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ABSTRACT

Scholars of theThirdReich have recently begun to study the ethical standards ofNational Socialist antisemites.
Literature on Nazi morality frames German antisemitism as an attempt to reshape the country’s mores, but it
pays insufficient attention to the psychological processes at work in replacing universalism with particularism.
The author argues that cognitive dissonance theory could account for the uses and abuses of morality after
1933. He addresses three inter-related questions: did the regime utilize morality primarily to reduce cognitive
dissonance?; didGermans invokemoralitymainly to reduce cognitive dissonance?; and how successful was the
appeal tomorality in cognitive dissonance reduction?Thefirst questionmakes us think about howmorality can
pre-empt feelings of cognitive dissonance prior to the implementation of certain policies or actions; the sec-
ond explores howmorality decreases dissonance afterward; and the third suggests that newmoral frameworks
replace older ones, eliminating cognitive dissonance altogether.

In recent years, scholars have begun to study the ethical standards promoted and held by National
Socialist antisemites. The terms that define this system vary—Nazi conscience, ethnic fundamental-
ism, generation of sobriety, particularistic ethics, redemptive morality—but the overall message is
clear: the convictions that encompassed National Socialist Judeophobia were more than just a hodge-
podge of ideas appropriated from racists, nationalists, and eugenicists. Rather, the ideology comprised
a divergent ethical system that aimed to radically break with the past. Sharply critical of functionalist
interpretations of the Third Reich, the scholarship on Nazi morality seeks to revive intellectual his-
tory in an effort to understand the impact of antisemitism between 1933 and 1945.1 Such a renewed
focus on beliefs and belief systems is a much-needed corrective to structuralist preoccupations with
“modernity,” “social engineering,” “industrial massmurder,” “machineries of destruction,” and similarly
abstract concepts.2 Yet as much as the literature onNazi morality allows us to study antisemitism as an
attempt to redefine German mores, it pays insufficient attention to the means by which this momen-
tous transformation took place. Spreading anti-Jewish propaganda, after all, was one thing, responding
to and overcoming widespread reservations another.

Indeed, the origins and dissemination of Nazi morality can be explained in at least three different
ways: first, as the result of shared animosities towards Jews—negative feelings sought legitimization
through new ethics; second, as an attempt to quell perceptions of a common humanity; third, as an
opportunity to engage in normally forbidden activities such as theft, rape, and murder—licensing
feelings of hostility, greed, and aggression so as to establish a community of fate. All three explana-
tions suggest that research on morality in the Third Reich requires further analysis of how emotions
influenced the establishment of Nazi principles.

Although several scholars have pointed out that moral systems require mutual feelings of shame,
guilt, indignation, or outrage,3 the psychology behind these emotions is usually left unexplored.
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Arguably, cognitive dissonance theory is one possible explanation for the uses and abuses of morality
after 1933. More specifically, it helps us address three interrelated questions: did the regime call upon
morality primarily to reduce cognitive dissonance?; did Germans invoke morality to reduce cognitive
dissonance?; and how successful was the appeal to morality in the reduction of cognitive dissonance?
Thefirst question refers to engineeredmorality put forth by the regime in order to pre-empt dissonance
before certain actions or policies occur; the second refers to both regime-supported and ordinary peo-
ple’s appeals to morality that were intended to decrease dissonance in the wake of certain actions or
policies; and the third is about the prospect of a new morality supplanting an older system, thereby
eliminating cognitive dissonance overall.

Thepresent contribution to the debate is divided into three parts. First, I beginwith a short overview
of the literature on Nazi morality. I then discuss how historians have imagined the transitions to and
from this type of particularistic ethics. Finally, I consider themerits of cognitive dissonance theory as a
tool to account for the psychological mechanisms at work when invoking Nazi morality between 1933
and 1945.

RADICAL PARTICULARISM
According to Claudia Koonz, whose book on the “Nazi conscience” ushered in new interest in the sub-
ject,4 “ethnic fundamentalism” describes “the deeply anti-liberal collectivism that was the hallmark
of public culture in the Third Reich.”5 Several studies have subsequently set out to detail National
Socialist attempts at implementing a new morality in scholarly publications and university institu-
tions, in the military, and among members of the SS.6 Much of the interest in the topic, especially
in German academia, has centered on the philosophical underpinnings of anti-universalistic ethics.
Five scholars—Ernst Tugendhat, Rolf Zimmermann, Wolfgang Bialas, Werner Konitzer, and Raphael
Gross—have been instrumental in developing new research into this area.Theymaintain thatNational
Socialism was a sincere rather than a cynical intervention in (philosophical) morality debates. Nazi
morality incorporated several features that distinguished it from previous particularisms and contem-
porary universalisms, including a militant, unrepentant anti-universalism; a regime based on honor,
indignation, and revenge; and an antisemitism associated with rebirth, purification, and redemption.7

Recent scholarship has highlighted the uniqueness of Nazism’s radical particularistic ethics, stress-
ing its modernity, conflation of customs with morality, and underlying emotional norms. Con-
ventional particularisms were concerned with the general human need to establish group iden-
tities. In this way, they tended to be compatible with universalism. Modern particularisms, by
contrast, differed from traditional particularisms in that the former negated religion as a source of
morality, responded to pluralism and complexity by constructing new forms of identity such as
“Aryanism,” and advocated for anti-egalitarianism in a world that had grown accustomed to demands
for greater equality. Far frombeing conventional, National Socialismconstructed its ownparticularistic
ethics.8

Particularistic moralities, furthermore, assimilated local customs and prejudices. When such habits
harmedmembers of the community (individuals or groups in society), particularisms tended to desig-
nate these people as less deserving of respect. Where universalistic moralities refuse to differentiate
between the relative dignity of individuals, particularistic moralities do not feel obliged to justify
their ethical system to all members of society.9 Refusing to discriminate between ethics and cus-
toms, the proponents of Nazi morality referred to a precept they deemed unassailable. In the words
of Raphael Gross: “this is how we do things.”10 As a result, Nazi jurists rejected the arguments of legal
positivism, namely the separation of morality and law. Duty, loyalty, propriety, honor, and race con-
sciousness, all of which were fundamental tenets of the German national community (Gemeinschaft),
were to be legal principals and moral dicta alike, and racially belonging to the German Volk determi-
nant of how the law would be applied.11 While many particularists suggested that nations and peoples
naturally developed special normative systems, Nazi ideologues went one step further, demand-
ing that cultures develop their own moralities in order to foster distinct völkisch (ethnic national)
consciousness.12
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Without a regime founded onmutual feelings, however, constructing, championing, and cultivating
any kind of particularism was impossible. Like all ethical systems, Nazi morality relied on the reci-
procity of feelings. Persons who violated norms were expected to experience fear and guilt, just as
persons who witnessed these violations were expected to experience indignation.13 Indignation was
no small matter, as it anticipated the desire to sanction violators.14 It is important to study Germans’
emotional responses to the norms established by the regime, not just the ideological tenets put forth
by Nazi morality.15

Hitler and his acolytes not only “invented” a new particularistic ethos to be sustained through com-
mon feelings, they also “imagined” a qualitatively novel moral universe. In this new world, National
Socialism did not exist side by side with many (relatively equal) particularisms. Instead, it embod-
ied a superior cultural practice that was authorized to crush the concept of universalism, as well
as particular groups, which they viewed as inferior life forms.16 This complete dismissal of univer-
salism revealed the “transformational” character of the Nazi project: Germans were to internalize
a new vision of themselves and their society that would eventually allow for the exclusion, depor-
tation, and mass murder of Jews and other “racially” alien peoples.17 Engineering this expulsion
of the “other” from their universe of mutual obligations resembled a “categorical breach in moral-
ity” (Gattungsbruch). Since they believed in the “redemptive” quality of their endeavor, leading
National Socialists had no compunctions to will such a break with the “integrationist” ethics of the
past.

ESTABLISHINGRADICAL PARTICULARISM
As important as the new research on Nazi morality is, it tends to leave several questions unanswered,
particularly the processes by which the regime installed the new morality. Historians of antisemitism
and the Holocaust have alluded to these, notably the regime’s attempts to “convert” the population
to a foundational ethos of Judeophobia. More recently, research has highlighted the performative adop-
tion of that ethos through participation in antisemitic crimes. Nevertheless, historians are still debating
whether either or both processes eventually led Germans to substitute the Nazi version of völkisch
justice for their sense of right and wrong.

National Socialists knew that many Germans would not automatically embrace a philosophy that
repudiated Christian universalism, melded racism with morality, and demanded unforgiving enmity
toward the Jews. To change people’s minds, much work was needed. Success depended on “educating”
the public in general and selected perpetrators in particular. The regime also counted on economic
recovery to bolster antisemitism’s popularity. Material rewards that came with persecution and mass
murder were designed to implicate ever-larger numbers in the criminal enterprise.

Judeophobia infiltrated all aspects of daily life including schools and universities, youth camps and
holiday resorts, shops and daily commerce, and medicine and other professions. Actively joining in
anti-Jewish acts was not necessarily required, as long as members of the public did not display opposi-
tion. Still, many voluntarily bullied, taunted, and denigrated Jews. Where efforts at indoctrinating the
population had proved especially far-reaching, numerous Germans sanctioned extreme transgressions
of the old moral order, including round-ups and deportations.18 “Education” also gave rise to special
arrangements beyond the Reich’s borders: before liquidating ghettos in Eastern Europe, for instance,
the occupation forces screened Jud Süß, Veit Harlan’s notorious antisemitic film, to remind the local
populationof the Jewishperil.19 Theregimedemandedgreater commitment from those responsible for
carrying out antisemitic policies. Here the regime needed to insulate men (and some women) against
signs of pity and compassion for the vulnerable by ensuring that the “racial struggle” be internalized as
the new morality. The so-called “Dachau School,” for example, systematically desensitized SS-guards
in the concentration camp system to the daily practice of brute force and extreme violence.20 Military
personnel, too, were inundated with propagandamaterial that denounced “the idea of universality and
demanded, as Himmler put it, an ethics that complies ‘solely with the needs of our people. Good is
what is useful for the people, evil is what damages our people.”’21 The political soldier, in short, was to
replace the bourgeois citizen.22
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Beyond instructionsonhow tohandle the so-called “JewishQuestion” alongNational Socialist lines,
the authorities did not assume that ideology alonewould be enough to transformGermany froma soci-
ety predisposed to the odd antisemitic narrative to one that embraced racism as a way of life. Without
Hitler’s economic, military, and diplomatic successes between 1933 and 1940, it is difficult to imag-
ine Germans consenting to radical anti-Jewish measures implemented in these years. Insofar as the
Third Reich was a Zustimmungsdikatur (affirmative dictatorship), the regime needed the majority of
the German population to support its wider antisemitic project.23 The regime also took advantage of
widespread greed, resentment, and corruption.Thiswasmost obviously truewith respect to “Aryaniza-
tion,” by which numerous non-Jewish Germans grabbed hold of Jewish businesses, moved into Jewish
apartments, decorated their homes with Jewish belongings, and wore the clothes of Jews who had had
to flee or had been deported from the country.24 But it was also true for those Germans who prof-
ited materially from the politics of extermination in occupied Europe, whether as simple soldiers or as
agents of the T4-Reinhardt killing apparatus.25

Exploiting the emotional needsof individuals andgroupswas another strategy tomake antisemitism
more palatable. The much-touted “generation of sobriety” (Generation der Sachlichkeit) or generation
of the unbound (Generation des Unbedingten) hardly represented the country at large.26 Attacking and
isolating Jews, eventually going to the extremes of banishing and killing them, required active partici-
pation fromGermanswhose ideological commitment to antisemitismwas less strong or largely absent.
Much of the early violence against the Jewish minority emanated from boys in their teens, oftenmem-
bers of the Hitler youth, who enjoyed their sense of control over browbeaten men and women. Many
of these youths exerted their new found power as their elders either prodded them on, were unwilling
to intervene, or were fearful that they could be next.27 Even among middle- and high-ranking perpe-
trators, we findmen and women whose antisemitism did not conform to the guidelines established by
the likes of the fanatical and ideological leader Werner Best.28 The worldview of Security Police chiefs
across occupiedPoland, for instance, wasmuch less “rational” andmuchmore bloodthirsty thanofficial
statements issued from the ReichMain Security Office (Reichssicherheitshauptamt) would suggest.29

The regime’s willingness to tolerate extreme, “carnivalesque” behavior—cruelty, depravity,
sadism—was seen as a kind of “authorization” (Ermächtigung) or “permission” from above (Offerte von
oben).30 Aristotle Kallis’ concept of “license” is an especially pertinent analysis of this phenomenon. As
noted above, for racist utopians, hatred of the Jews resembled a “legitimate duty derived from the very
privilege of belonging to the community itself.”31 Still, this was not enough. “By removing, cancelling
out, or weakening constraints,” the regime made joining this community that much more compelling,
as the absence of individual accountability allowed those so inclined to indulge in collective larceny,
mass rape, or killing sprees.32 Kallis and others have shown, however, that ideology alone was not
sufficient to create an ethical particularism that culminated in genocide.

By drilling this new ethic into theminds of the public, capitalizing on avarice, and indulging cruelty,
theNational Socialist leadership pre-empted resistance to its racist enterprise. Equally important, how-
ever, was “learning by doing,” which helped some Germans accept the new morality as they partook
in its crimes. Resistance could be mitigated when potential doubters and critics forfeited their right to
condemn the regime by engaging or benefitting from the very crimes theymight have condemned. Per-
forming acts that reinforced particularism, in other words, permitted Nazi morality to succeed where
mere instruction or education would have been inadequate.

Social psychologists explain the road to extraordinary evil with reference to the so-called foot-in-
the door phenomenon. Experiments on escalating commitments have shown that “an initial, relatively
inconsequential, evil act can make later evildoing easier.”33 Even though qualitative differences exist
between such commitments—from suddenly shunning Jewish neighbors, to moving into a home
once occupied by Jews, to designing the ovens of crematoria, to shooting Jewish children—the the-
ory suggests that the continuum ultimately makes one unwittingly move further on the path to mass
murder.34

While prominent Nazi philosophers anticipated the phenomenon, National Socialist perpetrators
confirmed such readings ofmorality through a series of performative acts. Alfred Baeumler, installed as
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the director of the Berlin Institute for Political Pedagogy in 1933, argued that values arose from deeds
rather than deliberative processes. One could therefore only fully gauge the impact of Nazi morality
once itsmoral system had been established as a fact of life.35 For ideologues in the ReichMain Security
Office, ethical particularism was not only grounded in the knowledge of the “organic development of
nature and Volk,” but also in the acts that confirmed this Weltanschauung (Ideology): “success alone
counted and justified both act and idea. The deed legitimized itself.”36 The intermingling of ideology
and crime, of bureaucratic measures and violence, of small steps and horrific end results gave rise to
“assimilating” or “levelling” processes that enabled the regime to push through its policy of exchanging
one morality for another.37

Such processes were also at play in crimes perpetrated by the Wehrmacht. On the one hand, the
military “kept the bulk of adult German men, 17 million in total, under control and had, by separating
them physically and emotionally over years from their families and friends—from the foundations of
their civilian identities—more effectivemeans at hand to brainwash, or ‘re-educate,’ Germans than the
Nazi rulers could ever have acquired at home.”38 The German military controlled much of the media
available to soldiers by distributing heavily censored compulsory newspapers and magazines.39 It also
sought to establish a very specific emotional regime that combined the morality of honor and shame
with the concept of revenge against the misdeeds of the enemy, anyone who dared to undermine the
collective struggle, or the Jews who threatened to destroy the Volk.40

Ontheotherhand, the very act of persecuting Jews also constitutedNazimorality in theWehrmacht.
“Perpetrating and supporting the Holocaust,” Thomas Kühne writes, “provided Germans with a par-
ticular sense of national belonging: the German nation found itself by committing the Holocaust.”41
Given this view, criminal acts, whether committed by soldiers or members of the SS, united the perpe-
trators and created a certain kind of ethos, whereby an “aura of secrecy” forged a “spirit of community”
that culminated in “the consciousness of a revolutionary and yet criminal gang.”42 Unlike other mass
violence in the twentieth century, including American atrocities in Vietnam, the Holocaust gave rise
to a brotherhood in crime because German soldiers realized that, were they to prevail in the racial war,
they would “not return to an intact civil society.” Instead, Germany would have then metamorphosed
into a genocidal order that had “burned all bridges to the civilized world.”43 Kühne’s is perhaps the
most far-reaching argument in favor of explaining National Socialist norms with recourse to Nation-
alist Socialist crimes. Yet in not differentiating between levels of commitment, participation, and guilt
(the Holocaust “made an entire, civilized nation feel complicit in that mass crime,” thereby leading
to “the national brotherhood of mass murder—Hitler’s community”44), this work may suggest that
German tram conductors, janitors, homemakers, cinema operators, andmass murderers all shared the
same kind of normative antisemitism.

Accepting a new morality through immoral acts suggests that it was supposed to rationalize those
acts. Indeed, some of the scholarship on Nazi morality has implied that appeals to morality followed
hard on the heels of violations of ethical norms. In the philosophical literature, rationalizing morality
has sometimes compensated for inadequate or non-existent sympathy. Morality for David Hume and
his followers, for example, means respecting rather than loving your neighbor.45 Psychologist Gerd
Gigerenzer claims that most people remain unaware of the reasons for their actions and that reasoning
rarely breeds meaningful moral judgment. Deliberation, in such cases, is “the justification for, rather
than the causeof,moral decisions.”46 Nazi particularism, ormorality in theThirdReich, couldbe said to
justify ill feelings or breaches of conventional behavior by positing new, higher principles that swept the
older ones aside.47 Racial theories, such a reading implies, were “merely rationalizations of emotional-
affective positions.” Or, put differently, contrary to the dominant understanding, a particular morality
did not invariably drive persecution. Far from it: the “‘ethical’ visions ofNational Socialism arose in the
immediate persecutory context” of anti-Jewish violence and destruction.48

Emphasizing the performative facets of Nazi morality is a welcome corrective to the one-sided
focus on the ideological preconditions for antisemitism. While the regime did everything to prepare
the public for the transvaluation of morality, it relied heavily on Germans’ participation in crimes to
push through its racist agenda. Once men and women actively participated in crimes against the Jews,
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it mattered less whether their entanglement owed to ex ante or post hoc rationalizations. In either case,
people’s perceptions shifted as a result.

But if indeed these perceptions had changed, then how? The literature on antisemitism and Nazi
morality tends to assume a sea change after 1933. The evidence includes countless comments and
diatribes during the Third Reich, as well as the persistence of anti-Jewish sentiments in the Federal
Republic. At the same time, numerous statements indicate that many Germans were well aware of the
fact that, morally speaking, the Holocaust was a turning point. The question, then, is whether perpe-
trators and bystanders alike behaved in good faith, that is, whether they believed that what they were
doing was ethically admissible and indeed desirable—or, on the contrary, whether the general popu-
lation was paying lip service to the demands of the regime, but in reality understood the racist crusade
to be immoral and criminal.49

We might address these questions in two ways. First, it is helpful to consider the continuity of
antisemitism from Weimar to Nazi Germany to the Federal Republic. Second, it is helpful to exam-
ine behavior as the prospects of winning the war diminished. Well before 1933, a growing number
of Germans harbored anti-Jewish feelings. In the Kaiserreich, agitation against the Jews was usu-
ally criticized as rabble-rousing, not for its anti-Jewish thrust. Most authorities did not recognize in
antisemitism a legal, political, or moral problem.50 While certain states like Prussia took antisemitic
criminality more seriously in theWeimar Republic, the political system as a whole continued to differ-
entiate between a “pragmatic” Judeophobia on the one hand and violent expressions of Judeophobia
(Radauantisemitismus) on the other. More importantly, a growing number of men and women came
to accept the notion that “Jews” were racially distinct from “Germans.”51 Still, after 1933 the public
did not necessarily embrace Nazi morality simply because they put forth the message that the Jews
were a dangerous Other.52 Rather, the general population was concerned with the way in which this
antisemitism was put into practice and how it would determine the raison d’être of the polity. Reac-
tions to the Nuremberg Laws of 1935, for example, differed from reactions to the pogroms in 1938, as
manyGermans welcomed the legalization of “racial” difference, but opposed the legally dubious terror
against Jews and their property.53

The question of whether Nazi morality made such inroads that it displaced previously-held norms
therefore depends on which ones and how they changed after 1933. Judging from widespread indif-
ference to the Jewish predicament in the early years of the Third Reich, antisemitic legislation was
not always perceived as a radical break with the past.54 The regime’s efforts to conceal mass murder,
and widespread fears of postwar punishment, however, could have implied such a break. When Nazi
perpetrators tried to cover up their crimes as Soviet tanks approached occupied Poland, their behav-
ior could have been attributed to fears that information about mass graves and concentration camps
would affect the propaganda war. Revelations of their actions could embolden their enemies, convince
allies to switch sides, or cause neutral powers to reconsider their policy of non-interference.55 Conceal-
ment, it could be argued,may have acknowledged ethical systems foreign toNational Socialismwithout
necessarily acknowledging that these systems mattered to Germans beyond strategic considerations.56

Elsewhere, however, Germans revealed qualms that did indeed bespeak recognition of a morality
less affected byNazi doctrines. In Augsburg, for example, members of the public disapproved of news-
paper articles that had denounced the British for suppressing the Indian independence movement. In
light of National Socialist occupation of Eastern Europe, critics complained that it was hypocritical to
denounce the British with such self-serving propaganda given harsh German occupation policies.57
Dozens of reports from 1943 and 1944 suggest that citizens interpreted the bombardments of German
cities as retaliation for the unlawful destruction of the country’s synagogues.58

Arguably, antisemitism asmassmurder and genocidewas perceived as a crucial breakwith past ethi-
cal norms. Police officers involved in the gruesome act of covering up crimes increasingly doubtedNazi
tenets as the military situation worsened.59 Even Joseph Goebbels, a man not known for universalism,
revealed some awareness of the matter when in 1941 he exclaimed that the country had “chalked up
so many offenses” (Wir haben so viel auf dem Kerbholz) that it was imperative to win the war.60 Count-
less attempts after 1945 to differentiate between the good things and the bad things about National
Socialism—the classic statement “Nazism was a good idea poorly executed” would be repeated time
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and again—affirmed lingering antisemitic beliefs and the conviction that, in pursuing genocide, the
regime had gone too far.61

(RADICAL) PARTICULARISM AND COGNITIVE DISSONANCE THEORY
When one reviews the literature on morality in the Third Reich—including both accounts of the
manner in which the regime prepared people for the racial crusade and the manner in which people
complicit in Nazi crimes came to accept that crusade—it is striking that many explanations assume the
psychological processes at work in the unfolding of events. If the transition to radical ethical particu-
larism required pedagogic intervention, how exactly did this process succeed? If the very performance
of radical ethical particularism legitimized the newmorality, how exactly did this rationalization work?
Cognitive dissonance theory, I argue, offers one possible approach to these questions.

Cognitive dissonance lends itself tomany areas of study.The public oftenwonders how ruthless dic-
tators, greedy CEOs, or unfaithful family members can live with themselves. The answer, Carol Tavris
and Elliot Aronson argue, is simple enough: “exactly like the rest of us,” by changing the thought pat-
terns that, in combination with specific acts, gave rise to the dissonance in the first place.62 Reducing
this state of tension, the dissonance, usually involves replacing older cognitions (beliefs, ideas, convic-
tions) with newer ones to reestablish the erstwhile congruence between deed and cognition. This is
essential in order to retain a sense of oneself as good, decent, reliable, or sensible. Cognitions should
ideally relate to perceptions of self-consistency, many of which derive from injunctions (to do good,
to act morally, to avoid harm, to show respect, and so forth) internalized over time. Restructuring
one’s self-image in such a manner as to conform to morally problematic beliefs and actions is a typical
strategy for dealing with cognitive dissonance.63 Dissonance is especially pertinent when a given act
is irrevocable: “The more costly a decision in terms of time, money, effort, or inconvenience,” Tavris
and Aronson observe, “and the more irrevocable its consequences, the greater the dissonance and the
greater the need to reduce it by overemphasizing the good things about the choice made.”64

Adapting the cognition to the action by overemphasizing the convenience or expediency of a choice
is not the only way to reduce the tension state. Several strategies arise as a result of the fact that it is eas-
ier to change beliefs than behavior. One is to rely on data that support the new belief and to ignore data
thatmight challenge it. Researchonmedia consumptionhasdemonstrated that persons “seekout infor-
mation expected to increase consonance (consonant information) and avoid information expected to
increase dissonance (dissonant information).”65 In such cases the absence of evidence or the discovery
of new evidence leaves people unfazed, as they quickly find reasons for defending their earlier deci-
sions.66 A related defense mechanism is forgetting and distorting memories: when the true costs and
spurious rationale for going towarwith Iraq in 2003were revealed, for example,manyDemocrats failed
to remember their initial support for the invasion.67

Astrategy already familiar to the ancientswas to belittle ormalignwhatevermay threatendissonance
reduction. When, despite all its best efforts, Aesop’s famous fox fails to reach the grapes hanging high
on a vine, the fruit that was so enticing only a moment ago suddenly becomes unripe, sour, and wholly
undesirable.68 Sour grapes is one thing, disparaging human beings another. Cognitive dissonance the-
ory has shown that individuals who regret behavior toward others reduce their state of tension by
blaming their victims for their misfortune: detestable, corrupt, weak, they deserved their lot.69 When
innocents perish in combat, soldiers quickly redefine them; they died because of their own imprudence
(they should have avoided the battlefield); their proximity to the enemywas to blame (theywere prob-
ably guerrilla fighters); or their unworthiness of sympathy (theywere uncivilized). AsGeneralWilliam
Westmoreland famously rationalized civilian casualties during theVietnamWar: “TheOriental doesn’t
put the same high price on life as the Westerner. Life is plentiful. Life is cheap in the Orient.”70

Surprisingly, historians have rarely turned to cognitive dissonance theory in their attempts to under-
stand extreme manifestations of antisemitism. Christopher Browning, one of the earliest scholars to
grapple with the social psychological dynamics of the Holocaust, uncovered various efforts at dis-
sonance reduction among members of Police Battalion 101: “not shooting infants on the spot but
taking them to the assembly point; not shooting on patrol if no ‘go-getter’ was along whomight report
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such squeamishness; bringing Jews to the shooting site and firing but intentionally missing.”71 Kallis
expanded on this early research by distinguishing between pre- and post-crime dissonance reduction.
Before the killers couldkill, National Socialist organizations sought to render “theoptionof elimination
more desirable or accessible.” In the context of eliminationist violence, Kallis not only emphasized the
permissibility of murder, but also the active construction of its desirability.72 This restructuring could
occur before or after an action took place, and it could occur as a result of “state-engineered” policies
to reduce cognitive dissonance, or as a result of strictly personal efforts. In the case of “true” believ-
ers or ideologues, for example, the decision to persecute or destroy a particular group happened well
before ideas were put into practice. In the case of reluctant participants, dissonance reduction mecha-
nisms were required before, during, and after perpetrating mass murder.73 Postwar German identities
required that former Nazis justify wartime measures, massage facts, forget events, or lie about the past
in order to preclude or diminish tension states.74

Ifwe return to antisemitismas a principalmanifestationofmorality in theThirdReich, cognitive dis-
sonance theorymayprovide valuable clues to the relative success of particularistic ethics in theNational
Socialist regime. Although the previous literature on Nazi morality has emphasized aspects of moder-
nity (cumulative radicalization, social engineering), as well as the dynamics of Nazism (institutional
rivalries, colonial overreach), it does not account for transitions to and from radical particularism. Sim-
ilarly, references to the coexistence of personal motives (greed, envy, sadism) and collective drives
(comradeship, peer pressure, emotional regimes) with Nazi morality have rightly highlighted how
impulses, incentives, and pressures contributed to the realization of genocide. Nevertheless, motives
and drives are still lacking—aside from psychoanalytical approaches that tackle the conundrum of
having to delineate historical change through the psychology of personality. Inasmuch as Freudian
explanations of antisemitism posit characterologies (the authoritarian personality, for example), they
have an in-built tendency to presuppose hardwired psyches that from early childhood onmake up “the
emotional and cognitive foundation of the entire personality structure.”75 Other psychological mod-
els, however, are more sensitive to the reciprocities that underpin personal development: the interplay
between persons and situations, individuals and groups, underlying structures and their disruption,
and different groups. Examining Nazi morality through the lens of dissonance theory would enable
scholars to trace the cognitive processes at work both in attempts to establish antisemitism as part of
a new normative order, and in attempts to validate antisemitism in response to criminal behavior. It
would also allow us to assess how deeply Judeophobia was rooted in the moral fabric of the nation.

Much of the literature onNazi morality has dealt with the regime’s efforts to convinceGermans that
the new ethical guidelines demanded a departure from Christian or Kantian universalism. Yet all the
education and propaganda in the world could not undo a culture that repudiated certain forms of vio-
lence not only in civilian life, but also in times of war. National Socialism could not rely on prevailing
anti-Jewish sentiments alone if it wished to transform moral standards Germans had internalized over
many centuries. In order to ensure congruence between perceptions of self-consistency (for example)
the notion that one has always been a law-abiding citizen who eschews cruelty, bloodshed and extreme
force) and the new norms in society (antisemitism that posits that Jews are undeserving of mercy or
pity), the regime hoped to pre-empt cognitive dissonance through continuous propaganda and educa-
tion, aswell as through themonetary and status rewards that resulted fromanti-Jewish legislation. As in
many other instances of cognitive dissonance reduction, it was imperative to change the cognition that
wouldmost likely be responsible for the dissonance.Themore propaganda could be disseminated, the
greater the hope that Germans would draw on disinformation and rationalizations to avoid emotional
tensions regarding antisemitic policies. In fact, the more successful this antisemitic propaganda, the
greater the chance that more Germans would ignore personal experiences, moral inhibitions, or alter-
native data that contradicted official policy. Propaganda, in other words, was not just about replacing
older information with newer information, reaffirming prejudices that had lain dormant, or prompting
emotions that would galvanize both committed National Socialists and the wider public. Converting
Germans to the newmorality alsomeant precluding cognitive dissonance in the formof guilt or shame.
A close reading ofNational Socialist texts reveals thatNazimorality was just asmuch about the belief in
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the Jewish menace as the knowledge that German sensibilities required repeated calls to commitment
regardless of moral hesitation.

Propaganda alone, however, proved insufficient. There is no reason to assume that tensions asso-
ciated with cognitive dissonance did not persist, particularly in situations that seriously undermined
Germans’ sense of self-consistency as morally upright individuals. Theft or murder did not belong to
the behavioral repertoire of “average” Germans.They would also not figure prominently in their reper-
toire after 1945. But under theThird Reich Nazi ideologues sought to expand the range of appropriate
conduct to include theft and murder.

What historians havedescribed as theperformativenature ofNational Socialistmorality—numerous
Germans belonging to the collective by participating in genocide, in Kühne’s words—still leaves read-
ers wondering how the Holocaust could have ever happened. The underlying assumption seems to be
that committing criminal acts in unison was sufficient to create a brotherhood in crime. The individ-
ual, in this view, merged with the group, taking on the social identity of a murderous clan. Collective
identity always trumped individual identity, according to this reading of events, as though the salience
of the latter ceased after participating in anti-Jewish acts. Social identity theory stresses such shifts
in identity, when a “cognitive transformation” prompts people to “begin to evaluate their interests
and their priorities in relation to group-level beliefs and values,” and when a “relational transforma-
tion” prompts people “to see each other as fellow group members.”76 Still, social identity theory is
neither concerned with mass crimes such as the Holocaust nor with collective identities that char-
acterize whole nations over extended periods of time. More realistically, it recognizes the fluidity
of self-understandings that cannot be reduced simply to individual or collective manifestations of
identity.77

Cognitive dissonance theory accepts this fluidity, acknowledging that it is always easier to change
one’s beliefs about theworld than to changebehavior that leads to feelings of dissonance. It is a common
psychological phenomenon to rationalize certain actions, particularly those that cannot be undone.
The more difficult it is for past decisions to be changed, the more important to justify such decisions.
Themore serious the infraction, the more necessary to emphasize its inevitability. Where the National
Socialist regime attempted to preempt cognitive dissonance through propaganda, the perpetrators
invoked these messages to cope with their experience of dissonance after the fact. The foot-in-the door
phenomenon can thus be chronicled in terms of dissonance reduction.

After cold-shouldering their Jewish neighbors, Germans began to view the latter as overbearing
members of a power-mongering elite. After moving into Jewish homes, new residents were more
inclined to think of the Jews as racially alien parasites who had claimed exclusive neighborhoods for
themselves. After robbing Jewish men and women, society viewed the Jews as gravediggers of German
economic prosperity. After killing Jewish children, these murderers portrayed their victims as mor-
tal threats to the nation. The brotherhood in crime owed much to the reassurances provided by the
language of Nazi particularism, but that language also served a psychological need so that the per-
petrators could internalize moral travesties. Blaming the victims when bystanders, soldiers, officials,
and guards did so too, made the task much easier; and it was less controversial (and therefore less
dissonance-inducing) in a society that had condemned the Jews to social and physical death.

CONCLUSION
According to Raphael Gross, prominent and less prominent West Germans accused the Reich of dou-
ble standards, claiming that the nation had never signed up for war and mass murder. Hitler had
betrayed the German people. Such distancing, Gross argues, disregarded the radical morality inherent
in Volksgemeinschaft ideology—a morality radical even without genocide.78 For Gross, this ideology
was innately ethnically particularist. Asmuch as his interpretation of postwar discourse coincides with
the historiography onVergangenheitsbewältigung (coming to termswith the past) in the Federal Repub-
lic,79 it leaves unanswered three questions that relate to continuity between the pre- and post-1933
periods. First, where didNazi morality break with the past? Second, can we document this break using
cognitive dissonance theory? And third, did individual dissonance reduction (or the lack thereof)
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indicate that most Germans acknowledged the distinction between the ethnic particularism of mere
antisemitism and the ethnic particularism of genocide?

The relative easewithwhich antisemitic policywas accepted after 1933 suggests thatmanyGermans
did not see Nazism’s particularist morality as so far removed from general ethical standards that would
have created cognitive dissonance. For these Germans, the Jews had either never (quite) belonged to
the German people, or had arrogated to themselves so much influence over the nation’s cultural and
political life that delimiting their “power” seemed legitimate. Thomas Mann, otherwise not known for
his support of the new regime, admitted asmuch in a diary entry of early April 1933, when he remarked
that it was no misfortune that Alfred Kerr’s reign as a literary critic was coming to an end and that the
“Jewification” of the justice system was about to be revoked.80 We can read such comments in at least
two ways: as confirmation of collective reservations vis-à-vis the Jews, or as attempts to deal with cog-
nitive dissonance in the wake of state-sanctioned anti-Jewish persecution. Both responses testify to
existing animosities, but in the former case we would assume more widespread approval of Hitler’s
antisemitic measures, whereas in the latter case antisemitic prejudices would be invoked to rationalize
measures otherwise morally problematic. Did Mann simply confirm views shared by many of his con-
temporaries, or did he single out Kerr and Jewish jurists as a means to assuage his own guilt for what
was happening in the country?

Cognitive dissonance theory, in other words, gives us a tool to gauge the dimensions of anti-Jewish
hostility in the Nazi period. Through close readings of private and official documents, we can trace the
way in which Germans came to embrace Nazi morality more fully either because it reinforced earlier
socialization, or because it afforded a sense of self-consistency in times of radical upheaval: it was eas-
ier to change one’s views than to question the state or to intervene on behalf of a minority. The degree
to which Nazi morality penetrated hearts and minds can be further examined by looking at the limita-
tions of dissonance reduction: when andwhere did people express concerns over anti-Jewishmeasures
and where and when did they admit that certain (conventional) norms had been breached? In either
case, simply assimilating National Socialist injunctions did not work. As it is usually less exacting to
alter cognitions (from, say, “the Jews should be treated with respect” to “the Jews deserve what they’re
getting”), than behavior (“I must renounce Nazi morality”; “I must resist immoral actions”)—voicing
disapproval of specific policies and expressing fear that these policies would have serious repercussions
reveals how numerous Germans experienced difficulties with dissonance reduction. Rejecting the ter-
ror of November 1938 or anticipating Allied revenge in 1944/45, these Germans expressed fears that
even if antisemitism could become the new normal, antisemitism in the shape of violence and mass
murder was much more difficult to justify.

AlthoughmanyGermans continued to espouse antisemitic views after 1945, their attempts to differ-
entiate between the racist Volksgemeinschaft (a “good idea”) and genocide (“poorly executed”) were
not entirely disingenuous. Indeed, this differentiation had characterized countless responses to the
so-called “Jewish Question” since 1871. After 1933, many more people came to accept antisemitism
as a good idea, whether for ideological reasons, dissonance reduction, or otherwise. Still, the differ-
entiation between an acceptable and an objectionable Judeophobia persisted, explaining in part why
most West Germans denied any personal responsibility for the Holocaust.81 Nazi morality, then, was
a popular answer to shared animosities against the Jews. It was a less effective answer to qualms of a
universalistic nature (such as genocide)—qualms the new morality was meant to replace. And it was
still less effective as a license to engage in mass murder that fell outside the moral compass of most
Germans. Speaking of a Nazi morality, in short, requires historians to analyze carefully which aspects
of this morality were accepted, welcomed, endorsed, and applied by various sections of the German
public.
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164–65; and, based on Tugendhat, Raphael Gross, Anständig geblieben: Nationalsozialistische Moral (Frankfurt
am Main, Germany: S. Fischer, 2010), 12–13.

4. A classic attempt to come to gripswithNational Socialism’s newnormativity is AurelKolnai,TheWarAgainst the
West (London: Victor Gollancz, 1938). On the book and its reception, see Wolfgang Bialas, ed., Aurel Kolnais
“Der Krieg gegen den Westen”: Eine Debatte (Göttingen, Germany: V&R Unipress, 2019).

5. Claudia Koonz, The Nazi Conscience (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2003), 13.
6. See for example Dirk Rupnow, Vernichten und Erinnern: Spuren nationalsozialistischer Gedächtnispolitik

(Göttingen, Germany: Wallstein, 2005); Alan S. Steinweis, Studying the Jew: Scholarly Antisemitism in Nazi Ger-
many (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2006); Boaz Neumann, Die Weltanschauung des Nazismus:
Raum. Körper. Sprache (Göttingen, Germany: Wallstein, 2010); Thomas Kühne, The Rise and Fall of Comrade-
ship: Male Bonding and Mass Violence in the Twentieth Century (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press,
2017); Johann Chapoutot, The Law of the Blood: Thinking and Acting as a Nazi (Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2018).

7. Contemporarymoral philosophy, especially in theAnglophoneworld, distinguishes two formsof particularism.
In the first case, universalism (covering humanity as a whole and non-human animals) is juxtaposed with a
particularism that covers only some groups. In the second, moral theories that attempt to provide general rules
for action are contrasted withmoral theories for which actionsmust be evaluated wholly on an individual basis,
that is particularly.This essay addresses the first form of particularism only. For a discussion of these differences,
see, for example, Jonathan Dancy, Ethics without Principles (New York: Oxford University Press, 2006); and
Lawrence A. Blum, Moral Perceptions and Particularity (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010). I
would like to thank one of the anonymous referees for alerting me to this literature.

8. Ernst Tugendhat, “Der moralische Universalismus in der Konfrontationmit der NS-Ideologie,” inMoralität des
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Stefan Hördler, Ordnung und Inferno: Das KZ-System im letzten Kriegsjahr (Göttingen, Germany: Wallstein,
2016), 203–18.

21. Kühne, Comradeship, 143.
22. Bialas, Moralische Ordnungen, 12–13; idem, “Die moralische Ordnung des Nationalsozialismus: Zum Zusam-

menhang von Philosophie, Ideologie und Moral,” in Moralität des Bösen, Konitzer and Groos, 47, 49. See also
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26. Michael Wildt, Generation des Unbedingten: Das Führungskorps des Reichssicherheitshauptamtes (Hamburg:
Hamburger Edition, 2002); Ulrich Herbert, Best: Biographische Studien über Radikalismus, Weltanschauung und
Vernunft 1903–1989 (Bonn, Germany: J.H.W. Dietz, 1996). According to historians Michael Wildt and Ulrich
Herbert, among others, leading figures within the Reichssicherheitshauptamt claimed that antisemitism as an
ideology and as a practice should eschew emotions. Members of the SS were to go about their work “coldly”
and “objectively,” without a hint of animosity or hatred.
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