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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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The Study of Semiotics focuses on the use and interpretation of signs and symbols and how meaning is created from them, rather than what they actually are. This is then broken down into different groups or terminology such as the signified, signifier and signs, (Azcarate, 2017).  Evil is commonly defined as being something that is immoral, or something that is harmful and destructive to others or the planet. It is also considered to be something that is detrimental to our happiness or something that causes suffering or pain (Meister, 2012). Evil can be explored further through the use of semiology, by deconstructing why certain signs or symbols are used, or the reason for the use of certain language, gestures and behaviours (Hodge, 2016).  On the 1st of September 1939, Adolf Hitler’s Nazi party of Germany invaded Poland, leading Britain and France to declare the start of a long, destructive war that would go on until the 2nd of September 1945 (Gilbert, 2014). In this time the world would bear witness to one of history’s most horrific genocides at the hands of Adolf Hitler; driven by his ideology and a racist obsession that Jewish people were an inferior race, a threat to Germany and needed to be eliminated (Mifflin, 2001.) Using Semiotics, I will explore these events in detail, deconstructing and analysing the lengths that were taken by Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party to inflict fear into their enemy, whilst pursuing their evil crusade for global domination. Through the use of signs, symbols, gestures, language and behaviour (Theis, 2012), I will be reflecting and critically analysing the past events of World War Two through the practice of semiology. I will do this by looking closely at the uniforms that were worn by the Nazi army and Hitler himself; as well as the behaviour, gestures and overall appearance of the Nazis. I will also be deconstructing the methods, terminology and language that were used by Hitler and his army to gain power and cause fear. 
I’ll be discussing the concentration camps that were constructed as well as the dehumanisation of the Jewish people, Hitler’s understanding of public speaking and the importance of how he was able to brainwash the German people in to believing he was Germany’s saviour. Finally, I will be discussing the Nazi adaptation of symbols and the hidden meanings behind them, along with the evil Nazi ideology and anti-Semitism that allowed the murder of millions of innocent people and brought the whole world to war. 

Ferdinand de Saussure Founded what is now known as Semiotics or Semiology, which later grew in popularity in 1960 thanks to the work of Roland Barthes. (Gasparov, 2013). As previously mentioned, semiotics studies the use of signs and how they are interpreted, which in theory alludes to semiotics being used to study anything that can be used to lie (Torkild, Sorensen, 2017). If a Sign is anything that can be used to communicate, this leaves it open for an abundance of motives and meanings. For example, if you take the image of a swastika— an ancient symbol used throughout many cultures across the world as a symbol of peace and hope, the name derives from Sanskrit and translates conductive to well-being (Nakagaki, p. 218).  This symbol was irreparably tarnished for rest of time when Adolf Hitler’s adaptation was used as the central element of his nefarious Nazi party and flew high on each and every one of their flags in the colours of red, white and black. These colours were selected by no accident: red is often a colour that associated with power, fear, fire and seduction (McLeod, 2006), the very things that Hitler smothered his country in. Standing in front of the crowds of German people wearing the swastika proudly on his arm, he promised to bring back stability and create new jobs for the  people. This was nothing but a smokescreen to allow him to wave his blood-stained flags in every war rally, concentration camp and over the corpses of innocent Jewish people, which in effect gave an evil new connotation to the swastika. 

“Germany, awake!” (Michaund, Lloyd, 2004) this call rang out across a nation in turmoil after a devastating loss that resulted in the signing of an armistice that ended the first world war in 1918, (Woods, 2019).  The cry sounded amongst the people for salvation, created by a man that understood the power of imagery and propaganda. He cultivated a fictional version of himself that portrayed him as a saviour to the people, a god amongst men and most of all, a man that could rebuild Germany (Ullrich, 2018). This man was Adolf Hitler, a true demagogue promising to restore prosperity, balance and modernisation to Germany and its people (Kershaw, 2008). No stone was left unturned when it came to the deceptive details of Hitler’s public appearances, every aspect of each rally was carefully staged and managed to ensure he resonated confidence and power (Hook, 2011). This can be broken down in greater detail by using semiotics, records of Hitler’s speeches show that he himself is deliberately using silence before delivering the speech to build tension and create suspense amongst the crowds (Delige and Wiggins, 2006). He would be dressed in a strict military uniform to create a sense of authority amongst the people ensuring that they knew the seriousness of his presence, this was also an effective way to display his rank within his self-made hierarchy. He was often seen carrying a whip which is widely considered a sign of dominance that also suggests the possibility of punishment (Cirlot, 2013).  To accompany this persona, he would carefully prepare a speech of misleading lies and disturbing myths that he would vomit from his mouth with such conviction that the people would be mesmerised (Mitchell, 2007). Hitler’s anti-Semitism would later form the foundation of his ideology paving the way for his racist crusade to create a superior race and complete his evil quest for world domination (Rosenbaum, 2011).

The year of 1940 marked a monumental advancement for Hitler and his Nazi party, taking control of Western Europe led to the development of numerous concentration camps (Stargardt, 2015). These would later become poignant symbols across the world to remind us of the immoral heinous acts that would be endured by its innocent inmates. One of the most symbolic camps was Auschwitz, located in Poland, it was originally constructed to detain Polish citizens, anti-Nazi activists, resistance members and even politicians (Wunschmann, 2015). However, it wasn’t long before Auschwitz would become the main playground for Hitler’s ruthless organisation Schutzstaffel, more commonly known as the SS. The word Schutzstaffel translates to ‘protective echelon’ which is fitting when you consider they were initially a small group of personal bodyguards to Hitler himself (Zachary, 2016). The abbreviation SS would become one of the most feared across Europe, draped in Jet black uniform their  whole appearance radiated death and evil— the colour black is often associated with fear and power (Russel, 2012), when discussing death as an entity it is often written or illustrated wearing the colour black (Goodwyn, 2012). Death in many cultures is considered the most powerful of things, it is the only thing that can’t be cheated, it doesn’t discriminate as we all have to experience it at some point. Because of this, it is widely feared as it truly is inevitable. Black is the darkest of colours and darkness is often considered to be the last thing you see when you die (Heindel, 2003) this is considered a terrifying prospect to some people as it sounds so final. The uncertainty and mystery that both death and darkness share can be frightening, which is also the reason black, is often associated with evil. The SS considered themselves an elite force amongst all of humankind, they quite literally saw themselves as great a force as death itself, the only exception being, unlike death they did discriminate (Goldsworthy, 2019), anyone who stood in the way of the Nazi ideal would be exterminated. The SS oath was ‘loyalty is my honour’ (Goldsworthy, 2010), these words held them accountable, ensuring they would never stray away from Hitler’s Ideology. The SS emblem was depicted as a pair of identical thunder bolts positioned symmetrically side by side, purposely resembling the abbreviation SS. The thunderbolt is often considered a symbol of punishment to humans from the gods, also closely similar in behaviour to that of a missile being dropped from a war plane with catastrophic impact on anything it hits (Sibley, 2009). In some cultures, it’s also associated with destruction of ignorance. The SS would have considered anyone who did not believe in their ideology as being ignorant and a threat resulting in eligibility for murder. In Greek mythology, Zeus was depicted as the god of thunder (Graves, 2014) and referred to as the king of all gods. With all this considered, its evident that the Hitler and the Nazis intentionally created this image to exude power and elicit fear around them whilst supporting their egotistic self-absorbed code that they were superior, god-like men.

 Despite what most movies portray It is no easy task to kill another human (Grossman, 2014), with that said it is an even greater task to receive the support of a whole nation when you’re your mission is mass genocide. Because of this, Hitler and his men devised a sinister plot to dehumanise their enemies, this for the large part would be anti-Semitism, placing Jewish people quite literally in the firing line (Nicosia, 2008). The Jewish people were quickly labelled as rats or ‘untermenshen’ which translates to ‘subhuman’ (Smith, 2011). By using such terminology, it begins to justify cruel behaviours and genocide. Dehumanization is an evil, but effective technique that would have dissociated Germans from Jews, by stripping the Jewish people of their human rights and labelling them as creatures often considered as vermin, filthy, dirty creatures, with no purpose other than spreading disease and consuming what’s not theirs (Hovell, 2013). This opens the doors for the right to exterminate the Jewish people as it creates a justified cause for doing so. The Nazi ideology was that these Jews were preventing Germany from prospering and posed a threat to humanity, the country needed to be cleansed and to do so the rats would need to be exterminated (Sait, 2019). By dehumanising the Jewish people, it lessens the possibility of a guilty conscience and prevents any emotional association towards the Jews, it is wrong to kill a human, but it is morally ok to exterminate a rat.  The term subhuman is just as effective terminology used by the Nazis to justify killing innocent Jews, human societies have always had a hierarchy system with a god or a divine being at the top, humans to follow, then anything else would be considered unequal (Hart, Boff, Berry, 2006). This term Sub human causes the Jews to be exempt from any moral obligation or humane laws that binds mankind. (Johnson 2015), in effect creating an opportunity for the Nazis to murder the Jews with no emotional obligation.

As previously mentioned, Auschwitz would become one of the most notorious concentration camps in the world, it is a symbol of pure evil and when you look closely into the grotesque acts that were carried out inside the walls you can see why. Housing eight fully functioning gas chambers and forty-six ovens, constructed with only one evil intention in mind: to murder innocent people. With the capability to dispose of four thousand and four hundred corpses per day, you begin to see the sheer volume of people that could be murdered at this death camp. Roughly twenty-three thousand children were registered at the camp, all of which would have been sent to death, worked as salves or used for inhumane scientific experiments. (Spitz, 2005). A total of 1.1 million people were killed at Auschwitz in the 5 years it was operational (Nyiszli, 2012). Treated like cattle for the slaughter (Gillespie, 2018), each person that was registered at the camp would receive a numeral tattoo on the forearm to identify them, stripping them of their human identity, as well as shaving all body hair, starving them and neglecting their nutritional needs. All of this contributed to the evil dehumanisation process. By making the Jews look less human, it supported the ideology that they were subhuman. (Smith, 2011). A large portion of the operations at Auschwitz were overseen by the deluded SS doctor Josef Mengele. With the freedom to carry out any medical experiments he desired; his procedures were nothing short of pure evil. He would deliberately infect innocent Jews with diseases to document the progress, or inject dye in to the eyeballs of inmates in the hope of altering the eye colour (Spitz, 2005). Mengele was given the fitting nickname The Angel of Death, because of the pure enjoyment he received from  standing  on the platform watching the trains arrive, before he would  divide the innocent Jewish people in to separate groups determining their fate, between the option of being sent to the gas chamber immediately for death or alternatively sent to work as slaves (Klar, Lily, 2015). The Angel of Death appears in the Hebrew bible as an entity sent to murder enemies (Guiley,2004). The knowledge of this allows you to understand the connotation between the bible’s angel of death and Josef Mengele’s nickname.

To conclude it is evident that through the use of semiotic analysis to critically discuss and explore the idea of evil, focusing on the extent that the demagogue Hitler and his malefic Nazi party went to in order to spread their evil ideology and delusional myths (Goldsworthy, 2019). By using cleverly managed stage presence, well-rehearsed speeches, a great understanding of public appearance and image (Hook, 2011). Hitler was successful in exploiting the vulnerable German people in ties of turmoil, misleading them through the false promise of delivering their ambitions and desires, (Kershaw, 2008). In effect, this gained him their support that would enable him and his immoral army to embark on his evil crusade spreading fear and destruction across Europe. The sheer lack of empathy and remorse towards the innocent Jewish victims that were wrongfully enslaved, grotesquely experimented on or brutally murdered only emphasises the absence of human conscience within Hitler and the Nazi’s (Spitz, 2005).  He successfully dehumanised the Jewish people through his anti-Semitism ideal (Smith, 2011), allowing his Nazi party to carry out one of history’s most horrific mass genocides (Rosenbaum, 2011). All of this knowledge supports the conclusion that the world witnessed first-hand Hitter’s idea of evil. ‘Germany awake!’ (Michaund, Lloyd, 2004) and the whole world woke.
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