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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?


What is evil? ‘Evil comes from a failure to think’ (Arendt, 2006) suggesting that one can diminish the acts of evil through thought and reflection. The concept of evil can be seen in many different ways, whether it be from bad intentions or immoral acts. We all perceive the notion of evil differently, even though we are directed and guided down an avenue of what is ‘right’ and what is ‘wrong’ (Mackie, 1990). The exploration of evil can be performed with semiotics, through the study of signs and symbols. This allows us to delve deeper below the surface to unravel an images true meaning. 1939 saw the start of the second world war with Adolf Hitler’s army invading Poland, which led to one of the biggest mass exterminations in world history, controlled by the Nazi ideology and anti-Semitic system. By using the study of semiotics, I will reflect upon the tragic events of the second world war and deconstruct Hitler’s and the Nazi party’s ideology through the use of signs, symbols, behaviour, language and mannerisms. Moreover, I will be analysing and exploring the Nazi’s evil plan to colonize Central and Eastern Europe. 

Semiotics is the study of signs and symbols and their use of interpretation; signs are created and are determined by two parts. Roland Barthes reveals that we can dismantle signs by ‘breaking up the message into two semantic systems’ (Barthes, 1977). These two systems mentioned are the ‘signifier’ and the ‘signified’. The label signifier indicates the physical form of the sign for instance words, things we hear and also images that create communication. On the other hand, the signified is a cultural or social concept that the signifier refers to. Symbolic signs would come under the signifier due to the fact that they do not resemble the signified, they must be learned through time. Terms such as ‘connoted’ are discussed by Barthes which serve as the range of cultural and social meanings of something, ‘denoted’ being the literal meaning of something (Barthes, 1977). To discuss these terms further, I will deconstruct the Nazi rendition of the Swastika analysing the cultural and social impact on modern society.

Roy Baumeister interestingly suggests, ‘Evil exists primarily in the eye of the beholder, especially in the eye of the victim.’ (Baumeister, 1999) which further relates to as previously mentioned how everyone perceives ‘Evil’ in their own way. The Swastika in our modern society can be seen as a symbol of pure evil, this is due to the Nazi rendition of the symbol that once represented ‘good fortune’ (BBC, 2014). Alterations made by Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party abolished the true meaning of the Swastika. The colours used in the Nazi Swastika are red, black, and white which depicts the symbol as a metonym as it encompasses, blood, fire, anger and violence through the colour red. Whilst black connotes power, strength, authority and death (Biggam, 2011). All of which Hitler and his Nazi party employed into Germany. Nazi Germany had the symbol littered through the streets, as banners were placed high up on buildings, embroidered on uniform and placed on tall flag posts. This helped Hitler look more prominent when showing himself in public, as he would often be stood on a platform which made him taller than everyone else. Machin implies we ‘associate size with power and status’ (Machin, 2007). Which gives the connotation that looking up at someone has a metaphor of them being more superior.
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                              Scene from Star Wars, The Force Awakens, 2017



The exploration of pop culture in film, in this case ‘Star Wars’, we can see how the ‘first order’ has been influenced by the Nazi regime. Studying the logo in the image above, we see the colour black and red being used, which again represents power, authority, fear and fire. (Zantides, 2019). These colours were chosen with a bold and simple design due to the fact that Hitler effectively used his Swastika as a symbol of fear, terror and power during the second world war. The ideologies of Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party would have been explored to ensure the theme of evil and power throughout the ‘first order’. Kahn asks the question ‘is the field of battle the scene of virtue or evil?’ (Kahn, 2010) Interestingly, this suggests the connotation of evil depends on the circumstances of the actions and whether they are morally right or wrong. Viewing the image above shows the leader standing above his troops, this connotes him having more authority and power than those below him. Adolf Hitler’s reign over Germany explores the idea that he became a symbol himself, the reason being he represents the concept of what we think about when we hear the word evil (Nys, Wijze, 2019). Creators of ‘Star Wars’ have successfully mimicked signs, behaviours, and language used by Hitler, in the creation of the ‘supreme leader’, especially language. How the character is addressed, ‘supreme leader’, very much resembles how Hitler was addressed being ‘Fuhrer’ connoting leader. Fernande Saint-Martin defines a basic element of visual language as an ‘abstractive process’ that is needed for the ‘purpose of analysis’ (Martin, 1990) taking from this we can see how the creators of the film analysed and took ideas from the Nazi regime to create evil through their character. Syntax aside, the comparison of Hitler and the supreme leader is clear as both signify the concept of evil. 

Throughout the second world war Hitler and his Nazi party spread their beliefs and ideologies into the German people. 1933 Marked the gain of power by the Nazi party and proved a time, where Adolf Hitler needed to make advancements in gaining support of his ‘ideals’ and ‘mythology’ (Barthes, 1993). The Nazi message successfully communicated itself through the use of propaganda, under mediums such as posters, radio, books and film. Using semiotics, we can explore the means in which Adolf Hitler presented himself to the people, and how he shaped his ideologies into the German public. Jews were at the forefront of Hitler’s evil reign as he labelled them as subhuman, creating the hatred of this community. Wieviorka illustrates ‘evil is linked with suffering, which can be both physical and mental’, this signifies that Hitler used evil acts to diminish the Jewish society through words and behaviour (Wieviorka, 2012). Posters emerged onto the streets of colonised Germany, they used strong bold text within the designs, which signifies the emphasis on the message the Nazi party put across. The clever use of typography used in Nazi propaganda allowed Hitler to manipulate peoples view of the Jews, once achieved, this made his evil endeavours uncomplicated and effortless. However, Thomas Nys remarks ‘an extremely wrong action cannot be evil if the person who performed that action mistakenly thought that it was morally permissible.’ (Nys, Wijze, 2019). Understanding this gives the impression that if Adolf Hitler thought his behaviour was morally justified for the betterment of his country, then this statement would suggest that Hitler did not do evil. 
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                                          Nazi propaganda poster, 1943


Through studying the image above we see a Nazi propaganda poster conveying the message ‘Der ist schuld am kreige!’, which translates to ‘The war is his fault.’ The memo is clear and speaks with strong certainty that this is a true statement. Hitler’s hatred and anti-Semitic views on the Jewish people are clearly displayed throughout this image. Using semiotics, we can deconstruct the different cultural aspects of the image as well as the different ‘social languages’ in greater detail (Gee, 2005). The gesture pointing toward the individual acts as a sign to convey blame. It directs the viewer into thinking the war is at fault of the Jews. Furthermore, the text that supports the image acts as an anchorage to make the message more apparent. We also see the character quivering in his stance and is submissive in his expressions, this signifies the idea of guilt or fear, which displays him as weak and inferior. (Reiman, 2008). It was Adolf Hitler’s aim to achieve this so that others would perceive the Jewish community in the same way. As mentioned before the colour black is linked to evil and hatred, but also power and authority. In the poster above the subject is seen wearing a black coat, further adding to the Nazi’s ideology and myths of Jews being evil, which resulted in the hatred of a culture. However, Hitler created the SS in 1925 and chose the colour of the uniform to be black. The SS originally acted as personal bodyguards to Hitler and were feared by many across the globe. The uniforms represented authority, stature and signified power, a very different connotation to the coat worn in the image above. The subject is also seen wearing a Star of David with the word ‘Jude’ in the centre, meaning ‘Jew’ The badge allowed Hitler to single out the Jewish community, people could easily be distinguished on the streets as a Jew or non-Jew. This separation can be seen as a symbol of humiliation or as a target for attacks. This act can be perceived as evil as it involves labelling certain people, giving the impression that those are less significant and are of less importance. David L Smith states ‘Even though evil people resemble human beings, they have lost the inner spark that makes one human’ this implies that Adolf Hitler was less than human which could symbolise the reason for his irrational ideology. (Smith, 2011).
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                       Propaganda poster, conveying Hitler’s ‘greatness’, 1934 


1932 saw Joseph Goebbels become the director of propaganda, his propaganda viewed Jews as the reason for starting the war. This in turn caused the acceptance of violence against the Jewish community. However, not all of Goebbels propaganda involved evil depiction of Jews. The Nazi party also created propaganda to cover up their horrific mass genocide. Furthermore, these posters also symbolised the greatness of their leader, this leader being Adolf Hitler. The image above shows one of the Nazi propaganda posters during their reign in Germany. Through the use of semiology, we can delve deeper into the image to analyse and deconstruct the connotations within. Evil can also be explored throughout this poster, as we are able to interpret how aspects of the design mask the horrific ideologies and truths of the Nazi party’s ventures. Evans mentions that ‘A lie may appear to be true, but it will have a hidden sense’ (Evans, 1990). This signifies the lies the Nazi party orchestrated and how they told them as truths. The subject being Hitler is seen wearing armour resembling the mythical tale of the ‘knight in shining armour’ (Sinkević, 2006). The armour signifies him as being a hero, who has saved the people of Germany from the loss of the first world war. White is portrayed throughout the image along with the colour red. Gage suggests white symbolises ‘purity’ and ‘innocence’ which we know is the opposite of Hitler’s ideology (Gage, 1999). The use of ‘hyperbole’ throughout the use of this colour aids the Nazi party’s lies to gain support from their actions. (Claridge, 2010). Hitler’s armour in this poster also symbolises protection and safety, creating a cloak for the evil the Nazi party represents. Mark Rich implies that evil can be simply masked and ‘used to recruit the public into a very cleverly disguised program of torture and murder’ (Rich, 2008). this relates to the processes of Nazi propaganda and symbolises their plan of mass genocide. Adolf Hitler’s stature is strong as he holds the Swastika high and proud, which signifies the Nazi party’s authority. The hints of red on the flag can be perceived in two different ways, one being the symbolisation of war, strength and power, whilst the other being the passion, desire and love. (Berger, 1972). The second being Hitler’s love and passion for his ideologies and the first being, Hitler’s and his Nazi party’s crusade to exterminate the Jewish community. 

June of 1940 saw the opening of Auschwitz, the largest Nazi concentration camp, which stands as a symbol of the horrific acts Adolf Hitler and his Nazi party inflicted on its guiltless prisoners. These prisoners consisted of Poles, Gypsies, Soviet POW’s and most of all Jews. The camp embodies the symbol of evil, due to 1.1 million people being estimated to have been murdered in the camps existence throughout the second world war. The gross number of people relentlessly murdered signifies the evil of the Nazi party and their ‘Fuhrer’. Baumeister interestingly mentions that ‘Labels like Evil and the Enemy are actually abstractions.’ (Baumeister, 1999) Which suggests that evil and enemy exist only as ideas and implies that they can be perceived differently depending on what side we sit on. Hitler views his enemy as evil, so does Churchill, both have different views on the concept, bringing truth to the idea. The mass killings were part of Adolf Hitler’s ‘Final Solution’ (Arendt, 2006). The language used within the name of the plan can be depicted as evil due to the fact that ‘solution’ signifies the end of a problem or difficult situation (Cambridge Dictionary), this being the end of the Jewish problem. Each inmate in the camp was stripped of their personal belongings and clothes whilst given striped pyjamas. This act can be deconstructed to unravel the use of evil within this concept. The clothing given out was identical throughout the camp which gave the sense of vulnerability symbolising the loss of human identity. Relating to this, the book Fashion, Culture, and Identity by Fred Davis talks about how what we wear gives us identity, as he mentions, ‘the balance or imbalance registered communicates something real about the wearer’s identity’ (Davis, 1994). The Nazi ideology created new connotations of how humans can make others feel inferior and weak through the use of evil actions. Semiology can be used when deconstructing the tattoo’s given to the prisoners of Auschwitz, as it signifies a new identity, which dehumanises a person, making the mass killings seem more justified, this then brings a new concept to the word evil. Furthermore, the Nazi’s and Hitler’s SS kept their prisoners inside barbed fencing resembling a cage. This symbolises people being treated like animals, trapped in an enclosure waiting to be slaughtered. The denotation of a fence signifies a barrier or a wall, which connotes a defence and acts as a safeguard to protect Germany from the vermin, which is what the Nazi’s described the Jewish community as. (Neiman, 2019).

[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, it is evident that evil can be explored through the use of semiology, as I have been able to analyse events of the second world war in detail, picking out aspects of evil throughout Hitler’s reign. The deconstruction of the Nazi Swastika helped us understand the use of colour within the symbol to convey power and authority. The idea that pop culture has taken inspiration from the Nazi regime is evident as characters in films have been created, with a resemblance to Adolf Hitler. Furthermore, the concept of evil being portrayed through Nazi propaganda is clear and depicts the hatred of Jews through the use of type and signs. Lastly, the idea that Auschwitz encompasses the meaning of evil has been discussed thoroughly with the use of semiology. Hitler’s reign as the leader of the Nazi party has shown his pure evil ideology and reckless mass murders with the needless death of ‘6 million European Jews’ (History, 2009).
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