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[bookmark: _Hlk151142955][bookmark: _Hlk151190353][bookmark: _Hlk151190474]Politics significantly impacts archaeology, from obtaining funding to securing access to archaeological sites to deciding how discoveries and interpretations are disseminated. If not adequately addressed, archaeological research can be exploited to reinforce and justify nationalistic and racist ideologies (The Guardian, 2017; The Conversation, 2019).  This essay will provide evidence that confirms archaeology is indeed a political practice by focusing on the Ahnenerbe organisation founded by the National Socialist German Workers' Party or Nazi party regime in the 1930s following Hitler's rise to power (Britannica, 2023a).  The Nazi regime manipulated archaeology to promote nationalist propaganda, primarily through the Ahnenerbe organisation (Yad Vashem, 2023).  The essay explores the historical background of German nationalism and the rise of racial ideology, which led to the establishment of the Nazi Party and the Ahnenerbe. It further delves into how archaeological research was manipulated to fit the political views and nationalist ideology of the Nazi party and how it was used to justify territorial expansion. Finally, the essay concludes by reflecting on archaeology's role in the Ahnenerbe, its impact, and the lessons that can be learned.
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Description automatically generated]To understand Germany during this period, it is essential to examine how nationalism rose before and after the First World War and its impact on the political landscape.  German nationalism started much earlier with Gobineau's 1853 'Essay on the Inequality of Human Races' (Internet Archive, 2014) and gained momentum after forming the first German Reich in 1871 (Gov.Uk, 2021; Young, 2002).  In the early 1900s, the German Kaiser (Pic 1) (BBC, 2014) provided military officers with a book by the Germanophile Houston Chamberlain that reignited interest in Gobineau's work. This led to the growth of nationalism and antisemitism, as Chamberlain argued that interacting with Jews could make a German Jewish (Woodroffe, 1981, pp. 143-144; Young, 2002).  There was opposition to the nationalist views. For example, a prehistorian and anthropologist, Rudolf Virchow, countered these views and disagreed with the notion of Germans as a superior race (Arnold, 2006).
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Description automatically generated]After the First World War, the Treaty of Versailles imposed military limitations and financial reparations on Germany, paving the way for right-wing nationalist ideologies (Pic 2)  to thrive (The Holocaust Explained, 2023).  The Nazis exploited the low morale and economic struggles to promote their nationalist agenda of Aryan supremacy, and one of the most significant methods they achieved was through archaeology (Holocaust Encyclopaedia, 2023a; Bouchard, 2011).  Preconceived notions about archaeology, influenced by prehistorians like Gustaf Kossina (Pic 3), shaped Nazi ideology (Oxford Reference, 2023a).  Kossina stressed the importance of studying the ancestors of Germans, which he conveyed through various written works (Young, 2002).  Kossina's 1911 publication ‘German Prehistory: An Outstanding National Discipline’ caused controversy for politicising the field of archaeology, as did his theory of ‘Siedlungsarchaologie’ or settlement archaeology (Klejn, 2008, pp. 312-327; Trigger, 1967) which became doctrine under the Nazis (Harke, 2014).  Kossina's idea that German artefacts found through archaeology could establish historical rights to a territory appealed to the Nazis (Christensen, 2010).  The 'Kulturkreis' theory identified the ethnic backgrounds of ancient Germans, rationalising the Nazis' false assertions of German lineage and acquisition of European lands (Young, 2002).  The Nazis considered prehistory research a pivotal area to validate their supremacist Aryan ideology (Maischberger, 2002). The Nazis refused to comply with the terms of the Versailles Treaty and instead demanded the unification of all Germans. Their nationalist ideology supported equal rights only for individuals of German descent, while Jewish people were stripped of their citizenship. Furthermore, strict immigration restrictions were imposed on non-Germans. Party membership was limited to those of pure Aryan lineage, and spouses were required to be of pure Aryan descent (Jewish Virtual Library, 2023).   The Nazi party recognised the power of propaganda in reinforcing their policies of racial purity. However, they needed [image: A person in a suit standing next to a person in a podium

Description automatically generated]the authority of the academic world of prehistoric archaeology to lend credibility to their arguments.
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Description automatically generated]Therefore, the Nazi Party had to convince, coerce and recruit academic scholars to further their policies.  Pre-1933, prehistoric archaeology was underfunded and considered less important than Classical archaeology and Egyptology. After 1933, research was only possible if it aligned with Nazi ideology promoting race over class and excluding inferior individuals. The Nazis viewed archaeology as a propaganda tool to promote their ideology (Arnold, 2006; Young, 2002).  Within the Nazi Party, there were two leading organisations concerned with archaeological research, namely the Amt Rosenberg, run by Alfred Rosenberg (Pic 4) and Ahnenerbe (Pic 5) (Arnold, 1990).  Until the end of World War II, there was a prolonged struggle between the Amt Rosenberg and the Ahnenerbe to gain control over Nazi archaeology (Lang, 2000, pp.66-139).  Heinrich Himmler (Pic 6) was the head of the SS (About Holocaust, 2022) and the second most powerful person in Nazi Germany (Britannica, 2023b).  Himmler had garnered an interest in Germany’s prehistory earlier on in life and now had the power to progress this (Pringle, 2006, p. 16), which he did through the formation of the Ahnenerbe.  Archaeology's objectives, as defined by Himmler, were to demonstrate the supposed superiority of Germans and their Germanic ancestors throughout human civilisation (Lang, 2000, pp.66-139 ).  The Ahnenerbe was founded in 1935 as a research institute of the SS Race and Settlement Main Office (Weingartner, 1971) by Himmler, Richard Walther Darre (Pic 7), [image: A close-up of a person

Description automatically generated]a Nazi ideologist, and Dr Herman Wirth (Pic 8), a renowned prehistorian in Germany. It became one of the most prominent non-academic research organisations during the Third Reich (Mahsarski, 2014).  The goal of the Ahnenerbe was ‘to promote the science of ancient intellectual history’ (Pringle, 2006, p. 50-51).  The institute aimed to uncover and share evidence of Germany's ancestors' accomplishments and activities dating back to the Old Stone Age (Pringle, 2006, pp. 2-3).  The Ahnenerbe were able to manipulate archaeological findings to fit their agenda by focusing on prehistory, which lacked written records and was more open to interpretation and abuse (Maischberger, 2002). The Nazi propaganda aimed to instil an Aryan mindset in Germans through distorted cultural heritage and the misuse of archaeology, guided by Ahnenerbe's five tenets. These included Kossina’s Kulturkreise theory, the social diffusion theory, the pure German man, world view sciences, and the fifth was a goal of secrecy (Bouchard, 2011).  Despite emphasising the historic mission of the German people, Adolf Hitler ridiculed Himmler’s obsession with it (Arnold, 1990).  Himmler endorsed Archaeology to advance the Nazi ideological agenda, which focused on Germanic culture. This politicised prehistoric archaeology like never before. A major political party sought the support of archaeologists, giving them national-level opportunities to serve their country. This led to increased funding for research and promotion of the growth of archaeology, and German prehistory saw the creation of eight new chairs from 1933 to 1935 (Hare, 2015, pp. 137-156; Arnold, 1990).  According to Arnold (1990), the academic community's response to the Nazi regime can be classified into three categories: first, those who were loyal to the Nazi party, such as Herman Wirth; second, the majority who remained passive; and third, those who opposed and suffered from victimisation by the Nazi regime.  According to Lang (pp.66-139, 2000), many renowned scholars and archaeologists joined the Ahnenerbe organisation. In the 1930s, German archaeology was respected by British archaeologists but also criticised for political abuse (Young, 2002).  Gaining support from the academic community was crucial, and prehistoric archaeology proved to be the most effective area for their propaganda because of its potential for misinterpretation. The Ahnenerbe was primarily driven by Himmler and his dedication to the Nazi party's ideology.
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Description automatically generated]Under Himmler's leadership, the Ahnenerbe adopted a multidisciplinary approach, and scholars, including archaeologists, were urged to publish their work in support of Nazi propaganda. The organisation used various mediums such as posters, advertisements, and magazines to visually depict ancient symbols, artefacts, and scenes as part of Aryan history. They spread their biased narrative through lectures and articles aimed at aligning with their ideological objectives (Christensen, 2010).  Schools (Pic 9) were obliged and pressured to fulfil the educational goals of the Nazi Party (USHMM, 2023).  Significant changes occurred in the field of German prehistory during this time. Several new institutes were established for prehistory and rune research, and funding for prehistoric excavations increased exponentially across Germany and Eastern Europe. Additionally, numerous museums specialising in prehistory, such as those in Freiburg and Lake Constance, were established during this time. Publications like Germanen-Erbe (Pic 10) and archaeological films were also produced. The German public eagerly joined prehistory organisations (Arnold, 1990; Young, 2002).  The Ahnenerbe's early projects were largely pseudo-scientific, including script and symbol studies exploring ancient meanings (Lang, 2000, pp. 66-139; Pringle, 2006, p.54) and researching ancient Aryan gathering spots which the Nazis intended to use for public rallies (Christensen, 2010).  In 1938, Himmler transferred the SS Excavations Department to the Ahnenerbe. The department was responsible for financing and supervising archaeological excavations across Germany, aiming to showcase German research and provide scientific training to SS members in uncovering Germany's ancient past. The Excavations Department funded eighteen excavations, including discovering an ancient hill fortress at Alt-Christburg in Prussia and a significant Viking trading post at Haithabu in northern Germany (Pringle, 2006, pp. 44-49). The Ahnenerbe organisation conducted multiple expeditions to trace the origins of the Aryan race. One of its most noteworthy expeditions was in 1938 when five researchers, including anthropologist Bruno Berger and zoologist Ernst Schafer, [image: A group of men sitting around a table

Description automatically generated]went to Tibet (as shown in Pics 11, 12 & 13) to study and document the characteristics of the local population (Rogers, 2000; BBC, 2021).
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Description automatically generated]The Ahnenerbe were involved in looting items they construed as German origin from Polish and Russian museums (McCann, 1988).  Art and artefacts were stolen from museums and churches in Cracow in a large-scale operation that involved Peter Paulsen, an archaeologist. Also, Herbert Jankuhn and Karl Kersten, both archaeologists, stole archaeological artefacts from Ukraine (Hare, 2014).  In 1940, Herbert Jankuhn (Pic 14) assumed the position of the Head of the Prehistory and Excavations Section (Lang, 2000, pp. 66-139). During the German occupation of territories, archaeologists took control of artefacts citing ancient descriptions of Germanic expansion and Nazi victories to justify their actions. In 1939, after Poland's defeat, Herbert Jankuhn claimed that Poles were not the original inhabitants of their land and that their leaders' genealogies had German origins. Some archaeologists are suspected of having collaborated with the Nazi regime to advance their research interests, taking advantage of the fact that they were dispatched to newly conquered territories. (Hare, 2014).  The Nazi ideology, fuelled by notions of imperialism, nationalism, and racism, relied on the concept of Lebensraum, or 'living space', for its military campaigns and racial policies (Holocaust Encyclopaedia, 2023b).  The Ahnenerbe used archaeology for propaganda purposes, supporting their ideology and territorial expansion through actions like the invasions of Poland and Czechoslovakia (Arnold, 1990).
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Description automatically generated]The Ahnenerbe was a large, well-funded, multi-disciplinary organisation of which archaeologists were only one discipline. Still, they were tainted by being associated with the abhorrent actions of other fields, such as Professor August Hirt (Pic 15), an anatomist who was involved in the murder of eighty-six people (Lachman, 1977).  These were to become exhibits in a ‘museum of skulls and skeletons of an extinct race’ (The Times of Israel, 2023).   Himmler used Ahnenerbe’s research to justify the Holocaust, for example, Herbert Jankuhn’s interpretation of the Iron Age bog bodies found in Northern Europe that he claimed were killed due to being homosexuals (Pringle, 2006, pp. 5-7).  The party knew the need to convince and educate the German population about their politics and racial ideologies to create a new Germany through every aspect of their daily lives.  Scholarly endeavours such as archaeology and anthropology contributed to this in searching for the non-existent Aryan race theories.  This allowed the Ahnenerbe archaeologists to take advantage and carry out the systematic looting of new territories.  The Ahnenerbe was involved in war crimes to further the regime’s politics, and the archaeologists and German archaeology as a discipline were complicit by association.

[bookmark: _Hlk151195687][bookmark: _Hlk151142519][bookmark: _Hlk151195922][bookmark: _Hlk151196017][bookmark: _Hlk151196084]In conclusion, the archaeologists involved in the Ahnenerbe were complicit in providing manipulated evidence for the Nazi regime's propaganda for their racial ideologies and politics. Germany had a history of nationalist and racial ideology even before the First World War. Following their defeat, the country became vulnerable, providing an opportune time for a political party with such strong agendas to emerge as countries experiencing internal turmoil are more susceptible to political exploitation.  The Nazi regime utilised archaeology to propagate nationalistic fervour, legitimise territorial expansion, and justify heinous acts against humanity. In the past, prehistory as a discipline did not receive significant interest. However, with the involvement of Ahenenerbe, many archaeologists took advantage of the opportunity to improve their academic and social reputations and status. It is difficult to believe that those archaeologists who remained silent during the manipulation of research were unaware of what was happening. Their silence only furthered the problem.  Today’s aspiring archaeologists need to learn about this period in German history. This knowledge can help them comprehend the potential effects of political and nationalist prejudices on the field. It is crucial to be mindful of how these influences impact archaeological research.  Archaeology should remain neutral and avoid political debates, and it is essential to remain impartial despite external forces.
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