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PSYCHOANAL YZING THE NAZIS

Judging by the thanatological literature which has glutted the
scene in recent years, it appears that our society is having great dif-

ficulty coming to grips with death. The meaning of death, the prob-
lem of one's finite existence, the guilts associated with death and dy-
ing, are just part of the many complexities which modern society is
facing with increasing dis-ease.

In this context, massive extermination and devastating Holo-

caust are realities which defy explanation and which even challenge
one's sanity. Indeed, though we are moving further and further away
from the Nazi Holocaust, the literature concerning it is proliferating.
Perhaps it is only after the detachment of a few decades that one can
reflect upon this most heinous deviance from humanness with some
form of objectivity. Perhaps, too, it is the very passage of time and
the ensuing lapses of memory which force theologians, political
scientists, and psychologists to bring the past back into real life.

Some pseudotheologians and some profound theologians who
address themselves to the Holocaust are mainly concerned with God's
role in it and the meaning of the Holocaust in the context of Jewish
history. Political scientists tend to analyze the political side of the
Holocaust and how powerful nations failed to intervene. Psycholo-
gists, of course, focus on the criminals and their bestiality. A com-
mon denominator of those multi-dimensional quests is the matter of
guilt. Who is guilty and who is the vilain of this, the blackest period
in human history?

In attempting to pinpoint the guilt from a purely legal and

psychological point of view, the bureaucratic notion of "the buck

stops here" has been applied. Nazi criminals at Nuremberg claimed
they were only following orders, that they were not to blame. The
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guilt, in their view, had to be placed squarely on the shoulders of one
person, the architect of this massive destruction, Hitler himself. In

fact, the very process of condensing the guilt by personifying one per-
son as the archvilain is very much a part of people's make-up. It is
part of an identification process. A country is identified through its
leader, a football team through its quarterback or coach. It is conve-
nient and, in a sense, necessary to have a personification of guilt for
the Holocaust because it had to start from somewhere and someone
must bear the ultimate responsibility, even though the cohorts and
the so-called followers cannot escape guilt for what is obviously a
crime which goes against every single moral, ethical and human fibre
that an individual possesses.

But, there are dangers. The very process of reducing this massive
guilt for the animal-like annihilation of six milion Jews invites an
escape clause. The "buck" stops at the desk of the architect and, after
having spent one's psychic energy in venting one's anger at that one
person, a reverse process may interfere.

It was not too long ago that a so-called historian in England

claimed that Hitler himself knew nothing about what was going on in
the concentration camps and was oblivious to the mass extermination
taking place. This pseudo-historian based his conclusion on the
"fact" that there was no evidence that Hitler knew what was taking
place. This reasoning is part of a very cute system whereby first all
the guilt is hurled upon one person and then that one person is ex-
onerated for whatever obviously fraudulent reasons, such that, in
fact, there was no crime because there were no criminals. If anything,
it is the air which is to blame. The next step, of course, would be the
victimology syndrome whereby the Holocaust wil be viewed as a

plague visited upon the Jews spontaneously. The Jews found their
way into the crematoriums on their own; the Jews themselves
brought on their destruction!

For this reason, one should welcome the continuing scientific in-
vestigation into the minds of the Nazi leaders of the 1930's and

1940's, for even if the studies might not reach legitimate conclusions,
nevertheless they keep everpresent in our minds the tragedy of the

past and, as such, serve to prevent its recurrence. This appreciation,
however, must not mute a sober, analytic critique of the studies
presented.

II

Two authors, Florence A. Miale, a psychotherapist and
Rorschach specialist and Michael Selzer, a political scientist, probe
the psyche of the Nazi leaders. i They ask: were the Nazi leaders nor-
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mal people? The question is a vital one in terms of pinpointing with
precision where the guilt rests. Ostensibly, we would tend to associate
guilt with normality; that is, only those individuals who would be
judged as sane could be considered responsible and therefore, guilty.

Hannah Arendt's theory of the banality of evil is quite well-
known. Eichmann, she says, could perform any task without regard
to its moral nature and no matter how cruel, in the true spirit of obe-
dience to others. He was a normal, ordinary person in Arendt's view.
Miale and Selzer sharply attack Arendt's view. They claim that the
very inabilty to differentiate between good and evil, instead hiding
behind the imperative for obedience, speaks of psychological aber-

rance. They also jump on Arendt's assertion concerning Eichmann's
being an average, normal person, as testified to by six psychiatrists,
one psychiatrist even saying that Eichmann was more normal than
he. (The cynic might feel that such an observation is not saying

much.) These informal views, say the authors, are really not admissi-
ble, especially in the light of tests analyzed by Dr. Szondi who, not
knowing who the subject was, said that the person (Eichmann) whose
tests he saw indicated a man obsessed with a dangerous and insatiable
urge to kil . . . a perverted, sadistic personality.

The authors also cite the famous experiments of Stanley
Milgram, who took many subjects and placed them in front of a
shock generator with thirty switches ranging in voltage from 15 to
450 and labelled from "slight shock" to "danger-severe shock." Those
who administered the shocks were the teachers. Those to whom the
shocks were administered were the learners. Any mistake by the
learners was reason to administer the shock as punishment. At 75
volts, the learner grunted, at 120 volts, the learner complained bitter-
ly, at 150 volts, the learner demanded release, and at 285 volts, the
learner would scream agonizingly. Lest the reader think Milgram to
be a sadistic maniac, it should be stated that the learners really did
not receive the shocks, but only simulated receiving them. They were
good actors.

The behavior of the teachers in punishing each mistake of the
learner with a shock was monitored by an "experimenter" who would
urge the teacher to administer the shock with statements such as

"please continue" or the authoratative "you have no other choice,

you must go on."
Though they sometimes sweated, trembled, and showed other

forms of reluctance, 65 percent of the "teachers" obeyed orders all
the way to the end of the scale of the shock generator. Not a single
teacher disobeyed the orders to continue before 300 volts, which was
marked "intense shock," and then only 12Yi percent stopped.

Milgram made variations of the experiment. It turned out that
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when the teachers were told by the experimenters to use their own
judgment but to continue to administer shock and were then left
alone, the level of shock administered dropped considerably. It

dropped most dramatically when the teachers were allowed to select
the shock level themselves. The level then was reduced to 55 volts or
"slight shock." Milgram found that the teachers were not even upset.
He theorizes that, in fact, the teachers had placed the responsibility
for their actions on the shoulders of the experimenters.

The connection between Milgram's experiment and the Nazi
leaders is obvious. There is a natural propensity amongst people to
follow orders, no matter how inhumane those orders may be. The
Nazis, as far as Milgram is concerned, were not the exception, they
were the norm.

Miale and Selzer legitimately question the validity of Milgram's
conclusions. They claim that Milgram's experiment fails to tackle the
real problem, which is the perennial chicken/egg dilemma. Was it the
orders which gave birth to the aggression or was it the aggression

which allowed the orders to be followed? Miale and Selzer make a
good case for the point that obedient subjects had a different set of
values and that the command of the experimenter to administer the
shocks "gave sanction to and released the aggressive drives of the so-
called obedient subjects."2 The experimenter gave those with aggres-
sive drives an opportunity to express that very aggression.

The authors buffer their point with the finding by Kohlberg that
those who broke off from administering shock were at a higher level
of moral development than those who remained obedient to the end,
a finding which Milgram conveniently explains away.

II

So, for Miale and Selzer, the question is stil open. One can
already sense from the way they attack the views of Arendt and
Milgram that they wil come up with a different proposition. Indeed,
their conclusion, following an intense investigation of the personali-
ties of sixteen Nazi leaders, is that "The Nazis were not psychologi-
cally normal or healthy individuals."3 This conclusion is based on
Rorschach tests administered to sixteen leading Nazis, including
Hans Frank, Hermann Goering, Rudolf Hess, Constantin von
Neurath, Joachim von Ribbentrop, Baldur von Schirach and Albert
Speer, while these beasts were awaiting triaL.

A Rorschach assessment is based on a series of ten images (ink
blots), which a subject is asked to view. Herman Rorschach, the
Swiss psychiatrist who designed this test, felt that the objects which
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were seen by the subject in the ink blots were not randomly per-
ceived, but rather based on the individual's distinctive characteristics,
which could be identified through the response. A Rorschach analy-
sis is very sensitive and must be made objectively. Miale and Selzer
indicate that the Rorschach record of Goering was shown to a small
group of Rorschach experts informally. The identity of the subject
was not revealed yet the psychologists recognized the pattern as one
of a dangerous psychopathic person. However, the general pattern is
that Rorschach records are not looked at "blind," or so the authors
claiin. They readily admit4 that they made their analyses of these six-
teen Rorschach patterns with an awareness that theY were dealing

with Nazis and even with an awareness of details of their individual
lives. Miale and Selzer claim, however, that this does not undermine
the validity of their assessments.

However, Richard Rubenstein, in reviewing this book (Psychol-
ogy Today, July 1976, pp. 83-84), refuses to accept that the authors
made an objective study.s Not only were they aware of their subjects,
they also did not use some form of control group of other elites to
find out whether the Nazi responses were significantly different from
people in comparable positions in other communities.

To show how delicate an instrument is the Rorschach test, con-
sider the different conclusions with regard to the Nazis which were
reached independently by Miale and Selzer on the one hand, and
Molly Harrower on the other. 6 Miale and Selzer found, on a general
level, that fifteen of the sixteen subjects indicated a depressive mood,
were underdeveloped, manipulative and hostile, rejected responsibil-
ty and were generally psychopathic. Harrower, in fact, submitted
eight Rorschachs, seven of which were the same used by Miale and
Selzer, to ten acknowledged authorities in Rorschach interpretation.
She categorized the eight into four separate categories:

(1) superior personalities-Schacht and von Schirach
(2) normal personalities - Eichmann and Goering
(3) less than adequate personalities - Hess and von Neurath
(4) disturbed or impoverished personalities-von Ribbentrop and

Speer

In the superior and normal personality categories, Harrower

also included for analysis the Rorschach records of a clergyman-civil
rights leader and an improved psychiatric patient. Nine out of the ten
judges thought that the superior records were all similar; six thought
that they were all superior adults, two thought they were civil rights
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leaders and one thought they were psychologists (normal ones, I
assume).

In a different pattern reflecting the backgrounds of the test-
takers, two groups of Nazis, four in each group, a separate group of
four clergyman and a group of four test records from two patients,
one set when each was disturbed and one set when each was im-
proved, were submitted. The experts did not feel that the groupings
had anything in common but some saw a similarity in the first group
of Nazis. One thought they were a cross section of middle-class
Americans, another thought they were well-known superior adults
while another thought they were military men, but not war criminals.
One of the experts saw a similarity in the second group of Nazis but
thought they could be members of the clergy!

The gap between the findings of Miale and Selzer and those
done by the blind studies of Harrower is stupendous. It makes one
wonder where isthe truth. In any event, it should convince the reader
that Rorschach analysis is no simple matter and that, if anything, the
method used by Miale and Selzer of analyzing the Rorschach records,
fully aware of the subjects they were analyzing, leaves conclusions

open to question.

IV

Miale and Selzer, however well-intentioned, engage in some very
questionable tactics in their analyses of the Rorschach. A few ex-
amples wil ilustrate the point. Concerning Alfred Rosenberg, who
was involved in the brutalities of extermination, they write:

The Nazi doctrines that Rosenberg would at a somewhat later stage in his life
begin to articulate rather clearly reveal his attempt to use a political restructur-
ing of the world as a compensation for his own, inner lack of structure. 

7

Why accuse the poor fellow of destroying when, in fact, he was try-
ing to build!

Of Arthur Seyss- Inquart, who was found to be ruthless in apply-
ing terrorism to suppress all opposition to the German occupation,
the authors state:

At least part of his propensity for, and experience of, violence and destruction
had its origin in a deep sense of homelessness and rootlessness.'

Why blame the poor fellow for all of his violence, when it really
is his lack of a home which should be blamed!
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Most disappointing is the authors' analysis of Goering, of whom
it was said by the judges of Nuremberg that "his guilt is unique in its
enormity. The record discloses no excuses for this man." But Miale
and Selzer offer excuses. Goering's mother, we are told, left him a
few weeks after his birth to return to her husband in Haiti. Goering
was raised by a family friend. His earliest recollection of meeting his
mother was upon her return from Haiti. As she bent down to em-
brace him, he hit her in the face with both fists.9

The Rorschach record points up the more profound and lasting effects of
Goering's childhood experience. The maternal deprivation he suffered as a
small child engendered suffcient anger, as we have seen, to cause him to hit
his mother in the face when he was reunited with her: significantly, this was
Goering's earliest memory. Some of the violence and depression in his
Rorschach record surely has its origins in this experience of deprivation and so
too, we may be sure, does some of the great depression within him. One of the
most striking aspects of his Rorschach is the evidence of his extreme inability
to respond to nuances of feeling in human relationships. . . This inabilty,
too, surely has its origins in his experience of maternal deprivation as a small
child. 

IV

Continuing along those lines, the authors point out that Goe-
ring's mother was the mistress of a Dr. von Epenstein, a wealthy
Jewish apostate. This apostate bought a splendid home for the elder
Goerings, but even there, a special bedroom was reserved for Epen-
stein and his lover, and the elder Goering was not allowed to enter
these rooms. Instead, he was forced to sleep in a modest bedroom on
the ground floor. Miale and Sl"lzer try to show that the Rorschach in-
dicates how Hermann Goering felt he was being cut open by the con-
flct between Epenstein and his own father; thus, Goering would feel
violent towards Epenstein. And, the coup de grace:

It hardly requires saying that Goering's anti-Semitism must have been rooted,
in large part, in the knowledge that Epenstein was a Jew.l!

These are just a few examples of a trend which is found

throughout the book. At no point do the authors indicate that their
psychoanalysis of the Nazi leaders is an attempt to get them off the
hook, but, wily-nily, this is precisely what they achieve. After all,
the unsuspecting reader who reads the analysis of Hermann Goering,
if that reader has any sensitivity, would almost be led to tears in sym-
pathy for this poor beast. Not only is his violence explained away

through the Rorschach, but also his vicious anti-Semitism. Not only
does it all make sense, it is even given the stamp of legitimacy because
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the causality is logical and the consequence a natural result of past
expenence.

The authors admit that their analysis does not explain the rise of
Nazism, but the rise of Nazism cannot be understood without a pro-
per understanding of these leaders. Their explication is part of the ex-
planation.

The Nazis, generally speaking, are branded by Miale and Selzer
as psychopaths. The psychopath often has a father or grandfather
who is prominently respected, such as a judge, a civic leader or a
clergyman (rabbis, beware). The father is stern, remote, obsessional;
the mother is indulgent, pleasure-loving and contemptuous of her
husband's importance. The parents usually display dependence on
the approval of their contemporaries. The relationship between

parent and child is poor from the early stages and instead of real
love, one is likely to find indulgence and solicitude. There is an em-
phasis on external appearances. The child must behave well in order
to reflect favorably on the parents. Miale and Selzer tell us that the
Rorschach records of the Nazis "strongly suggest that their early
years and their family life were characterized by the kind of
dynamics"12 which led to the formation of the psychopathic per-

sonality.
It is wrong to accuse the authors of blatantly trying to excuse the

Nazis. In fact, it is obvious from the way they write that they feel
they are doing the world a favor by showing that the Nazis were not

normaL. Whether it is indeed a favor is questionable.
To begin with, such explaining away tends to lull the contem-

porary world into a false sense of security, in the thought that we wil
never again have such a conglomeration of psychopaths. Not only is
the hope that we wil never have such a psychopathic conglomerate

unrealistic, but also the question of whether the Nazis were indeed
psychopathic is stil debatable.

Secondly, branding the Nazis as psychopathic, all good inten-
tions to the contrary, tends to legally absolve these beasts of their

guilt. After all, how can you blame a psychopath for psychopathic
behavior when that psychopathic behavior is an accident of the in-
dividual's psychopathology? This is not explicitly stated by Miale and
Selzer, nor do they hint at it, but the very fact that they project their
analysis with such finality in this direction begs this very point. The
one who gave the orders was not normal, those who obeyed and car-
ried out the orders were not normal, the whole situation was abnor-
mal, so legally, there was no crime. Therefore, there was no guilt.

Miale and Selzer have, at best, created a questionable piece of
scientific literature. At worst, they have projected a fraudulent but
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potent argument for releasing the Nazis from guilt. All the antici-
pation which greets a study of the Nazis is dissolved into profound
disappointment upon realization that this study is a potentially dan-
gerous piece of work.

To be sure, Miale and Selzer are not the only ones who psycho-
analyze away the guilt of the Nazis. Consider the following:

The insecurities of post-World War I Germany and the anxieties they pro-
duced provided an emotional milieu in which irrationality and hysteria became
routine and ilusions became transformed into delusions. The delusional dis-
order assumed mass proportions. Germans, otherwise individually rational,
yielded themselves to pathological fantasies about the Jews. In that climate,
where masses of Germans had lost the ability to distinguish between the real
Jew and the mythic Jew of anti-Semitic invention, the chilastic system of Na-
tional Socialist beliefs could further influence their already distorted sense of
reality. . . in modern Germany, the mass psychosis of anti-Semitism de-
ranged a whole people.13

Introducing such notions as "mass psychosis" serves to denor-
malize the Nazis and thus tends to absolve them. It is to be hoped
that Dawidowicz used the term "mass psychosis" not as a clinical or
moral judgment, but as a form of hyperbole to which she may be en-
titled by literary license. Nevertheless, the dangers of using such
terms indiscriminately are too massive to allow such license.

v

Where indeed do we stand on the problem of Nazi guilt? What
they did could not have been normal because no human being would
perpetrate such atrocities. If, indeed, what they did was not normal
and they were psychopathic, then there was no free-wiled action.
One recalls the differing analyses of the Rorschach offered by Miale
and Selzer and the ten experts consulted by Harrower. The objective
analyses of Harrower's experts were radically different from the anal-
yses of Miale and Selzer, but they were the same Rorschachs. One
can see a multitude of attributes and tendencies in the same person.
Does this not indicate that, in fact, every individual has a multitude
of propensities and potentialities ranging all the way from docility to
violence, from mercifulness to cruelty, from cold insensitivity to
warm empathy? Is it the propensity which makes the individual or is
it the individual who makes the propensity into a reality?

The Talmud asserts that a person is led on the course he or she
wishes to follow.14 That is to say, the choices make the person. Even
if one were to assume that individuals are born with basic tendencies,
these tendencies do not imply causality. After all, does not the Tal-
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mud assert that "One who is born under the constellation of Mars
wil be a shedder of blood." Lest the student think that this concept
contradicts the basic Judaic notion of free choice, Rav Ashi inter-
venes and explains, "either a surgeon, a thief, a slaughterer or a cir-
cumciser."15 The world is varied enough that even tendencies towards
violence can be given positive expression and release. That one
chooses to release these tendencies in an atrocious manner becomes a
matter of choice. There are many children of famous personali-
ties - not all of them become psychopaths; there are many children
who are denied maternal love-not all of them become insensitive,
cruel beasts; there are many children who see conflct in their homes
- not all of them become violent. Deprivation limits choices, but it
does not destroy choice. Even when reflecting upon the plight of
Pharoah, who was the agent of God's destiny in enslaving the Jewish
people in Egypt, the Jewish philosophers excuse Pharoah from blame
for the actual enslavement as this was actually part of God's plan, for
which he was a mere agent. It was the cruel subjugation and un-
necessary murders of innocents for which Pharoah was blamed.
Pharoah's culpability derived from his own, freely-wiled "contribu-
tion" of cruelty. Destiny was involved, but so was free choice.

The syndrome of enslavement is separate from the syndrome of
murder (this is not to imply that enslavement is an acceptable enter-
prise). It is the human refusal to exercise humanness which makes the
one follow the other. This was the case with Pharoah and this was the
case with the Nazis. Their guilt is the guilt of human beings who free-
ly chose to become animals.

Miale and Selzer in their introduction dedicate their book to the
victims of the Nazis, living and dead. Immediately underneath is the
Hebrew verse, "Zahor et asher asah l'kho A malek, " "Remember what
A malek did unto you" (Deuteronomy 25: 17). The Scripture con-
tinues with the fact that Amalek made an inexcusable and wanton at-
tack on the Jewish people just for the sake of eliminating them.

Because of this, the Jewish community is charged with the obligation
to "blot out the memory of Amalek" (Deuteronomy 25:19).

It should be noted that the Rorschach test is referred to as the
"ink blot" test. Obviously the authors, Miale and Selzer, felt that by
subjecting the Nazis to "ink blot" analysis, they were "blotting out"
the memory of modern day Amalek, but, in fact, what they have
achieved is to blot out their guilt. Insofar as this was not the intention
of the authors, it is unfortunate. Insofar as this gives added ammuni-
tion to those who desire to absolve the Nazis from any blame, it is
disastrous.
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