could be likened to a not uncommon type of adoles-
cent who turns delinquent.”

This model of psychic immaturity led directly to the Freudian theory
of homosexuality for many social theorists. Psychoanalyst Ernest Jones,
for instance, saw Nazi collaborators and followers as identifying with
Hitler as a father image to whom they submitted. Jones theorized that
their alliance with Hitler was a regressive homosexual solution to the
Oedipus complex. Jones writes, “The people who are most subject to
the wiles of Nazi propaganda are those who have neither securely estab-
lished their own manhood and independence from the father nor have
been able to combine the instincts of sexuality and love in their attitude
towards the mother or other women. This is the psychological position
of the homosexual.”!’

The designation of Nazism as (male) homosexuality stems from the
more general theory that fascism derived from a kind of mass cultural
immaturity—with homosexuality being seen, in this theory, as an imma-
ture form of sexual expression compared to heterosexuality. Hence,
democracy was figured as a more mature political form than fascismina
formula that aligned fascism with homosexuality and democracy with
heterosexuality.'® This version of the fascist psychobiography made its
way into popular journalism as well, with Rodney Collin writing in
British and American magazines that “Distorted sex showed itself in
Jew baiting, persecution, ultra-Puritanism, and . . . homosexual sadism.
More innocuously, these frustrations were in many cases sublimated
into extreme patriotism, loyalty, and a certain disciplined idealism.”"

The most influential military study of Hitler’s personality reveals an-
other kind of normative bias. In 1943, Gen. William J. Donovan, chief of
the Office of Strategic Services, recruited a team of psychoanalysts to
analyze Hitler through his speeches and writings. The book reporting
their findings, written under the direction of Walter C. Langer, was
printed in limited quantities during wartime, classified as secret, and
distributed to Allied leaders.?” The analysis, like Erikson’s, casts Hitlet’s
father as a sadist, “brutal, unjust, and inconsiderate,” while his mother
was “an extremely conscientious and hard-working individual whose life
centered around her home and children.” While the latter description
would seem to exonerate the mother from blame for her son’s fascist
proclivities, it instead becomes the source of them in that “every scrap
of evidence indicates that there was an extremely strong attachment
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between herself and Adolf. . .. In view of her husband’s conduct and the
fact that he was twenty-three years her senior and far from having a
loving disposition, we may suppose that much of the affection that
normally would have gone to him also found its way to Adolf.”?' This
combination of circumstances places the Oedipus complex at the center
of Hitler’s development, with the mothet’s own purported desire for her
son responsible for pushing this “normal” psychic drama to the ex-
treme. While the dominance of fathers is a major factor in the studies of
German families (including Hitlers), it is more often the overattach-
ment of sons to mothers (and vice versa) that became the primary causal
motivation in American national psychobiography after the war, as is
exemplified in Hecht’s treatment for Notorious.

In Langer’s study, Hitler’s writings about “women as seductresses
responsible for men’s downfall” are read as “probably the outcome of
his early experiences with his mother who first seduced him into a love
relationship and then betrayed him by giving herself to his father.”?
Langer’s reading consequently duplicates the misogynist sentiment of
Hitler’s own statements by perpetuating a belief that women (especially
mothers) are to be held responsible for the downfall of men. Because
the dominant American version of Freud did not include a critique of
the patriarchal family, this practice of blaming mothers for the faults of
their children would reach its peak in the postwar United States, when
an adulterated American version of Freudianism—one very keen on the
fortification of the male ego—was at its greatest height of influence. An
outcome of growing anxieties about changing gender roles and the
history of nationalist melodrama, fears about motherhood came to
grip American popular and social scientific thought in the conflict with
fascism.

The background to this concept of the bad mother derives from the
same forces in the formation of the new democratic republics in the late
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries that centered nationalist melo-
drama. As historians Molly Ladd-Taylor and Lauri Umansky write in
their anthology on the subject, “The ideology historians have dubbed
Republican Motherhood defined women’s place in the new nation and
tied ‘good’ mothering to nation building.” Women were, they write,
responsible for “the moral education of their citizen-sons,” a role con-
sidered essential to a democracy.® In the course of the early nineteenth
century, the belief in original sin was replaced with a faith in childhood
innocence and susceptibility to influence, and so mothers could be
blamed for their children’s failures. In the 1920s and 1930s, the mo-
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mentum behind this concept of the mother’s blame for the actions of
the child steadily increased along with the influence of neo-Freudian
thought. In the course of World War II, the cultural concept of the bad
mother thus informed much of the political psychology of fascism.?*

The two-pronged social conservatism of theories of the psychology
of fascism (concerning sexuality and gender), while certainly to be
found in Freud’s theory, was highly exaggerated in the application of his
theories to the analysis of fascism, making them just as expressive of
anxieties about American sexual relations as about fears concerning
Germany. While somewhat contradictory on this account, Freud him-
self sought to distinguish erotic “perversions” from their mass man-
ifestation. The pleasure that is potentially derived from the aggressive
activities of a group is not sexual in nature; rather, “the satisfaction of
the instinct is accompanied by an extraordinarily high degree of nar-
cissistic enjoyment, owing to its presenting the ego with a fulfillment of
the lattet’s old wishes for omnipotence.”?

The same is true of masochism, another condition commonly at-
tributed to the Nazi subject. Freud saw in a more general way that
civilization required the directing of some portion of the aggressive
instincts inward to back up the harsh superego, which “obtains mastery
over the individual’s dangerous desire for aggression by weakening and
disarming it and by setting up an agency within him to watch over it, like
a garrison in a conquered city.”® The superego actually longs for pun-
ishment of the subject for its forbidden desires through guilt. Freud
focuses here on the Oedipus complex but concentrates less on forbid-
den sexual desire for the mother than on murderous desire directed
against the father. He writes, “Since civilization obeys an internal erotic
impulsion which causes human beings to unite in a closely-knit group, it
can only achieve this aim through an ever-increasing reinforcement of
the sense of guilt.”?” Freud’s distinction is subtle, and so, although Freud
himself denied that Nazism (or other totalitarian movements) had the
specific character of sexual sadism or masochism, it would not be diffi-
cult for those selectively influenced by Freudian theory to carry on as if
he had never made that distinction.

On the Left, there were several efforts to further psychoanalytic theo-
ries of fascism that respected Freud’s distinction. These theories, by and
large, reveal the sexual conservatism in Freud’s conceptual structure,
even after the concepts are desexualized. Erich Fromm, for instance, a
prominent member of the Frankfurt Psychoanalytic Institute from its
founding in 1929, sought to understand why so many people embraced
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authority with such ardor by theorizing a desexualized “sadomasochistic
character” at the core of the “authoritarian personality.”?® In his work of
1937, Fromm grounded this sadomasochistic character in the sexual
complexes explored by Freud, but in his later work, Escape from Freedom
(1941), he, like Freud himself, would drain the concept of its sexual
content as he extrapolated his theory to include not just Germany but all
societies in which the “authoritarian personality” could be found.?

Fromm’s idea of the pleasures derived by the sadomasochistic charac-
ter included a feeling of negative relief from the anxieties of individual
choice in modern life and the positive illusion of participation in power.
Fromm argued in 1937 that this pleasure included a disinclination to-
ward sexuality focused on genitals (i.e., heterosexuality) and featured
instead a regression to pregenital (especially anal) libidinous stages.
Once this explicitly sexual portion of the theory was excised, the con-
ceptual structure still characterized authoritarianism as both sadomas-
ochistic and homosexual, again by way of a model of psychic imma-
turity. In Fromm’s work, just as in Jones’s, there is a direct connection
between homosexual desire, regression, sadomasochism, and authori-
tarianism, even if by “homosexual” Fromm did not mean people who
actually practiced homosexuality, as popular images often did. Like
many leftist thinkers at the time, Fromm critiqued the patriarchal social
structure that had spawned the brutality of totalitarianism, but he did
not critique the heterosexuality that lies at its core. Instead, he joined
those who conceptually posited a more egalitarian heterosexual genital
sexuality as a precondition to rational, democratic politics.

Fromm was ultimately rather hostile to sexuality in general, however,
spending much of the 1930s contemplating the merits of a matriarchal
theory that idealized a desexualized, maternal love. Unlike Freud, he did
not believe the Oedipus conflict was universal. Instead, he thought that
matriarchal, maternal love proved that love was not at all dependent on
sexuality (a great departure from Freud), and that, as historian Martin
Jay writes, “In fact, sex was more often tied to hatred and destruction.”
Other members of the Institute for Social Research would disagree with
Fromm, and as his vision for the sexual character of democracy became
more and more restrictive (and less and less sexual) he fell out of favor
with institute members Max Horkheimer, Theodor Adorno, and Het-
bert Marcuse, albeit for different reasons. Jay discusses an unpublished
essay Adorno wrote in 1946, in which he reportedly argues that revision-
ists like Fromm were wrong to take sexuality out of Freud, seeing such
desexualization as a denial of the conflict between essence and ap-
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pearance. Jay says that “Fromm, Adorno argued, was very wrong to
deny the sexual basis of sadism just when the Nazis were displaying it so
blatantly.”?! Marcuse, on the other hand, would come to advocate “poly-
morphous perversity” as anti-authoritarian sexuality in his 1955 work,
Eros and Civilization. Marcuse’s work stands out as a prescient, sexually
progressive counterexample to both Adorno’s and Fromm’s variants of
sexually conservative leftist analyses of fascism.*

Wilhelm Reich represents another effort to incorporate Freudian in-
sights into an analysis of fascism from the Left. Reich, too, developed a
matriarchal theory as an antidote to fascism in 7he Mass Psychology of
Fascism (1933). Like most theorists influenced by Freud, Reich posited
the Oedipus complex at the center of fascism, but rather than blaming
mothers for the role they play in a constrictive patriarchy he hypothe-
sized an idealized matriarchal society in which maternal love would be
the model for freedom. In this way, Reich sees patriarchy as producing
sadism and fascism, while “natural” and nonperverse sexuality is the
product of the “original matriarchal work-democracy” he posits as his-
torically preceding patriarchy.* Reich’s theories would later be modified
by Marcuse to become an important element of the New Left’s ap-
proach to sexual liberation in the 196os, but in the 1930s and 1940s his
theories were not very influential on the popular perception of the
psychology of fascism.

The Frankfurt School’s concept of the authoritarian personality, for-
mulated not only by Fromm but by Horkheimer, Adorno, and other
members who worked on the Studies on Authority and the Family (1936),
would influence the postwar transposition of the psychology of fascism
to the psychology of American prejudice.’* The theory of the authori-
tarian personality that they formulated basically held that under liberal
capitalism the father satisfied economic needs and so “naturally” led the
household. In capitalism’s monopolistic phase, the father lost his auton-
omy as head of his own business, and so paternal authority became only
ideological and irrational and hence fragile. This change allowed for the
transfer of the “aura” of paternal authority to be transferred to external
institutions like the state. The 1936 study aimed to discuss men in gen-
eral, without specific reference to Germany or a specific social class,
stressing instead that the authoritarian personality can develop in all
classes in a capitalist society.?

As with many leftist theories that connected fascism with capitalism,
Nazism loses its specificity and they become more broadly applicable—
a trend that would accelerate after Germany’s defeat, especially in the
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United States, to which many of these theorists had emigrated.’ During
the war, Frankfurt School members Otto Kirchheimer, Franz Neu-
mann, and Marcuse, for instance, were among the social scientists who
worked for the Office of Strategic Services, and Leo Lowenthal worked
for the Office of War Information. Like other social scientists who had
served the wartime cause, the authority they gained from the conflict
with fascism carried over into the postwar era.

This concept of the authoritarian personality posits a privileged place
for the family—understood in Freudian terms—whereby it becomes the
site not only where fascists are potentially produced but where resis-
tance to fascism can originate. In the Frankfurt School’s postwar elab-
oration of the theory, 7he Authoritarian Personality (1950), the Oedipal
family produces authoritarian subjects, but as subjects, at least; when the
family is superseded by the state, the possibility of resistance is elimi-
nated since individual subjectivity is lost.’” Adorno and his colleagues’
theory of resistance to a totalitarian Oedipus (the state) is therefore
Ocdipal (reinstating the paternal authority of the father). Cultural critic
Andrew Hewitt notes that consequently homosexuality continues to
stand for incomplete subject formation and hence authoritarianism.?
This is the intellectual Left’s version of nationalist melodrama, where
democracy and the traditional family are made equivalent and alterna-
tive sexualities are cast as antidemocratic. While certainly oversimplify-
ing these theories, it is these characteristics that they share with other,
more conservative theories of political psychology, and with most pop-
ular appropriations thereof, that inform national psychobiography. This
form of psychoanalytic political psychology is to be further distin-
guished from Bhabha’s much later formulation, via Lacan, of the split
nature of the national subject, which I elaborated in my introduction.
Lacan’s notion of the subject is #o# unified by design, while Freudian-
derived American ego psychology imagines an ideal, sexually norma-
tive, “healthy” subject and indeed imagines that most Americans have
achieved such subjectivity.

Feminist historian Flaine Tyler May notes how in a more general
cultural sense the conflict with fascism served as a high point for anx-
ieties about sexuality, especially about the place of women in the social
structure. She writes, “Although wartime did contribute to intimacy,
romance, and sexual encounters with or without marriage, there is no
evidence that these relationships led to the dire consequences that were
widely feared. In fact, more families were formed than torn asunder
during the wat.”?? Still, she notes, the wartime and postwar petiods can
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be characterized by a fear of all forms of nonmarital sexuality. This
observation supports historian Carroll Smith-Rosenberg’s point that
“when the social fabric is rent in fundamental ways, bodily and familial
imagery will assume ascendance . . . [and] thus sexuality and the family,
because of their primitive psychic and social functions, serve as reset-
voirs of physical imagery through which individuals seek to express and
rationalize their experience of social change.”*

A focus on sexuality and the family in times of crisis and change arises
fundamentally from the ways in which, as George Mosse writes, the rise
of modern nationalism represented a triumph of middle-class respect-
ability over aristocratic “decadence.” As Michel Foucault has said,
sexuality is not to be understood here to be a thing in itself, which
“power” tries to subdue, but rather as “an especially dense transfer point
for relations of power.” It is not the most uncontrollable aspect of
power relations but “one of those endowed with the greatest instrumen-
tality: useful for the greatest number of maneuvers and capable of serv-
ing as a point of support, as a linchpin, for the most varied strategies.”**

Thus, while critics of fascism who invoked psychology (especially
psychoanalysis) certainly varied across the political spectrum, the sur-
prisingly uniform aspect of the “cure” that they desired almost uni-
versally involved a normative, familial model, with heterosexuality and
paternal leadership as its basic features. Popular narratives in journal-
ism, fiction, and especially Hollywood film gave narrative form to this
hoped-for cure through the depiction of characters whose psycho-
biographies matched their theories of political motivation.

Political (Oedipal) Dramas: Hitchcock’s Notorious
and the Psychobiography of the Democratic Subject

Siegfried Kracauet’s From Caligari to Hitler: A Psychological History of
the German Film (1947) applied many of the above characterizations of
the fascist psyche to characters found in German film, not so much in
the Nazi petiod itself but duting the Weimar Republic that preceded it.*?
Like other national character studies, Kracauer searches these films for
common motifs that can reveal the disposition of the German people
and what made them susceptible to Hitler. He finds repeated Oedipal
themes, suicidal tendencies on the part of protagonists, and abuses of
power and authority. His portrait of the “German soul” is hence mas-
culine, masochistic, torn between rebellion and submission, and prone
to homosexual, paranoid, narcissistic fantasies, all conclusions that un-
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derscore a consensus about the nature of the fascist psyche. This con-
sensus expanded remarkably in the postwar period.

As with most theorists who analyzed fascism, Kracauer saw his study
as having value not only for film studies, nor even only for the analysis of
specifically German fascism, but for postwar American politics as well.
He writes, “I have reason to believe that the use made here of films as a
medium of research can profitably be extended to studies of current
mass behavior in the United States and elsewhere. I also believe that
studies of this kind may help in the planning of films—not to mention
other media of communication—which will effectively implement the
cultural aims of the United Nations.”* Kracauer’s “psychological his-
tory” thus stands at the crossroads between the uses to which psychol-
ogy, and psychoanalysis in particular, were put in the cultural as well as
actual battle against Nazism in World War II and the dawning challenges
of the Cold War.

Postwar films indeed enacted the variants of national psychobiogra-
phy laid out by social scientists, as they continued to characterize Nazi
antagonists and model the desired democratic psyche in heroic protago-
nists as well as playing out repetitive performances of characters strug-
gling to achieve the latter. Italian director Roberto Rossellini’s postwar
films, especially Rome: Open City (1946) and Germany, Year Zero (1947),
fairly straightforwardly characterize their Nazi characters along these
lines. Rome: Open City features two Nazi antagonists, one an effeminate
male and the other a masculine, lesbian-inflected female. Germany, Year
Zero features a defeated Nazi antagonist with a sexual interest in young
boys. These films are instructive by negative example, organizing their
stories around one character, who struggles to resist the pull of Nazi
decadence and perversity in the face of economic need (Marina in Romze
and the unnamed boy in Germany). Rossellini’s films are more sociologi-
cal than psychological in this regard, but they do reflect the general
psychological profile of Nazi characters.

Most films portraying the struggle of a character to resist or to extri-
cate himself or herself from fascism staged performances of conversion,
cure, or failure, which served the pedagogical project of national psy-
chobiography directly. Often, this type of project not only involves
distinguishing the fascist from the democratic psyche but explores the
potential weaknesses of the democratic subject (economic need in
Rossellini’s case), which were thought to need careful management in
the postwar period. This type of national psychobiography—soon to
be more common in anti-Communist plots—brings together wartime

Nazism and Psychology 123



studies of the fascist mind with postwar efforts to use these insights to
manage domestic populations, especially in the United States.

Of all the filmmakers working in Hollywood in the immediate post-
war period and into the 1950s, Alfred Hitchcock made the most explicit
use of the kinds of psychoanalytic political characterizations forged by
the theorists above. Film scholar Robert Corber considers Hitchcock’s
postwar films to have staged the production of (and indeed helped to
produce) what he calls the “postwar settlement”: the management and
containment of the political claims of organized labor, women, and
racial minorities through the offer to participate in the postwar culture
of consumption. This strategy was in part effected by an exaggeration of
the influence of the Popular Front on New Deal liberalism (playing on
escalating anti-Communist sentiment) and a commensurate effort on
the part of anti-Communist liberals to substitute socially conservative
psychological remedies for Popular Front class politics. Corber sees
Hitchcock as just such a Cold War liberal who, like his intellectual co-
hort, exploited hysteria about the purported infiltration of Communists
and homosexuals into the federal government to prevent competing
constructions of social reality from mobilizing popular support.*> Ros-
sellini, it should be said, aimed to do something similar for class politics.
Hitchcock, however, mobilized psychoanalytically influenced theories
of political psychology to incite spectators to the postwar vision of
proper political subjectivity based upon gender conformity and hetero-
sexuality, 70 on economic considerations.

Hitchcock’s conscious deployment of the American version of psy-
choanalytic theory needs to be understood within its milieu, working as
he was at creating political thrillers in a historical moment that saw
politics as a larger scale version of interpersonal dramas. Of course, as a
filmmaker and not a social scientist Hitchcock also took considerable
liberties with the specifics of psychoanalysis, even in its popularized
form.*® Hitchcock’s particular uses of psychoanalysis, however, still re-
flect the ways in which, as Teresa de Lauretis notes, psychoanalysis has
been historically malleable in terms of its core fantasies (in her case the
function of lesbianism, in Hitchcock’s, the function of fascism), and its
commensurate understandings of subjectivity.*’

In Hitchcock’s political thrillers, the romances that almost invariably
parallel the espionage plots make normative gender identity and politi-
cal loyalty mutually constitutive. Hitchcock’s overt use of psychoanalytic
principles of subjectivity formation, based on strict categories of sexual
difference, ensure that normative gender and sexual behavior are aligned
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with a democratic political orientation, while gender-inappropriate be-
havior and sexual variance (especially homosexuality) are aligned with
totalitarianism. In keeping with the more conservative uses of psycho-
analytic theory put to the service of political psychology by military
strategists, Notorious serves as an emblematic text in that it thematizes
the struggle between democracy and fascism and the United States and
Nazi Germany as a struggle over proper Oedipal resolution. In the
course of the film, the gendering of political subjectivity reveals the
social conservatism beneath much of the theorizing of what might con-
stitute a “democratic” psyche.

As the film’s American heroine, Alicia Huberman (Ingrid Bergman),
struggles to differentiate herself from her Nazi father, so the central
Nazi character, Alexander Sebastian (Claude Rains), must struggle to
gain autonomy from his domineering mother. Alex grapples with the
classic model of Nazi Oedipal failure, and, in keeping with the peculiarly
American form, it is his mother, Madame Sebastian, who represents the
only truly fascist woman. By contrast, Alicia’s own unresolved Oedipal
dramas with her fascist father, while initially casting her as politically
suspect, serve as the proving grounds for her commitment to American
democracy. Her ultimate submission to male authority is not a sign of
her questionable political leanings the way Alex’s submission to female
authority is, but rather it becomes a sign of her democratic loyalties. The
two Oedipal trajectories involved in these projects are both interdepen-
dentin the project of socially conservative antifascism. By the end of the
film, Alicia succeeds, and, though reduced to a mere shell of her spirited
former self, she is firmly allied with the fight against political evil and for
democracy. Alex, meanwhile, loses his battle and is condemned to the
brutal fate of the Nazi/mother-dominated order from which he will
never be extricated.

The relationship between politics and patriarchy is central to the
analysis of both Alicia’s and Alex’s trajectories. This relationship under-
scores the uneasy difference the film attempts to manufacture between
the unresolved Oedipal dramas of Alex (which are posited to be at the
root of his fascism) and the unresolved Oedipal dramas of Alicia (at the
root of both her initially perceived lack of political commitment and her
promiscuity). In the case of the latter, the opening sequence of the film
illustrates the substitution of Alicia’s “notoriety” for her father’s convic-
tion for treason in a number of ways. John Huberman, the father, is seen
first, shot from behind in long shot from the point of view of a news
photographer waiting outside the courtroom. The defendant’s crime
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and lack of repentance are immediately made clear in his threats that the
Nazis will return to avenge their defeat, thus launching the rest of the
film’s espionage plot. But because his back is toward the camera there is
no face with which to connect these seditious statements. As Alicia exits
the courtroom, it is she who is pursued by the waiting journalists and so
provides the face. When another man says, “Let us know if she tries to
leave town,” it is unclear what Alicia’s politics are: she is treated like a
traitor and, more specifically, is suspected of being like her father.

In the course of the drunken party scene that follows, Alicia remarks
that she’s being watched “because I’'m a marked woman, you know? I’'m
liable to blow up the Panama Canal any minute now.” A marked woman
in this scheme is both sexually and politically disreputable, her sexual
impropriety interchangeable with sedition. To underscore this inter-
changeability, Devlin (Cary Grant), the American undercover agent
who infiltrates Alicia’s party and will become her love interest, is initially
introduced as the force of sobriety. Graphically matched with her father
in the opening sequence, he is initially imaged in silhouette, with his
back to the camera, visually both cementing his eventual role as the
appropriate object choice with which to resolve her Oedipal conflict
and standing for a direct opposition to her father’s politics. When he
accepts Alicia’s offer to go for a drive, her suggestion is sexual, not
romantic, the continuance of a seduction begun over a bottle of liquor.
But, as the agent of both the government and sexual judgment, he ties a
handkerchief around her bare midriff, toning down her attire and indi-
cating his own more prudish, American-government-sponsored inten-
tions. While Devlin, too, will need to resolve his ambivalence toward
Alicia in order to rescue her (and hence democracy) from the clutches of
Nazism, at this point in the film his propriety establishes the classic
contrast of sexual propriety /democracy versus sexual wantonness /fas-
cism, a schema familiar from nationalist melodrama.

In the scene that follows, Alicia is pressed into service for the Ameri-
can government through a combination of calls to her latent patriotism,
a deployment of her guilt over her father’s fascism, and finally her grow-
ing interest in Devlin. Her task will be to spy on a group of Nazis who
are engaged in an unknown clandestine activity in Rio de Janeiro.*®
Again, political allegiance is voiced in Oedipal terms, for the logic be-
hind choosing her for the job lies precisely in her connection to her Nazi
father, through the exploitation of which she could, as Devlin says,
“make up a little for [her] Daddy’s . . . peculiarities.” The pause before
peculiarities strengthens the association of abnormal behavior and politi-
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cal deviance, lending a sexual connotation that will be underscored by
Alicia’s subsequent rejection: “No thank-you. I don’t go for patrio-
tism—or patriots.” The juxtaposition of “Daddy’s peculiarities” and pa-
triotism is a version of the binary demarcation between fascism and its
sexual “peculiarities” and democracy and its supposed lack of them. Of
course, Alicia does fall in love with Devlin—she goes for a patriot after
all—but the narrative twist that prevents their simple union requires her
Nazi-inflected sexual wantonness first to be put to work before she can
be redeemed through matrimony. As feminist film theorist Tania Mod-
leski writes, “it is only through allowing this sexuality to be placed in the
service of a harsh and unbending law (that is, through becoming a Mata
Hari for callous American agents) and nearly dying the same death as her
father—death by poison—that Alicia can expiate her own sins and those
of the father.”* Alicia’s sexual sins and her father’s political sins are, in
other words, one.

The connection between her father’s politics and the formation of
her sexuality is overtly entangled with the Oedipal resolution she has not
yet fully achieved. In an illicitly obtained recording of a conversation
between Alicia and her father, Alicia’s disgust for both her father’s trea-
son and touch cross over as she screams, “Don’t ever come near me or
speak to me again about your rotten schemes!”
father, on both political and incestuous grounds, is not normatively
resolved, however, in that she does not transfer her desire to a single
heterosexual, politically acceptable, love object—the only democratic
solution to just such an Oedipal /political drama. Instead, Alicia’s re-
jection of her classically overbearing Nazi father has resulted in her
promiscuity—indicating that even if she has at least nominally rejected
his politics she will not have truly rejected them (nor him) until she is
able to replace him with a husband.

The continued entanglement of Alicia’s sexuality with her father’s
politics leads to her being characterized as overbonded with her father,
despite her statements in the recorded conversation. This overbonding

Her rejection of her

is exemplified by her monologue on the plane to Rio after being in-
formed of his prison suicide: “I don’t know why I should feel so bad—
when he told me a couple of years ago what he was, everything went to
pot. I didn’t care what happened to me. But now I remember how nice
he once was. How nice we both were. Very nice. It’s a very curious
feeling. It’s as if something had happened to me and not to him. You see,
I don’t have to hate him any more—or myself.” The speech provides an
explanation for Alicia’s drunkenness and promiscuity in her despair over
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her father’s Nazism, her letting her image of her nice self go to ruin
along with her image of her once-nice Daddy. Again, Alicia’s being
sexually “not nice” is bound up with her father being politically “not
nice,” a melding that leads her to hate both her father and herself and
prevents her from truly resolving her Oedipal/political conundrum.
The father’s death does not provide the relief she feels for a few mo-
ments and in her blossoming love for Devlin. Rather she must be put
through the ordeal of restaging the whole drama, sleeping with and
marrying a Nazi, a friend of her father’s, in the course of which she must
be subjected to constant reminders of her sexual notoriety before she
can be “rescued” by the supposedly “good” object choice of Devlin, a
democratic partner who will separate her from her Nazi father once and
for all.

The anxieties about female promiscuity and heightened sexual desire
in wartime described by Tyler May reveal a vested interest in the equa-
tion of female sexual propriety and service to the democratic nation.
Social commentators like Victor Robinson and Philip Wylie, for in-
stance, had published wartime books proclaiming female promiscuity a
home front crisis.’® This connection is shown to be highly complex in
Notorious, however. The fact that the film’s narrative forces Alicia to
continue an ovetly close association with her father in the service of her
conversion into a reputable and truly patriotic woman ultimately points
to the contradictions inherent in a sexual coding that tries to make
fascism distinct from patriarchy. In fact, Alicia’s romance with Devlin
ends up being more sadomasochistic than anything the Nazis in the film
ever exhibit, an interesting result of the degree to which a sexual woman
must be controlled in order to be tamed for the properly passive female
sexuality of “democracy.”

National psychobiography is engaged not only to pedagogically
model the ideal object of traditional family roles and sexual normativity
but to enact performances of the mental torment that accompanies
deviations from these norms. Alicia is in fact doubly tormented in that
she torments herself (i.e., she is not really happy when she is promis-
cuous) and is tormented by Devlin (i.e., she is not so easily forgiven). As
Alicia moves toward independence from her father, she moves toward
the kind of autonomy democratic rhetoric endorses, but, as she is fe-
male, her autonomy must be subordinated, making her achievement of
democratic subjectivity equal or indeed secondary to her acquiescence
to normative heterosexuality. Alicia’s torment signals the contradiction
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at the core of both anti-Nazi melodrama and anti-Nazi psychobiogra-
phy, namely, that both Nazism and this conservative form of democracy
are fundamentally patriarchal.

Modleski criticizes Notorious on similar grounds, claiming that the
narrative collapses the distinction between the public and private realms
and so displaces the political onto the personal, denying the classic
feminist credo that the personal is political. She notes that film critics
without a feminist approach have celebrated the political drama as a
MacGuffin (Donald Spoto, for example) but notes that the substitution
comes at the expense of the woman, as she, instead of the uranium the
Nazis are dealing in, becomes the object of the story’s epistemological
quest.’! Certainly, as Modleski goes on to note, even Sophocles’ original
drama Oedipus Rex presents a political enigma (what is the origin of the
plague?) that is answered in Oedipus’s personal history, and Hollywood
narratives have long privileged the personal over the political. But, in the
postwar and Cold War psychobiography, this move from political to
personal is exacerbated by the larger liberal and conservative politi-
cal project that hopes to contain the complaints of the economically
and socially disempowered by individualizing their “problems”—com-
plaints raised to a higher pitch by the highly idealized rhetoric of democ-
racy inspired by the conflict with fascism. Indeed, it is the response to
this sort of effort to depoliticize the complaints of women (and ethnic
minorities, as I will discuss in the next chapter) that second-wave femi-
nists originally coined the phrase “the personal is political” in the 1960s.

Corber takes issue with Modleski, arguing that her point does not
take into account the extent to which the personal was precisely political
in the postwar scene, writing, “Devlin and Alicia’s inscription within the
discourses of national security enables the American government to
regulate and control the most personal aspects of the construction of
their subjectivity, including the organization of their sexuality.”>? Cor-
ber, however, seems to miss the specifically feminist point of Modleski’s
critique, even as he is right to point out that the personal had long been
political, indeed. Modleski, however, is saying that it was not recognized
as such. What feminist critics like Modelski call for is an explicit recogni-
tion of this type of transhistorical political move, which masks its efforts
to substitute patriarchal gender relations for more generalized demo-
cratic humanism or the recognition of oppressed social categories. To-
gether, Corber and Modleski both point to the ideological perpetuation
of normative gendered subjectivities carried out specifically in the ser-

Nazism and Psychology 129



vice of postwar national identity fortification and most prominently by
calling on persistent narrative conventions that make women bear the
primary burden of patriarchy’s reinforcement.

This both specific and more long standing move is staged not only in
Alicia’s Oedipal drama but in the male Nazi Oedipal drama played out in
the triangle created by Alex, his mother, and Alicia. Unlike most charac-
terizations of the typical Nazi household, Hitchcock erases the father
figure (there is no mention of Alex’s father), intensifies Madame Sebas-
tian’s power over her son compared to the way it was described in
Hecht’s original treatment, and thus installs Madame Sebastian in the
position of domineering mother /Nazi, a move characteristic of Ameri-
can wartime and postwar gender anxieties.

Philip Wylie is the most famous popular purveyor of this image of the
domineering mother who, among a host of other things, prevents her
son from achieving autonomy and hence causes his Nazism. In his 1942
treatise on the psychic state of the union, Generation of Vipers, he rails
against the global concept of the domineering “mom” who destroys the
men of the nation. His demonization of the mom is informed by popu-
lar images of Nazism in a number of significant ways: “Like Hitler, she
betrays the people who would give her a battle before she brings up her
troops. Her whole personal life, so far as outward expression is con-
cerned, is, in consequence, a mopping-up action. Traitors are shot,
yellow stars are slapped on those beneath notice, the good-looking men
and boys are rounded up and beaten or sucked into pliability, a new slave
population continually goes to work at making more munitions for
momism, and mom herself sticks up her head, or maybe the periscope
of the woman next door, to find some new region that needs taking over.
This technique pervades all she does.”> Domineering mothers might
not only cause their sons to become fascist but in fact act like fascists
themselves. Madame Sebastian is a fascist by virtue of her suffocating
mothering in Wylie’s sense as much as she is a suffocating mother by
virtue of her fascism. While Wylie’s views are cleatly more extreme in
their rhetoric than any of the more liberal-centrist and leftist psycholo-
gists cited above, his hyperbolic prose was extremely popular, his books
bestsellers, and his exaggerated version influential to a pervasive belief
system that put bad mothering at the core of all the nation’ ills.>*

Prominent psychiatrist Edward Strecker gave Wylie academic cred-
ibility when he incorporated the theory of momism into his 1946 book,
Their Mother’s Sons: The Psychiatrist Examines an American Problem. Expand-
ing and inverting Wylie’s characterization of moms as Nazis, Strecker
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characterized Nazism itself as a “mom surrogate with a swastika for a
heart,” a kind of twisted matriarchy (a momarchy) in which “The
Fuehrer had all the qualities and ingredients which go into the making of
a super-mom. He even had the feminine note of hysteria which may be
heard in the voices of moms when they are battling for their children
and, if need be, are willing to give their lives for them. . . . Here indeed
was a mom who never forgot his children.”* In Strecker’s formulation,
the feminization of Hitler blends with construing moms as fascists.
With a new twist, “Hitlet’s children” (recalling the title of the film dis-
cussed in chapter 2) are again seen, as was the case with the more
moderate psychological analysts, to be suffering from mass imma-
turity.>® Strecker would take these analyses, gleaned in large part from his
work as a psychiatric adviser to the Armed Services in World War 11, and
bring them home to the United States in the postwar period. Delivered
first as a lecture in April of 1945 entitled “Psychiatry Speaks to Democ-
racy,” Strecker cautioned specifically against moms and their detrimen-
tal effects on democracy. More than a critique of fascism, then, these
beliefs were projected into the postwar period, bringing along a tena-
cious fear about the tenuousness of democracy. This tenuousness is seen
by Strecker to be symptomatically readable in mental illness, alcoholism,
feminism, and homosexuality—all conditions that he saw as threatening
the fortitude of American democracy and that he reported were on the
rise. The symptoms of democracy’s weakness, the blight of the Cold
War’s internal enemies, are all traceable to mom.

In Notorious, aspects of one of Wylie’s ideas, that frustration gives rise
to gender-inverted behavior, manifests itself in Madame Sebastian’s
masculinization.”” Thus, while Alexander Sebastian is initially intro-
duced by way of Alicia’s Oedipal problems (he is a friend of her Nazi
father), Alex is ultimately not allied with the position of the Nazi father at
all. Instead, Alex (or Sebastian, as Devlin refers to him in the film) is the
victim of his masculinized, domineering mother Madame Sebastian, a
title that, in its echo of the family name, reinforces the power of the
bonds that plague him. Madame Sebastian, as a quintessential Nazi
mom, serves as the pedagogical object against which democratic women
should model their mothering. As a result of this emphasis, Alex emerges
as surprisingly sympathetic for a Nazi character in 1946, precisely be-
cause he is less to blame for his politics than his mother is. The contem-
porary saga of the “damaged male,” the subject of chapter 6, thus finds a
powerful precursor here. The entanglement of Alicia’s and Alex’s Oedi-
pal dramas, then, involves a dual project of proscribing political and
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sexual behavior in gender-appropriate (and hence politically favorable)
terms.

On their second meeting, Alex invites Alicia to dinner at his house,
where his mother is giving a dinner party. Madame Sebastian imme-
diately comments on Alicia’s resemblance to her father, and Alicia re-
turns the observation to link Alex and his mother. Having established
the Oedipal lines in question, Madame Sebastian’s tone shifts abruptly
and she accuses Alicia of filial negligence: “You did not testify at your
father’s trial—we thought that unusual.” The connection between Alex
and his mother becomes a royal “we,” which might include the whole
host of Nazis in the next room. Alicia attempts to allay these suspicions
by claiming that her father didn’t want her to testify, but a close shot on
Madame Sebastian highlights her suspicion as she coldly asks, “I wonder
why?” At this moment, Alex interrupts with an offscreen hello, his
presence first registered in his mother’s reaction as she glances offscreen.
This link between Madame Sebastian’s line of questioning and her son’s
warm welcome introduces the mothet’s dual suspicions of Alicia as both
a political ally and a mate for her son. As he enters the room, the first
of many visual triangulations between the three of them occurs, with
Madame Sebastian positioned directly between her son and Alicia. The
scene has now been set for Alex to spend much of the second act
engaged in defying his mother through his romance with Alicia, a nearly
successful Oedipal separation that will fail when his mother resumes a
dominant role after Alicia is discovered to be a spy.

Alex will ultimately become most sinister, in a pathetic, dependent
way, when he accepts his failure to differentiate from his mother and
gives himself over to her domination, the point at which he most clearly
becomes the antidemocratic subject Wylie and Strecker warned against.
Alex’s somewhat pitiable weakness is first revealed in a scene at a race-
track, the second time the triangle is visually depicted, as Alex and his
mother have a quintessentially Oedipal conversation: Madame Sebas-
tian says she feels displaced by Alicia in her son’s life, as Alicia’s empty
chair sits between them. But after he spots Alicia talking to Devlin his
normal separation from his mother falters, as he jealously accuses, “I
presume that’s why you left my mother and me; you had a meeting with
him.” The fact that he mentions his mother at all, and before himself at
that, is an indication that Oedipal separation has not yet been successful
and in all probability never will be. Alex is and remains, underneath it all,
regressive and hence a Nazi. The political impact of this pattern of
partial separation followed by stronger melding is then most dramat-
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ically demonstrated by the locational parallel between the scene in which
Alex argues with his mother about his plans to marry Alicia and the
scene in which he confesses to her that she’s an American agent. In the
latter, his mother wreaks revenge on the woman who supplanted her.
Both take place, rather obviously, in Madame Sebastian’s bedroom.

In the first scene, the opening shot features Madame Sebastian prom-
inently in the foreground right, large and looming as she sews (a recur-
sive gesture on her part, which comes to signify the sinister maternal)
with Alex in the background left, smaller and less powerful until he
stands and walks around the bed that initially separates them to an-
nounce that he will marry Alicia with or without his mother’s approval.
When Alex gains the upper hand, Madame Sebastian becomes less sinis-
ter and more mundane in her suspicions. Instead of questioning Alicia’s
political loyalties, as in the first encounter, she now asks, “Are you quite
sure she didn’t come down here to see you? To capture the rich Alex
Sebastian for a husband?” As Alex rights the improper inversion of the
gender hierarchy his subservience to his mother allowed, the mother
shifts her focus from political /sexual to merely sexual suspicion, a posi-
tive development as far as the sympathetic portrayal of Alex is con-
cerned. At the beginning of the second scene, Madame Sebastian again
first suspects only Alicia’s sexual loyalty to her son. As her son admits
that something is wrong, she smiles, self-satisfied, and says, “I have
expected it. I knew. I knew. What is it? Mr. Devlin?” Alex’s partially
successful attempts to propetly displace his mother with his wife re-
soundingly fail, then, as he confesses that the infidelity is even worse: she
is an American agent. The trajectory of depoliticization is thus reversed,
bringing back the dynamic of Oedipal irresolution with an even greater
vengeance.

In the scene in which Madame Sebastian is displaced, she sits next to
her bed when Alex confronts her; in the scene in which she returns to
her position of dominance, she is actually lying in it. She does not at first
respond to him verbally but reaches in a gesturally “masculine” fashion
for a cigarette. As she sits up in bed, the image dissolves to a shot
of Alicia asleep, then dissolves back again to Madame Sebastian. The
mother’s psychic displacement of the wife is evinced in this graphic
match. The mother, who has never before been shown to smoke, bullies
her son while talking through a cigarette as it dangles from her mouth.
Atthe end of the scene, she stands next to the now thoroughly regressed
Alex as he sits on her bed with his head in his hands. Her body language

iconographically presents the visual comportment of stereotypical fas-

Nazism and Psychology 133



cist women: one arm tightly held around her own waist, the other elbow
also tight, and the cigarette smoldering at an acute angle near her mouth
(fig. 7). Everything about her is contained and exact as she says, “You are
almost as impetuous as you were right before your wedding. You barred
me from that episode—let me arrange this one.””® Madame Sebastian’s
masculinization signals her renewed ascent to the status of mom.

The problem for the film narrative now is that the mom’s loyalty to
her endangered son must take precedence over her loyalty to the Nazi
cause. Mother and son from here on stand together in their efforts to
eradicate Alicia’s threat before the other Nazis find her (and hence him)
out. The perverse Oedipal drama has effectively superseded the political
drama that originally organized the narrative, lending credence to the
idea that the political plot is a MacGuffin not only for Alicia and Devlin’s
romance but for the Nazi family plot as well. This substitution does not,
however, mean that politics has been evacuated from the drama. On the
contrary, the Oedipal drama itself is offered up as a political problem.
The next time the Oedipal triangle is pictured, it is of course no longer a
battle over the son but a plot against the wife. In the scene that follows,
innocuous household conversation flits over the heaviness of the cam-
era’s slow pan from Alex and across Alicia as she takes her first sips of
poisoned coffee. It finally comes to rest on Madame Sebastian, doing
needlepoint. Alicia does not come between them anymore but is cazght
between them in a deadly grip. This same visual arrangement is re-
produced in the third poisoning sequence, in which Alicia finally realizes
she is being poisoned. Alicia’s point of view is first focused on her coffee
cup, then on Madame Sebastian, who stares unwaveringly back at her as
the camera zooms in. The shot is followed by another zooming point-
of-view shot of Alex, who is 7oflooking at Alicia. Like previous shots of
other Nazis in the film, Madame Sebastian controls by means of the
gaze. Alex does his part simply by denying his connection with his wife by
not looking at her. This economy of gazes implies that the Nazism the
film (and indeed the postwar American climate) is rea/ly interested in is
the Nazism of dominant mothers: no less political, only apparently so. As
Alicia’s realization of the plot to poison her comes crashing in, she rises,
and begins to faint. From her point of view, again, mother and son
become silhouettes and their shadows merge, visually literalizing what
we already know to have taken place on a psychic level.

Corber, too, points to the problematics of Nazi parents (Alicia’s fa-
ther and Sebastian’s mother) in the film. He claims that these parents are
demonic in part precisely because they have explicitly politicized the
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Fig. 7. Madame Sebastian
and her son in Notorions
(Alfred Hitchcock, 1946).
(Museum of Modern Att,
Film Stills Archive.)

nuclear family by attempting to prevent their children from achieving
political autonomy and so have eroticized their relation to their children.
Corber claims that Madame Sebastian has made her love for her son
contingent on his commitment to the Nazi cause and so he is unable to
detach himself from her.”® Corber’s reading, however, overstates Ma-
dame Sebastian’s political motivations: it is not so much that her love for
her son is contingent on his dedication to the Nazi cause, but rather that
his overattachment to her is the essence of Nazism. The bond between
mother and son actually exceeds Madame Sebastian’s commitment to
Nazism, which is why she doesn’t turn her son in after he makes a
politically dangerous mistake with Alicia. This type of substitution
echoes the kind of domestic political psychology put forward by people
like Strecker, who claimed that moms thwart their children’s efforts to
attain erotic autonomy and hence proper political subjectivity.

While wartime and postwar American psychology also politicized
family relations, it claimed to do so in the service of creating autono-
mous, ego-fortified citizens—in other words, claiming to de-eroticize
family relations. This rhetorical effort uses sexual normativity to handily
undermine women’s attempts at political agency. While Alex Sebastian’s
overattachment to his mother signals a dangerous eroticism that de-
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stroys his chances for proper male political subjectivity, Alicia’s efforts to
demonstrate her commitment to democracy’s cause instead requires her
to rehearse her too-close bond with her father by marrying one of his
friends. In the course of this roundabout way of absolving her politi-
cal/sexual sins, Alicia is neatly killed. Finally, when she can no longer
stand or see straight, she is rescued by her appropriately patriotic love
interest, Devlin. The claim that this move de-eroticizes the family is
specious, as is any claim that the deflection of the plot about Nazis onto
personal dramas in any way depoliticizes Hitchcock’s story. Modleski
writes, “After setting the woman up as an object of male desire and
curiosity, the film proceeds to submit her to a process of purification
whereby she is purged of her excess sexuality in order to be rendered fit
for her place in the patriarchal order.” To this, I would add the pa-
triarchal democratic order.®”

Conclusion

Dana Polan notes that wartime Hollywood films often grappled with
the contradiction between their overriding tendency to foreground the
personal and the war situation’s imperative of sacrifice to the greater
political cause, a tendency that Modleski notes is particularly potent in
the “impossible positions” in which Hitchcock places his heroines.®!
But what these impossible positions reveal is a fundamental problem in
the conceptualization of postwar democracy. The effort to substitute
personal, psychological explanations for public, collective action made
the question of the proper political subjectivity of women a particularly
sticky and central problem. While the wartime nationalist melodrama
tended to idealize the culture of American democracy against its fascist
Other, the already strained opposition between democratic and fascist
family dynamics increasingly broke down as attention turned to racial
and gender trouble in American culture itself. Women in general thus
came to absorb the lion’s share of anxious narrative attention along with
men who seemed to challenge the norms of white patriarchal manhood
(homosexuals and Black men).

Virginia Wright Wexman argues in an article on Hitchcock’s Ierzgo
that the collapse of the political onto the personal reflects the way that
Cold War political anxieties were projected onto women as a catchall
locus of male fears. She complains that feminist film theory, by focusing
on issues of sexual difference, perpetuates this collapse—a point with
which Modleski takes issue. Modleski argues that this criticism “presup-
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poses an older hierarchy of values that feminists have been concerned to
call into question—a hierarchy in which the political (consisting of
World Historical Events) is opposed to and privileged over the personal,
conceived of as the realm of sexuality.”’®> Modleski suggests that the
Hollywood tendency to personalize the political zustbe interrogated on
these terms, especially by examining why it is that women (Alicia and
Madame Sebastian in Notorious) bear so much of the burden of political
signification. What films like Nosorious contribute to the postwar na-
tional political project is a story line and set of character motivations
that reiterate the wartime formulas of socially conservative family struc-
ture, gender roles, and sexuality as key to democracy and transpose them
into terms that instruct the American populace in the practice of rec-
ognizing and correcting their own “dangerous” personal impulses. Way-
ward women and political dissidents made good object lessons for
reeducation.

In the next chapter, the case of one such dissident, an American Nazi,
illustrates the ways in which male political subjectivity was likewise man-
aged through a parallel process of making the political personal. Crit-
icism of this process offers a way, if I may modify Modleski’s claims for
feminist psychoanalysis, of “continuing to politicize the personal realms
... not of personalizing politics.”® The distinction is crucial in that the
phrase “the personal is political” counters, as Lauren Berlant has said, a
practice that instead claims that the political is the personal. It is this
latter type of logic that makes sexual conduct a primary marker of polit-
ical loyalty in a socially conservative democracy rather than more com-
munitarian acts of civic responsibility in a more socially progressive one.
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5

The American Nazi:
Cold War Social Problem Films
and National Psychobiography
[ |

Oh I see, you're studying me. Want to get a closer look? Maybe you want me to take
my clothes off>—The Patient in Pressure Point (1962)

In 1962, Sidney Poitier and Bobby Darin acted the parts of a prison
psychiatrist and an American Nazi in Pressure Point, a not particularly
successful “social problem film” that by the time of its release could not
be considered groundbreaking. With the approaching Black radicalism
of the late 1960s and the rise of stronger Black realist voices in American
filmmaking, movies like Pressure Pointwould soon seem tame, their poli-
tics outdated. But as a text whose multiple versions characterize the
political narratives of its era, Pressure Pointis instructive in unpacking the
work of national psychobiography in the postwar and Cold War United
States.

Pressure Pointis actually the last version of a story that, like many Cold
War narratives, finds its genesis in World War II, when psychoanalyst
Robert Lindner worked for a federal penitentiary and had an American
fascist in his care. While the story behind the film begins here, the final
film version exhibits the journey that political psychology will have
taken in the years since the end of the war. The ethnic and social iden-
tity of the analyst is changed from Lindner to Poitier, from Jewish to
African-American. The production history of the film spans two de-
cades of American efforts to consolidate national identity through nar-



rative conventions that pedagogically model proper democratic subjec-
tivity through the treatment of American domestic problems—in this
case, racism. As with the wartime version of the project of delimiting a
democratic against a fascist subject, normative notions of family, gen-
der, and sexuality serve as a political guide to private life.

The shift toward psychological theories of political behavior that had
begun during the war picked up momentum in the postwar period and
expanded with two developments interrelated with the defeat of fas-
cism: the ascendency of the concept of totalitarianism, which combined
Communism with fascism and so extended wartime theories into the
Cold War; and the turn to questions of domestic politics and the social
management of conflicts internal to the nation, especially racial preju-
dice and political dissidence.

By the end of the war, as one historian has noted, “ ‘Democracy’ had
become the major slogan of the period.”" As with any slogan, however,
the substance of the term proved to be malleable, and much of the next
two decades would centrally feature efforts to delineate precisely what
democracy looked like. One strong version of this debate concerned
the fate of citizens whose political views departed from the liberal-
democratic norm—whether these departures issued from the Left or
the Right. As discussed in chapter 3, the concept of totalitarianism that
emerged in the 1930s suited this national project of limiting democratic
legitimacy to the “center” of the then popular concept of a political
continuum. While American anticommunism historically predates anti-
fascism, their conflation under the concept of totalitarianism ensured
that despite communism’s longer history post—World War II theories of
its contours would be profoundly tied to theories of fascism developed
during the war.

Numerous factors contributed to the forging of this conflation, many
of which have to do with domestic politics of the 1930s (New Deal
liberalism, the influence of Popular Front politics, and various forms of
conservative opposition to these currents).” While for the most part
these various tendencies in American political thought were unified in
their opposition to fascism, with fascism’s defeat at the end of the war
the hearts and minds of the American public again were thought to be
up for grabs, with the definition of American democracy hanging in the
balance.

Indeed, the effort to constrain what counted as democratic was al-
ready part of the wartime national project. Liberal social analyst Walter
Lippmann, for instance, in his influential book 7he Good Society (1936),
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devoted a chapter to “Totalitarian Regimes” by which he meant both
communism and fascism.? Terms like /Hitler bolshevism, brown com-
munism, and red fascism, and direct comparisons between Stalin and
Hitler were common in popular journalism. The identification of these
regimes as antidemocratic (and rightly so) was soon extended, however,
to cover many forms of domestic dissent. When Congtress established
the Special Committee on Un-American Activities (later known as
HUAC) in 1938, the committee was originally charged with investigating
domestic fascists. As it was chaired by Martin Dies (ID-Texas), who
abhorred Roosevelt’s social recovery programs, the committee soon
turned its focus nearly exclusively to flushing out American commu-
nists.* The term sotalitarianism was a useful way to effect such a shift in
the name of wartime patriotism.

The volatile relationship between Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia
in the course of the war of course complicated rhetoric that tried to keep
the two systems closely aligned. For American Nazi sympathizers, fas-
cism’s overt anticommunism was often used to explain why Hitler
should be supported. When the Nazi-Soviet pact was signed in August
of 1939, this argument clearly had to change. Meanwhile, the pact ce-
mented the blending of communism and fascism in more mainstream
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thetoric. When the Nazis broke their pact with the Soviets and attacked
the USSR in June of 1941, it was mainstream rhetoric that had to be
redirected, especially once the United States joined the war at the end of
that year. Zime, for instance, had named Stalin its Man of the Year in
1940, claiming that he “matched himself with Adolf Hitler as the world’s
most hated man.” After Hitler broke the pact, the magazine made Stalin
one of several not entirely satisfactory Men of the Year again in 1942,
equivocally praising him as “the only leader who has yet to face a major
German drive without a military disaster.”> As support for the Soviet
Union was always rather tenuous, conflicts over the division of captured
German territories at the end of the war easily fanned anticommunist
flames, and totalitarianism once again became the conceptual opponent
of US. democracy. The rhetorical conflation of fascism and commu-
nism, despite the wartime changes of alliance, held sway in the post-
war era.

When it came to applying psychological theories of fascism to do-
mestic problems within the United States, this conflation of fascism and
communism allowed for the establishment of a notion of normative
democratic psychology set against a fairly uniform template of anti-
democratic psychology. American sociologist Talcott Parsons, for in-
stance, like most American army psychologists, thought that Germany
needed to be de-Nazified by leading the German people to a norm that
for him was represented in US. democracy.® Although most wartime
and immediate postwar rhetoric stressed this sort of opposition of the
United States and Germany, the effort to delineate a template for the
democratic psyche grew just as much out of psychiatrists’ doubts about
the political psychology of Awmericans. While largely convinced that most
Americans possess the capacity to internalize authority and hence ex-
ercise political reason alongside nationalist passion, official initiatives
and research projects begun during the war show that democracy was
not regarded as an inevitable outcome but as something that needed to
be inculcated and managed. Psychiatrist Julius Schreiber, for instance,
found that it was much easier to get soldiers to hate fascism than it was
to get them to show genuine enthusiasm for democratic institutions,
concluding that American nationalism did not differ significantly in
form from the German version.” And Frank Capra’s “Why We Fight”
series, commissioned as an effort to explain why the war effort should be
supported, illustrates one tactic that tried to diminish popular ignorance
and apathy. In other words, popular support, even among soldiers, was
not thought to be automatic despite rhetoric to the contrary.
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In this regard, the postwar ascendancy of political psychology can, on
the one hand, be seen as an extension of Progressive Era concerns over
the scientific management of social welfare. But its more universal ap-
plication signals an expansion of the notion—formerly restricted to
primarily immigrant and working-class families—that traditional social
institutions were not adequately socializing citizens for the tasks of
modern democracy and capitalism. Studies of fascism were thus not
thought to apply only to German national character; rather, they simul-
taneously raised concerns about the American population.

One area in which such concern was surely justified was the problem
of racial prejudice. During the war, the degree of emphasis put on the
centrality of Nazi racism—especially anti-Semitism—to the characteris-
tics against which democracy would be defined varied depending on the
speaker, but images of the American populace as a multiethnic “melting
pot” were at least nominally set against the forced homogeneity of Nazi
Germany. By and large, however, the realities of segregation in southern
states and the Armed Services, the internment of Japanese-Americans,
and pernicious anti-Semitism made this clear-cut opposition so messy
that it was often avoided entirely. These contradictions ultimately pro-
vided a unique opportunity for the advancement of racial equality in
the United States in that wartime rhetoric allowed liberals and leftists
concerned about American flaws to turn prejudice into a postwar na-
tional issue. The burgeoning movement for the civil rights of African-
Americans especially mobilized wartime antifascism in the service of
eliminating racial barriers within the United States. The NAACP’s wartime
Double V campaign, for instance, hoped to turn public attention toward
the problem of American racism in the face of a war against a racist
nation by suggesting that the victory should be over both foreign and
domestic prejudice.®

Here, too, political psychology hoped to intervene. Concerns about
American “morale,” in terms of both intergroup conflict and the morale
of minorities (especially in the face of the Detroit and Harlem race riots
of 1943), was a concern of wartime psychological experts. In 1944, Gun-
nar Myrdal’s influential study of American racism, An American Dilemma,
combined liberalism and behavioral science, considering Black-white
race relations in the context of democratic principles and against fas-
cism.” Racism for Myrdal was caused by defense mechanisms built on
white guilt about the contradictions between democratic principles and
the practices of racial discrimination. Since the causes were psychologi-
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cal, so was the cure. After the war, William Menninger, chief psychiatrist
for the army, subsequently named racism “America’s number-one social
neurosis.”’

These theorists and their Cold War descendants were deeply influ-
enced by the era’s dominant school of psychological theory: psycho-
analysis. The application of the American version of psychoanalysis to
domestic racial conflict, like the management of political dissidents,
tended toward highly normative, privatized solutions. The American
Left’s involvement in the noble project of uncovering the sources of
prejudice, while generally dissenting from the facile collapse of fascism
and communism, colluded with liberal and conservative tendencies to
posit normative social solutions to the problem of racial prejudice.

Three major studies of American prejudice that appeared in 1950 told
this type of story: Bruno Bettelheim and Morris Janowitz’s Dynamics of
Prejudice, Exik Exikson’s Childhood and Society, and Theodor Adorno etal’s
The Authoritarian Personality.' All reached similar conclusions as to the
psychological processes behind racial prejudice, which they believed
were focused for the most part on the deflection of various personal
frustrations onto the hated group, and all grew out of theories of Ger-
man fascism drawn up in the course of the war. All had personal contact
with fascism: Bettleheim was a concentration camp survivor and Jan-
owitz, Erikson, and several members of the Frankfurt School were
psychological advisers to the Armed Services, most of the latter being
German émigrés (both Jewish and gentile).

By shifting the theory of the root of social and political problems away
from issues of economic equity and class-based disaffection, this collec-
tion of liberal, conservative, and leftist social theorists endorsed psycho-
logical analyses and solutions that would not require the redistribution of
material resources or wholesale economic reform.!? Instead, the focus
would be placed on the individual psyche and its capacity to achieve a
healthy balance between freedom and independent-mindedness, on the
one hand, and conformity to community norms on the other. This
dominant rhetoric in the aftermath of World War II thus drafted the new
genre of national psychobiography. This narrative genre ultimately
sought to achieve, by different means, a similar national image as na-
tionalist melodrama does, wherein the patriarchal family both regulates
and stands in for the democratic nation. Individual citizens, like family
members, are fundamentally gendered in these stories, as sexual differ-
ence and the regulation of normative sexuality that it hopes to ensure is
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employed to manage the disruptions that racial difference presents. As
the national “family” cannot resort to the racial homogeneity generally
pictured in nationalist melodrama, the focus turns to the individual.

The pedagogical goal of national psychobiography is to model a not-
mative democratic subject for the nation’s citizens through the treat-
ment of a representative individual who has strayed from the ideal /
norm. The audience for these dramas is interpellated in a performative
fashion as people who have either already achieved the centrist norm or
certainly could by following the therapeutic scheme laid out before
them. The domain of this sort of drama is the democratic psyche and
the “practices of the self,” to use Foucault’s concept, out of which it
would be constituted.

The Popularization of National Psychobiography

The case history that comprises the narrative of Pressure Point went
through a series of media in its journey from couch to screen. The case
itself occurred in 1942 and first appeared in popular print form as “Des-
tiny’s Tot” in Lindner’s collection of “psychoanalytic tales” called 7%e
Fifty-Minute Hour, which became a national best-seller in 1954."° The
next version was a one-hour Public Affairs presentation, which was aired
on a Sunday afternoon in January 1960 by NBc News.!'* And finally there
was the feature film, starring Poitier as the psychiatrist and Darin as the
fascist patient, directed by Hubert Cornfield. Both the television and
film versions were produced by a prominent producer and director of
liberal social problem films, Stanley Kramer. The course of this case
history’s multiple-media journey spans the twenty-year heyday of psy-
choanalysis in American culture—on the level of both influence on
social policy and popular familiarity and support.

Robert Lindner was not a large player in the psychiatric profession
and was not among the many psychiatrists who were paid by city, state,
and federal governments to advise policymakers on social issues. He
was, however, one of the many psychiatrists who was able to garner a
popular following, which went hand in hand with this official good
favor. Professionally, Lindner was chief of the Psychiatric-Psychological
Division of the federal penitentiary at Lewisburg, Pennsylvania, and
then a professor of psychology at Lehigh University. It was at the peni-
tentiary that he treated “Anton,” whose case history is dramatized in the
multiple media described above. Lindner is best known for his popular

books, especially 7he Fifty-Minute Hour and Must You Conform? (1956).
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Lindnert’s cachet as a popular figure is evidenced by the fact that most of
the publicity materials for Pressure Pointinclude references to him, some-
times even when Cornfield, the director, is unnamed (Kramer is the
other person who is virtually always mentioned, aside from the actors).
Some of the posters for the film even include the line “Some men and
some motion pictures just won’t conform,” and Kramer is consistently
referred to as a nonconformist in press releases, all of which points to
the assumed familiarity of the public with Lindner and his writings.!>

The road to the popularization of psychoanalytic theories was such
that even by 1940 people who read newspapers and magazines would
have been familiar with a number of psychoanalytic concepts, all of
them rather oversimplified from their original conception, including the
idea of the unconscious (its expression in dreams and psychosomatic
behavior), the importance of early childhood and sexuality, the power of
repression, and a basic continuum between normal and abnormal be-
haviors. In a summary of popular magazine articles, historian Nathan
Hale found that psychoanalysis was treated setiously, typically portray-
ing analysts as both highly trained experts and ordinary Americans,
while patients were people with whom readers could identify. These
articles tended to downplay Freud’s emphasis on sexuality and make the
curative potential of analysis more hopeful.'® These are the basic narra-
tive characteristics of the genre of national psychobiography as well—
the conventions of which hope to achieve a model democratic subject
by the end of the story.

Max Lerner, an intellectual historian and cultural commentator,
wrote the introduction to 7he Fifty-Minute Honr, in which he praises
Lindner’s book as a high point of the new psychoanalytic case history
genre. He characterizes the five patients who are central characters in
cach of the “tales” as a representative cross section of American society
at that moment, as he writes, “Here they are then—the young criminal,
the neurotic girl, the Communist organizer, the fascist adventurer, the
brilliant young physicist living in a science-fiction world of the imagina-
tion. They form almost a portrait-gallery of the characteristic figures of
”17 Each of these cases, disparate as they may seem, presents
a very similar narrative in which the ailing individual —whether homici-
dal, obese, communist, fascist, or schizophrenic—is brought back in
line with dominant beliefs about normal subjectivity despite Lindnert’s
championing of nonconformity elsewhere.

Inits narrative conventions, Lindner’s book resembles other popular-
izations of psychoanalytic therapies like those surveyed by Hale. In their

our era.
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print and movie forms, these therapies are inevitably successful, il-
lustrating simplified Freudian concepts like the effectiveness of catharsis
and the interpretation of psychosomatic symptoms as caused by trau-
matic experiences. They illustrate the importance of dreams, which in-
variably turn out to be the expression of an inappropriate sense of
Ocdipal guilt. They often feature psychodrama, the literal acting out of
scenes from the patient’s past between the doctor and the patient.'®
Popular psychoanalytic cases deemphasize the complexities of the sex-
ual and instead endorse rigid male and female gender roles, jettisoning
Freud’s theory of bisexuality for a conviction that heterosexual object
choice is the innate norm. In general, they reflect how, as Freud’s theo-
ries became more widespread in both popular and professionally prac-
ticed forms, they were increasingly reconciled with conventional Ameri-
can moral and religious values, normative sexual practices, and a firm
belief in the ideal of an ego-fortified, autonomous individual.

Like other theorists who posited totalitarianism as psychic immatu-
rity, Lindner reads both communism and fascism as psychically rooted
problems that analysis can cure. Like Arthur Schlesinger’s 7he 1ital
Center (1949), Lindner postulated that communists are lonely and frus-
trated people who seek social, intellectual, and sexual fulfillment by
joining a group. These people are attracted to the rigidity of the party’s
demands for loyalty, its offer of a way to feel good about themselves by
helping the weak and getting back at the wealthy. In Lindner’s case, the
symptom that the communist patient, Mac, is in analysis to cure is
impotence, a psychosomatic manifestation of his insufficiently individu-
ated male ego, which results in his apparent need for a group to give
meaning and guidance to his life. As Lindner’s diagnosis concludes,
“Mac learned that the Party was his neurosis. When he concluded his
analysis, it went with his symptoms. About six months after we had
terminated, Mac quit the Party. He no longer needed it.”"?

Lindner is ultimately far more sympathetic to Mac than he is to the
German American Bund member, Anton, in that in Lindnet’s schema
communists are diagnosed as neurotics (harmful mainly to themselves)
while fascists are psychopaths (harmful to others). Anton, indeed,
comes into Lindner’s care rather involuntarily, as he seeks help with
blackout spells he experienced while imprisoned for sedition during the
war. As with the communist, however, Lindner sees his patient as politi-
cally ill and will not consider him cured, despite the alleviation of his
symptoms, until he changes his beliefs. Both cases bridge wartime theo-
ries of the psychology of German fascism and postwar applications of
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these theories to the problems of American political dissidence. Anton’s
case further bridges these studies and postwar studies of American
prejudice, a central variant of national psychobiography in both the
academic and popular realms.

Popular variants like Lindner’s, much like their academic counter-
parts, claimed to perform important social work in healing the nation’s
rifts caused by prejudice. At the end of the broadcast of the 1960 teleplay
based on Anton’s case, the announcer explains that the program is NBC’s
tribute to the American Jewish Committee’s Institute of Human Rela-
tions, which had been dedicated a few days eatlier.*” Herbert B. Eht-
mann, president of the committee, addresses the television audience,
explaining that the institute is intended to serve as a unique center for
the study and treatment of group prejudice and bigotry in all of its
manifestations. He says, “Only recently have we begun to understand
how and why it is possible for the Antons of the world to play upon the
fear and discontent of their fellow men, to convert private anger into
public danger, and quiet prejudice into violent and explosive clashes
among men and even among nations. This is vital knowledge for our
time.”

In keeping with these large-scale ambitions for national psycho-
biography, Anton’s story dramatizes in print and television form how an
American suffering from anti-Semitism might be brought back into line
with appropriate democratic male subjectivity. In the filmed version,
then, Kramer modifies the case to extend its pedagogical function to
address white /Black racism. This extension, and the revisions to the
logic of the analysis it required, exposes some of the contradictions
embedded in national psychobiography more generally, where, as in
Hitchcock’s Notorious, a deep investment in preserving conservative
social norms of gender and sexuality ultimately undermines the democ-
racy that this sort of subjectivity-defining drama claims to ensure.

The Social Problem Film as National Psychobiography

Kramer was a major player in the new social problem genre, which
comprised the cinematic variant of the studies of domestic social and
political problems cataloged above.?! He would either produce or direct
films with Poitier three times, beginning with 7he Defiant Ones (1958),
then Pressure Point, and finally Guess Who'’s Coming to Dinner? (1967). In
the midst of this, he also produced and directed Judgment at Nuremberg
(1961), which like Pressure Point had originally been a teleplay for the cBs
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television network. Taken together with Kramer’s first film, Homse of the
Brave (1949), Pressure Point represents an effort to repeat and combine
already well established genre interests. As Poitier himself said at the
Berlin Film Festival, where the film was screened, “I found it devised
strictly for box office potential. . . . In many American films, even those
we’re doing now, there is a singular lack of truth and we seek the wrong
things. Basic truths often get lost in our paying court to values that
propel us into vacuums.”** Poitier could so cleatly articulate this insight
precisely because the film’s narrative conventions had already become
so well worn that their liberal solutions of interpersonal management
were increasingly unsatisfying even to mainstream audiences. Kramer,
too, has said that in retrospect the project was a failure, although at the
time he hoped that his casting of Poitier might help the film achieve
“greater explosive qualities through the switch.”*

At the end of the 1940s when the Hollywood film industry began
addressing racism in a cycle of social problem films, the fact that racism
was being addressed directly was indeed significant.** Even the anti-
Nazi films made during the war tended to shy away from anti-Semitism
as a topic, often avoiding utterance of the word Jew.>> This squeamish-
ness was likely due to the power of American anti-Semitism, including
the fact that the censorship battles of the late 1920s and early 1930s,
which finally resulted in the establishment and ongoing diplomacy of
the Production Code Administration, had often deployed anti-Semitism
against the film industry, claiming that Jews were responsible for the
lack of morality in Hollywood. Opposition to anti-Semitism was con-
sequently not a central feature of prodemocracy rhetoric, and war-
time anti-Nazi films tended to stress more socially conservative threats
to democracy, like those given form in nationalist melodrama, rather
than singling out Nazi anti-Semitism, which might make Hollywood ap-
pear too self-interested. After the defeat of the Nazis, however, liberal
and leftist producers felt emboldened by both the momentum gained
through wartime antiprejudice rhetoric and the track record of the in-
dustry in assisting the war effort. The first films in the social problem
cycle reflected the shift to concerns over prejudice on American soil
already being debated in academic circles, with two films that specifically
addressed American anti-Semitism: Crossfire in 1947 and Gentleman’s
Agreement in 1948. By 1949, however, the social problem genre, like
American political /social psychology and policy, turned to white racism
against Blacks, with FHowmse of the Brave, Lost Boundaries, Pinky, Intruder in the
Dust, and No Way Out.*®
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Two of these films, Home of the Brave and No Way Out, are important
precursors to the project that finally became Pressure Point. The former
was the first Kramer production to deal with the psychology of racism,
and the latter was the breakthrough film for Poitier, which began the
lifelong series of roles—including Pressure Point—in which he played
restrained Black men who endure the indignities and injustices of racism
with cool strength and patience. These roles represent the type of Hol-
lywood liberal vision that held sway throughout the 1950s and into the
eatly 1960s, a vision that even at the time was considered to be limited by
those who hoped for more realistic and radical portrayals represented by
the roles played by other, less “Hollywood,” Black actors like Paul
Robeson and Harry Belafonte.?” Poitier’s repetitive roles were highly
successful, however, in signifying progress toward racial harmony for
consensus-driven, centrist America, even as they lagged behind the ac-
tual events of the civil rights movement.

Home of the Brave, like Pressure Point, is a national psychobiography,
except that it deals with the management of a Black patient’s racism-
induced psychological problems. In the film, a psychiatrist treats a Black
soldier named Moss for the symptoms of partial amnesia and hysterical
paralysis, of which he is miraculously cured, as was the norm for the
popular genre, through analysis. The origin point of the paralysis lies
with the death of a buddy and his feelings of guilt associated with it. His
guilt derives from the fact that, because his friend nearly called him a
“nigger” just before he was shot, he feels in some measure glad that his
former friend and platoon mate is dead. The cure lies in Moss realizing
that his gladness instead issues from the quite universal feeling of relief
that it was not he who was killed. The issue of Moss’s sense of betrayal at
his friend’s utterance is thus never adequately addressed. Instead, the
conclusion holds out the liberal hope that underneath it all there are
really no differences between men. As with other psychological theories
of social problems, the progressive intentions of the antiracist sentiment
are somewhat tempered by a deflection of attention away from an anal-
ysis of systematic racism in both the army and white society at large by
focusing instead on personal and /or universalist solutions.

Much like the casting choice that would later alter the course of
Lindner’s case history, Home of the Brave is an adaptation of Arthur
Laurents’s play by the same name about anti-Semitism, but here the
patient’s identity is changed from Jewish to Black rather than the doc-
tot’s, as in Pressure Point.*® The perceived ease with which a Black patient
was substituted for a Jewish one reflects the focus of postwar studies of
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racism, which either left “prejudice” unspecified, implying a generaliz-
able phenomenon, or were primarily concerned with Black-white rela-
tions but extrapolated them from studies of Nazi anti-Semitism.

Psychoanalyst Franz Fanon, working in colonial and postcolonial
France contemporaneously with the upsurge of psychoanalytic work on
the effects of racism in the United States, has addressed the specificity of
white racism against Blacks and how this differs from anti-Semitism. He
has argued that to the prejudiced white man the Black man’s threat is not
intellectual, as the Jewish man’s is, but sexual. He notes that “when a
white man hates Black men, is he not yielding to a feeling of impotence
or of sexual inferiority? . . . In the case of the Jew, one thinks of money
and its cognates. In that of the Negro, one thinks of sex.” A bit later,
Fanon puts it most directly: “The Negro symbolizes the biological dan-
ger; the Jew the intellectual danger.”® Most studies of prejudice in the
United States, however, did not make distinctions between different
forms of racism, even though the categories Jewish and Black were
culturally rather rigidly separated at the time.

As part of the effort to generalize rather than specify forms of preju-
dice, antiracists in the 1940s and 1950s endeavored to make race a more
central issue by claiming that racism was not only something that detri-
mentally affected Blacks, as in /Homse of the Brave, but was also something
that prejudiced white people “suffered from.” As historian Ruth Feld-
stein puts it, “This dual focus helped to redefine racism as undemocratic
and un-American. In particular, focusing on how prejudice hurt whites
helped to make race relations a national problem, and issues of race
more central to liberal discourse generally.”*” Lindner’s case reflects this
sort of strategy in that Anton’s symptoms—his nightmares, blackout
spells, and insomnia—are painful manifestations caused by the same
psychic factors as his political bigotry. When Kramer had his scriptwrit-
ers adapt this case in order to accommodate his casting of Poitier in the
doctor’s role, this focus on the suffering of the racist white man is
retained, but it is also significantly augmented by more overt efforts to
claim equal levels of psychic damage done to Black and white men in a
racist society, in part by addressing Black hatred of whites as a parallel
to white hatred of Blacks. Exaggerating tendencies already present in
Lindner’s case and echoing Kramet’s strategy in FHome of the Brave, Pres-
sure Point makes masculinity the primary ground over which this drama
unfolds. But it is ultimately a narrative logic that has difficulty reconcil-
ing the material and theoretical differences between Black, Jewish, and
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dominant white male subjectivity in its efforts to equalize the causes and
experiences of racism.

In my analysis of the two most significant versions of this case
history—Lindner’s print version and Kramer’s screen version—the al-
terations required to accommodate the change in the doctot’s ethnicity
(from Jewish to Black) are the most revealing of the normative agendas
embedded in the national psychobiography and the textual failure of the
liberal project of generalizing prejudice as a problem experienced sim-
ilarly by everyone. The changes made to the script after Poitier was cast
significantly modify the logic of the patient’s analysis, mainly because
the new script has difficulty fitting Black masculinity into the same
template into which Jewish masculinity was inserted in Lindner’s origi-
nal version.”! A second change then adds a narrative frame that provides
a parallel case of a 1962 contemporary Black patient with which to
compare Lindner’s 1942 Anton. A third category of change, wherein
Anton’s political /sexual pathology shifts from sadistic bisexuality to
failed heterosexuality, then underscores the thoroughgoing centrality of
normative masculinity to the liberal antiracist project, albeit in a surpris-
ing fashion. These three sets of changes together chart some of the
more compelling ambivalences nestled in the logic of national psycho-
biography as it attempted to expand its narrative salience to an ever
wider range of domestic political issues.

The Doctor’s Mantle: Anti-Semitism, Racism,
and the Issue of Transference from “Destiny’s Tot” to Pressure Point

The interpretive strategies of psychoanalysis scrutinize both the pa-
tient’s past and the dynamics of the present dialogue between the analyst
and analysand.?” It is cleatly the second narrative that is most affected by
the casting of Poitier in the doctor’s role. In Lindner’s published version
of the case, “Destiny’s Tot,” the Jewish doctor’s and the anti-Semitic
patient’s mutual struggles over transference lay the groundwork for
Lindner’s theory of the relationship between sexuality and racism.
Lindner discusses his own understandable disgust, as a Jew, for his
patient and the patient’s views, while the patient in turn wields his anti-
Semitism at his Jewish doctor, merging it with his hatred for his father.
This connection is exacerbated by the patient’s sense of the doctor’s
disgust, making it parallel his sense of rejection by his own father and
thereby preventing—for a time—the successful enabling of the process
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that will allow him to see the root of his actions: his homosexual identi-
fication with his father’s brutality covering over his homosexual desire
for his father’s affection.

Understanding the ambivalence of his hatred for his father is thus
akin to Anton’s reckoning with his racialist hatred for the Jewish doctor.
In Lindner’s account, the process for achieving this (and the crucial
incident through which it is achieved) has everything to do with the
correlation of paternal authority with the authority of the prison hier-
archy, the doctor’s profession, and ultimately the perception of Jewish
alignment with science and knowledge. This latter component is clearly
not available to the doctor played by Poitier because science and knowl-
edge are generally not associated with Blackness, as Fanon points out.
Racist conceptions of Blackness instead associate it with irrationality,
primitivism, and brute strength.

To keep the two versions of the story straight as I go on to compare
them further, I will use the name “Lindner” to designate the doctor in
the print version, and “the Doctor” to designate him in the film, where
he is unnamed. Likewise, I shall use “Anton” to designate the patient in
the book and “the Patient” in the film. This is in fact how they appear in
the final version of the script, underscoring the ways in which the film
aspires to present a general template for political psychobiography, with
the patient serving as an all-purpose bigot rather than a particular case.

First, then, we will consider Lindnet’s formulation of the role of
Jewishness in Anton’s therapy. As above, Lindner’s theory appears to
coincide with Fanon’s as to the source of anti-Semitism: an “intellec-
tual” fear. But, as cultural historian Sander Gilman observes, this theory
might well mask a deeper cultural logic wherein sexual fears, akin to,
though not the same as, those associated with Blacks, are more primary
than the theory allows. Gilman notes that Freud’s own Jewishness is
curiously absent from his theoretical formulations, racial difference
being deflected instead onto sexual difference. In this way, race, com-
monly thought of as neglected in Freud’s work, actually resides at its
core.”> Gilman postulates that Freud’s deflection represents his own
efforts to negate the anti-Semitic alignment of Jewish men not with
“money and its cognates” but with femininity and sexual deviance. By
elevating sexual difference between men and women to premiere impor-
tance, Freud projected qualities formetly projected onto Jewish men
onto the category of “woman.”** As a result, men represent direct fig-
ures of authority for Freud as fathers or as the sons who want to become
them. Gilman argues that Freud was reacting against the nineteenth-
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century racialization of Jews—in fact, the development of a medical
discourse of race in general—by reorienting explanations for human
behavior toward a sexual system that affirmed the patriarchal order of
things.

Lindner, trained in the psychoanalytic tradition, retains Freud’s focus
on sexual difference and sexuality but reintroduces the question of the
analyst’s Jewishness—a move in keeping with the tenor of political psy-
chology and its postwar focus on racial prejudice. Like Freud, however,
Lindner does not acknowledge the anti-Semitic association of Jewish
men with femininity and instead overtly names the role of his Jewish
maleness in the therapy as dependent on its alliance with scientific,
governmental, and ultimately paternal authority. Some of this is con-
veyed by way of Lindner’s description of the patient’s brand of anti-
Semitism, which identifies a powerful Jewish conspiracy as justification
for his views. In the first meeting with the patient (before he actually
enters analysis), Anton scoffs at the Jewish doctor for thinking that his
opinions are pathological, by way of the following exchange.

Anton: A Jew psychologist! What the hell else can I expect from
you!

Lindner: You can go anytime you like. But I’d like to know why you
think a Jew psychologist can’t give a valid opinion on whether or
not you’re crazy.

Abnton: Because you Jews are all the same. You’ve wanted to get me
for along time. You put that crippled bastard into the White House
and now you think you’re in the saddle! Well, all right, so you got
me in this joint and there’s nothing I can do about it now. You can
call me crazy and lock me up. That’s just what a Jew psychologist
would do— But. .. you can’t keep me here forever!*®

This exchange of course reflects the patient’s rather common opinions
about Jewish conspiracy, which Lindner subsequently tries to use as bait
by saying that maybe he could conspire to have Anton committed on the
basis of his connections with other “Jew psychologists.” But while this
sort of pervasive belief in the conspiracy of Jews typically hinges on a
“parasitic” vision of Jewish power (achieved via manipulation and other
such indirect, “feminine” methods), Lindner ultimately elides this per-
sistent subtext by insisting that the patient perceives Jewish power as
paternal power. What Lindner’s insistence misses, then, is the way that
the “feminization”of Jewish power in anti-Semitic thought is actually a
means of defending paternal power for whiteness by associating Jewish-

The American Nazi 153



ness with the insidious corrosive feminine that u#ndermines paternal au-
thority through proximity or intimacy.

Instead, the association of Jews with scientific and governmental
authority, and thus with paternal /patriarchal power, is central to the
logic of both Lindner’s theory of the patient’s transference and his own
countertransference. The patient is meant to identify with the doctor as
an authority figure and so work out his neurosis with regard to his father.
Lindner, meanwhile, is charged with seeing himself as a father figure in
relation to this hostile wayward son and indeed to see himself in him as
well. The analysis then bears this out: an analytic breakthrough follows
Anton’s discovery that his blackouts are precipitated by seeing a shad-
owy figure—identified first as his father and then as himself. He is
subsequently able to understand the Oedipal nature of his symptoms. In
typical popular style, the revelation of the patient’s never-verbalized
hatred for his father (and the buried guilt expressed by his substitution
of himself for the murdered body) miraculously alleviates the symp-
toms. Anton believes himself cured and stops coming to therapy. Lind-
ner, however, does not think his patient is cured. Indeed, he cannot
comfortably occupy the father’s role nor identify with Anton because
the latter still holds his aberrent political beliefs. When asked to com-
ment on his eligibility for parole, the doctor says he will not recommend
Anton on these grounds. Thus ensues the conflict between analyst and
analysand that occasions the larger connection that the book, and then
the film, hopes to make between racism and the Oedipal drama.

After some time, Lindner has occasion to encounter Anton again,
when he fills in for a medical officer charged with screening prisoners
who have requested medical attention. Anton refuses to tell Lindner
why he is there and then yells out in front of other inmates, “You know
damn well what’s wrong, you Jew bastard!” and storms out. Lindner
recognizes that he has to do something about the breach of discipline by
confronting Anton man to man—shedding his “Jewishness” /authority
in the process. As Lindner confronts Anton in his cell, the patient
initially doesn’t respond, saying the doctor wouldn’t be so brave if he
wasn’t wearing a uniform. Lindner takes his insignia off and says, “I
don’t have any uniform on. There’s just the two of us here and I won’t
call the guards. Will you apologize or do I have to make your”*¢ After
some hesitation, Anton backs down and apologizes—and says he wants
to start therapy again.

Lindner’s analysis of this confrontation stresses his role as a paternal
symbol in that Lindner’s denied recommendation reminds Anton of
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rejections he suffered at the hands of his father. Lindner extrapolates
from this to the patient’s anti-Semitism:

He wanted to strike back and I, as the living immediate representa-
tional figure of the childhood drama, was the aptest subject for his
hostility. Further, through me, he could get at larger groups: the
Jews, whom I represented, and the authoritarian world that re-
stricted him, of which I was a symbol. My response to his challenge
had impressed him not only because it indicated something per-
sonal about me, but because by it I had destroyed the illusory links
and synapses by which he could connect the paternal image with
the wide world: my individualization of the conflict had forced him
to face the way he so mechanically ascribed his problems and
frustrations to external groups ot forces.*’

In other words, by stripping himself of institutional authority Lindner
breaks the theorized link between father/Jews /authority, so that the
patient’s fury can once again be directed where it belongs—toward his
father. This is also a breakthrough moment for Lindner, then, for he is
only here able to assert direct masculine superiority—in other words,
truly assume the father role.

The longer history of anti-Semitism—and in particular the variant
that imagines a Jewish conspiracy—is not typically one that obtains from
Jews embodying an “immediate representational figure” of paternal au-
thority. Instead, the male Jewish conspirators /authority figures of anti-
Semitic lore are, as Michael Rogin describes it, of a “feline, spidery,
parasitic, sexually ambiguous character”: in a word, feminine. Thus, the
diagnosis of anti-Semitism as an extension of Oedipal desires for par-
ricide are, as Rogin goes on to say, “partly a male Jewish wish for rational
authority, a flight from the identification, by assimilating Jews as well as
gentile anti-Semites, of the ‘infected and infecting’ Jewish man with the
ostjudisch, Black and female body”*® Lindner, after Freud, plays up
his show of threatening masculinity as central to the drama of trans-
ference, even as he confesses to being ill equipped for physical con-
frontation. Lindner’s efforts to fortify Jewish masculinity with patri-
archal authority thus sublimate the feminine. Tellingly, then, when the
doctor’s racial identity is changed to African-American, some of this
sublimation leaks through.

In the film, the Black psychiatrist does not have the same recourse to
institutional power, and so the script alters the initial exchange to reflect
Jewish advocacy for Black advancement. The Patient says, “Now that
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the Jews put that cripple in the White House you people think you’ve
got it made.” When the Patient says he can’t be kept there forever, the
Doctor replies, “Oh I don’t know about that—I could team up with
some Jew Psychiatrists and have you committed.” Black male authority
is thus highly mediated—“parasitic” (and hence feminine) in a way that
Jewish authority is #ozin both Lindnet’s and the film’s formulations. The
Patient’s originally scripted transference of hostility from his father to
Jews is uncomfortably extended to Blacks—a move that not only leaves
unexamined the specifics of white racism against Blacks, the intellectual
versus biological danger in Fanon’s terms, but ultimately projects the
textually sublimated femininity of anti-Semitism’s images of Jewish men
onto Black men instead.*

In the film, the Patient comes to the Doctor’s office in order to solicit
his support for his parole hearing. The confrontation between them
takes place immediately, in the office, with no one else around. The
Patient demonstrates his unchanged political views, claiming that when
the Nazis take over the United States “they won’t have to make Negroes
wear armbands,” clearly threatening that Blacks, like Jews in Nazi Ger-
many, will be targeted for persecution and extermination. The Doctor
demands an apology for the Patient’s aggression, and when he doesn’t
getit he takes off his jacket to encourage the Patient to fight him man to
man. As in Lindner’s version of the confrontation, it is only at this point
that the Patient backs down and apologizes. As in Lindner’s version, the
Doctor offers an analysis, asserting that when he denied the Patient his
parole recommendation the Patient felt rejected, and hence the Doctor
reminded him of his father. Again, because he is a doctor and thus an
authority figure, the Patient is said to be unable to strike out directly and
so attacked him “as a Negro.”

But this is the point where the parallel comes apart. The Doctor says
that when he took his jacket off he was “no longer a figure of authority,
nor even a Negro—just a man. And to one man it is easy to apologize.”
In Lindner’s case, as in the subsequent script versions prior to Poitier’s
casting, the act of taking off the insignia is seen as disaligning the Jewish
doctor from the conspiratorial stereotype he came in that moment to
represent: taking off the insignia thus individualizes the doctor, making
it possible to get beyond the racial association. But when Poitier takes
off his jacket he is no less a Black man than he was with his jacket on,
since no similar stereotypical association of Black men with institutional
authority exists. If anything, taking off his jacket makes the Black doctor
even more of a threat, closer to the bodily danger that Fanon describes
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above. The Black man’s threat to the white man might echo the phys-
ically threatening father, but this echo is not dispelled by his taking off
the doctor’s mantle. Nor would the doctot’s problem of countertrans-
ference be alleviated by such a convenient, visible gesture.*

The relevance of this slip is symptomatically revealed in the press
materials used to promote the film. Trying to build on Kramer’s success
with 7he Defiant Ones, the posters for Pressure Point feature virtually the
same graphic scheme: a white and Black man facing off as if about to
grapple in a physical fight (figs. 9 and 10). In 7he Defiant Ones, Poitier
plays against Tony Curtis, and the two are prison fugitives literally
chained together and therefore dependent on each other for their es-
cape. Physical conflict does occur in the course of the film, although the
final message, like that of many liberal social problem films, is that
conflict can be assuaged by kindness and generosity on the part of the
oppressed minority. The conflict sells the film, while its dispersal in the
course of the narrative illustrates the genre’s hegemonic logic. In Pressure
Point, the Doctor still exhibits exceptional patience and magnanimity (in
keeping with Poitier’s star persona), although this attitude seems more
narratively warranted than in 7he Defiant Ones in that it is part of his role
as a doctot.

The ad campaign, however, by exploiting the salability of racial con-
flict, robs Poitiet’s character of his status. While viewers could already
have come to expect Poitier’s character to rise above this sort of brute
faceoff of Black and white masculinity, it is precisely because of the
excessive brutality accorded to Black men that he must be portrayed as
so exceptionally in control. The racist expectation of Black male bru-
tality in the campaign is exacerbated by promotional slogans like “This is
what happens when White-hot Rage and Black Fury reach the Pressure
Point!” which further equalizes the men’s hostility toward one another,
balancing white and Black racism, transference and countertransfer-
ence. The ad materials thus inadvertently reveal the unconscious logic of
the scene that actually does appear in the film: a scene in which the
Doctor’s taking off his jacket if anything zncreases his signification as a
potentially brutal, dangerous Black man. No longer a doctor, he is what
the racistimage imagines: a physical menace. The only reference in these
promotional materials to the fact that Darin’s character is a Nazi is that
their bodies have been arranged in such a way as to suggest a swastika;
that it is both of their bodies that comprise this emblem further under-
scores the parallelism for which liberal rhetorics and popular psychol-
ogy strive.
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It is more likely the sexual nature of the unconscious menace of the
brutal Black man, however, rather than anything as complex as trouble
with countertransference, that is symptomatically banked on in the pub-
licity materials. Sexual menace is further suggested through the graphic
placement of a white woman with a tic-tac-toe board on her back, some-
times between the men and sometimes to the side (figs. 8 and 10). On
some lobby cards, her image is accompanied by the sensational quote
“There are Some Men Worse Than Killers . . . Some Things Worse Than
Murder!” The figure references a scene in which the Patient recounts his
sexual assault on a woman, one of the plot points where his failed hetero-
sexuality helps to characterize the psychopathology of his politics. The
publicity materials, however, leave the question as to who committed
these “things worse than murder” unanswered. Given the long history of
projecting the rape of white women onto Black men, the ideological
work done by this image again completely obscures the actual gender
dynamics of the story. The white woman, indeed, plays the role of a
marker of the Patient’s (political) illness, but on the lobby card she
instead appears potentially as a figure to be fought over by the men or
perhaps protected by the white man from the Black man’s sexual preda-
tion.*! The publicity materials therefore make visible what is actually but
a momentary leak in the logic of the film, which otherwise allows Poitier
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Fig. 1o. Publicity materials for Pressure Point (Hubert Cornfield, 1962). (UCLa,
Department of Special Collections.)

the quiet dignity that his liberal role requires, revealing how the Doctor’s
Blackness cannot be fully reconciled with the already somewhat phan-
tasmatic paternal part originally written by and for a Jewish doctor.

The second consequence of this substitution builds in a seemingly
contradictory fashion on the Black man’s perceived sexual menace: Poi-
tier’s position as a Black man not only reflects a repressed image of Black
male brutality, but it is also feinized. Gilman is again useful here, in that
he documents the ways in which in the course of the nineteenth century
menacing Black male hypersexuality became conceptually aligned with
female hypersexuality.*? Nineteenth-century scientific racism linked “in-
ferior races” to women and children, who were thought to be closer to
nature or their “animal” origins, even as women were being divided into
hypersexual and largely asexual categories based on both race and class.
While it is surely submerged in most racist imagery of the sexually
ominous Black man, this connection by way of mental “primitivism”
persists in the deep structure of racism and sexism as they are combined.
Itis also legible by a contrary logic in the liberal convolutions of Pressure
Point as it attempts to extend Poitier’s exceptional gentility to a strictly
gendered psychoanalytic schema.
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This genteel, feminized Black man is a staple of the literary tradition
of antiracism and abolitionism—the most celebrated example being
Harriet Beecher Stowe’s maternal Uncle Tom, who sacrifices himself for
the lost child Little Eva in Uncle Tom’s Cabin (1851). This image attempts
to counteract the image of the hypersexualized (and thus hypermascu-
linized) Black man by aligning him with the nobler view of feminine
“nature.” The same strategy might be read in several of Kramer’s so-
cial problem films in which Black men (Moss in Homse of the Brave and
Poitiet’s character in 7he Defiant Ones) are portrayed as caring for their
white companions. Both films even contain scenes in which the Black
man cradles the dying white man in his arms. But this combination of
tendencies—the unconscious conceptual association of Black masculine
hypersexuality with feminine hypersexuality and the attempt to counter
the image of Black hypermasculinity with an image of the maternal
Black man—results in two converging iconographic codes that associate
the Black man with femininity and femininity with long suffering, self-
lessness, and weakness.

The first instance of feminization in Pressure Point occurs after a scene
in which the Patient has recounted a scenario in which his often drunk
father brings home an equally drunk woman and torments his mother
with his infidelity. The boy is imaged as struggling not to succumb to
his mother’s “seduction,” but he ultimately gives in to caring for her,
stoically receiving her cloying and clingy embraces after the father has
left. The Patient describes these moments as times when he did not feel
sorry for his mother, even as he appeared to soothe her. The Doctor
consequently intervenes to ask why not, to which the Patient responds
that he doesn’t know. The Doctor presses forward, asking, “Don’t you
feel sorry for people who are weak?” which affords a topical segue to a
discussion not of the Patient’s feelings toward his mother but of his
racism toward Blacks.

The Patient responds that he admires a weak man who competes. He
says he thinks “Negroes are inferior” but admits, on the Doctot’s
prompting, that he admires them on the basis of their efforts to com-
pete regardless. The Doctor then asks about Jews, whom the Patient
says are more dangerous than Blacks because they can pass for white
and are smart. Jews are thus again aligned with authority while African-
Americans are aligned with maternal weakness. As African-American
women are undertheorized in both psychoanalysis generally and in the
film’s version thereof, what this logical convolution reflects is the film’s
efforts to offer Poitier’s persona as a substitution for the racist image of
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the brutal Black man, but it does so by aligning him with the Patient’s
mother. In the narrative logic of the case history genre, this move re-
flects the interrelation of two somewhat contradictory aims: while mod-
eling the psychoanalytic cure as the production of a proper democratic
subject, the film’s makers reveal their own anxieties about race, gender,
and sexuality.

Thus, attempts to portray the Doctor’s subjectivity also emphasize
his feminine identification. Ironically, the female assault victim so am-
biguously featured in the publicity materials plays a crucial role. The
scene, which does not appear in the book or the television versions but
was added in the course of rewriting the script for the cinema, portrays a
past event in which the Patient and his rowdy buddies wreak havoc on a
bar owner and his wife when they are told they can’t have anything more
to drink. The scene is part of the larger effort to link the Patient’s sexual
dysfunction (here his cruelty toward women) with his political psychol-
ogy, but inexplicably the doctor says in his omniscient voice-over, “That
was the point at which I became frightened—1I wasn’t sure exactly what I
was frightened of.” This uncertainty seems odd. Certainly, there would
be something frightening about sitting across from a rapist, but the
Doctor claims to feel an indescribable fright, cleatly larger than his
empathy for the woman who has been victimized, humiliated, and in-
deed marked by her assailants, like the walls of the bar, with tic-tac-toe
boards all over her body and face. A more hopeful reading would be that
he feels a sense of mutual devaluation in the political world. Butin a film
that, like psychoanalysis itself at the time, insists so much on gender as a
defining characteristic, this progressive read is revealed to reflect the
kind of feminization of Black men that is typical of liberal approaches to
racism. For it is mainly through this indescribable fear that Poitier re-
veals his trouble with countertransference—not in direct hostility, as
Lindner does in the case history.

The cause of the Doctor’s inchoate fright is explained in the film after
the Patient has gone through his entire account of how he came to join
the American Nazi Party. At the end of this account, the Doctor says that
the Nazis have no hope of succeeding because everything they’re driving
for is a lie (meaning white superiority), to which the Patient responds
that the United States is based on an even bigger lie: “all men are created
equal.” The Patient says that as a Black man the Doctor should know
how deep that lie runs. In another omniscient voice-over, the Doctor
then states, “Right then and there I knew what I was frightened of ”—
meaning that the Patient has a point: there is a gap between the rhetoric
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and the reality of equality in the United States, which might prove to be
the reason for his heinous party’s success. Going back, however, to the
point at which the Doctor’s fright originally emerged, it is significant that
he would begin to get an inkling of this problem after hearing of the
Patient’s cruelty toward women and not be able to name what bothers
him until later. While largely unexplored as a sentiment, the implication
is that the Doctor not only empathizes with the woman but in the end
unconsciously Zdentifies with her as a sacrificial victim to the disturbed
white male psyche. The tic-tac-toe boards written on her body literalize
their mutual belonging to marked identity categories against which the
white man defines himself. No such parallel identification occurs in any
of the previous versions of the script, teleplay, or book, in which the
doctor is Jewish, since the counterracist effort in those texts was to as-
sure that Jewish men had direct access to paternal power.

Indeed, the film’s script complicates the Black man’s access to psy-
choanalytically understood power further by excising references to the
homosexual desire the boy Patient is theorized to feel toward his brutal
and emotionally distant father in the book and teleplay. The film’s final
script instead makes the Patient’s relationship to women more promi-
nent in the profile, wherein he either idealizes or denigrates them.
Hence, while in all versions of the case it is the mother who most
influences the young man’s capacity for psychosis /Nazism, further sup-
pressing the psychic role of the father in the film results in the Black man
being more sexually ambiguous than the Jewish man was originally
scripted to be. The liberal politics that inform the dominant variant of
American political psychology thus foreground the reinforcement of
patriarchal gender relations as solutions to domestic social problems like
racial prejudice. But the underlying anxieties that racial difference pres-
ents to this logic of “we’re all men here” keep breaking through, reveal-
ing that the category “men” is not as representationally uniform as the
rhetoric requires.

“You Don't Understand How Deeply He Hates":
Racism, Reverse Racism, and the White/Black Mother

This lack of the uniformity is nowhere more evident than in the
narrative frame added to the film’s script after Poitier was cast. The
frame, which takes place in the film’s 1962 present, offers the most
straightforward presentation of the liberal logic that there are no differ-
ences between men that cannot be surmounted by appeals to the com-
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mon gender characteristics of “democratic” patriarchal manhood—in
other words, benign as opposed to brutal paternal authority.

The frame story presents Poitier as an older version of the Doctor.
This older Doctor is inspired to narrate the case of the American Nazi
and his difficulties with his therapy because of its purported similarity to
a case being conducted by a young doctor under his supervision, only in
the contemporary case it is a white doctor who is trying to treat a young
Black, male patient. The young doctor (Peter Falk) wants to be taken off
the case, which he believes is not progressing because of the young
man’s hatred of white men. As he says, “The boy hates me—you don’t
understand how deeply he hates.” The older Doctor then asserts that
the boy’s hatred is in fact the root of his problem and that he deliberately
chose to put the young doctor on the case because he is better than the
rest. The Doctor thereby claims that he both did and did not assign Falk
because of his race.

To convince the young doctor not to quit, the Doctor recounts the
adaptation of Lindner’s case, which comprises the bulk of the film,
claiming that he, too, almost quit over a case involving racial hatred
many years ago. The most immediate line of identification is thus a
professional one (two doctors with patients who hate them), reinforcing
the liberal notion that all men are equal, which by extension implies that
all racisms are equal as well. The common bond of the Black and white
doctors further models the pedagogical object of the male democratic
psyche, the benign paternal authority that the elder doctor exhibits
toward the younger and that in turn the doctors exhibit toward their
patients—a strategy that is meant to bring the wayward male patients’
behaviors into line with this model.

However, the rhetorical dependence on race blindness via gender
commonality trips itself up here as well. At the end of the film, the story
returns to this frame, as the elder Doctor reassures the younger: “I'm
not saying that case was as difficult as the one you have now but. . .. 1
didn’t quit.” The younger doctor is then inspired by this paternal offer-
ing to concoct a most confounding response: “I know how I'm going to
whip this case. I’'m getting some pieces of burnt cork and I’'m going into
the next session in blackface.” The racial parity offered by the elder
Doctor is thus extended to a caricature of “we’re all men here.” None-
theless, the elder Doctor simply replies: “Good idea. But don’t let me
down because you’re a white man.”

With this exchange, the last in the film, the problematic oscillation
between race blindness and race consciousness bubbles to the surface.
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The last line, “But don’t let me down because you’re a white man,”
echoes an eatlier scene in the body of the film when the Doctor tries to
have himself taken off the 1942 case. He is talked out of it by his white
supervisor, who says that the Patient’s needling is in fact one of his
symptoms. The supervisor claims that he took some risks in hiring a
Black doctor and adds, “Now don’t tell me you’re going to let me
down . ..” The voice-over of the Doctor then finishes the sentence for
him, saying “‘Just because you’re a Negro’ is what he didn’t say.” The
reversal of this statement at the end of the film is thus meant to perform
another gesture of parity between men. Coming as it does on the tail of
the blackface comment, however, and especially marked as the last line
in the film, it instead seems to remind us that, in or out of blackface,
Falk’s character remains white, a point that contradicts the film’s over-
arching liberal tenet of the transcendence of gender sameness.

The invocation of the blackface tradition itself might reveal such a
contradiction, insofar as blackface hardly makes Black and white men
equal. As Rogin has noted, American blackface in its various forms was
part of what he calls the project of “engendering white America.” It
“loosened up white identities by taking over Black ones, by underscor-
ing the line between white and black.”** Immigrant groups in particu-
lar—and especially Jews—used blackface to become (white) American
by tapping into America’s cultural Other, the African-American, against
whom whiteness could be defined. The suggestion that a psychiatrist
might improve his relationship to the young Black man who hates him
by arriving in blackface ignores this history. As the Doctor’s following
comment symptomatically reveals, what the practice instead does is
reinforce the privilege of whiteness. This privilege, then, has graver
consequences for the young Black patient, whose “reverse racism” is by
equation made equally as “sick”—and undemocratic—as the Patient’s
Nazism. Yet the implied parallel that is drawn between the Nazi and
Black patients again reflects the larger context of American political
psychology within which the film appeared.

The Nazi patient’s life history, indeed, quite closely mirrors the nu-
merous efforts to describe and suggest correctives for the prejudiced
“personality” in the postwar era. In both the book and the film, the Nazi
patient’s father is a brute, his mother weak and clingy; he is torn between
identification with his father’s brutality and desire for his affection, and
he is both repulsed and attracted to the “special incestuous character of
his relationship to his mother.”* In the course of the various script
revisions, the Oedipal formula is purified, from the original case in
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which Anton is the youngest of five children to his description as an
only child once Cornfield, the film’s director, takes over from S. Lee
Pogostin, who wrote the teleplay and the first draft of the screenplay.
Anton becomes a Nazi because, as Lindner states, “It provided every-
thing for which a psychopath could ask,” which includes “a whole world
to hate, in extension of his primary hatred of the father.”* In the film,
the connection between psychic life and the Patient’s adult identity is
most often conveyed aurally, as the adult Patient often speaks in a child’s
voice. The connection between this life history and the Patient’s politics
is then both visually and aurally reinforced in the film. The Doctor’s
voice-over says that “if 1oo frustrated individuals line up behind one
psychopath then you are essentially dealing with 101 psychopaths” just
as the camera zooms in on a portrait of Hitler and then dissolves to a
close-up of the Patient’s face.

The Black patient in the film version, on the other hand, is character-
ized through only a very brief summary of his life history: he is thirteen
years old, his mother is a prostitute for white men, and his father was
hanged by white men for killing one of the white men his mother
brought home. The pathological Black family dynamic is psychoanalyt-
ically theorized as follows: the Black boy hates whites because (1) white
men as a group have usurped his Oedipally desired position as partner to
the mother; and (2) a group of white men have usurped his Oedipally
desired position as murderer of his father, who in turn was lashing out
against his own displacement. In this version of an Oedipal scenario, the
Black father is always in the position of the male child, looking on as his
wife is coupled with (and degraded by) white men as a category. His
lashing out against these men (or a single representative of them) is then
punished by the racial /patriarchal law that denies him. The son watches
all of this at another remove, where, unlike the Nazi, his primary con-
nection to his father is not to his authority but to his disempowerment.*
Thus, even though the film’ liberal rhetoric encourages a parallel be-
tween the experiences of all men, the invocation of the psychobiogra-
phy to effect this conclusion contradicts its own aim.

In psychoanalytic narratives, the root of these unlikely parallels
between all men lies in the structural parallel forged between their
mothers: African-American women are seen as responsible for the os-
tensible social pathologies of Blacks; and, in the Cold War’s obsession
with (white) momism, the mom is seen as the internal subversive agent
responsible for producing sons too weak to choose democracy. While
there are significant distinctions, of course, both hinge on the associa-
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tion of dominant women with social and political pathology.*’ Since the
relationship between paternal authority and political authority is the-
orized as nearly identical, it is mothers who determine the success or
failure of their sons in navigating both. Surely, the antifeminism voiced
in postwar attacks on mom is obvious, but the variant put forward in
antiracist rhetoric is similatly antifeminist in more subtle ways (includ-
ing a lack of research interest in women and girls). Mothers are not seen
as political subjects here (in fact, the political views of mothers are never
anissue). They are political agents only as zothers who may produce sons
who will affect the political landscape of the nation, regardless of the
mothers’” own political philosophies.

Psychological studies of the effects of racism published around the
same time as Pressure Point was going through its various revisions re-
doubled their efforts to reinforce Black men’s need for access to pa-
triarchal authority so that over time the notion that “we are all men
here” could become a more workable rhetorical strategy for the na-
tion.*® These studies suggested that the primary problem facing Black
men was that “matriarchal” gender relations had arisen out of their
disenfranchisement and now could be blamed for a wide range of social
problems. Sociologist Thomas Pettigrew, for instance, conducted re-
search in the 1950s and early 1960s on the causes and effects of racism
toward Blacks and concluded that fatherlessness most typified the Black
male personality, regardless of whether or not they had grown up with
fathers in the home. Pettigrew notes that 75 percent of Black families
included a male breadwinner, yet he proceeds in his analysis of fa-
therlessness as if it applied to all Black men and their families.*” The
most famous and controversial policy document was what became
known as the Moynihan Report, which drew on many of these previous
studies to conclude, as they did, that the matriarchal Black family was a
large part of the problem of Black poverty.®

These theories and the policy decisions they influenced sought to
improve race relations by bolstering Black masculinity through pa-
triarchal authority and the reinforcement of sexist notions of tradi-
tional gender roles. Black feminists have addressed the sexism embed-
ded in these theories. Angela Davis, for instance, criticizes sociologist
E. Franklin Frazier, the first to develop the idea of a Black matriarchy,
for having “misinterpreted the spirit of independence and self-reliance
Black women necessarily developed, and thus deplored the fact that
‘neither economic necessity nor tradition had instilled (in Black woman)
the spirit of subordination to masculine authority.” ”>! Hortense Spillers
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further notes how “the African-American female’s ‘dominance’ and
‘strength’ come to be interpreted by later generations—both Black and
white, oddly enough—as a ‘pathology,’ as an instrument of castration.”>?

These pathological images of independent Black women, joined by
emotionally manipulative white ones, were a staple of both academic
and popular political and social psychology throughout the Cold War
era. In Pressure Point, the Nazi’s white mother is figured as extremely
needy, and so she prevents her son from adequately separating from her
and causes him to reject her (and hence normal heterosexuality) repeat-
edly. In the framing story, the Black mother is similarly positioned as
overly present in the young Black male patient’s psyche, since it is over
her body (and her presumed defiance of her husband’s objections to her
prostitution) that the disempowered Black father and the powerful
white men enact the displaced Oedipal dynamics of race relations. Iron-
ically, it is because of her “bringing home” white men (note the active
verb) that the castrated father acts aggressively toward white men and is
punished. The son likewise is aggressive toward white men, a further
chain reaction resulting from the Black father’s lack of prerogative over
the mother’s body /will.

The gender dysphoria that was thought to result from disempower-
ment and the centrality of the mother is thus a further conduit for the
theoretical parallel between Black pathology and Nazi psyches. Sex role
adoption is named by Pettigrew, for instance, as a problematic area for
Black gitls and boys, resulting in Black men either exhibiting more “fem-
inine” sensibilities than their white counterparts or overcompensating
by way of displays of hypermasculinity—much as in the theory of Nazi
males.>® The central anxiety that this double coding reveals concerns
efforts to claim a subjectivity for democracy that strictly observes not-
mative gender roles and associates anything outside of this narrow band
of acceptable behavior (whether this be cross-gendered behavior or
excessively gendered behavior) as po/itically suspect. This is a particularly
craggy project with respect to casting a democratic subjectivity for
African-American men and women who have been denied access to
political power and whose potential to achieve political power continues
to scare the dominant white culture. While it is logically perverse, then,
the precursor for this coding of Black subjectivity in the 1950s and 1960s
was in fact the psychoanalytic study of the Nazi psyche.

Pettigrew’s liberal aims in some ways echo those of the Frankfurt
School in its surprisingly normative conclusions in 7he Authoritarian
Personality. While this 1950 study remains focused on a comparison
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of prejudiced and unprejudiced white men and women, its socially not-
mative conclusions lay out a model for the “democratic personality”
against which Pettigrew and others can later define the subjectivity of
poor urban Blacks.>* The compensatory mechanism of “hypermascu-
linity” is read in the Frankfurt School study as a symptom, where “A
compensatory display of ‘toughness’ and ruthlessness is . . . correlated
with antidemocratic social and political beliefs.” This toughness is the-
orized to result from the prejudiced man’s inability to sublimate his
identification with his mother successfully, for which he feels he must
overcompensate.

There are crucial differences, of course, between the image of the
Nazi and the image of the Black man in psychological theories, but
gender dysfunction caused by an emotionally overpresent mother and
emotionally (or literally) absent father are common to both. Overall,
these studies—especially those of the African-American psyche—never
questioned their assumptions that patriarchal gender relations were the
most beneficial to the social order. As historian Ellen Herman describes
it, “Supporting masculinity was, in other words, a preferred method
of tackling poverty, illegitimacy, inadequate housing, poor academic
achievement, and a host of other community problems, including riot-
ing”> Through the widespread belief that damaged masculinity pro-
duced both prejudice (no matter who it was directed against) and the
conditions of social “failure” measured by white middle-class standards,
the theory of the fascist/antidemocratic psyche gained surprisingly
wide applicability.

In this uncanny fashion, a parallel might indeed have been drawn
between the American Nazi of Pressure Point and the angry thirteen-year-
old Black patient so briefly mentioned in the frame story. Myriad studies
at the time found the mental states of African-Americans who sought to
better themselves by integrationist/assimilationist means far healthier
than those of separatists, whose hatred of whites was thought to be
connected to a hatred of themselves. This easy reversibility of prejudice
in fact sometimes included considering hatred of whites as a characteris-
tic of an African-American version of the authoritarian personality. This
personality was in some ways indistinguishable from that of white
racists.>

Fanon notes another way in which this conflation can occur in his
landmark study Black Skin, White Masks (1962), wherein Black men and
Nazis come to share a mental arena in the minds of white people. He
reports on a word association study as follows: “It is interesting to note
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that one in fifty reacted to the word Negro with Nazi or ss; when one
knows the emotional meaning of the ss image, one recognizes that the
difference from the other answers is negligible—in that the other words
associated with ‘Negro’—words like ‘savage,” ‘strong,” ‘devil, ‘sin,” (as
well as the ubiquitous ‘penis’) were also words associated with the gen-
eral scheme of ss or Nazis.”?” What this lumping together of very dif-
ferent sorts of “things to be feared” indicates is the underlying logic of a
parallel between Nazis and African-American men in political psychol-
ogy and the popular narratives it inspired, a parallel that arises out of an
equivalency wrought out of a white, generally male, “democratic” mind
whose phobic structures closely associate physical and sexual threat.®
In a post—World War II political climate in which colonial uprisings
and the African-American struggle for greater civil rights seemed to
threaten white sovereignty and safety, Nazis and Blacks became one.

Fascism and the Failed Heterosexual: The Enigma
of Political Sexuality

Since political subjectivity is primarily configured as a correlate of
masculinity in national psychobiography, normative heterosexuality also
plays a defining role. The wartime and postwar practice of drawing
analogies between vastly different experiences encouraged the homol-
ogy between fascism and homosexuality, as the theory of family dy-
namics and identificatory structures thought to produce homosexuals
indeed matched the template of social pathologies of many sorts, in-
cluding those of Nazis and other racists.>” Through the collapse of these
“pathologies,” the postwar expansion of fears of momism, and height-
ened surveillance of both individuals and families, homosexuals came to
represent the most publicly vilified “un-American” sexuality, ranking
with, and sometimes conflated with, communists in their threat to the
Cold War nation.®

The notion of the “psychological position” of the homosexual does
not necessarily require sexual acts. In this way, both actual and “psycho-
logical” homosexuals (who may even be homophobic) can fall into the
category of fascist/communist. Sociologist Clifford Kirkpatrick com-
mented in 1938, for instance, that “It is quite in line with the paradox of
National Socialism that a party which made Captain Roehm leader of
the Storm Troopers has been vigorous in the denunciation of homosex-
uality.”! In the course of the war, this neat logical trick insured that
despite the fact that Nazi law punished homosexuality this, like the
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support of traditional gender roles, was not among the things against
which democracy needed to be defined.®> The democratic ideal, as one
journalist put it in 1934, is “a satisfying and stimulating sex life for the
majority of a nation’s citizens, leading in most cases to permanent mo-
nogamous marriage with the responsibility of family.”¢?

Indeed, it is not only conservative voices that reinforced this belief.
The leftist authors of 7he Authoritarian Personality also associated sexual
normativity with the “democratic” personality, a variety of deviations
from these norms then coming to both cause and characterize the
authoritarian personality. Their findings almost exactly mirror the child-
hood history narrated by Lindner in the case of Anton, with the re-
sulting difficulty again figured in terms of either gender inversion or
overcompensation for its possibility. The authors write, “It will be seen
to be of rather crucial importance for the social and political orientation
of the individual how much passive striving there is in men, and even
more important, how much countercathectic defense is built up against
it, and how much acceptance and sublimation of masculine identifica-
tion there is in women. The problem of homosexuality relates to the
different ways of failure in resolving the Oedipal conflict and the resul-
tant regression to eatlier phases.”** A tendency toward authoritarianism
is therefore figured as a problem of failed or troubled gender identifica-
tion—“passive striving” (i.e., effeminacy) or the defense against it in
men and masculine identification in women—with masculinity mostly
understood in traditionally patriarchal, paternalistic, and normative het-
erosexual terms (as ideally active, decisive, and independent).

Asinvirtually all of the American variants of Freudian psychoanalysis,
homosexuality is seen in this study as part of a panoply of perversions of
the “healthy” heterosexual norm. In the interview schedule of the study,
the underlying issues concerning the major pattern of sexuality include
both whether the subject displayed “mature, heterosexual attitudes” and
“if not, what (promiscuity, exploitation of other sex, dependence on
other sex, degradation of other sex, or putting other sex on pedestal,
rejection of opposite sex, homosexuality, etc.).”*> A variety of deviations
from normative heterosexuality are thus cast as inherently antidemo-
cratic, a list that reflects a larger political consensus. National psycho-
biography then models this sexually circumscribed, “democratic” sub-
jectivity by diagnosing and curing politically deviant sexuality in the same
analytic gesture that regulates normative masculinity.

The place of homosexuality and other forms of “failed heterosex-
uality” in the various versions of the case on its way to becoming Pressure
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Pointare illuminating on this count. In Lindner’s case, Anton’s homosex-
uality is a function of his will to dominate, resulting from his own
victimization (by his father and other boys) and hence is connected
ultimately to his sadism toward women as well. He is described as having
invented an imaginary playmate, a younger boy, in response to his fa-
ther’s cruelties and his sense of being the last in line in a chain of familial
aggressions. While the teleplay essentially retains this diagnosis, the first
screenplay draft (both written by Pogostin) brings to the fore the im-
plied homosexual content of the imaginary playmate fantasy by con-
necting it to childhood incidents revealed later in Lindner’s case history.

In the first variant of this scene, the imaginary playmate is ordered by
the boy Anton to clean his shoes; in the second scene, older boys are
ordering Anton to clean theirs. A voice-over explains that “when Anton
was five he had been seduced into performing for an older boy, was
shamed and embittered by the experience and resolved to turn the tables
when he got bigger and stronger. . . . By the time he was twelve, his
greatest delight was in forcing smaller boys into his former position—
both in fantasies and in reality.” Shoe cleaning is thus the visual repre-
sentation of fellatio, more explicitly named as such in Lindner’s account
of these events.®® While the first scene is retained when Cornfield takes
over the script—the imaginary playmate does indeed stoop to clean the
shoes of the boy Patient in the film—the second version, which made
explicit the homosexual content, is dropped.®” In fact, by the time the
last draft prior to Poitier’s casting is written, all other voice-over refer-
ences to homosexuality have been omitted as well.

What substitutes for homosexuality in the development of the Pa-
tient’s sadism? It is the Patient’s treatment of women, culled from other
variants on the list of antidemocratic behaviors like the ones cited in 7%e
Authoritarian Personality. The scene in which he rapes the bar keeper’s
wife is added as well as a sequence in which he puts a woman “on a
pedestal.”®® While this inclusion of brutality toward women can be seen
as a step toward identifying the patriarchal structures at the core of
fascism, I suggest that the critique is limited: while the expunging of
homosexuality from the formula takes some of the heat off actual gay
people, the notion of failed heterosexuality continues to posit an ide-
alized heterosexuality as the democratic political ideal.

These two tendencies—to fortify norms and undercut alternatives—
work sometimes in a contradictory fashion, as is particularly legible in
the figure of the rape victim with a ticktacktoe board drawn on her back
who shows up in the publicity materials (figs. 8 and 10). The game board
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Fig. 11. The Doctor and the Patient in Pressure Point (Hubert Cornfield, 1962).
(Museum of Modern Art, Film Stills Archive.)

links the Patient’s misogyny with his fascism, as it is linked in the film to
its graphic similarity with the swastika. The scene leading up to the
flashback of the rape features the Patient drawing overlapping swastikas
and tic-tac-toe boards on a pad of paper as he begins to tell the story
(fig. 11). Since the event is meant to have taken place before the Patient
becomes a Nazi, the scene functions to sketch his failed heterosexuality
as a key factor explaining his susceptibility to Nazism.

The second added sequence—in which the Patient puts a woman on
a pedestal—even more directly substitutes for homosexuality in the
screenplay and elaborates the Patient’s profile of failed masculinity/
heterosexuality. The scene, which features the patient’s frustrated ro-
mance with a Jewish woman, was added later in the revision process,
after Cornfield took over the script. It first appears in the same script
that cuts out a sequence from the book, teleplay, and eatlier screenplay
in which Anton is introduced to Nazism (and especially anti-Semitism)
by way of a mentorship with a “minister” he meets in prison. Lindner’s
account implies that Anton found a father figure in the minister, thereby
extending the homosexual thesis of Anton’s path to Nazism. In the later
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versions, the failed romance appeats to provide an alternative explana-
tion, still highly normative, of the origins of the Patient’s anti-Semitism.

In the film, the Patient meets a pretty young Jewish woman while on
the street selling apples during the Depression. She buys all his apples,
and he tells the Doctor in voice-over that he’d “never met anyone so
kind before, or since.” He meets her again the next day, and his idealiza-
tion continues. She is clearly from a wealthy, cultured family not se-
riously affected by the Depression, as signified by her large house and
the classical music playing in the background. The sequence culminates
when, on her invitation, he cleans himself up and comes to her house to
court her. The woman’s father slams the door in his face. At this point,
the camera zooms in on a2 mezuzah nailed to the door frame, which cuts
directly to an image of a swastika flag. The Patient’s rejection by this
Jewish father (echoing his rejection by his own father) results in his
becoming a Nazi. His idealization of the Jewish woman, a symptom of
troubled heterosexuality and a predilection for prejudice in the psy-
chopolitical analyses examined above, turns immediately to hatred of
all Jews.

This very personalized explanation for anti-Semitism is of course a
ridiculous way to explain the broader phenomenon of anti-Semitism;
surely, it is unlikely that many anti-Semites owe their prejudice to having
been at some point rejected in love relationships by Jews.®” The leader of
the German American Bund featured in Pressure Point offers a loose
economic explanation (that Jews were purportedly not as affected by the
Depression), but the film favors a tale of failed heterosexual romance
over such complex systemic factors as the mystified workings of capital-
ism, coupled as they are with the patriarchal expectation that white men
should have dominion over their lives and the lives of others. The dis-
association of fascism with homosexuality that the film effects (as op-
posed to the original case history and teleplay) is thus not a sign of
progressive sexual politics. Instead, the film continues to express anxiety
over normative, politically charged sexuality, thereby illustrating the
kind of paradox that arises in the face of a lack of systemic critique, in
this case, especially, one that hopes to continue to endorse a patriarchal
family structure while fearing for the ability of that structure to produce
democratic subjects.

Instead of a critique of patriarchy, then, momism again emerges as the
stronger logic behind the Patient’s fascism: the fascist son’s “homosex-
ual” attachment to his father, submerged in the film, gives way to the
incestuous advances of the mother. This emphasis is already evident in
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Lindnert’s case, as he writes, “After therapy had penetrated to the homo-
sexuality and laid bare the sexual core of the psychopathic state, it was
but a short step to bring into focus the factor that lies at the very center
of the psychopath’s personality, so remote, so carefully defined, and so
closely guarded that the knowledge of its presence is the very last thing
to which he would admit: and that is the special incestuous character of
his relationship to his mother.”” The subsequent versions of Lindner’s
case, then, amplify the mother’s role in this drama even further, making
the regulation of gender relations the most prominent anxiety that pet-
sists in the later scripts, where references to homosexuality are sup-
pressed and failed heterosexuality is made primary.

In national psychobiography, the family, as in nationalist melodrama,
remains the privileged icon of national security, but it also paradoxically
becomes the site of highly volatile political anxieties. The film’s em-
phasis on failed heterosexuality represents a focused effort to model
“successful” heterosexual masculinity by negative example while at the
same time blaming women for creating the problem in the first place.”

Conclusion

The most widespread ongoing rhetorical use of national psycho-
biography continues to be the liberal approach to white male political
dissidents like the Patient in Pressure Point. The utmost care continues to
be given to preserve white male heterosexual privilege in the act of theo-
rizing what could have gone wrong with this still central default model
of the democratic subject. The 1978 film 7he Boys from Brazil (directed by
Franklin ]. Schaflner) aptly illustrates this ongoing negotiation and so
serves as a bridge between this chapter and the next one, where I will
elaborate the contemporary variant of national psychobiography.

The premise of the film is that Hitler himself has been cloned by
Joseph Mengele (Gregory Peck), who has been farming the baby Hitlers
out to white families across the globe that share his biographical condi-
tions: overbearing civil servant fathers and doting mothers.”? With
rather dopey literalism, Mengele’s plot to create a new Hitler is discov-
ered by a likewise aging Nazi hunter (Laurence Olivier), who takes note
of a series of unexplained deaths of the adoptive fathers of thirteen-
yeat-old boys. He puts together the psychopolitical pieces and susses
out Mengele’s efforts to replicate the timing of the death of Hitler’s own
father. The climactic confrontation of the film occurs when the Nazi
hunter gets to the American clone before the father is killed, a scene that
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quite dramatically invokes elements of national psychobiography with
its careful preservation of white male privilege in the very act of ac-
knowledging its antidemocratic potential.

At the pivotal moment, the young American Hitler clone must decide
between the limitless power Mengele offers him and American national
ideals of frontier-style autonomy of the “you can’t tell me what to do”
variety. As he opts for the latter, the Hitlerian glint in his eye suggests
that his totalitarian tendencies might be usefully channeled into patrio-
tism and a nascent paternalism as he saves his adoptive father’s life. As
this conclusion is cast as a triumph of good over evil, the irony of this
formulation is somewhat inadvertent: totalitarian tendencies, genet-
ically harbored in the white boy and encouraged by an extremely tradi-
tional family structure, are in the end good for the late-twentieth-
century American nation.

This type of national psychobiography, modified from its Cold War
variant mostly in the urgency and vehemence with which the white
heterosexual male is guarded as an ideal democratic subject, will be the
subject of the next chapter. As in the Cold War, this narrative (and
support for the type of man at the center of it) spans a surprisingly wide
range of political perspectives.
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6

Skinheads, Militiamen, and the
Legacies of Failed Masculinity
|

In 1978, William Pierce self-published a novel, 7he Turner Diaries, under
the pseudonym of Andrew Macdonald—a book that has had an endur-
ing influence on right-wing groups ever since.! It is the fictional diary of
Earl Turner, “written” from 1991 to 1993 (or 8 B.N.E.—before the new
era), during a revolution that established a fictional white supremacist
society on the North American continent. Turner, a rank and file mem-
ber of the Organization, the group that helped bring about the revolu-
tion, has a major gripe with the mainstream American news media, as he
frequently complains that they are biased against the racist cause for
which he stands. He writes: “What’s happening now is reminiscent of
the media campaign against Hitler and the Germans back in the 1940s:
stories about Hitler flying into rages and chewing carpets, phony Ger-
man plans for the invasion of America, babies being skinned alive to
make lampshades and then boiled down into soap, girls kidnaped and
sent to Nazi ‘stud farms.” The Jews convinced the American people that
those stories were true, and the result was World War 11, with millions of
the best of our race butchered—by us—and all of eastern and central
Europe turned into a huge, communist prison camp.”? The actual atroc-
ities committed by the Nazis, like the fictional atrocities that Turner and
his Organization commit in the book, are elided in this complaint and
replaced with new ones committed agaznst the Nazis—and by extension
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against the neo-Nazis of Turner’s group—by the anti-Nazi (Jewish-
controlled) media.

This strategy turns the tables on the dominant place of Nazism in
democratic rhetoric, wherein it is the ideal image of evil and neo-Nazism
the guarded-against harbinger of a return that must be prevented. In
claiming instead victimhood and oppression, Turner hopes to mobilize
the powerful appeal of the American underdog, the outcast-rebel who,
as in a Protestant jeremiad, knows the truth and will in the end prevail.
Embedded in this twist, however, lies the complex figure of contempo-
rary Nazism as it functions, on the one hand, as the limit point of
democracy and as it reflects, on the other, emerging complications in
contemporary white male identity. The first function was fundamental
to the definition of democracy in the twentieth century: fascism is de-
mocracy’s rhetorical opposite. The latter, meanwhile, represents a more
subtle range of negotiations over American, and indeed global, democ-
racy’s always evolving definition, negotiations especially focused on the
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present and future place of democracy’s historical subject, the white
man.

The focus of this chapter is not on right-wing strategies themselves
but on a critique of a prominent strain of liberal discourse currently
making the rounds in many democratic societies with historically white
majorities—one that basically buys variants of Turner’s claim. Indeed,
the public presence that 7he Turner Diaries has enjoyed since its publica-
tion provides an interesting introduction to what I see as an increasing
tendency to grant credence to Turnet’s complaint by way of some mea-
sure of sympathy afforded to men who feel victimized by multicultural-
ism, feminism, gay rights, and, a bit more justifiably, changes in the
global economy. There are two ways in which this is accomplished, the
first being to drain the racism out of neo-Nazism and instead focus on
the other positions that such people share with more mainstream social
conservatives and, as far as the global economy goes, with some leftists.
This strategy fixes on the idea that white men can’t get a fair shake, that
progressive social rhetorics are biased against them. The second way in
which sympathy is garnered is to focus on the psychology behind an
embrace of neo-Nazism, which is seen to be caused by the uncertainty
inspired by social and economic change. This strategy, the newest vari-
ant of national psychobiography, continues to be grounded in norma-
tive solutions involving the reinforcement of patriarchal family narra-
tives. Both hope to eke out a narratively valorized position for the white
man as victim while still holding his place at the top of the food chain, a
move that substitutes sympathy and humanism for feminist/ethnic/
queer/class refusal, rage, and, indeed, critique.

Strategy 1: Denazification of a Different Sort

The 1urner Diaries was brought to the attention of the American public
on two occasions of right-wing political violence: during the criminal
investigations of The Order in 1984 and of Oklahoma City bomber
Timothy McVeigh in 1995. During the news coverage of the former
events, the neo-Nazism of the group and the book that inspired them
were central and their rejection categorical. During the coverage of the
Oklahoma City bombing investigation, however, the neo-Nazism of the
same book was mostly pushed into the background, although its other
complaints were given significant airtime.

Some of the difference between these treatments of 7he Turner Diaries
surely has to do with the stated causes of the parties involved. The
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Otrder was a splinter group formed out of the neo-Nazi Aryan Nations,
which was prosecuted for, among other things, the murder of Alan Berg,
a Denver talk show host who publicly criticized its racist politics. The
informer who alerted authorities to the group’s activities claimed that it
had drawn inspiration from 7he Turner Diaries, wherein “the Order”
refers to a secret cell within “the Organization,” whose members, as
Turner says after his selection, “have all proved ourselves, not only
through a correct attitude toward the Cause, but also through our acts in
the struggle for the realization of the Cause,” a cause that is, at core,
racist.’

The Oliver Stone film 7alk Radio (1988), which was based on Berg’s
killing, depicts the members of The Order as sinister, disembodied
threats, voices coming through a radio station’s call-in line spewing
bigotry and promising violence. Barry Champlain (the Berg character,
played by Eric Bogosian) refuses to be intimidated by them, spars with
them on the air, just as he does with everyone else, and so apparently
underestimates their danger. Champlain’s producer and station manager
repeatedly try to dissuade him from engaging with the neo-Nazi callers,
who have also taken to sending him threatening messages, Nazi flags,
and dead rats in the mail. In the end, he is shot by a classically villainous
character, an ugly, overweight, slightly effeminate redneck with bad
teeth. The threats to Champlain take two forms in the course of the film:
he provokes the hostility of a wide population of listeners, who fre-
quently express their love /hate for him on air, and he incurs the specific
hatred of The Order, which is represented in the end by the lone outcast
marked as white trash. Whether racist and homophobic bigotry (Cham-
plain, who is Jewish, is often called a fag, although he’s not gay) is
exceptional, endemic, or just part of the broad opinion landscape of
American democracy is a question left somewhat open—although the
final embodiment of The Order in the redneck villain seems to point
more toward the exceptional. The class politics of the film’s conclusion
potentially relegates that which is politically unacceptable to the margins
of American society. Itis not white people in general who harbor racism,
anti-Semitism, or homophobia, but white people who have clearly failed
to cash in on their structural privileges. In this cosmology, the loser
white man is an exceptionally dangerous antagonist because he feels
acutely the loss of his entitlement, which he interprets as having been
stolen from him by women, ethnic Others, and homosexuals rather than
facing up to his personal failures.

The symbolic marginalization of racism that the conclusion of 7a/k
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Radio enacts is a common rhetorical practice in late-twentieth-century
American political culture, which in part defines itself by means of a re-
jection of overt racism. More subtle forms of racism—anti-immigration
and anti-affirmative-action sentiments, for instance—can then assume
more mainstream political legitimacy by claiming not to be racist at all.
Neo-Nazis like those belonging to The Order thus symbolically absorb
racism in ways that the political mainstream can feel satisfied in re-
jecting—a move that does not require the examination of racism’s less
overt forms. One prominent progressive strategy in response to this
move has been to expose the connections between the overt racism of
neo-Nazis and other white supremacists and the racism of these less
obvious agendas.*

A media controversy in Australia in 1998, for instance, began when
The Australia / Israel Review published a list of two thousand members and
donors of Australia’s recently founded right-wing One Nation Party,
hoping thereby to make the party’s secret supporters have to defend
their support of the party’s central anti-immigration platform. One sup-
porter on the list, Gideon McLean, is the lead singer of the Sydney-
based neo-Nazi skinhead band Blood Oath. 7%e Daily Telegraph, a Sydney
tabloid newspaper, promptly published a large front-page image of
Blood Oath giving the Nazi salute (an image from their website) accom-
panied by the headline “Liebler’s List: Jews Name 2000 One Nation
Members”—referring to Mark Liebler, publisher of the Auwstralia / Israel
Review, and of course to the 1993 film Schindler’s List.> With this tabloid
headline, a firestorm of rhetoric supporting, decrying, and redeploying
the figure of the neo-Nazi ensued. One Nation immediately distanced
itself from Blood Oath, and Pauline Hanson, leader of the party, made
the following public statement: “I am definitely not a racist person. . .. I
don’t support racist people and I don’t want them to be any patrt of One
Nation.”® Some One Nation supporters even suggested that the pub-
lication of the list was like the compiling of lists of Jews by the Nazis,
making it analogous to a fascist activity.” One Nation Party leaders called
for an examination of whether the publication of the names breached
the UN. Charter of Human Rights or privacy and antidiscrimination
laws—the irony being that, as one reporter pointed out, One Nation had
been “fiercely critical” of these laws in the past.®

Taking the two strategies represented in this controversy together
reveals the precise ways in which overt neo-Nazism serves as a rhetori-
cal figure defining the limit points of democracy. For progressives, the
strategy of associating a right-wing mainstream political party with neo-
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Nazism is intended to delegitimate right-wing claims by marking them
as fascist and hence antidemocratic. The Right’s response is to disavow
the association, insisting that they are not Nazi and hence, in their logic,
not racist, and then reversing the accusation. The progressive strategy
hopes to expand the understanding of antidemocratic racism to include
agendas like One Nation’s anti-immigration stance, while the Right, in
counterpoint, hopes to narrow the definition of racism to overt Nazism,
and hence deny that their agendas are antidemocratic, and then shift the
debate to issues of freedom of speech and opinion.

Political commentator Stanley Fish has noted that in the United
States, “Individualism, fairness, merit—these three words are continu-
ally in the mouths of our up-to-date, newly respectable bigots who have
learned that they need not put on a white hood or bar access to the ballot
box in order to secure their ends; rather, they need only clothe them-
selves in a vocabulary emptied of its historical content and made into the
justification for attitudes and policies they would not acknowledge were
they frankly named.”” Australia’s One Nation Party supporters employ a
similar strategy when they write, for example, that “Pauline Hanson’s
party does not in any way subscribe to Nazism. . .. It does not subscribe
to divisiveness and racism. . . . What the party does stand for is a fairer
and balanced immigration system and a government that is repre-
sentative of all Australians, no matter what their racial background.”*®
What terms like fairer, balanced, and representative mask is that a primary
goal of the One Nation Party is to preserve the current racial demo-
graphics of Australia, namely, a white majority.

The strategy of rejecting the label of racism is, I would argue, not
about rejecting the principles of racism. Rather, what is being rejected is
the negative political valence of the term. Indeed, even the overtly neo-
Nazi character in Pierce’s second novel, Hunter, rejects the racist label in
an illuminating way. Hunter features a group of neo-Nazis as they make a
racial revolution in a decadent, multicultural world. Among their strat-
egies is the successful establishment of a television ministry by a racist
named Saul, who uses religious rhetoric to preach his message, present-
ing “a racial message without actually mentioning race.” Once Saul’s
ratings rise to 55 percent of the Sunday market share, the other televan-
gelists, Caldwell, Braggart, and Richards, band together. At this point in
the book, they have “accused Saul of being a ‘racist’ and denounced his
sermons as ‘un-Christian’ and ‘divisive.” ”!! Pierce thus astutely notes
that some members of the Christian Right (the above are references to
Jerry Falwell, Jimmy Swaggert, and Pat Robertson) are perfectly com-
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fortable with the ideas behind racism but won’t publicly embrace overs
racism.

The quotation marks around “racist” are peculiar and deserve special
attention here, since in fact Saul is an unabashed racist, a fact the book
takes to be a very good thing, Quotation marks are used very specifically
throughout this neo-Nazi book, as in a moment farther along in the plot
when Yaeger, the novel’s protagonist, again complains about the cover-
age of Saul’s activities in the media: “Saul was branded as a ‘hater’ and a
‘neo-Nazi, . . . most readers would not realize they were being lied to
when they were told that Saul’s broadcast had been filled with ‘Hitlerian
ravings’ and ‘anti-Semitic filth.” 2 The distinction Pierce would like to
draw (via his narrator) is between the racist, neo-Nazi beliefs he sees as
positive (i.e., as the birthright of race-proud white Christian Americans)
and the negative function of the words racist, neo-Nazgi, and haterin public
political rhetoric with which he does not identify. In this convoluted
rhetorical move, even a self-described neo-Nazi can object to being
called one.

The similarities between the American and Australian rhetorical cli-
mates stem from the structural similarities between nations with domi-
nant white majorities, a significant ongoing immigrant history, and an
oppressed native population. Add to this the more recent globalization
of national economies that have brought in an influx of international
investment and encouraged both the outsourcing of manufacturing to
the Third World and heightened merchant-class immigration. Although
they differ in substantial ways, the United States and Australia both
feature a central political struggle over the definition of democracy as
pluralistic and evolving or as consisting of historically dominant popula-
tions and their social traditions.

In the United States, a similar sort of division also exists in socially
conservative agendas contained under the umbrella term fawily values.
Through the concerted efforts of leaders of the religious Right, racism
does indeed tend to play a marginal or nonexistent role in the logic of
many proponents of antifeminist and antigay agendas, for instance. The
role of the accusation of Nazism is thus more complicated here, in that
the socially conservative views that neo-Nazis share with more main-
stream conservatives (opposition to abortion, gay rights, and gun con-
trol) have not enjoyed the universal rhetorical rejection that racism/
“racism” has. One progressive strategy has been to reconnect racism
with other conservative social agendas, as when an Atlanta-based group,
the Center for Democratic Renewal, writes: “White supremacy is no
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longer a ‘faction’ belonging to the fringe of mainstream America. While
the old Klan and new Nazis are still abhorrent to the vast majority of the
American people, their sentiments have been embraced by the public
when presented in a more sanitized fashion and disguised as national-
ism, patriotism, and family values. . . . No longer able to rely on open
racism as an effective recruiting tactic, white supremacists have found
more socially acceptable targets for hate—lesbians and gays, immi-
grants, abortion providers, and the U.S. government.”!? The analysis still
hopes to capitalize on the general unacceptableness of overt racism by
stressing the ways in which it has gone undercover. This strategy’s draw-
back is that making racism a primary motive misses the opportunity to
address the specificity that issues of gender, class, and sexuality demand.
Indeed, American conservative political rhetoric generally has shifted
toward “family values” in the course of the 1980s, and so the shift
represents larger preoccupations with personal conduct commensurate
with the “privatization” of democratic citizenship that I laid out in the
book’s introduction. The equation of racism and Nazism by both critics
and supporters of social conservatism elides these broader neo-Nazi
agendas. Consequently, the same socially conservative groups that in-
variably express indignation at being associated with neo-Nazism can
claim vociferously that while perhaps some antigay, antifeminist, anti-
immigrant, antigun-control activists are Nazis the issues themselves are
not necessarily racist/Nazi and therefore not antidemocratic. This con-
servative move hopes to reduce neo-Nazism, which does speak to a
broad range of conservative issues concerning nationalism, gender, sex-
uality, and personal sovereignty as well as race, to a rarified, easily recog-
nizable racism that becomes the only type of truly fascist belief that is
unacceptable in democratic society.

Thus, it is not only proponents of racially motivated mainstream
agendas like immigration and affirmative action who actively distance
themselves from neo-Nazism. In the wake of the Oklahoma City bomb-
ing in 1995, for instance, the various spokespeople for the militia move-
ment used their moment in the spotlight to distinguish their activities
from those of “the hate groups and the Klan.” The Wal/ Street Journal
recounted one militia member’s claim that “When the white suprema-
cists joined her at a rally against the world trade pact last year and began
passing out hate literature, [she] hustled them away.”'* Anti-abortion-
rights and anti-gay-rights activists are also quick to distance themselves
from neo-Nazi and white supremacist groups, as when a consortium of
anti-gay-rights groups took out full-page ads in major American news-
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papers, claiming in the text that contrary to the claims of their oppo-
15 The issue here is
twofold. While a majority of militia members, antiabortion activists, and
anti-gay-rights activists are not linked to Nazi and white supremacist
organizations, the fact that a substantial minority are (about 20 percent
of the over 200 militia groups have such affiliations) reveals the con-

nents they are “motivated more by love than hate.

tinuity of social conservatism with both historical and contemporary
Nazism. Contemporary struggles over accusations of Nazism thus fol-
low from the rhetorical history of conservative antifascism, which very
selectively defined Nazism in ways that preserved social conservatism
for democracy.

The claim to be “not Nazi,” despite shared agendas, indeed character-
izes the second major instance of attention to 7he Turner Diaries in the
American media. In the weeks following the bombing, investigations
into the background of McVeigh revealed that he, like members of The
Otder, had read 7he Turner Diaries, offered copies of it to his friends, and
sold it on the gun show circuit. At his trial in 1997, the novel played a
central role in the prosecution’s case, for in photocopied passages found
in a sealed envelope in the defendant’s car “politicians and bureaucrats”
are taught by the book’ fictional terrorists that “not one of them is
beyond our reach . . . [and] we can still find them and kill them.”'® The
mainstream media’s portrayal of the book and its role in McVeigh’s life
focused almost exclusively on its antigovernment politics, often not
even mentioning its blatantly racist, antifeminist, and homophobic neo-
Nazism."” Indeed, neither the prosecution nor the defense attorneys
mentioned the book’s neo-Nazi politics in their closing arguments. This
omission begs a question: What is achieved by this shift in focus from
neo-Nazi racism to what counts as “other complaints”? The predomi-
nant function of neo-Nazism continues to be to emblematize that
which cannot be tolerated. This is how the violent crimes of The Order
were dealt with as well as those of white supremacists Buford O. Furrow
and Benjamin Nathaniel Smith, who each went on racially motivated
shooting sprees in the summer of 1999."® But McVeigh, though con-
victed of a heinous crime, targeted government workers rather than
members of a particular race or ethnicity, and so his acts, and hence his
reading of 7he Turner Diaries, were not considered to be connected 7 any
way to racism, sexism, or homophobia.

McVeigh’s crime instead offered the opportunity for a different rhe-
torical project than the violence of white supremacists. While still re-
jected for his violence, McVeigh was allowed his antigovernment views,
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and his affection for the neo-Nazi novel, as he was cast as #oa Nazi but a
particularly volatile example of a troubled white man. Indeed, his deed
provided an opportunity for the public expression of the phenomenon
of white, perhaps particularly working-class, masculinity in crisis. Rob-
ert Nigh, one of McVeigh’s attorneys, went so far as to suggest that
“the motives that have been attributed to Mr. McVeigh are in no way
unique.”!” Defense lawyers certainly have a vested interest in portraying
their clients as “in no way unique,” but the widespread placement of
McVeigh as ordinary—alongside his other not or not-yet violent anti-
government compatriots—makes it rhetorically possible to claim that
reading and promoting a work of neo-Nazi fiction is also “in no way
unique,” which is what his lawyers claimed.?’

What I’'m arguing here is that the concerns of disaffected white men
(and some of their wives), despite their association with neo-Nazism,
are being accepted as legitimate gripes—or at least “ordinary” or com-
mon enough to warrant a lot of careful attention—and not the response
of categorical rejection usually afforded to the white supremacist variant
of neo-Nazism. What, then, does the claim of ordinariness do? It asserts
normativity if not exactly political legitimacy. It tends to default to nor-
mative lifestyle images for “ordinary citizens” and posits views like these
as something to be faken for granted. As such, it calls for a form of redress
that turns back the clock on social reform, dismantling affirmative ac-
tion and voting down gay rights initiatives, for instance.

Mainstream reporting on the 1998 arrest of members of Team Viper
(a splinter group of the Militia of Arizona) on charges of plotting acts of
domestic terrorism stressed their ordinariness in a way that asserted
both of these functions. These reports again virtually ignored the fact
that the arrests resulted from information gathered by an undercover
infiltrator who posed as a neo-Nazi. An article in Newsweek, for instance,
insisted that (with my emphasis) “As nearly as one can tell from the
evidence now being presented in federal court, the members of Team
Viper appear to be fairly typical Phoenix suburbanites who played guer-
rilla games in their spare time—and may have considered much, much
worse. They live on streets like Shangri-I.a Road and West Glendale
Avenue; some have kids, and most hold 9—j5 jobs. They are neither
drifters nor dropouts—not hermits, not commune-dwellers, not re-
ligious cultists. How this particular mix of people came so close to the
edge of terrorist violence is a mystery for now.”?! The “mystery” of this
story stems precisely from the acceptance of an image of democratic
citizenship that foregrounds normative lifestyle, prompting the loaded
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question: How can people with suburban homes, children, and steady
jobs be politically deviant? The ordinariness or typicality ascribed to the
members of Team Viper tacitly accepts that a neo-Nazi would feel at
home in this group—so much so that Newsweek does not make an issue
out of it. As with McVeigh’s trial, the “issue” is elsewhere; in other
words, racism, sexism, and homophobia are not thought to be relevant
here.?? The coverage of Team Viper’s arrest is an example of a broadly
liberal approach to democratic debate in which racism, sexism, and
homophobia are normalized. Critique is consequently suppressed in the
name of incredulity over the failure of the status quo to represent the
ideal citizen.

While neo-Nazism continues to define a limit point of democracy, it
is apparently not a clear-cut boundary. Instead, neo-Nazism is the topos
where the “extremist fringe” meets the “ordinary” and hence main-
stream legitimate politics. Racism of an overt and self-proclaimed kind
is perhaps the one thing that distinguishes the neo-Nazi from his other
antigovernment, antifeminist, antigay and nativist brethren. But the
tacit racism involved in hobnobbing with such people is not enough to
banish a person from the realm of political legitimacy. Instead, the overt
form of racism spoken by neo-Nazis is exactly what is banished from
public discourse, only to be sublimated into either less obvious forms
(anti-immigration or anti-affirmative-action agendas, for instance) or
other forms of intolerance that have not yet been banished from public
rhetoric (like homophobia and antifeminism). Neo-Nazis in this regard
act as the marker of the boundary between which kinds of racism are
acceptable and which kinds are not. The social normativity of the bor-
derline political actors near, but not embracing, neo-Nazism guarantees
that their political views—racist, sexist, homophobic, and/or nativist
though they may be—and certainly their complaints about being over-
looked by the powers that be are taken exceptionally seriously as symp-
toms of widespread unrest.

Strategy 2: Poor Boys of Another Sort

The second approach to right-wing dissidents that strives for a similar
normative aim focuses on the psychology behind a deviation from cen-
trist norms, a psychology that again reinforces the ordinariness of the
characters involved but suggests that, unlike the members of Team
Viper, who already live a normative lifestyle, a normative lifestyle would
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be the cure. The ordinariness of someone like McVeigh is more along
these lines in that it is his failure to achieve this sort of lifestyle (financial
and personal stability measured in terms of career success and family)
and his parents’ failures before him that account for his deviant actions.
This sort of formula continues to assert a model of the life of a demo-
cratic citizen that is measured primarily in personal and private rather
than public terms. It is a vision that continues to assert patriarchal,
white, racial, and middle-class privilege as the primary markers of domi-
nant political subjectivity. While deviations from these norms are com-
mon (and hence ordinary in their own right) adherence to them is what
defines legitimacy.

The path of this latter type of story is generically chartable national
psychobiography, with its goal to diagnose, treat, and suggest a cure for
the political patient, which brings him back to the democratic center.
Through the conventions of the genre, even overt neo-Nazis can be
reclaimed for democracy, mainly by complying with the cure’s norma-
tive visions: establish a (heterosexual) family with male headship, assert
enough male and racial privilege to secure a steady job, and hence be
secure enough in the spoils of white masculinity not to succumb to the
substitute promises of Far Right political rhetoric. While the rise of the
civil rights movement, feminism, and the New Left in some measure
delegitimated the normative tendencies of Cold War era political psy-
chology and the national psychobiography genre it inspired, the rise of
the New Right in response to these movements both gave political
psychology a new object of study (Far Right extremists) and relegiti-
mated some of its normative aims by making New Right assertions of
the value of social normativity more mainstream.?

While globalization of the world economy has increased the degree of
multiculturalism in democratic nations (with its redistribution of labor
and heightened displacement of people across and within national bor-
ders), it has also spawned a new crop of white men (and some white
women) who feel displaced in a more figurative sense: displaced from
the center of political attention and displaced from the advantages of
whiteness and /or maleness they still expect. Lacking a language for a
critique of capitalism that might make sense of the experience of disem-
powerment felt by white, and especially working and lower middle class,
populations, right-wing ideologues blame the ethnic, gender, and sexual
minorities they feel have benefited from the mobility that has robbed
them of their status. Complicit with this lack of class critique, then, is the
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dominant/liberal tendency to validate feelings of displacement as social
or psychological, rather than economic in a large sense, through national
psychobiography.

This is how, while for the most part continuing to serve as the limit of
acceptable political views in democratic society, even neo-Nazis can be
sympathetically portrayed, contrary to Turner’s complaint quoted at the
beginning of this chapter. Indeed, in the years since 7he Turner Diaries was
written, sympathetic portrayals of troubled white manhood, made even
more sympathetic when the flawed protagonists are young, have be-
come prominent in many national contexts in which white majorities
feel threatened by social and global economic changes. Indeed, the
genre’s favorite patient in recent years has been none other than the
youthful neo-Nazi skinhead. While the “national” part of national psy-
chobiography might seem anachronistic given the international charac-
ter of this genre, it is deliberately so, for these narratives of the politically
wayward, young white man shore up a racialized nostalgia for a nation-
hood that has been superseded by globalization. An analysis of the con-
ventions of contemporary national psychobiographies that treat the
skinhead will ultimately reveal the complex ways in which the dominant
rhetoric continues to imagine a democratic subject who is white, male,
and heterosexual, despite the ever growing diversity of democratic
populations.

In the end, I will return to the central questions begged by these
sympathetic portrayals: what does it mean to humanize one of democ-
racy’s demons and at what cost is this humanizing achieved?

The Popular Psychobiography of Neo-Nazi Skinheads

Before discussing their newfound place of sympathy, I'd like to stress
that neo-Nazi skinheads, with their easily recognizable style and promi-
nent display of Nazi symbols, still most often visually figure the kind of
overt “named for what it is” racism that cannot be tolerated in a democ-
racy.** While the skinheads began as a youth movement and continue to
have both racist and nonracist variants, connections between some skin-
head groups and organized Far Right organizations evolved throughout
the 1980s, ostensibly following a strategy whereby, as the Center for
Democratic Renewal puts it, “Skinheads are the ‘urban guerrillas’ of the
hate movement” while “More seasoned adults have abandoned open
violence to sanitize their public images.”* Exploiting the version of
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democracy that sees value mostly in political centrism, this strategy
broadens and shifts rightward the “center” against which the banished
“extremes” are measured. Itis a clever mimicry of democratic processes
for antidemocratic ends—for even the rest of the racist Right can then
seem moderate by comparison. The status as limit is thus earned by neo-
Nazi skinheads mainly through their propensity for violence rather than
their views alone.

Skinheads entered the media spotlight following the murder of Ethi-
opian immigrant Mulageta Seraw by a skinhead gang in Portland, Ore-
gon, in 1988.2° These skinheads were connected to prominent American
racist Tom Metzger, who had spearheaded their recruitment to his neo-
Nazi organization, White Aryan Resistance (wAR).?” Public appearances
on afternoon television talk shows by other skinhead groups followed.
Geraldo Rivera featured racist skinheads and Black leadets on his show,
which ended in a brawl wherein Rivera suffered a broken nose. A month
later, Oprah Winfrey also did a show on skinheads, during which Metz-
ger publicly insulted her. As skinheads continued to commit hate crimes
and occupy the media spotlight, neo-Nazi skinheads, mostly figured as
gangs of all-male white youths despite the common presence of women
and families in actual skinhead groups, came to serve as classic villains in
films like Hate (1995, France) and Skinbeads: The Second Coming of Hate
(1989, United States) or as guerrillas of the larger far Right movement, as
in Red Scorpion 2 (1994, United States) and 7he Infiltrator (1995, United
States).

The categorical villain role is still a major rhetorical function of the
neo-Nazi skinhead. But this outcast position has also made them ideal
candidates for the reclamation strategies of national psychobiography.
Almost as soon as films with skinhead villains hit the screen, so, too, did
films that decried their politics in more sympathetic form. The latter
focused on skinhead protagonists who manifested a psychologically ex-
plainable—and hence potentially curable—dysfunctionality. These films
cither examined their family relationships (7he Turning, 1992, United
States), presented their conflicts with each other (Luna Park, 1991,
Russia; Romper Stomper, 1992, Australia), or investigated their psychologi-
cal troubles (Cracker: To Be a Somebody, 1994, Great Britain; Figher Learn-
ing, 1995, United States; Speak Up! It’s So Dark, 1993, Sweden). Some
films claimed to tell their stories from the skinheads’ point of view
(American History X, 1998, United States), though cleatly, since each film
claimed to be antiracist, it is not really their point of view that is pre-
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sented.”® These more sympathetic characterizations surely reflect more
sophisticated approaches to the phenomenon than their simple casting
as evil villains. But films that psychologize skinheads, derived as they are
from Cold War era political psychology, also often “depoliticize” their
views, turning them into questions of personal psychological drama in
order to assert the ostensibly “not political” solution of normative fam-
ily and social roles.

As such, skinheads have come to serve as the ultimate psychopolitical
patient of the white Western world. They have become the tragic heroes
of journalists, social theorists, and filmmakers who do not want these
“angry young (white) men” cast out but rather brought back into the
center of the fold.?” White men, as white men, are consequently reassured
in and by these texts that the larger complaints of racist skinheads are
not invalid but merely misdirected. They can still be rescued from their
politics by way of a promise to remain central to democratic society
through the exercise of the privileges of normative masculinity.

Sympathy for skinheads can issue from any number of political orien-
tations: of course, from the Far Right, whose members share their views,
but also from the liberal center, which seeks to preserve the racial and
sexual status quo (though seldom admittedly so) and even from the Left,
which sometimes foregrounds class politics to the detriment of racial
and sexual equality. This leniency is mostly a result of a widespread
perception of globally embattled white masculinity. Globalization, with
its highly decentered and multiple power bases, provides a context
wherein a handy, visually consolidated evil like neo-Nazism is rhetori-
cally attractive to the mainstream. But it also provides the conditions of
insecurity and mobility that threaten established symbolic hierarchies
enough to unsettle a broader population of white people whose position
in their home nations seems inexplicably precarious to them. Hence, the
skinhead—as both villain and symbolic spokesperson for that which
cannot be publicly discussed otherwise—becomes a popular but trou-
bled icon.

The rhetorical strategies of three sympathetic skinhead films—JSpeak
Up! It's So Dark, Romper Stomper, and American History X—reveal the
variety of ways in which this cleatly international genre reveals a new;,
more global pedagogy, one that continues to try to reinforce the para-
digmatic primacy of the white male to democratic subjectivity even as
the demography of national subjects becomes increasingly diverse.
These films present strategies of displacement (especially of respon-
sibility), of false solutions, and most commonly of reassurance that not
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much really has to change about the traditional social position of the
white man after all, and in fact that restoration of white and masculine
supremacy is necessary to maintain order in “advanced” postindustrial
democracies.

Speak Up! It's So Dark

Suzanne Osten’s 1993 film Speak Up! Its So Dark revolves around the
psychotherapy of a neo-Nazi skinhead, Soren (Simon Norrthon), which
is initiated after a chance encounter with a Jewish psychoanalyst named
Jacob (Etienne Glaser), who came to Sweden as a child fleeing the
Nazis.* As with all psychobiographies, liberal humanism undergirds the
film’s therapeutic logic: doctor and patient will transcend their political
opposition through the mutual recognition of the experiences they
share. This strategy requires that Jacob be extremely generous toward
Seren, more so even than Poitier’s doctor from Pressure Point (see chap-
ter 5). Speak Up! in fact seems to suggest that Jews, immigrants, and
women must take care of Seren if he is to get (politically) well. It is a
strategy established in the first few sequences of the film and carried on
to its hopeful end.

In the opening sequence, Jacob is in a train compartment, witnessing
a group of skinheads beating up a Black man on the platform. He is
startled as Seren suddenly barges into his compartment and sits down.
As the train pulls away, Jacob notices that the teen has a small head
wound and offers him a bandage—along with his card—telling him to
come to the clinic the next day. The link between external and internal
“head wounds” functions as a visual pivot between Seren’s and Jacob’s
parallel experiences: as they finally part, Soren calls Jacob a Jew (clearly
meant as an epithet), occasioning a flashback to an incident in Jacob’s
childhood when he bumped his head on a lamppost. In the flashback, a
nearby Nazi draws his cold bayonet and lays it on the child Jacob’s
forehead to ease the swelling. The flashback is shot in high-contrast
black and white, a style introduced during Seren and Jacob’s conversa-
tion, as Jacob is reminded of the Black man’s beating. The lines of
connection and cross-identification are thus established. Stylistically, the
doctor’s childhood experience parallels the victimization of the Black
man; in content, however, it parallels Soren’s similatly placed head in-
jury. The impetus for Jacob politically is his identification with the
skinheads’ victims; the therapeutic dynamic, meanwhile, relies on the
cross-identification of Seren with Jacob. This is essentially the crux of
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the liberal humanist solution to the neo-Nazi problem: sympathy for
both victims and perpetrators and an appeal to an underlying humanity
that can bridge all differences.

Soren, by breaking away from the rest of the group, announces him-
self as a candidate for the individualizing and personalizing strategies
of national psychobiography. The profile of Seren that subsequently
emerges in therapy closely resembles profiles of Nazis developed by
political psychologists during World War II. Seren seems to suffer from
an emotionally and physically threatening father and an abdicating
mother.’! An eatly therapy scene establishes the transference dynamic
wherein Jacob stands in for Seren’s father. After Jacob asks Seren if his
“big, real big” father ever beat him, Seren threatens to kill the rather
small Jacob. Emotions really meant for the patient’s father are suc-
cessfully transferred to the analyst, providing an outlet for his Oedipal
rage—and, the film hopes, for the expression of paternal/filial love.
Soren’s expression of aggression, Jacob theorizes, serves two purposes
simultaneously: Jacob represents male power (i.e., is like the father); and,
being Jewish, he represents the kind of difference that threatens Seren’s
sovereignty (“They want to take everything away from us/me”), which
is then also codified as Oedipal (the father possesses the mother and has
the phallus). Seren struggles with the classic formula that posits homo-
sexuality (here psychic rather than enacted) to be at the core of the Nazi
mind in that his unresolved love /hate for his father is redramatized in
his politics. Thus, while the doctor’s Jewishness and maleness serve to
make him like Seren’s father, they also function as a bridge between
Seren and the doctor (the same thesis asserted by Robert Lindner and
Pressure Point). The doctor’s maleness serves as a common bond with
Seren, while his Jewishness is a marker of difference that Jacob suspects
the young man covets as a way to embody difference from his same-
gendered parent.

Soren’s most overt uses of anti-Semitism against his analyst reveal
these two related functions of the Jewish/male doctor. In one scene,
Seren tries to reason that the doctor is not like “lampshade Jews” and
other foreigners, which is his way of saying that he has affection for the
doctor and identifies with him. When the doctor resists this exceptional-
ism, Seren unleashes a torrent of anti-Semitic names and asks the doctor
to picture himself beaten to death and his wife raped in front of their
children. This is clearly a displaced and modified Oedipal scenario
wherein Seren can kill the father and have the mother through a lens of
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racial violence. Seren thus quickly shifts from the politically hopeful
connection (my Jewish doctor is like me) to the core of his anti-Semitism
(he is like my father).

In order to break this patterned response, Jacob recognizes that he
must surmount Seren’s hostility toward the father. In a later scene, when
Jacob must cancel an appointment (which Seren reads as rejection),
Seren accuses him of lying about his family members having been at
Auschwitz and then denies that Auschwitz was a death camp. Jews have
made all this up, in his account, in order to make people feel guilty. Jacob
sees this as Seren’s response to his feelings of affinity and affection for
his Jewish doctor, which make him feel guilty about Jewish persecution,
a feeling Soren doesn’t like and wants to deny. The film theorizes this
version of anti-Semitism as a displacement of guilt over aggressive feel-
ings toward the father onto racial guilt and compensatory counterag-
gression. Jacob, as the transfer point for Seren’s feelings toward his
father, confirms that racism is merely a symptom of Seren’s more deeply
rooted familial problem.

The film’s psychoanalytic theory prominently foregrounds fear as a
root cause of Seren’s acting out of these Oedipal dramas over racist
terrain. Seren says he is often scared that “someone” will get hurt when
he and his skinhead friends go out marauding (that “someone” being
Seren or a child stand-in for him). The doctor attempts to make him see
that his fear is paralleled by the fear felt by “foreigners” when they are
threatened by skinheads, again trying to encourage Soren to see for-
eigners as “like me.” But following a scene in which Seren and Jacob
cross-identify their fears (in this case of drowning), Seren has a hysteri-
cal attack (featuring painfully labored breathing) and again lashes out at
the doctor. The film cuts to another high-contrast sequence in which
skinheads are diving into a mosh pit, with Seren held aloft by his bud-
dies. In other words, he is figuratively saved from “drowning” in the
crowd. This metaphor points to the second root of Seren’s psychologi-
cal shenanigans dramatized in the film, his fear not only of physical or
emotional victimization by his father/Others but of anonymity. Being
convinced of his similarity to Jews and other racial minorities does not
assuage this fear; indeed, it exacerbates it.

Fear of anonymity is paradoxical. Itis a fear of being in the unmarked
category against which foreigners and all racial Others are defined (“I
am not special and wish I was”) and it is a fear of having the privileges of
being in an unmarked category taken away (“I am special and must de-
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fend my specialness”). In order to find a concrete solution to this para-
dox, the film marks its root cause psychoanalytically, this time as a re-
action to parental indifference. Soren confesses that he hoped that he
might be feared by his parents, or at least get a rise out of them, with his
skinhead getup, but instead they seem not to take him very seriously.
Hence, Soren’s subjectivity is shaped by his apparently failed masculine
self-image, the image of a strong man marred by his inability to stand up
to his father and the image of being an idol to women marred by his in-
ability to reach his mother. He overcompensates for these feelings, the
theory goes, with aggression. Finally, he seeks out a hypermasculine
group identity, conceptually based on race but also on gender, ideology,
and style, in order to bolster an immature ego. My critique of this
psychologizing theory is that it posits a solution in the reinforcement of
the patient’s masculine core. In order to combat neo-Nazi racism, these
young men must not be threatened or challenged by men (especially
men of color or Jews), and they must be given more attention by
women. This solution doesn’t challenge the skinhead to reach an intel-
lectual understanding of the benefits of multiculturalism and antisexism,
nor does it leave room for women and minorities to express rage or a
more radical critique of the very expectation of privilege and atten-
tion to the white heterosexual man that this approach assumes and
reinforces.

The theory of the neglected white man is echoed in journalistic
accounts of the skinhead phenomenon. American journalist Tamara
Jones, writing on Germany’s problem with neo-Nazi skinheads for the
Los Angeles 1imes Magazine, for instance, first asserts that “There is no
typical profile of a violent skinhead or neo-Nazi” but then goes on to say
that right-wing crimes are most often committed by young men “whose
parents are alcoholic, emotionally or physically abusive or too over-
whelmed by their own problems to pay much attention to their kids. The
peer group becomes an ersatz family . .. [and itis] more an expression of
self-identity than hatred of others.”?? The family portrait is not dissimi-
lar from eatlier psychological portraits of the fascist mind except that
the emphasis is now placed on the notion that skinheads become Nazis
to get attention in a world where their parents and, they think, multi-
cultural society ignore them.? Herein lies the call for their handling with
sympathy and care in the films under review here. Like Speak Up! Jones
gives credibility to a solution that requires us all to pay attention to these
“neglected” white men. Seren is required to identify with racial minor-
ities (though not women), and so perhaps understand their experiences
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(as being like his rather than like his fathet’s), but he is never required to
acknowledge the privileges he does enjoy—the expectation that people
should pay attention to him in the first place, for instance. Indeed, no one
observing Seren’s behavior is encouraged to recognize any privileges at
all accruing to white masculinity. Instead, the audience is asked to iden-
tify with Seren’s pain. Speak Up! as one representative of new national
psychobiography thus carefully preserves the privileges of white men in
the interests of projecting a society of democratic equals, where my pain,
your pain, and a neo-Nazi’s pain are all one and form the basis of a
common base-level political understanding that does not need to ac-
knowledge historical structural inequalities.

Romper Stomper

The first and most common strategy of the sympathetic skinhead
genre, as illustrated in Speak Up!, is to recenter the white man in demo-
cratic society through attention to and reassurances for the individual
white man. A second strategy, working in tandem with the first, is to
assert normative heterosexuality as the ideal place where white men can
recover their lost sense of self and hence leave behind a destructive life.
Sociological analyses of skinhead life, however, often note that their
own collective perception of white “victimization” posits idealized no-
tions of family and community as the antidote to their complaints.
American Journalist Kathy Dobie describes one skingitl’s image of a lost
America as “daddy-worship—erotic and childlike; and very wishful. It’s
a fantasy about strong men, men who are competent and secure enough
to protect their families, about sweet, deep job satisfaction.”** Crimi-
nologist Mark Hamm, too, writes that both political and nonpolitical
skinhead groups are family oriented and include women who serve a
number of important functions: “Women bring to the internal structure
of skinhead groups a respect for traditional family values. They encour-
age attitudes toward childbearing and parenting. And this gives the
group a positive outlook on the future, and ‘someone they can count
on.”?> Cinematic portrayals of skinheads, however, almost never in-
clude this nostalgia for traditional family structure in their images of
skinhead groups. Instead, nostalgia for traditional families is more often
shared by the filmmaker.

Most images of skinheads—whether as villains or tragic heroes—por-
tray them as embroiled in the homosocial world of drunken, group-in-
cited violence, where women are simply for sexual use. Romper Stomper
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and American History X, which both feature variants on this image, can
then posit heterosexual love and a patriarchal family as a/fernatives to the
skinhead way of life. These images are built on the legacy of images of
Nazi Germany, which similarly posit decadence and homosociality
against images of democratic sobriety and conventional family life. Like
images of Nazis, images of neo-Nazi skinheads ignore the fact that most
large skinhead groups live in rather conventional family units with male
heads of households and that they eschew drugs and most forms of alco-
hol. Indeed “clean living” and “family values” are much more common
in skinhead groups than are the lifestyles portrayed in films about them.?

Geoftrey Wright’s Romper Stomper, a film centered on a group of neo-
Nazi skinheads in the suburbs of Melbourne, Australia, features this sort
of decadent characterization and the “democratic” solution of norma-
tive heterosexual love.?” The film’s story revolves around three charac-
ters: Hando (Russell Crowe), the skinhead leader and central neo-Nazi
ideologue; Davey (Daniel Pollack), his best friend and fellow skinhead;
and Gabe (Jacqueline McKenzie), a young woman who is originally
taken into the group as Hando’s sexual plaything but who forms an emo-
tional bond with Davey. The skinheads’ story begins as they violently
defend their territory against Vietnamese immigrants. After a run-in
with police, however, their primary task becomes avoiding arrest while
secretly preparing to escalate the race war. In the course of this, Hando
gets tired of Gabe and tries to kick her out. She retaliates by informing to
the police. The group scatters, and Davey ends up with Gabe. Hando
eventually catches up with them and challenges Davey to choose be-
tween them. When Gabe sets his getaway car on fire, Hando tries to kill
her but is instead killed at Davey’s hand.

The film’s narrative structure does not follow that of the most classic
psychobiography, wherein a literal case history is brought to the screen
as in Speak Up! But the intertwining relationships and political dramas
similarly serve to chart the psychopolitical profile of the central charac-
ters. Wright has said that he “wanted to do a story that revealed the
pathetic personal vulnerability of young neo-Nazis and remind them
that whatever they think, they are primarily motivated by a profound
sense of inadequacy.”® The skinheads in Wright’s film, however, see
themselves as underdog heroes pitted against the world, which is out to
get them. Romper Stomper thus stages both versions of the sympathetic
skinhead image that undergird national psychobiography: their ordinary
psychological dramas and their somewhat legitimated claims of being
victimized.
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The white man’s victimization in Wright’s film is primarily posited in
class terms. As working class youths, these young men do not have
access to the most prominent forms of economic dominance and are
hence vulnerable to the kind of changing economic environment that
also brings merchant-class immigrants into their neighborhoods. Leftist
critics often assert that working-class young men blame immigrants for
their plight because they lack a critique of capitalism that would help
them see the larger structures of power that constrain them.* Wright,
while lending the class hypothesis some visual weight in the film, does
not pursue this critique of capitalism and globalization very far. Instead
the working-class milieu, which may garner some credence to the under-
dog role the skinheads’ ideology gravitates toward, becomes the back-
drop for the almost entirely interpersonal struggles that occur between
Hando, Davey, and Gabe.

In the press materials released with the film’s American distribution,
Wright cites the recession of the 198os and eartly 1990s, high unem-
ployment, and urban alienation as factors that compound white male
working-class youth problems, which, he asserts, stem from family dys-
function and a lack of self-esteem: psychological problems, as in Speak
Up!, ultimately serve as the primary cause of the skinhead phenomenon.
Wright claims that, without having to condemn the skinheads overtly,
his film teaches the audience that if you follow the skinhead way you will
end up arrested or dead. In the final scene of the film, when Davey kills
Hando and goes off with Gabe, Wright claims that “the film counter-
points hatred and violence with tolerance and love. In a completely un-
sentimental way, love wins.”*” Hando, the film’s primary Nazi ideologue,
is sacrificed as unsalvageable (and hence villainous), while Davey, the
follower, and Gabe, the lost gitl, rescue one another in a conventional
narrative closure (acting thus as the film’s protagonists). The purging of
the neo-Nazi threat is largely symbolic in this film, and none of the
larger structural issues that Wright claims compound the skinheads’
problems are cast as really requiring change. Instead, heterosexual ro-
mance carries the undue burden of righting the wayward characters’
paths.

The film stirred up quite a bit of controversy in Australia, where many
critics thought skinheads were depicted too sympathetically and ac-
cused the film of being morally ambiguous. Australian film scholar Tom
O’Regan identifies the hottest point of controversy as the way in which
“the social problems documented in the film—violence, incest, gangs,
misogyny, racism—are not treated as the issue. They are simply there to
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motivate the narrative.” Like Alfred Hitchcock’s classic Cold War era
plots, they function as MacGuflins; as O’Regan writes, “the film turns
out to be alove story.”*! But foregrounding a love story has never been a
strategy that acfually evacuates public social problems; instead, they are
refigured in the private domain. Indeed, the deflection of these issues
onto personal (especially romantic) dramas in the second half of the film
reflects the larger post—World War II tendency toward channeling eco-
nomic or social dynamics onto a program of gender /sexual conformity.
It is a process that has politicized the family unit and the heterosexual
couple even as it pretends to depoliticize the plot or, as Lauren Berlant
has put it, “the political is the personal.”** The actual shape of the love
story, then, like the love stories in wartime and Cold War plots like that
of Notorions, reveals the significant political work carried out in the name
of romance.

O’Regan’s analysis inadvertently reveals as much when he describes
the central story of the film as “a love triangle with a difference.” For,
as he notes, it is Davey, not Gabe, who is the object of exchange.*?
By shifting the triangle in such a way that Davey serves as its vortex,
Wright’s stated aim on the one hand holds true: Gabe can represent
a positive alternative to Hando, and heterosexual “love” can be ex-
changed for homosocial “hate.” But this highly normative formula ne-
glects the fact that Gabe, too, is prone to retaliatory violence. In the
course of the film, she first enlists her father and his hired thug to beat
up the boyfriend she is trying to leave. She then enlists the skinheads to
rob her father, a relationship inflected with incest. She further enlists the
police to arrest the skinheads when Hando tries to kick her out (in the
course of which some of the skinheads get killed). Finally, she sets
Hando’s car on fire when he tries to persuade Davey to leave her, in-
stigating the fight that results in Hando’s death. Gabe’s “love” is thus
not so clearly of the sort that presents an alternative to the destructive
lifestyle the skinheads have been leading. While this might be what
Wright has in mind when he claims that love wins in a “completely
unsentimental way,” it is surely granting heterosexual romance quite a
lot of undue credit to suggest that a relationship with this particular
woman is an antidote to violence. In fact, Gabe’s mind-set is, if anything,
somewhat analogons to that which Wright claims for the skinheads. She
and they both feel that aggression is the only available response to
victimization, and neither she nor they ever transcend to any kind of
more systemic or humane understanding of their situation. Gabe is
surely better off with Davey than she was with Hando, which is signaled
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mostly by their more mutually pleasurable lovemaking practices. Davey
is, in the logic of the triangle, surely better off making love with Gabe
than he was marauding with Hando. But their union, like heterosexuality
generally, is at best ambivalent. The artificial optimism of the film’s
conclusion, whether sentimental or not, asserts a mythic role for hetero-
sexuality in democratic society, a role that is unabashedly ideological.

Gabe’s character, indeed, serves a complex symbolic function
throughout the film that is denied by its ending, in that she models a
psychological profile for the skinheads, whose inner life we never really
get to see. For, despite Wright’s claims that he has exposed the “scared,
small people who need reassurance” beneath the tough guy fagade, he
never gives us much insight into the interior life of the male characters.
Instead, we are given quite a lot of evidence that it is Gabe who is a
“scared, small” person beneath her temperamental exterior. And al-
though Wright posits family dysfunction as a prerequisite to skinhead
leanings in the economically harassed working-class milieu, it is only
Gabe, who comes from a wealthy background, whose dysfunctional
family we witness. The inclusion of Gabe as nor working class at least
acknowledges, as many strictly class-based understandings of skinhead
motivations don’t, that there are other factors perhaps more compelling
to choosing a skinhead life.** Gabe is also presented as just along for the
ride, however, and not particularly drawn to neo-Nazi ideology, and so
she embodies the “depoliticized” view of skinhead motivations.

This practice of substituting women’s subjectivity for that of male
skinheads deserves a closer look, for it can also be found in a 1998
American film, Pariah, which, as film critic Ed Scheid writes, “develops
the backgrounds of the female gang members better than those of their
male counterparts, showing how past sexual abuse and low self-esteem
has drawn them into the abusive culture.”* In a variation on national
psychobiography, Wright gives us (as does FPariah’s director, Randolph
Kret) a by-now-familiar psychological portrait of a woman who has
suffered sexual abuse: she then stands in as a model for the subjectivity of
the male racist. Damaged white male subjectivity is thus not only cen-
tered and made parallel to the experiences of women and minorities (as
in Speak Up!), but Romper Stomper and Pariah actually appropriate wom-
en’s experiences unself-consciously as an analog (or metaphor?) for male
psychic damage.*¢

Just as with the missing critique of capitalism and globalization, an
opportunity is sorely missed here to direct Gabe’s justifiable anger at the
father who abuses her into a critique of male authority—mainly because
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expectations of male authority continue to be central to the film’s “alter-
native” democratic world. By making Gabe apolitical, the film also
misses the opportunity to expose the way in which neo-Nazi rhetoric
often mobilizes white women’s sexual victimization to recruit both men
and women into the neo-Nazi movement. Indeed, the mythic/stereo-
typical threat of rape by racial Others and incest as a sign of the break-
down of the family are central logics to Far Right support for a racialized
family values rhetoric. In another neo-Nazi novel released by the same
publisher as 7he Turner Diaries, for instance, the romantic partner of the
novel’s hero became a runaway at twelve to escape a sexually abusive
father because “The American family is more than half destroyed, the
old values gone.” Her story is that she was put to work as a prostitute by
a Black gang and sold to a pornographer in Cairo before finally being
rescued by one of the neo-Nazi men. When the hero exclaims that she
must harbor a lot of hatred, his informant assures him, “No. Not hatred.
Not the way some women hate men, with less cause. Not Liese. She is
hard and cautious, like a. . . a crab in a shell. Tough, ready to fight. .. but
fragile, and inside very soft. . .. She does not hate, but she does want to
dismantle the system that hurt her. Replace it with a world in which such
horrors cannot exist.”*” What this description seeks to accomplish is to
circumvent feminist anger (coded as hatred of men and thoroughgoing
hardness) and direct white women’s anger toward ethnic Others, lib-
erals, and the cultural decadence that comprises the “system that hurt
her,” in other words, not patriarchy.

What Romper Stomper does is not only fail to acknowledge this promi-
nent Far Right strategy but to enact a similar displacement, without
admitting, as the neo-Nazis do, that this move is ideological. In 7he
Turner Diaries’ author Pierce’s second novel, Hunter, the hero’s gitlfriend
describes her attraction to and rejection of feminism thus: “Most [femi-
nists] weren’t just angry about the way women were treated; they were
angry that they were women, instead of men. . .. To put it crudely, they
wanted to be the rapists instead of the rapees, the fuckers instead of the
fuckees. And since I've always been happy to be on the bottom, as long
as there was a good man on top, I couldn’t empathize with them.” Her
racist boyfriend then responds, “I'm grateful for that baby. It would
have been a real loss to the race if you'd become a dyke.”*® The liberal-
humanist solution to the skinhead phenomenon brought to the screen
by Wright similatly circumvents a feminist critique, but instead of di-
recting women’s anger elsewhere, as in the political novel, she is ap-
peased to be merely placed back into a more normative heterosexual
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unit and thereby “depoliticized.” For bozh the neo-Nazi novel and the
liberal sympathetic skinhead genre, however, women need to be kept
from a critique of patriarchy by being strongly scripted into normative
heterosexuality.

Wright is surely not aware of these logics at work within right-wing
groups, and I am not accusing him, as some critics have, of secretly
supporting the neo-Nazi cause. But his deployment of Gabe’s history of
incest (signaling the dysfunctionality of Australian family life) and his
opposition of Davey and Gabe’s “love” to Hando’s hate reveals a rhetor-
ical conservativeness, which, like actual skinhead groups, posits family
dysfunction as the problem and normative heterosexuality as the solu-
tion. Like Hitchcock’s Cold War era films, then, the love story behind
the MacGuflin political plot is actually a political plot as well, speaking
to the highly privatized notion of democracy that a socially conservative
national narrative like this one creates.

American History X

Tony Kaye’s 1998 film American History X presents a third variant on
national psychobiography along these lines. The film is the story of two
skinhead brothers, Danny (Edward Futrlong) and Derek (Edward Nor-
ton). The film begins primarily as Danny’s story, as he narrates an essay
on the circumstances that led to his older brother Derek’s incarceration.
The film is mostly told through flashbacks, initially from Danny’s per-
spective, on the eve of Derek’s release. These flashbacks reflect how
much Danny idolizes his brother by portraying his racist actions as
heroic. Derek, however, has undergone a change of heart in prison and
so becomes committed to pulling his younger brother out of the skin-
head life. The film shifts to Derek’s story midway, as he comes to tell
Danny about his change of mind.

In terms of national psychobiography, American History X is again not
a literal case history. But it is the story of the social and psychological
influences that led to Derek and Danny’s attraction to skinhead life as
well as the factors that “cured” Derek of his misguided politics. Indeed
as scriptwriter David McKenna says, “the question that intrigued me is:
why do people hate and how does one go about changing that? My
premise was that hate starts in the family. . . . I wanted to write an
accurate portrayal of how good kids from good families can get so
terribly lost.”* McKenna wrote two story elements into the script that
suggest this thesis: the major precipitating factor to Derek’s becoming a
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skinhead is his father’s murder (apparently by Black men); and a later
flashback reveals the father as having held racist views, as arguing, in
fact, with his then more liberal son. Despite these familial “causes,”
however, the most visually and narratively reiterated factor for Derek’s
becoming a skinhead, seen in both the flashbacks and the present of the
film, seems to have been the omnipresence of scary Black gang mem-
bers. Indeed, nearly all the young African-American men who appear on
the screen are menacing (there are no Black women). Derek and Danny
become skinheads as a defensive move, it seems, justified in the face of
such an ominous, clearly murderous threat.

In the diagnosis of Derek’s problems, Awmserican History X is troubled
by two factors: (1) as the film is originally told from Danny’s perspective,
it glorifies the skinheads and makes them the principal site for audience
identification (a problem shared by Romper Stomper); and (2) in sym-
pathizing with the young men’s more ordinary needs and fears, it shifts
the burden of stemming the tide of white racism mostly away from
white men themselves (much like in Speak Up!/). As to the first prob-
lem, the film boldly aligns the viewer with Danny’s heroic view of Derek
even in the opening scene, which depicts the murders that sent Derek to
jail. Shot in high-contrast black and white, Derek’s chiseled, swastika-
emblazoned physique, photogenic face, and the slow motion of his
movements make him appear strong and beautiful. His murder of these
men, while certainly excessive, seems in some measure justified: they
were armed, they were on his property, and they were trying to steal his
truck. This problematic strategy is exacerbated in subsequently narrated
flashbacks. In a wildly improbable basketball game that Derek instigates
between the Black men who dominate the Venice Beach court and the
white men who want it, Derek, shirtless, his swastika-tattooed chest
again beautifully photographed, leads the white team to victory. Heroic
music accompanies the scene, as the audience is invited to cheer for the
skinhead side. Their victory—underscored by the fact that one of their
teammates is seriously obese—is a victory for the underdogs: white men
as white men. The scene is the deadly serious counterpart to the 1992
comic equivalent, White Men Can’t Jump. In both films white men cer-
tainly can jump—reclaiming basketball dominance from the Black play-
ers who statistically rule the sport, thereby making basketball stand in
for other areas of perceived to be threatened masculine “turf”: access to
jobs, education, women, and the streets.

The next three flashback scenes are more disturbing and less heroic:
Derek proselytizes his racist message to his fellow skinheads and leads
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them in a vicious attack on an Asian-owned market; he argues with his
sister, his mother, and her Jewish liberal date, Murray; and finally he
murders the Black men who try to steal his truck, reprising the opening
scene. In each of these flashbacks, Derek is afforded substantial screen
time to argue for his racist views without any opposition that can com-
pare to his articulate and forceful presentation. His mother offers some
weak objections, Murray is easily cowed, and his sister Divina is brutally
punished when she tries to counter him. In Danny’s eyes (and hence the
only perspective available to the audience), Derek is charismatic and
persuasive and, the way the film has set it up, correct. Blacks are scary in
this film, minorities are taking over, and only weak white people like the
insipid Murray and Derek’s mother are not willing to stand up for them-
selves and their browbeaten race.

As with Wright and Romper Stomper, director Kaye has been praised by
some critics who consider it brave and daring to show what is so attrac-
tive about skinheads on the screen. As critic Ron Wells writes, Kaye
“takes the risky move of demonstrating the lure of the racist propaganda
and imagery. The glossy beauty of Norton, shaved, buffed and tattooed,
is as seductive as his driven speeches, but nothing can hide the ugliness
that always rises.” This is clearly Kaye’s intention in any case. The web
site for the film lists the various progressive social causes that Kaye
supports (he is, by the way, Jewish).’! The site features links to various
antiracist groups, including the American Civil Liberties Union (AcLu),
the Anti-Defamation League, Artists Against Racism, and Amnesty In-
ternational. But while the violence ultimately is ugly—especially the raid
on the grocery store and the gratuitous skull crushing of one of the men
who tries to steal the truck—Derek is still the most beautiful and charis-
matic figure in the film when he is a skinhead. This problem is symptom-
atically revealed in the first version of the publicity poster for the film,
which features a stylized image of the shirtless Derek, his hand tenderly
touching the swastika on his chest (fig. 12). While perhaps Kaye meant
this image to represent a moment of critical contemplation for the
character, the image can easily be read as a tribute to the skinhead way.
Indeed, not only does no one else in the film strike as elevated a pose as
Derek in his prime but he is only a shell of his former self when he
emerges from prison a transformed man. By so successfully portraying
the power Derek garners through his racist response to minority threats,
the film ultimately fails to be convincing in its antiracist message.>

The second major component of national psychobiography—the
cure—is plagued by some of the same underlying problems as the diag-
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nosis. Derek realizes that his racist dogma is empty first because the
Aryan Brotherhood, which he joins on arriving at the prison, turns out
to not really care very much about Nazi ideology: racial gangs are merely
a survival strategy and are more about power than white blood. A disil-
lusioned Derek begins to open up to the somewhat feminized Black
laundry room supervisor with whom he works, leading to his snubbing
the Aryan Brotherhood. This snub causes them to lose face, and so his
racial “brothers” jump him in the shower and rape him. As he lies in the
infirmary afterward, Derek breaks down in tears and asks Sweeney (his
former English teacher and Danny’s current principal, and a Black man)
for help. It is a gesture that finally reintroduces emotional vulnerability
to Derek’s character, not seen since the “news footage” of his response
to his father’s death, the only other scene in which we see him cry. Unlike
Romper Stomper, American History X is willing to show the “scared, small
people” that skinheads really might be inside. But, like Speak Up! this
move still requires that white men remain the center of everyone’s atten-
tion and that this character’s vulnerability provide the key point of iden-
tification for the audience. His cure /rehabilitation consists of remedy-
ing his pain by exchanging the invulnerability afforded him by racism for
the invulnerability afforded him through the restoration of patriarchy.
At the end of the film, he assumes the role of a father figure who has
learned the hard way what is best for his family.

Sweeney shows Derek (and Danny) tremendous generosity, above
and beyond the call of a school principal’s duty. Derek’s survival in
prison once he forsakes the Aryan Brotherhood depends on the laundry
room supervisor’s intervention. The supervisor is also the only Black
man who is not physically imposing in the film: he is small, comical, and
manages to win Derek over by imitating a woman having sex. The film
duplicates the political psychology of white men’s psychical relationship
to Black men already betrayed in Pressure Point, wherein their physi-
cal/sexual threat is neutralized by way of feminization. Derek’s turn-
around and his subsequent efforts to rescue his younger brother from
the skinhead life are thus in large part a product of the efforts of the only
two nonthreatening Black men in the film (Sweeney and the laundry
room supervisor). What these men model for Derek is precisely the kind
of liberal humanism that ostensibly says “all people are worthy of care
and attention,” when all too often what is really meant is that white men
in particular must be coddled—indeed, rescued from themselves—so
that the established social and gendered order of things can maintain its
equilibrium.
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The gender politics of the film pointedly illustrate who benefits from
the care shown to Derek by his generous Black keepers. While still a
skinhead, Derek apparently feels that he is the head of the household
after his father’s death. During the dinner table flashback in which he
argues with his mother, Murray, and his sister, he is both utterly domi-
neering (forcing food into his sister’s mouth) and childish (accusing his
mother of replacing his father too quickly). The mother screams “I’'m
ashamed you came out of my body!” but then explains ruefully, “He’s
just a boy without a father” At this point, the film draws a causal
connection between male immaturity and domineering behavior (the
classic profile of the fascist), which ultimately preserves a “good” ver-
sion of mature patriarchal masculinity for democracy.

Indeed, by the time Derek is released he has apparently matured
enough to legitimately assume the family’s headship. In his absence, his
family has suffered economic setbacks and his mother’s health has dete-
riorated. Despite his previously brutal presence, the now converted
Derek comes home to take charge and turn it all around. The sister who
had such strong objections to his Nazi beliefs before he went to prison is
now completely pliable. She offers to quit school to bring more money
into the family (why she would not have done this before is unclear) and
Derek says, in his newfound, benign-father fashion, that education is
too important for her to quit. He orchestrates the care of the women
(mother, sister, and younger sister), tucking his mother into bed several
times. This is what he has apparently “earned” for his conversion from
skinhead beliefs: paternal dominion over his female family members,
who warmly accept their new leader. He is now ready to embark on his
central mission; to rescue Danny from the skinhead life, though for this
he is tragically too late.

If the diagnosis is that Derek’s white supremacism is a reaction
against a physical threat and an immature effort to assume the leadership
of his fatherless family, the cure focuses on his realization that he is
physically safer without his racism, which in turn results in his attain-
ment of the maturity he needs to propetly assume the leadership of his
family. His identity is, after his conversion, once again aligned with
normative patriarchal masculinity. Derek does not achieve any sense of a
common social project with women and minorities as equals in a world
of mutual respect. Never does he recognize the larger structural wrongs
of racism—and certainly not of sexism—despite the fact that we are
often reminded by various teachers how highly intelligent, and hence
especially valuable, Derek and Danny are. In other words, the film’s
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theory that skinheads are really scared underneath their tough veneer (a
claim also made by Wright) does nothing to decenter the white man
from his position as ideal citizen at the core of both fascist a#d demo-
cratic subjectivity.

Conclusion

Several variants of contemporary national psychobiography have at
their core the skinhead, toward whom audiences are invited to be sym-
pathetic. In Speak Up!, Soren is said to suffer from ordinary Oedipal
tears. In Romper Stomper, racism is subsumed under struggles over love
and friendship. And in Awmerican History X the skinhead life is an imma-
ture answer to the physical and emotional vulnerability of the white
man. These narrative lines accomplish the major components needed to
turn neo-Nazis into sympathetic characters in the political mainstream:
white men become underdogs, they suffer ordinary human problems,
and white privilege is virtually ignored. These films indulgently encour-
age the expression of white men’s rage and legitimate their fears of being
dislodged from a position of privilege, all the while reassuring them that
not much really needs to change after all.>?

Eve Sedgwick has pointed out that heterosexual male sentimentality
and self-pity are accorded an extraordinarily high value in Western cul-
ture. She notes, “Its effects on our national politics, and international
ideology and intervention, have been pervasive. . . . Poised between
shame and shamelessness, this regime of heterosexual male self-pity has
the projective potency of an open secret.” In other words, men are
considered to need special care and tending and are accorded an inordi-
nate amount of space for the expression of their emotions because of a
(false) cultural belief that men have difficulty expressing their feelings.>*
Thus, journalists and filmmakers who might otherwise not sympathize
with the politics of the Far Right are often quick to grant some level of
truth or validity to the emotions expressed by right-wing men. This
creates a climate of sympathy for embattled white manhood that can
extend even to skinheads and other neo-Nazis despite the fact that in
their overt form their politics remain unacceptable to the mainstream
concept of democracy.

Purveyors of political psychology in the World War II era believed in
the liberal-humanist tradition, that the individual, if properly formed,
could reasonably choose democracy (which honors the individual) over
fascism (which subsumes the individual to the mass). Hence, popular
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theories as to the solution to skinhead violence continue to endorse a
program whereby the patient is removed from the group (individu-
alized) and then fortified in his or her individuality. This individualizing
move is touted as a depoliticizing move. Skinheads are not rea/ly man-
ifesting a belief in white supremacy; rather, they are suffering from
personal, psychologically based inferiority. But of course in foreground-
ing “the individual” a new form of politicization has occurred; one in
which white men who openly acknowledge that they are vulnerable still
comprise the dominant subjects of a democracy wherein white privilege
is preserved. Right-wing politics is thus but a symptom of failed mas-
culine subjectivity to which normative patriarchal masculinity remains
the solution. Political terrorists like McVeigh and his codefendant Terry
Nichols are similarly profiled as losers in most things that accrue to
conventional notions of masculine privilege (breadwinning, physical
strength, social confidence, heterosexuality, and paternity) and are pos-
tulated to have turned to unacceptable political action as a result. As
Newsweek put it, the path leads “from disappointment to delusion to
fanaticism.”> This sort of description prevents the politically wayward
man from assuming a heroic stance, but it does so by naturalizing
“healthy, democratic masculinity” expressed in terms of success in the
realm of patriarchal norms of masculine privilege and authority.>® While
the perception of failed masculinity might very well influence the politi-
cal subjectivity of men like McVeigh or Nichols—or skinheads—such an
assertion typically avoids implicating patriarchy and racial superiority
more generally (i.e., the expectation that white men should feel entitled
to authority) and avoids the issue of ongoing white dominance.

The journalistic effort to cast members of the militia movement as
“ordinary,” discussed at the beginning of this chapter, similatly gener-
ates a space for sympathy and seems to appeal to a larger population that
shares their fears about a loss of privilege if not a propensity for their
deeds. Reporting on the militia movement almost always remarks on the
unremarkableness of members, claiming that they are “drawn from the
same status groups, same occupation groups . . . as we all are. . . . Their
marriages are just as stable. They go to church. They are a little more
pious than the average American.”” The same issue of Zime that re-
ported McVeigh’s profile generalizes even further:

Experts in psychology and group behavior warn that anyone can
fall prey to paranoia—given the right combination of peer pressure
and repeated exposure to one viewpoint. By all accounts, the de-

Skinheads and Militiamen 207



scent into delusion is gradual. Everyone has experienced slights,
insults or failures at one time or another, and most people find
some way to cope. Or, if they don’t a trusted friend or family
member may persuade them to forget the past and get on with
their lives. But if they cannot shake off the sense of humiliation,
they may instead nourish their grudges and start a mental list of all
the injustices in their lives. Rather than take a critical look at them-
selves, they blame their troubles on “the company,” for example, or

“the government” or “the system.”®

Even reaching the end of a process with which “everyone” can relate
remains within the confines of the normal; the article concludes that
most people in these groups are just “ordinary people who take ordinary
ideas to extremes.”* What this 77we reporter pointedly overlooks is that
the vast majority of people who arrive at these extremes are white
heterosexual men.

The strategy of subtly reinforcing the white man’s central placement
as the default model of the “ordinary” citizen actually exacerbates the
problem. Indeed, Far Right extremism has begun to take a new form in
the last few years. It is no longer about collective action in the traditional
sense but about the “heroic” actions of self-chosen individuals. Operat-
ing within a concept of “leaderless resistance,” this new Far Right es-
chews meetings and organizational structure for solo acts of terror still
committed in the name of racist, antifeminist, homophobic, and/or
antifederal causes. Men who commit these acts (abortion clinic and civil
rights office bombings, bank robberies, and murders, for instance, in-
cluding that committed by Buford Furrow) are conceived as part of a
purely conceptual collective, the Phineas Priesthood, which glorifies
their actions without the need for any contact between “members.”®
This clever strategy certainly makes law enforcement efforts difficult,
but it also points to the bankruptcy of a liberal-humanist strategy that
relies heavily on a belief in the fortified individual as a solution to Far
Right extremism.

Profiling the Far Right in sympathetic terms—as on a continuum with
normal or ordinary frustrations—of course serves the larger project of
social conservatism, which is perhaps the real point of all these sympa-
thetic profiles, rather than actually stemming the tide of violence. Sym-
pathetic profiling hopes to ensure that the concerns of conservatives fall
within the confines of legitimate, centrist, political debate. This is a
narrative practice, I have argued, that betrays a common project with a
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white racist mentality, which Mike Hill describes as the effort “to remain
‘undistinguished’—the struggle to be ordinary, to be as passive as om-
nipresent, as invisible as dominant, to be an essential feature of everyday
life and yet unaccountable—[which] is something white folk are finding
761 Tt is of course possible that casting these
contradictory and undemocratic desires as “ordinary” exposes the falla-
cies of the social conservatism embedded in a liberal-humanist project.
But for the most part the mainstream journalism surrounding the militia

less and less winnable.

movement, like the films featuring skinheads, attempts to use politically
wayward white men to assert the validity of the cultural dominance of
white, heterosexual, Christian men, whose “ordinary” needs must be
addressed, assuaged, and privileged in order to be remedied—or else risk
the coherence of the nation.®?

Michael Rogin writes, “An account of American political suppression
must acknowledge the suppression of politics itself. It must notice the
relations between politics and private life.”> The “suppression of poli-
tics itself,” I would argue, manifests in the way in which norms of
masculine and white racial privilege are subtly reinforced, centered, and
hence, “depoliticized” in the sense of being taken out of the realm of
public criticism only to more profoundly base a larger national politics
on this invisible center. It is an act of political suppression offered in
place of a serious critical approach to changes in the global economy,
which certainly have displaced many people—not just white men—and
have amplified inequality along traditional axes of race/ethnicity and
gender as well as socioeconomic class. It is a political suppression that
negates the claims of feminist women, gay people, and ethnic minorities
by reinforcing a white, patriarchal view of the world.

It would be naive to say that the fairly large-scale grievances of a
subpopulation like the Far Right do not need to be addressed. But the
reasons for these grievances should be weighed along with the proposed
solutions. If the grievances are economic or political, they should be
addressed as part of the larger structural systems of which they are a
part. But if the grievances are about clinging to white privilege, or male
privilege, or heterosexual privilege, then the rewards for relinquishing
this privilege and participating in a truly egalitarian social system should
be offered in their stead, not reassurance that white male heterosexuals
do still occupy, if they’d only do it in a more benign form, democracy’s
fortified center and ought to be seen as its ideal citizenry.

In the final part of the book, I will consider the companion process to

Skinheads and Militiamen 209



this reclamation of white men: the political demonization of women and
queers. I'll do so, however, in a way that acknowledges that this struggle
over a politicized private sphere—whether held up for critique (by femi-
nists, for instance) or not (in family values rhetoric)—is an ever evolving
and contentious process.
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The Iconology of the Sexy
Nazi Woman: Marlene Dietrich as
Political Palimpsest
|

Women occupy a special place in the history of American demonology. Manifestly
they have been made into victims whose persecution justifies revenge and into the
guardians of civilized virtue who stand against aggression and anarchy. But women
have also been cast, explicitly or implicitly, as the monsters. Countersubver-
sion connects political to sexual anxiety by raising the specter of female power.
—Michael Rogin, Ronald Reagan, the Movie (1987)!

.. one of the gitls in the evening gown says “I'm surprised that any American
officer would care to listen to her. I don’t see why the management keeps her on.
It’s a disgrace.” “It is,” one of the hosts agrees, “why they don’t arrest that Nazi
tramp or run her out of town beats me. But that’s the way we run this war—like it

was a soiree.”—Ben Hecht, original treatment for Notorions (1945)?

In 1941, American editors translating sexologist Magnus Hirschfeld and
his colleagues’ 1930 study of World War 1, 7he Sexual History of the World
War, included a 1936 “Pulitzer Prize Winning Cartoon by C. D. Batche-
lor” as part of their effort to make the book appear relevant to the
current conflict (fig. 13).°> The cartoon features War (a seductively clad
prostitute with a woman’s body and a skull for a head) soliciting “Any
European Youth” (a young man). The cartoon’s caption reads War’s
words: “Come on in. I'll treat you right. I used to know your daddy.”
This coding of war as a woman, death as a woman, and ultimately



Fig. 13. Cartoon by C. D.
Batchelor, 1936

fascism as a woman follows a trajectory of figurations of feminine evil
extending from the nineteenth century. The concept, however, has been
updated: in the background, a poster reading “Follies of 1936 starring
Hitler, Mussolini . . . Now Playing” connects the concept of war with
spectacle and entertainment and Hitler and Mussolini with the appeal of
screen or stage stars. The conflations apparent in this cartoon center on
the primary substitution of female sexuality for male aggression embod-
ied in the suggestively clad woman we see and the figurative women
Hitler and Mussolini become. It is the explicit and imaginary variant of
the demonology Rogin defines in the epigraph above, where political
subversion—whether from the Left or the Right—is rhetorically con-
nected to female sexual power.

The conflict with fascism produced a number of images of female
sexual danger, some of which are central to nationalist melodrama and
national psychobiography. In nationalist melodrama, American and
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even German women functioned politically as emblems of democratic
virtue and hence were in need of protection. What they were to be
protected from is then embodied in the /NVag/ woman, with her promis-
cuity and perverse sexuality—the girls having extramarital sex in Hitler’s
Children (1942), for instance; the camp’s matrons, who compel them to
do it; or the domineering, seductive mother of the psychobiography
genre, whose perverse desire for her son insures his fascism.

A second icon that combines the domineering and seductive charac-
teristics of the Nazi woman is the mother’s sexy counterpart, the femme
fatale. This figure is pervasive in post—World War II film and literature,
drawing of course on the longer history of images of feminine evil and
the moral and sexual ambiguity she embodies. The specifics of the Nazi
variant, however, most often figure her as a performer: a nightclub or
cabaret singer, a political siren potentially dragging American men into
her moral and political morass. Like the Nazi mom, she need not ex-
plicitly support Nazi politics; it is the spectacle of the singer—a replace-
ment for the speeches of Hitler and Mussolini in the Batchelor car-
toon—that stands in for the spectacular politics of fascism.

In Ben Hecht’s original story treatment for what became Hitchcock’s
Notorions (1946), for instance, the female protagonist Alicia is written as
a nightclub singer in a frame story, which was ultimately dropped from
the script. Unlike the final film, which begins in an American courtroom
where Alicia’s father is being tried for treason, the treatment begins in a
cafe in Cologne where American soldiers and German women gather.
One of the officers wants to go inside and see the floor show, where the
reputedly beautiful Alicia sings. This inspires the harsh comments in the
epigraph from the women in shabby evening gowns: they snipe that she
is not only notoriously beautiful but the widow of a notorious Nazi. The
Nazi in question is Alex Sebastian, “the head Nazi brain in Brazil and
head of the Gestapo underground in the US.” Alicia sings, and her
performance serves as a segue to Rio de Janeiro, one year eatlier, where
the bulk of the story takes place. This version of Alicia that never made it
to the screen is another example of the deployment of a sexy “Nazi”
woman as a central icon of the danger that fascism represented for
democracy.

W. J. T. Mitchell notes that the history of Western thought reveals a
profound distrust of images and a sense that they hold tremendous
power, power that must either be contained (in the idol) or exploited (in
the fetish).* Indeed, as Roland Barthes has noted, the image has a du-
plicitous relationship with meaning as either obvious or opaque. He
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writes, “Thus from both sides the image is felt to be weak in respect of
meaning: there are those who think that the image is an extremely
rudimentary system in comparison with language and those who think
that signification cannot exhaust the image’s ineffable richness.” The
doubleness indeed provides a logic for the gendering of the image, as
Mitchell, too, points out, where the fear of images and a sense of their
uncontrollableness is coded as female in eighteenth-century aesthetic
thought.®

The centrality of images and symbols to the Nazi regime contributed
to what was to be feared about it. Hollywood depictions of Nazism
indeed depend on these symbols, where uniforms, swastikas, and docu-
mentary footage of masses in geometric formations emblematize fas-
cism when the domineering mother or femme fatale do not. This coding
of fascism as representable through visual fetishism reveals the reason
why these female icons so often serve as condensed signifiers of fascism
in the anti-Nazi cinema. Unlike the male subjects of analysis in national
psychobiographies, who were scripted to have been (almost) entirely
explained, the femme fatale is sexy because she, like the image, is inexpli-
cable or, as film theorist Mary Ann Doane has put it, “She harbors a
threat which is not entirely legible, predictable, or manageable.””

The femme fatale is the epitome of what Teresa de Lauretis has
identified more generally as “the position of woman in language and in
cinema” in that “she finds herself only in a void of meaning, the empty
space between the signs.”® This function of cinematic images of women
draws from nineteenth-century art and literature and their connection
to the rhetoric of the nation. Bram Dijkstra, in his study of images of
feminine evil, names the female narcissist as a prominent fin de siécle
figure whose erotic self-sufficiency and egotism threatened the domi-
nant image of female selfless virtue and whose self-enclosure was im-
aged as capable of destroying men frustrated by their lack of access. A
second and related image he names is the sexually voracious woman.
“Seen as jealous of man’s exclusive capacity for spiritual transcendence,
she was thought to be intent upon doing everything in her power to drag
the male back into her erotic realm.”

The nineteenth-century project of aligning nationalism and middle-
class respectability—George Mosse’s thesis and the primary logic of
nationalist melodrama—is embedded in these images of feminine evil.
Mosse further suggests that the changing fate of the androgyne, a sym-
bol of human unity for the Romantics and a monster for the Victorians,
suggests how “strict gender division became central to national charac-
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ter.”!” Mosse notes that by the middle of the nineteenth-century the
aggressive, gender transgressive femme fatale had become a common
figure in popular literature in France, Germany, and England, where her
“tough, domineering, and changeable” character came to stand for both
sexual and moral ambiguity."!

One trajectory arising out of this coding of moral ambiguity is con-
nected to anti-Semitism and indeed Nazi racial theory in general, as
argued by Mosse, Dijkstra, and Klaus Theweleit’s seminal study of writ-
ing by proto-Nazi men in Germany’s post—World War I Freikorps.'? But
another trajectory is linked, by way of the persistence of images of
feminine evil and gender transgression, to nationalism, to images of
fascism as much as fascist images themselves. In the narrative logic that
supplements the iconography of the Nazi femme fatale, indeed, the very
thing that produces her iconology, she is associated with sadism, mas-
ochism, and, in more embedded fashion, lesbianism or bisexuality,
much like the (male) fascist subject who preoccupied political psycholo-
gists of the wartime period. In this way, fascism fitted the femme fatale’s
already existing nationalist template and could thus be made to serve the
anti-Nazi cause.!

The femme fatale houses deep ambivalence about her banishment
from democracy’s symbolic order. Indeed, her attractiveness itself is
indulged and often either narratively or visually redeemed, for the rhe-
torically deployed alliance of fascism with sexual deviance not only
figured fascism as abject but made it alluringly attractive. As Michel
Foucault has said, “What makes power hold good, what makes it ac-
cepted, is simply the fact that it doesn’t only weigh on us as a force that
says no, but that it traverses and produces things, it induces pleasure,
forms knowledge, produces discourse.”* The alighment of fascism with
sexual variation points to the proximity of the narrative formulas that
produce pathologies and those that produce desire, a duality that creates
the categories of appropriate “democratic sex” (sexuality and gender)
while exposing the tenuousness of the containment these categories
provide.

Indeed, in a very interesting way Hecht’s original treatment, unlike
the Hitchcock film, depicts the staging of this ambiguity through the
nightclub singer icon, which serves not only as the epitome of Nazism’s
allure, as the singer appears in the opening scene quoted in the epigraph,
but as democracy’s hidden and misunderstood Aero. In the treatment’s
flashback, Alicia is an American living in Brazil, the daughter of “one of
the biggest importers” there, with an ex-airman boyfriend who now
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works for the State Department. He loves her, but, as the treatment puts
it, “is a little irritated by her lack of politics.” Her father, she soon finds
out, is “chummy with the Nazis.” She argues with her father, displaying
her patriotism, and is convinced by a reporter who suspects her father is
a traitor that she should contact U.S. intelligence. The treatment glosses
over the specifics of how Alicia and Alex come to marry and how Alex
and the boyfriend are both killed. Instead it returns quickly to the narra-
tive frame and hook of the story. The captain, whose desire to hear the
“Nazi tramp” sing was questioned by his likewise trampy companions,
thanks Alicia for all that she has done and sympathizes with the fact that
she cannot go public with her story. Alicia’s efforts, it turns out, had
helped disrupt the Nazi underground in the United States and hence
saved democracy.

Thus, as the treatment puts it, “although the men for whom she
worked are unable to speak out and tell her true story, . . . in their hearts
she will always remain one of the heroes of the war.” The final shot,
then, is of Alicia being called, wearily, to the stage to sing; her song, the
treatment says, “conceals the truth, the sadness of her misunderstood
story.” In the treatment, the doubleness of the icon of Nazi sex explains
the captain’s desire to hear her; he knows her to be not what she (politi-
cally) appears to be.

Hecht’s story treatment is remarkable in its reworking of the icon
even as she is still being built—a testament to his skills as a writer and to
the icon’s internal logics. Indeed, it seems as if Hecht might have been
thinking of Alicia’s role through the persona of an actress who would
later get a chance to be Hitchcock’s leading lady on another project:
Marlene Dietrich. As it is Dietrich’s persona more than any other that
has contributed to the building of this political icon, it would only be
right that she should be able to expose its doubleness, something she
was able to do, though less directly, in Billy Wildet’s .4 Foreign Affair in
1948. This chapter describes the creation of this politically specific vari-
ant of the Hollywood femme fatale both as an icon of fascism and an
antidote to it. My analysis thereby interrogates the connection between
gender, sexuality, and fascism in especially visual aspects of the cultural
rhetoric of democracy.

Building a Political Icon: The Legacy of Lola Lola

The iconography of the “Nazi” nightclub singer can be traced rather
directly to Lola Lola, the role Marlene Dietrich played in Josef von
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Sternberg’s 1930 The Blue Angel, although the rhetorical complexity this
image assumes takes the years between her first appearance and the end
of World War II to reach iconic maturity. Heinrich Mann’s Professor Unrat
(1904), the novel on which 7he Blue Angel is based, bears little resem-
blance to the film it inspired. Von Sternberg himself writes in his intro-
duction to the English publication of the screenplay in 1968 that “None
of the distinctive features that fill the film are indicated in the story by
Mann.”"> Mann’s novel is starkly critical of petit bourgeois society and
the central character’s malicious desire to vindicate his feelings of social
and class inadequacy. Von Sternberg’s Professor Rath, on the other
hand, is on the whole sympathetic, a hopeless romantic who falls for a
woman out of his sexual league.

In Mann’s story, women are vital to building the illusions by means of
which men can evade their failure to achieve the class status in which
they are so invested. Rosa Frolich, the book’s singer, is a star because
enough people want to believe there is a star among them, especially
Rath, who profits both financially and psychically from her success.
Mann’s title, translatable as “Professor Garbage” (a taunt his students
use, playing on his name), reminds the reader that Rath is not all he
believes himself to be. Von Sternberg’s change of the title to 7he Blue
Angel signals his shift in emphasis away from these self-delusional dy-
namics of the petit bourgeoisie to the erotics of the cabaret and, met-
onymically, the singer who performs there.

Von Sternberg describes Mann’s story as being about “a teacher fall-
ing in love and marrying a cabaret singer by name of Rosa Frolich with
child, resigning his position and then using his wife to obtain a footing
which enabled him to make a gambling establishment that was to settle
his score with society.” He describes his transformation of the story via
his changes to the female protagonist: “Rosa Frolich would be Lola-
Lola, deprive her of her child, give the pupils intriguing photographs of
her, make her heartless and immoral, invent details that are not in the
book, and best of all change the role of the teacher to show the downfall
of an enamored man.”'¢
the social criticism and substitute a tragic tale of an older man powerless
in the face of an erotically powerful woman with a fickle heart: in short, a
femme fatale. The consequences of this shift for the perception of the
psychical construction of Nazism are enormous.

What von Sternberg effectively did was excise

Von Sternberg’s translation of Rosa into Lola Lola is based on an
archetypal figure of dangerous female sexuality designed by nineteenth-
century Belgian artist Félicien Rops (fig. 14). Von Sternberg has stated
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Fig. 14. Félicien Rops,
“Pornocrates” (etching,
1878). (Collection de la
Communauté Francaise de
Belgique-Dépot au Musée
Félicien ROPS-Namur
[B].)

that in casting the film he searched for an actress to fit this prototype,
looking for “das Ewig-Weibliche” (the eternal feminine) that the part
required,