	
	
	



Question 2: As we approach the 75th anniversary of the liberation of Auschwitz, it seems an appropriate time to reflect upon the events of the 2nd world war. With that in mind, critically discuss and respond to the idea that evil can be explored through the practice of semiology? 
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“You are only numbers. A shot, and the number is gone. Don’t try to escape; the only way to get out of here is

 by the chimney” (Friedman, 1946, p26).  These were the words of a Nazi concentration camp guard, robbing

 the humanity of his victims. Reflecting on the events of the second world war, Doyle (2013) states that out of

 the nine million Jews living in Europe, two-thirds were put to death in concentration camps, firing squads and

 executions. How was it possible for this terrible atrocity to take place and how did the Nazi ideology get the

 support of the German population?



The consensus of a particular group of people entirely depends on those people that collectively arrive at that

 consensus, their characteristics, personalities and qualities will all affect what consensus they will arrive at. This

 means that a different group of people who are deciding on the same thing could reach a completely different

 consensus as they would each have different opinions, qualities and characteristics. Throughout my essay I will

 be exploring the Nazi regime and how this movement, recognised as pure evil by modern society, was so

 heavily supported in Nazi Germany.  In particular, this essay will explore the role of signs and symbols through

 the practice of semiology, to understand how this evil ideology was communicated and spread by the Nazi

 regime.  

In order to understand how such an evil ideology was supported by, and transmitted to, German society, it Is

 crucial to decipher the meaning of evil. Sias (2016) reflects on the historical meaning of evil as ‘badness of any

 kind’, which includes immoral acts by people in society. Specifically referring to the literature on the Third

 Reich, Sias reflects on the evil of the Nazi’s genocide and its instigators. Sias states that, despite the sheer

 death toll, the ‘machine-like' regime characterises the extent of this evil; instigated by the leaders of the

 regime, enforced by commanders and accepted by society. Sias describes the evil of genocide as the way in

 which the victims are seen as ‘living symbols’ of an ideology referring to them as pests or vermin. Koonz (2010)

 states the Nazi regime provided a system for the German people to justify hatred towards Jewish people

 through the use of Nazi symbols to convey this ideology.



Semiotics can take the form of images, words, objects and more. As Eco (1976) explains, semiotics

 Is “concerned with everything that can be taken as a sign". Before highlighting specific examples of how

 semiology was used by the Nazi regime to explore their evil ideology, it is important to first understand how

 evil, itself, can be spread and supported by society.  Kelman and Hamilton (2) discovered that the moral

 compass of individuals could be changed once certain conditions are fulfilled. The first condition is the

 authorization of violence from figures of authority, such as government officials. The second condition is met

 when roles are given to individuals by those in power, thus providing purpose and a job to fulfil, despite the

 evil intent. The last condition is for the victims of atrocities to be dehumanized, by the removal of their human

 rights or personal dignity, such as through the means of ideology. Understanding how these conditions have

 been utilised, for example, through symbols of authority, badges of rank and marks given to those deemed

 inferior, will show how semiology can be abused to explore evil. 



Firstly, the swastika. Balchin (1944) reflects on the power of the swastika and how it came to represent the Nazi

 ideology. Great War veterans utilised the swastika to represent their extreme nationalist party, the symbol was

 also thought to have been used by the Aryan people and their spread throughout Europe and Asia. The symbol

 already had very strong associations with extreme nationalism and the spread of people throughout the world.

  Balchin states that the wide use of the symbol was a product of its versatility, from the national flag to a stand

-alone symbol which was instantly recognisable as representing the Nazi regime. The simplicity of this symbol

 conveyed so much meaning in those who recognised it – symbolising the extreme view of the Nazi society and

 the heinous atrocities they committed in support of spreading Hitler’s mission.



This swastika is renowned for its use in the Nazi flag. The flag was an extremely effective tool at symbolising the

 evil ideology of the Nazi party and acting as a stamp of authority wherever it was flown. Hitler understood the

 significance of this well, knowing that the flag had to work “highly effectively as a poster” (National Museum of

 American History). The flag also incorporated the colour red which communicated authority and power.

 Mundorf and Chen (2006) describe that Hitler stated to his party that, “In red, they would see the movement of

 social ideas, in the white the nationalistic idea and in the swastika the struggle for victory of the Aryan man”.

 The flag and swastika were shown to be very effective as very strong/bold tool for the representation of the

 Nazi party and the evil they were demonstrating.



The swastika also represented the purpose of the movement, belonging and a mission. Under this symbol, the

 Nazi population would be given more roles. The symbol featured on the Nazi uniforms and reminded them of

 their role – the acts they were committing in support of evil were authorized and became part of their routine.

 The German population working under Hitler’s reign and supporting the evil being done were all simply

 fulfilling their routine in the roles they had been assigned to. 



In addition to the strong visual signs of the swastika and Nazi flag, which represented authority, power and the

 routinized order of the regime, there were key semiotic tools employed by the Nazis to dehumanize the

 victims of their atrocities. The primary example of this was the Jewish armband, which all Jews were forced to

 wear. This bright yellow armband, featuring the Star of David in the centre, identified individuals as Jewish.

 These individuals would otherwise seem no different than any other people in society, the armbands gave

 society a reason to persecute the Jews as it reminded them of everything they were told by the Nazi ideology

 of the Jews being inferior and not worthy of equal human rights. Referencing discussions made in Poland

 regarding the Jewish armbands, Gutman notes that it was stated the armbands allowed Germans to “tell from

 a distance whether a woman flirting with him was a Jewess, otherwise he might be beguiled into sinning

 against the purity of the race” (Gutman, 1989, p29). Gutman explains that this strengthened the persecution of

 the Jews by the rest of the society and led to a wide increase in crimes against them. This highlights the Jewish

 armband was incredibly powerful at dehumanizing the Jews and encouraging the evil treatment from the rest

 of society.



The Nazi regime dehumanized its victims by taking away their human rights, removing them from their homes

 and sending them to concentration camps. The Jewish Virtual Library states that, if the Jewish individual wasn’t

 sent straight to the gas chambers, he/she was considered fit for purpose, they would be branded with a

 physical mark and be put to work, The mark was in the form of a tattoo, This symbolized the nefarious

 persecution and oppression of the concentration camps. It reminded the guards that the Jews were inferior

 and akin to cattle ready to systematically slaughtered.

The visual symbols mentioned so far were very effective at transmitting the spread of evil. These signs

 represented power, authority and the dehumanization of victims. Another important of semiology was

 linguistics. The language employed by the Third Reich paints a telling picture of the Nazi’s hatred towards the

 Jews and the power of linguistics as a semiotic tool in spreading an evil rhetoric throughout society. Victor

 Klemperer, a Jewish university professor of Literature, was ousted from his post during the Nazi regime.

 Reflecting on the time prior to the complete segregation of the Jewish community into ghettos, Klemperer

 notes that houses were signposted as judenhaus, if Jewish residents lived there, or judenrein, if the house did

 not have Jewish residents (Klemperer, 2006).



This language was so prevalent throughout Nazi Germany that it acted as an ever-present semiotic tool for the

 Nazis to spread evil throughout society. The dehumanization of words such as these proved to be profoundly

 effective as it separated ‘Aryan’ population and the Jewish people in Germany. The Jews were not seen as

 being entitled to the same human rights as other German citizens; they were, instead, considered to be a

 problem that had to be dealt with. The evil atrocities committed by the Nazis during the second world war

 would not have been possible without the support of the populous.



Jonathan Glover (2012) stated that much of the propaganda against Nazi opponents and victims was comparing

 them to real repulsive forms of life, such as in Nazi films the Jews would be running alongside hordes of rats.

 Glover also mentioned that Hans Frank, once governor of Poland described the country as “full of lice and

 Jews”. This was a common tactic by the Nazis to belittle the Jews, as lice and rats are known to carry diseases,

 they would be referred to as a disease itself. Hilberg (2003) highlights that a Foreign Office Press Chief said

 “The Jewish question is no question of humanity, and it is no question of religion; it is solely a question of

 political hygiene.”



Referral of the Jews as vermin throughout the Nazi command. Himmler referred to “extermination”. The word

 ‘judenrein’ which means clean of Jews. The German fumigation was utlised in the gassing of the jews –

 cleansing operation of vermin.



The visual signs and language used by the Nazis to explore evil was clearly effective, but why was this so

 effective? Humans are social animals and require social skills in order to survive and thrive in society. It could

 be said the majority of interaction in public is determined by societal norms, in terms of what people

 determine to be acceptable and taboo. Along with societal norms, people are raised to understand discipline

 and being obedient to figures of authority. This means that human society can effectively work in unison works

 a goal due to obedience and human norms, people are adept to work in groups. This, however, has the side

-effect that evil can be spread very quickly among society. This is due to the obedience which people are

 accustomed to follow from figures of authority and the social norms in society. This was evident in Nazi

 Germany during the second world war – there was a belief throughout German society that Jews were inferior

 from the Aryan population. There was an understanding that the Jewish race was not pure and should not be

 treated equally. 



The first aspect of human nature is obedience, and was studied in detail in the controversial Stanford Prison

 Experiment, which was operated by Phillip Zimbardo to investigate the topic of obedience and authority.

 Culture Decanted (2014) explains that the evil is something we are now learning that everyone may be capable

 of. Looking in particular at Zimbardo’s experiment, an environment was created so that individuals were given

 the part of prison guards and others as prisoners. The results showed that the guards played too well into their

 roles and appeared to enjoy the power over the prisoners, treating them with contempt and cruelty. This

 revealed that the participants not only obedient to the roles they were given, but they took up on their role

 and used this to justify their actions. The Stanley Milgram experiment also found that participants would go to

 the lengths of hurting others, so long as participants were instructed to do so by a perceived authority figure. 



The second aspect of the effectiveness of semiology in exploring evil is that semiotics has been described as

 “fundamentally cultural in its approach” (Arikli, 2016). The nature of semiotics is that individuals perceive

 symbols to have a particular meaning. However, when signs are used in politics, they can symbolise an

 ideology or hatred towards a particular demographic. This shows that the use of these signs can be used to

 spread evil.



The significance of signs such as these cannot be underestimated when understanding the transmission and

 spread of evil by the Nazi regime. At every opportunity, the ideology and power the regime would be

 communicated by visual or linguistic signs which enforced the Nazi rhetoric – amplifying the authority of the

 party and dampening the voices of its victims. These signs served as a simple communication tool that could be

 spread throughout neighbourhoods, towns and cities, in order to represent Nazi ideology; how society show

 treat those deemed to be inferior and remind them of the absolute power and authority of the Nazi party. 



The widespread use of semiology during the second world war highlights its effectiveness at spreading ideas

 among society. Lardellier (2003) explains the importance of signs as they are able to “form the basis of public

 perceptions and understanding.” The Nazi party understood this and communicated their ideology throughout

 society using visual signs such as the swastika, and linguistic signs such as words describing Jews as vermin.



The information in this essay has shown that semiotics can, indeed, be used to explore evil and that it has been

 very effective at doing so, particularly during the Nazi regime in the second world war.  Looking critically at

 symbols, either visual or linguistic, surely their meaning is determined by each individual’s perception of said

 symbol rather than a symbol which tells them how to behave. This is a particularly interesting topic as it

 attempts to understand why semiotics can be used to explore evil and how this works with human nature.



This prompts the question, could this happen again? With the Pittsburgh massacre in mind and anti-Semitism

 on the rise, It would be naïve to think something like the Nazi brutality couldn’t happen again. Data from the

 FBI website shows (2019) that 57% of the 1,617 anti-religious hate crimes in 2018 were motivated by an

 antisemitic bias. Adela Dubovy, a survivor of the Theresienstadt concentration camp has said Donald Trump “calls

 anybody that he doesn’t like ‘weak’”. Dubovy went on to say that this is Nazi language.



Hilberg (2003) stated that “Jungle theory - War and conflict is inevitable in nature and seen everywhere, it is a

 fact of life" The Nazis used jungle theory as a coping mechanism to deal with the atrocities they committed,

 they felt that the events taking place were inevitable and they was grateful to be on the side that was winning.

 This shows that semiotics is simply a tool that can be used – or abused – to transmit evil in society. In order to

 avoid this happening again, society must keep a close eye on the use of symbols which are used to represent

 certain ideologies. The idea of labels is inherently dehumanizing and this essay has explained that semiotics,

 when used to explore evil, is very effective at doing so.
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