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A book to challenge the status quo, spark a debate, and get people talking about the issues and
questions we face as a country!

"Atheists who claim that Hitler was a Christian will be sorely disappointed by this excellent and
well documented book. It clearly shows the anti-Christian nature of Hitler’s ideology and religious
beliefs. Given today’s culture wars it is essential reading for all Christians and anyone interested
in knowing the truth about National Socialism."— IRVING HEXHAM, professor of religious
studies, University of Calgary, and author of Understanding World Religions"This fascinating
and elegantly written new book will challenge scholars to rethink existing interpretations of
'Hitler’s Religion.' In ten well-researched and tightly argued chapters, Weikart shows that Hitler
was neither an atheist, a Christian, nor an occultist. Rather, he marshals convincing evidence
that Hitler was a pantheist who embraced a brutal, Darwinian religion of nature."— DR. ERIC
KURLANDER, professor of modern European history, Stetson University, and author of Living
with Hitler and (forthcoming) Nazi Monsters: A Supernatural History of the Third Reich"Many
prominent Western intellectuals have dispensed with the view that humans are created in the
image of God and thus have immeasurable value and inalienable rights,’ writes Professor
Weikart. In my four decades of speaking in university open forums, I have witnessed the logical
consequences of this belief that humanity is a cosmic accident: wherever I go I meet student
after student troubled by haunting questions of meaning and purpose. Weikart demonstrates the
impoverishment of philosophies that reject the Judeo-Christian worldview—but ‘still retain some
of the vestiges of the Judeo-Christian morality that they claim to spurn'—and shows how
Christianity uniquely makes sense of our questions of meaning, purpose, morality, and dignity.
His book [The Death of Humanity] will sober and challenge you."— RAVI ZACHARIAS, speaker
and author of Why Jesus? Rediscovering His Truth in an Age of Mass Marketed Spirituality, and
other books--This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From the Back CoverThe
Twisted Beliefs that Drove the Third ReichFor a man whom history can never forget, Adolf Hitler
remains a persistent mystery on one front--his religious faith. Atheists tend to insist Hitler was a
devout Christian. Christians counter that he was an atheist. And still others suggest that he was
a practicing member of the occult.None of these theories is true, says historian Richard Weikart.
Delving more deeply into the question of Hitler's religious faith than any researcher to date,
Weikart reveals the startling and fascinating truth about the most hated man of the twentieth
century: Adolf Hitler was a pantheist who believed nature was the only true "God."In Hitler's
Religion, Weikart explains how the laws of nature became Hitler's only moral guide, and why
Hitler claimed--even believed--he was serving God by annihilating supposedly "inferior" human
beings and promoting the welfare and reproduction of the allegedly superior Aryan race. Like the



racist forms of Darwinism prevalent at the time, Hitler's twisted religion was a direct attack on the
Judeo-Christian ethics on which Western civilization is built.--This text refers to an alternate
kindle_edition edition.About the AuthorRichard Weikart is an associate professor of modern
European history at California State University, Stanislaus. In 1994, he received his Ph.D. from
the University of Iowa in modern European history with specializations in modern Germany and
modern European intellectual history. His prior books include From Darwin to Hitler: Evolutionary
Ethics, Eugenics, and Racism in Germany and the 2016 book Death of Humanity: And the Case
for Life, also published by Regnery. --This text refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.From
the Inside FlapThe Twisted Beliefs that Drove the Third ReichFor a man whom history can never
forget, Adolf Hitler remains a persistent mystery on one front—his religious faith. Atheists tend to
insist Hitler was a devout Christian. Christians counter that he was an atheist. And still others
suggest that he was a practicing member of the occult.None of these theories is true, says
historian Richard Weikart. Delving more deeply into the question of Hitler’s religious faith than
any researcher to date, Weikart reveals the startling and fascinating truth about the most hated
man of the twentieth century: Adolf Hitler was a pantheist who believed nature was the only true
"God."In Hitler’s Religion, Weikart explains how the laws of nature became Hitler’s only moral
guide, and why Hitler claimed—even believed—he was serving God by annihilating supposedly
"inferior" human beings and promoting the welfare and reproduction of the allegedly superior
Aryan race. Like the racist forms of Darwinism prevalent at the time, Hitler’s twisted religion was
a direct attack on the Judeo-Christian ethics on which Western civilization is built.--This text
refers to an alternate kindle_edition edition.Read more
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PRAISE FORHITLER’S RELIGION“Drawing on careful and thorough research, Prof. Weikart
provides an overview of what we can know with a reasonable level of confidence about Hitler’s
religious beliefs and those of his inner circle. The picture that emerges reveals a public persona
carefully crafted by Hitler that sought to avoid alienating his support base in Germany, which was
to a great extent churchgoing. But in private Hitler led his top aids in developing a subtle strategy
to gradually destroy any traces of religious faith that would dissent from his maniacal plans to
redraw the map of Europe, eliminate all Jews, and extirpate from human consciousness the idea
that all human beings have an equal dignity and value before God, and a call from God to love all
people as neighbors, with particular care for the weak. This is an important book that deserves a
wide audience beyond academia.”—Charles Bellinger, associate professor of theology and
ethics, Brite Divinity School, Texas Christian University, and author of The Genealogy of
Violence and The Trinitarian Self“Just what was Hitler’s religion? Based on a careful evaluation
of a wide range of sources, Richard Weikart gives as good an answer as we are likely to get.”—
Randall Bytwerk, professor of communications, emeritus, Calvin College, author of Bending
Spines: The Propagandas of Nazi Germany and the GDR, and editor of the website German
Propaganda Archive“In this insightful work, Richard Weikart argues that Hitler’s convoluted and
often confusing religious ideas were, in the end, essentially pantheistic. Drawing together
material from a wide variety of sources, Weikart is careful in his approach and, for the most part,
judicious in his interpretations. While some of those interpretations may be open to debate, this
book represents a major step forward in illuminating a murky, yet extremely significant, aspect of
Hitler’s mental universe. As such, it deserves a broad readership.”—Derek Hastings, associate
professor of history, Oakland University, and author of Catholicism and the Roots of Nazism:
Religious Identity and National SocialismCopyright © 2016 by Richard WeikartAll rights
reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any
means electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, recording, or any information storage and
retrieval system now known or to be invented, without permission in writing from the publisher,
except by a reviewer who wishes to quote brief passages in connection with a review written for
inclusion in a magazine, newspaper, website, or broadcast.Regnery History™ is a trademark of
Salem Communications Holding Corporation;Regnery® is a registered trademark of Salem
Communications Holding CorporationCataloging-in-Publication Data on file with the Library of
CongressPublished in the United States byRegnery HistoryAn imprint of Regnery PublishingA
Division of Salem Media Group300 New Jersey Ave NWWashington, DC 20001Manufactured in
the United States of America10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1Books are available in quantity for promotional
or premium use. For information on discounts and terms, please visit our website: .Distributed to
the trade byPerseus Distribution250 West 57th StreetNew York, NY
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Want to Destroy the Churches?SIX Did Hitler Derive His Anti-Semitism from Christianity?
SEVEN Was Hitler an Occultist or Paganist?EIGHT Who Was Hitler’s Lord?NINE Was Hitler a
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SourcesAcknowledgmentsNotesIndexINTRODUCTIONTHE DEBATE OVER HITLER’S
RELIGION IS NOT A sterile academic controversy over the musty past, but a dispute that still
arouses deep and intense passions. When Maurizio Cattelan’s sculpture Him was placed in the
Warsaw Ghetto Memorial in December 2012, it provoked considerable contention and even ire.
In that exhibit, only the back of the kneeling supplicant is visible. In earlier displays of Him at art
galleries around the world, visitors usually approached the praying figure from the back and
received a jolt when they walked around to the front and recognized the face: a youthful rendition
of Adolf Hitler. According to the notes accompanying one exhibition of Him, the “dictator is
represented in the act of pleading for forgiveness.” The Simon Wiesenthal Center, a Jewish ix
organization, roundly criticized the statue’s display at the Warsaw Ghetto Memorial as “a
senseless provocation which insults the memory of the Nazis’ Jewish victims.”1 When I first saw
a photo of the sculpture, my gut reaction was negative, too, but the more I pondered it, the more
I thought the sculptor might be imparting to us an important reminder: Evil often appears in the
guise of piety.It is hard for me to imagine Hitler kneeling in prayer, except perhaps during his
childhood, and I rather doubt he ever indulged in such a spiritual exercise as an adult. There is
certainly no evidence he ever sought forgiveness from God, for he was convinced to the end of
his life that he was obeying his God. However, in his unreliable memoir, Mein Kampf, Hitler
claimed he did kneel in prayer, at least on one occasion. When World War I broke out, he wrote,
“Overpowered by stormy enthusiasm, I fell down on my knees and thanked Heaven from an
overflowing heart for granting me the good fortune of being permitted to live at this time.”2 After
Hitler came to power, he enjoined his fellow Germans in a 1936 speech, “Let us fall down upon
our knees and beg the Almighty to grant us the strength to prevail in the struggle for freedom and
the future and the honor and the peace of our Volk, so help us God!”3 (Volk, a German term, is
difficult to translate; it means people in the sense of an ethnic group and is sometimes translated
as “nation,” but this is not entirely satisfactory because, by the early twentieth century, it often
had racial overtones.) Hitler intentionally cultivated an image of piety and righteousness that
served him well in his climb to power and in maintaining popularity after achieving power. He
wanted people to see him as a kneeling, devout supplicant.Some people still believe in the
image of Hitler the Pious and use it as a weapon against religion, while others recoil in horror at
the thought that Hitler could have been religious. One of the most famous atheists in the world,
Richard Dawkins, crossed swords intellectually with Pope Benedict XVI over the religious
identity of Hitler and Nazism. On his papal visit to Britain in September 2010, Benedict harshly
criticized atheism and secularism while lauding Britain for having fought “against a Nazi tyranny
that wished to eradicate God from society.”4 Dawkins was livid. In his article “Ratzinger [i.e.,
Benedict] Is an Enemy of Humanity,” Dawkins reminded readers that Benedict was a former
member of the Hitler Youth; thus, Dawkins maintained, Benedict should be more circumspect.



Dawkins insisted that Hitler was not an atheist but a Catholic who sincerely believed in God. He
even quoted a 1922 speech where Hitler called himself a Christian and referred to Jesus as “my
Lord and Savior.”5 (This quotation is a favorite of atheists, appearing on dozens of atheist and
secularist websites.)This controversy over Hitler’s religion—as well as the relationship between
religion and Nazism in general—has raged since Hitler emerged as a significant political figure
in Munich in the early 1920s. Otto Strasser, a leader in the early Nazi movement who broke away
from Hitler in 1930, told his brother in the late 1920s why he was increasingly dissatisfied with
Hitler: “We are Christians; without Christianity Europe is lost. Hitler is an atheist.”6 Despite the
fact that Hitler never renounced his membership in the Catholic Church, before he seized power
in 1933 and for about two months thereafter, the Catholic hierarchy forbade Catholics from
joining the Nazi Party because they viewed Hitler’s movement as fundamentally hostile to their
faith. In 1937, Pope Pius XI condemned the Nazi regime, not only for persecuting the Catholic
Church and harassing its clergy, but also for teaching ideology that conflicted with Catholic
doctrines. The White Rose, a student resistance movement at the University of Munich that
espoused Catholicism, wrote in a 1942 anti-Nazi pamphlet, “Every word that issues from Hitler’s
mouth is a lie. When he says peace he means war and when he most sinfully names the name
of the Almighty, he means the force of evil, the fallen angel, Satan.”7 Hans and Sophie Scholl
and other White Rose activists were guillotined after they were caught distributing leaflets
denouncing the German atrocities in Eastern Europe and encouraging their fellow Germans to
oppose the regime.And yet, Hitler was incredibly popular during the Third Reich, almost to the
very end. Most Germans who voted for Hitler or joined his party considered themselves good
Christians, and many of them hailed Hitler as a protector of Christianity from the godless
communists. Some Protestant pastors and Catholic priests joined the Nazi Party and cheered
Hitler on, and some internationally respected Protestant theologians climbed aboard the Nazi
juggernaut, too.8 By the mid-1930s, about 600,000 German Protestants had joined the German
Christian movement, which synthesized Nazi ideology and liberal Protestant theology.9 In 1933,
Hitler publicly promoted the German Christian candidates in the Protestant Church elections,
giving encouragement to those who hoped for an amalgamation of Christianity and Nazism.The
conflicting views of Hitler as atheist or Hitler as devout Christian are further complicated by the
widespread view of Hitler as a disciple of the occult. Hitler’s evil was so intense and inexplicable
that some suspect he must have had supernatural connections with the underworld that enabled
him to sway the masses and rise to power in Germany. Myriads of books and films purport to
prove Hitler was a follower of the black arts.So what was Hitler—an atheist, a Christian, or an
occultist? I demonstrate in the following pages that he was none of these three. He was not an
atheist, because he sincerely believed in the existence of God. He was not a Christian, because
the God he believed in was not Jesus Christ or the God of the Christian Bible. He was not an
occultist, because he overtly rejected occult beliefs and mystical practices.What, then, was his
religion? After carefully sifting through Hitler’s writings, speeches, and the testimony of his
associates, as well as other historians’ interpretations of Hitler, I have concluded that Hitler’s



religion was pantheism—or, if not pantheism, at least close to it. He believed that nature, or the
entire cosmos, is God. My interpretation will not come as a complete shock to scholars, since I
am by no means the first historian to suggest Hitler was a pantheist. However, there is still
disagreement among scholars on the topic, and certainly the public remains divided on the
issue. This book offers clarity to the debate through its detailed, sustained analysis of Hitler’s
religion—indeed, the most extensive to date in the English language.At first glance, it might
seem that Hitler’s pantheistic worship of nature is incidental, a bit of trivia that does little or
nothing to help us understand the man and the atrocities that he committed. But to suppose this
would be a mistake. Hitler’s devotion to nature as a divine being had a grim corollary: the laws of
nature became his infallible guide to morality. Whatever conformed to the laws of nature was
morally good, and whatever contravened nature and its ways was evil. When Hitler explained
how he hoped to harmonize human society with the scientific laws of nature, he emphasized
principles derived from Darwinian theory, especially the racist forms of Darwinism prominent
among Darwin’s German disciples. These laws included human biological inequality (especially
racial inequality), the human struggle for existence, and natural selection. In the Darwinian
struggle for existence, multitudes perish, and only a few of the fittest individuals survive and
reproduce. If this is nature’s way, Hitler thought, then he should emulate nature by destroying
those destined for death. Thus, in his twisted vision of religion, Hitler believed he was serving his
God by annihilating the allegedly inferior humans and promoting the welfare and prolific
reproduction of the supposedly superior Aryans.10Another debate that has exercised historians
is whether the Nazi regime itself should be characterized as a “political religion.” Most of those
interpreting Nazism as such construe it as a secular substitute for the dominant religion in early
twentieth-century Germany (i.e., Christianity).11 There are some historians who interpret
Nazism as a purely political movement and thus question the analytical helpfulness of the idea
of political religion.12 On the other extreme, historians insist that Nazism was not merely quasi-
religious or pseudo-religious, but a full-blown religion.13 Since the debate influences
perceptions of Hitler’s religion, I will address it briefly in this introduction.There is no doubt Hitler
and the Nazi Party appropriated religious symbols, terminology, and emotions in their speeches,
mass rallies, and ceremonies. For instance, at the 1936 Nuremberg Party Congress, about
100,000 political leaders in the party gathered at the Zeppelin Field on Friday night. One
hundred fifty powerful spotlights arranged in a rectangle around the crowd shined heavenward,
creating pillars of light. The Nazis dubbed this spectacle a “cathedral of light,” and before Hitler
stepped up to the tribune to deliver his speech, the German Labor Front leader Robert Ley led
the Nazi leadership in what he called a “confession of faith,” stating, “In this hour of consecration,
where an unending cathedral arches over us, proceeding into infinity, we vow: We believe in a
Lord God in heaven, who created us, who guides and protects us, and who has sent you, my
Führer, to us, so that you may liberate Germany. That is what we believe, my Führer.” According
to the official Nazi report, this “confession of faith” was greeted with a roar of approval.14 From
the Nazi perspective, the beauty of this minimalist confession of faith in the outdoor cathedral



was that it could potentially appeal to anyone who believed in any kind of God, whether Christian
or anti-Christian, theist, deist, or pantheist. Indeed, the Nuremberg Party Rally continued through
the weekend, and when it came time for the normal Sunday morning worship services for the
Christian God, Hitler and the Nazi hierarchy conspicuously participated in Nazi Party festivities
instead of going to church. Instead of celebrating the Lord’s Day, Sunday at the Nuremberg Party
Rally was SA Day, a time to honor the SA, or Nazi stormtroopers.The outdoor Cathedral of Light
at the 1938 Nuremberg Party Rally, during which Robert Ley proclaimed that Germany had “One
Volk, one Empire, one Führer.”Light Cathedral, 1938 Nuremberg Party Rally. From Der Parteitag
Grossdeutschland vom 5. bis 12. September 1938: Offizieller Bericht über den Verlauf des
Reichsparteitages mit sämtlichen Kongressreden (1938).In his speech immediately after Ley’s
“confession of faith,” Hitler gave this faith a slightly different twist, exhorting the party leaders to
put their faith in the German Volk. He first rehearsed the way that Germany had risen up from its
position of weakness and degradation since he had come to power four years earlier. This
“miracle of renewal in our people (Volk),” Hitler suggested, came about not as a “gift from heaven
for unworthy people” but because they had fanatically sacrificed for the “resurrection of a Volk.”
“It is the faith in our Volk that has made us small people (Menschen) great,” Hitler pronounced.
The future, he believed, was auspicious because the German Volk was “born again.” The speech
was saturated with religious terminology, most of it directed not toward God, but toward the
German Volk. Nonetheless, Hitler closed his speech by promising the young people in Germany
that if they would do their duty, “then God the Lord will never forsake our Volk.”15 This 1936
speech was not unusual, as Hitler often invoked religious themes to arouse consecration to the
German Fatherland while simultaneously appealing to God as the providential creator and
sustainer of the German Volk.Apparently, Hitler liked the effects of the “cathedral of light,” for the
Nazis repeated it the following two years (the last party rallies held because of the advent of
World War II). In his closing speech at the 1937 rally, Hitler reflected on the quasi-religious
experience of that eventful week, stating, “What almost shook us several times this week was
the confession of faith in a volkisch (nationalist-racist) worldview of a new generation, and more
than once hundreds of thousands stood here, no longer under the impression of a political rally,
but under the spell of deep prayer!”16 At the “cathedral of light” at the 1938 Nuremberg Rally,
Ley took matters a step further by almost deifying Hitler before the Führer came to the podium.
During the Second German Empire (1871–1918), a common nationalist slogan had been “One
Volk—one Empire—one God.” Just about every German would have recognized this saying,
since it was emblazoned on many postcards and even on a German postage stamp during the
Second Empire. Ley used an altered version of that saying when he introduced Hitler to about
140,000 Nazi political leaders:One Volk—one Empire—one Führer! How often in the last
decade and above all in the last years has this call of all Germans resounded upward again and
again. This battle cry of all Germans is jubilation and joy for some, confession and faith for
others, and pride and power for the entire German nation. Young and old, rich and poor, without
distinction all Germans repeat it again and again, and so we also want to let this confession of



Germans ring out in this solemn hour in the cathedral of light: One Empire—One Volk—One
Führer!17Nazi poster proclaiming the new Nazi saying, “One Volk, one Empire, one Führer.”Nazi
Poster: Ein Volk, ein Reich, ein Führer – courtesy of Randy Bytwerk, Calvin College.In this new
slogan, which was widely disseminated in the Third Reich on posters and a postage stamp, the
Führer had replaced God. Just two years earlier, Ley had led the gathered Nazi Party officials in
confessing faith in a God who had sent the Führer. By 1938, the confession of faith did not even
mention God and seemed to imply that Hitler was now filling His shoes.To be sure, I doubt that
Hitler ever thought he was God. But as many historians have suggested, he reveled in
Messianism and often portrayed himself as the man chosen by Providence to liberate Germany
and lead it to greatness. Derek Hastings concludes in his detailed examination of Hitler’s early
religious identity that by the time Hitler left prison in late 1924, he had come “to see his political
mission in increasingly all-encompassing messianic terms.”18 In The “Hitler Myth,” Ian Kershaw
does not use the term Messianism, as Hastings and some other historians do, but he does note
that a “pseudo-religious motivation . . . obviously lay for many behind the Hitler cult.”19 Indeed,
plenty of Germans looked upon their Führer as a quasi-deity, elevating him high above mere
mortals. After Goebbels finished reading Hitler’s Mein Kampf in October 1925, he raved in his
diary, “Who is this man? Half plebeian, half God! Actually the Christ or only John [the
Baptist]?”20 The messianic thrust of the Hitler cult manifested itself frequently, as in this Hitler
Youth song at the 1934 Nuremberg Party Rally:We are the joyful Hitler YouthWe need no
Christian virtueFor our Führer Adolf HitlerIs ever our Mediator.No pastor, no evil one, can
hinderUs from feeling as Hitler’s children.We follow not Christ but Horst Wessel,Away with
incense and holy water.The church can be taken away from me,The swastika is redemption on
the earth,It will I follow everywhere,Baldur von Schirach [leader of the Hitler Youth], take me
along!21Not only was this a clear expression of a desire to replace Christianity with Nazism, but
it also exalted Hitler to a position that the Christian churches gave Jesus, who is often called the
Mediator in the Bible and Christian theology.In the end, if all one means by “political religion” is
the political appropriation of religious symbols, terminology, rites, ceremonies, and emotions,
then clearly the Nazis excelled at this. However, is this enough for Nazism to qualify as a religion,
a political religion, or a secular religion, all terms used at times to describe Nazism? I am
hesitant to do so because definitions vary from one scholar to the next, making some of the
debate look like shadow-boxing.However, I want to pose a slightly different question: Did Hitler
regard Nazism as a religion? This is easier to decipher, since he explicitly answered this
question more than once. In Mein Kampf, he explicitly rejected the idea that he should become a
religious reformer, insisting that Nazism was a political, not a religious movement.22 In fact,
throughout his career, Hitler urged neutrality on purely religious questions, and he tolerated a
variety of views about religion within the Nazi Party. Some leading Nazis considered themselves
Christians, while others were staunchly and forthrightly anti-Christian. Some Nazis embraced
occultism, while others scoffed at it. Some promoted neo-paganism, while others considered
pagan rites and ceremonies absurd. Hitler really did not care what they believed about the



spiritual realm as long as it did not conflict with Nazi political and racial ideology. In October
1941, in the midst of a diatribe against the Christian churches, Hitler admitted that Nazism could
never be a complete substitute for religion because it did not offer anyone a coherent position on
metaphysics. Thus he counseled toleration for those who had a heartfelt desire for religion. He
remarked that someone feeling a need for metaphysics cannot simply be handed the Party
Program.23Though Hitler dismissed the idea that Nazism was a religion, he did consider it more
than just a political party or movement. He often presented Nazism as a fundamental worldview
that provided a foundation for his political ideology and policies. The second volume of Mein
Kampf contains two chapters on Weltanschauung, or world-view (rendered as “philosophy” in
the standard English translation), in which Hitler argued that any successful political movement
must be built on a coherent worldview. Hitler expressed the kernel of this worldview in one of
these chapters:The folkish worldview [i.e., Hitler’s own position] finds the importance of mankind
in its basic racial elements. In the state it sees in principle only a means to an end and construes
its end as the preservation of the racial existence of man. Thus, it by no means believes in an
equality of the races, but along with their difference it recognizes their higher or lesser value and
feels itself obligated, through this knowledge, to promote the victory of the better and stronger,
and demand the subordination of the inferior and weaker in accordance with the eternal will that
dominates this universe. Thus, in principle, it serves the basic aristocratic idea of Nature and
believes in the validity of this law down to the last individual. It sees not only the different value of
the races, but also the different value of individuals. . . . But it cannot grant the right to existence
even to an ethical idea if this idea represents a danger for the racial life of the bearers of a higher
ethics.24In this passage, Hitler hinted at his pantheism by equating the “eternal will that
dominates the universe” with the “aristocratic idea of Nature.” However, he clearly enunciated the
central tenet of his worldview: the primacy of race. This racial worldview attempted to explain the
essence of human existence and the meaning of history, while also providing moral guidance.
Though this does not make Hitler’s ideology a religion per se, his comprehensive philosophy of
life inevitably came into conflict with many religions, because most religions also claim to
provide answers to these fundamental questions. Hitler recognized this problem, maintaining in
Mein Kampf that a worldview such as his own must be intolerant toward any other worldview that
conflicts with it—and here he specifically mentioned Christianity as a rival.25Hitler knew that
converting Germans to his worldview would not leave the religious landscape unchanged. In an
August 1933 speech, Hitler stated, “The unity of the Germans must be guaranteed by a new
worldview, since Christianity in its present form is no longer equal to the demands being placed
on the bearers of national unity.”26 Three years later, in his cultural speech to the Nuremberg
Party Rally, he told the party faithful, “A Christian era can only possess a Christian art, a National
Socialist era only a National Socialist art.” Hitler believed that the triumph of his worldview would
transform the entire culture of Germany, whereupon it would no longer reflect previous religious
concerns.27Did Hitler’s desire to supplant Christian culture with Nazi culture mean he was intent
on secularizing German society? This is hotly debated. Already in 1947, the German theologian



Walter Künneth argued that Nazism was the result of religious decay and secularization. The
roots of Nazi ideology, he thought, were found in Darwin, Nietzsche, Houston Stewart
Chamberlain, and Oswald Spengler, whose ideas he considered products of secularization.28
Many scholars today agree with Künneth that Nazism is a manifestation of secularization. Detlev
Peukert, for instance, argued in his seminal essay, “The Genesis of the ‘Final Solution’ from the
Spirit of Science,” for the importance of a secularized version of science in shaping Nazi
ideology.29 Claudia Koonz explicitly calls Nazis “modern secularists” and interprets the Nazi
conscience as a “secular ethos.”30 Richard Steigmann-Gall, meanwhile, strenuously objects to
this interpretation, arguing instead that “Nazism was not the result of a ‘Death of God’ in
secularized society, but rather a radicalized and singularly horrific attempt to preserve God
against secularized society.”31 And Todd Weir, while admitting that the Nazi stance toward
secularism was ambiguous and even paradoxical, nevertheless argues that the Nazi’s espousal
of “positive Christianity” made them opponents of secularism.32This question is closely linked to
the debate over whether Nazism was a political religion, and it suffers from similar terminological
imprecision. Part of the problem in defining secularization is that religion and secularism are
often construed as polar opposites when they should be seen as two sides of a sliding scale. If
by secularization we mean a process whereby any form of belief in God, the afterlife, and some
kind of spiritual realm is completely discarded, then Hitler and his worldview were not secular.
However, many would define secularism to include more than just atheism and agnosticism,
though these are secularism’s most radical expressions. In his study of the rise of organized
secularism in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Germany, Todd Weir explains that
monism and pantheism were prominent forms of secularism at that time.33 Owen Chadwick
defines secularization as “a growing tendency in mankind to do without religion, or to try to do
without religion.” Chadwick links this decline in interest in religion with the vanishing belief in
miracles and supernatural intervention in the natural world.34 Thus, secularization does not
necessarily mean that people completely abandon belief in God, but it means that God
becomes irrelevant to one’s practical life. Religion becomes restricted to the personal realm,
having minimal impact on political, economic, or social life.Using this definition of secular, it
seems that despite Hitler’s belief in God and his willingness to appeal to Divine Providence, his
vision of National Socialism tilted more toward the secular than the religious side of the scale.
Hitler was completely apathetic about religious practices in his personal life, and he did not
really care what others believed about the nature of God or the afterlife. He consistently tried to
separate politics from religion, insisting that Nazism as a political movement was neutral on
religious questions. As long as the churches or other religious organizations allowed him to rule
this world, they could say whatever they wanted about the spiritual realm. However, they were
not allowed to make moral pronouncements because this impinged on the real world, where
Nazism was supposed to hold sway. Hitler was clearly more focused on this world’s concerns,
which is a hallmark of a secular outlook.I must stress, however, that even the most hardcore
secularists often still retain religious influences (and Hitler was not as radically secular as most



atheists or agnostics). Hitler still believed in some kind of God, and his thinking remained
colored by religious elements, although in the end, earthly concerns dominated his political and
racial ideology.35 This is especially true if we consider the moral philosophy of Nazism, which
centered on promoting the biological welfare and advancement of the Nordic race and often
conflicted with Christian ethics. Hitler’s Darwinian-inspired moral code called for the eradication
of the weak, sick, and those deemed inferior, rather than universal love.36Before exploring
Hitler’s religion in greater depth, we need to review the religious landscape in early twentieth-
century Germany and Austria. This will ascertain what Hitler’s religious options were. For the
purposes of this book, I used the ecumenical definition of the World Council of Churches (WCC)
regarding Christianity. The WCC will grant membership to any churches that “confess the Lord
Jesus Christ as God and Saviour according to the scriptures, and therefore seek to fulfill
together their common calling to the glory of the one God, Father, Son and Holy Spirit.”37 While
not all Christian churches have joined the WCC, its definition includes the majority of Christian
denominations worldwide: Roman Catholic, Lutheran, Eastern Orthodox, Anglican,
Presbyterian, Methodist, Baptist, Church of Christ, United Church of Christ, Disciples of Christ,
Assembly of God, Pentecostals, and many others. Two exclusions are the Jehovah’s Witnesses,
since they deny the deity of Jesus, and the Mormons, since they are polytheistic.In the early
twentieth century, Roman Catholicism was the dominant religion in Austria, where Hitler grew
up, as well as in Bavaria, where he began his political career. Approximately one-third of the
German population adhered to Catholicism, although this grew to 40 percent after Hitler
annexed Austria. Almost two-thirds embraced Protestantism (54 percent after Austria was
annexed). The Protestant Church was mostly Lutheran but did include a minority of Reformed
(Calvinist) congregations.38 Both the Protestant and Catholic churches were state churches, so
the German government levied taxes to support them. The majority of Germans were baptized
and confirmed into one of these two denominations and officially remained members until they
went to city hall and petitioned to withdraw from the church. Since they were state-sponsored
churches, public schools included religious instruction, often by clergy. Generally, this meant
Catholic religious instruction in predominately Catholic regions and Protestant religion classes in
Protestant areas. Both denominations were also allowed to establish parochial schools, though
the Catholic Church took greater advantage of this right.Catholicism in the early twentieth
century adhered to traditional dogmas far more than the Protestant Church did. The Catholic
Church upheld the ancient creeds, the reliability of the Bible (as interpreted by the Catholic
Church), the virgin birth of Jesus, the historicity of biblical miracles, the death of Jesus for the
forgiveness of sins, original sin, Jesus’ bodily resurrection, and many other traditional doctrines.
The Protestant Church in Germany, despite being predominately Lutheran, was more divided
theologically. Beginning in the eighteenth century and increasing dramatically through the
nineteenth century, German Protestantism had largely adopted theological liberalism, especially
in the university theology faculties. Theological liberalism tended to dismiss many parts of the
Bible as historically unreliable and rejected the miraculous. It opposed the idea of the inherent



sinfulness of humanity and stressed the immanence rather than the transcendence of God. It
also embraced Friedrich Schleiermacher’s stress on individual religious experience or feeling,
thus making religion impervious to scientific or historical criticism even while admitting such
criticism’s validity in the empirical realm.Though theological liberalism dominated the German
theological scene by the early twentieth century, some Protestants remained theologically
conservative. Further, immediately after World War I, the Protestant theologian Karl Barth helped
initiate a new movement—sometimes called neo-orthodoxy—which challenged liberal theology
by emphasizing the authority of all of God’s Word and stressing the sinfulness of humanity and
the transcendence of God. Barth and neo-orthodox theologians did not reject biblical criticism,
but they interpreted scripture in an existential sense, rather than as empirical historical
claims.Though the majority of Germans still identified as Christians, competing religious and
secular philosophies had undermined the loyalty of a minority. During the eighteenth-century
Enlightenment, some German intellectuals dispensed with the notion of a miracle-working God
or a divine Jesus. Instead, they embraced deism, a rationalistic concept of a God who created
the world to operate according to fixed scientific laws and then left it to run on its own accord.
Many deists remained in the churches, especially in the Protestant Church, pushing it in a more
liberal direction.In the Romantic backlash against Enlightenment rationalism in the last decade
of the eighteenth and opening decades of the nineteenth century, religion became more
intellectually respectable. However, many Romantics were not entranced with traditional
Christianity; they found pantheism more congenial to their mystical love of nature. Pantheism,
the worship of nature or the cosmos as God, exerted a powerful influence on German
intellectual life throughout the nineteenth century. In 1835, the poet Heinrich Heine asserted,
“Nobody says it, but everyone knows it: pantheism is an open secret in Germany. We have in fact
outgrown deism. We are free and want no thundering tyrant.”39 Sometimes known as monism,
pantheism diverged into two main branches in the nineteenth century: a mystical or idealistic
form and a scientific or naturalistic version. German idealism prevailed in German philosophy in
the early nineteenth century, so idealistic pantheism was more pronounced then. Later in the
nineteenth century, science and materialism became more significant forces in German
intellectual life, giving impetus to naturalistic varieties of pantheism.40 After World War I,
pantheism experienced resurgence among German intellectuals, so it was still intellectually
viable during Hitler’s political career.41In addition to pantheism, a position known as
panentheism also emerged during the Romantic era. Panentheism is close to pantheism, but not
quite the same, since it teaches that nature is a part of God, but God also transcends nature to
some extent. In this view, nature is divine, but it is not all of God. In pantheism, God and nature
are completely identical. Some scholars argue that panentheism, not pantheism, characterized
the religious thought of German Romantic thinkers and artists. Nicholas Riasanovsky, however,
makes this important point about both movements: “The supreme claim of pantheism or
panentheism was to make men and women God. More precisely, they were parts of God; but
because all divisions were ultimately unreal, they were, in effect, God himself.”42 During the



Nazi period, the philosopher Kurt Hildebrandt argued that the pantheism or panentheism of
German idealist philosophy—which he espoused—was the basis for any valid theory of
biological evolution. He thus argued that pantheism and panentheism were the proper
foundation for Nazi racial ideology.43There were even more “isms” at work in Germany during
this time. Materialism and positivism gained ground in the late nineteenth century, though
primarily among scientists, physicians, and socialists. Materialism, the atheistic view that nothing
exists but matter and energy, had achieved little traction in Germany until the 1850s, when
several best-selling works on materialism created an intellectual sensation. It also received
impetus in the mid-to late nineteenth century through Marxism, which dismissed all religion as
the “opiate of the masses.” Positivism declared that knowledge about God, the afterlife, and any
other religious tenet is impossible. It opted for a thoroughgoing agnosticism, rejecting even
materialism, because materialists claim to have knowledge about God (that He does not exist).
Positivism had an obvious appeal to some scientists because it taught that the only path to
knowledge was through scientific inquiry. Neither materialism nor positivism gained much
traction in German academic philosophy, but they attracted many adherents nonetheless.While
deism, pantheism, panentheism, materialism, and positivism were more influential among the
intellectual elites, other forms of religion percolated through the masses. Spiritualism and
occultism increased in late nineteenth-century Germany and Austria as some people sought
spiritual experiences outside the Christian churches. Rudolf Steiner’s anthroposophy gained a
following, as did many smaller spiritualist and occultist organizations. Various forms of occultism
and neo-paganism were especially prominent in the radical nationalist scene that intersected
with Hitler’s early Nazi Party. Other Germans in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries—
but only small numbers compared to the whole population—were attracted to various Christian
denominations, such as the Methodists, Baptists, Pentecostals, Salvation Army, and Quakers, or
to other sects, such as the Jehovah’s Witnesses and Mormons. However, all these remained
small fringe groups compared to the two major Christian denominations. About 1 percent of the
German population, mean-while, was Jewish.Interestingly, not all Germans who rejected the two
major churches withdrew from them officially. A variety of considerations—such as family, social
pressure, status, career advancement, or politics—hindered some from taking the decisive step
to leave the church even after they had jettisoned its teachings and practices. (This pressure is
still intense in Germany—I have talked with Germans who have no inward attachment to their
church but maintain their official membership nonetheless.) One example illustrating this
hesitancy is Max von Gruber, a famous professor of hygiene at the University of Munich. Gruber
was promoting eugenics before and during the time Hitler was in Munich; Hitler may even have
read some of Gruber’s essays on eugenics in Deutschlands Erneuerung, a journal published by
Hitler’s friend Julius Friedrich Lehmann and edited by an early member of the Nazi Party. In a
private letter in 1885 to his friend, Heinrich Friedjung, Gruber divulged that he was fed up with
Catholicism, the faith of his upbringing, so in the next few weeks he was planning to withdraw
from the church. However, even though he would prefer to register as a non-Christian, he had



resolved to join the Protestant Church. Why? He did not want to put such a large cleft between
his children and the rest of society, he explained. Thus, he concluded, he would go “the way of
gradual transition, from Catholicism through Protestantism to Prometheanism!”44 This reticence
about leaving the church was common. Even the rabidly anticlerical biologist Ernst Haeckel
remained a member of the Protestant Church until 1910, even though he had rejected
Christianity already in the 1860s. It may strike modern-day Americans as bizarre, but Haeckel
attacked Christianity publicly for decades even while he was still paying church taxes.Haeckel’s
situation, however, highlights a conundrum: Should Haeckel be considered a Christian before
1910, despite his public attacks against the religion, just because he was baptized and
confirmed in the Protestant Church, raised in a pious family, and remained an official member of
the church? I do not know of anyone who has made such a nonsensical claim regarding
Haeckel. Yet in Hitler’s case, some seem to think these same considerations are important
evidence verifying that Hitler was a Christian. And what about the positive statements that
Haeckel made about Jesus and Christian ethics? Was that enough to make him a Christian?
Undoubtedly not, for then Muhammed, Mahatma Gandhi, and multitudes of Buddhists, Hindus,
and Muslims would be Christians, too, which is absurd. Even some atheists and agnostics have
a high regard for Jesus. Does that make them Christians? Why should we treat Hitler, knowing
his full body of work, differently?Scholars and especially popular works on Hitler, in fact, have
identified him with just about every major expression of religion present in early twentieth-
century Germany: Catholic Christianity, non-Catholic Christianity, non-Christian monotheism,
deism, pantheism, occultism, agnosticism, and atheism. One reason for this confusion is that
Hitler consciously obfuscated his position whenever he thought he could gain political capital
needed to secure power or retain popularity. While many of his long-term goals were fixed, he
was flexible about short-term policies, and he was not averse to concealing his goals if he knew
they would not be popular. I discuss this methodological problem in chapter 1 to help clear away
some of the misconceptions about Hitler’s religion that he himself propagated. It still amazes me
that some people actually believe the public religious image that Hitler created for himself, as if
Hitler would never have stooped to deceiving anyone about such important matters.45Another
problem creating confusion about Hitler’s religion is that some people (though usually not
historians, who know better) think the Nazis had a coherent religious position. Some wrongly
assume that because Rosenberg or Himmler embraced neo-paganism, this must have been the
official Nazi position. However, there was no official Nazi position on religion, except perhaps for
the rather vague and minimalist position that some kind of God existed. Thus, looking at the
views of other leading Nazis will not give us a definitive answer about Hitler’s own religious
perspective. To understand Hitler’s religion, we have to examine Hitler’s own statements and
actions, as I do in the body of this book.ONEWAS HITLER A RELIGIOUS HYPOCRITE?ON
APRIL 12, 1922, HITLER PROCLAIMED TO A crowd in Munich that he was a Christian: “My
Christian feeling directs me to my Lord and Savior as a fighter. . . . As a Christian I do not have
the duty to allow the wool to be pulled over my eyes, but I have the duty to be a fighter for the



truth and for what is right. . . . As a Christian I also have a duty toward my own people.”1 Those
who want to prove Hitler was a bona fide Christian frequently reference this passage. Strangely,
their attitude seems to be Hitler said it, I believe it, and that settles it. Of course, they
conveniently ignore the many other things Hitler said about God and religion.Joseph Goebbels,
based on his frequent and extensive conversations with Hitler, recorded numerous times in his
diary that Hitler was anti-Christian and wanted to destroy the churches. A few days after
Christmas in 1939, he conversed with Hitler and reported, “The Führer is deeply religious, but
entirely anti-Christian. He sees in Christianity a symptom of decay. Rightly so. It is a strata
deposited by the Jewish race.”2 In fact, Goebbels often claimed that Hitler spurned Christianity
and wanted to undermine it.Which image of Hitler is true? Were his public professions of
Christianity merely the hypocritical rhetoric of a deceptive politician wooing voters, while his
private anti-Christian utterances reflected his true feelings? Or did Hitler change his religious
views between 1922 and 1939, so that both images reflected his genuine position at the time?
Another option is to doubt both images. As a consummate and shrewd politician seeking
supporters, was Hitler simply telling different constituencies what they wanted to hear? Maybe in
1922, he was pandering to the religious sensibilities of the Munich crowds, but in conversations
with Goebbels he preyed on Goebbels’ anti-Christian sympathies. Which was the authentic
Hitler?We have many reasons to be skeptical about anything Hitler professed. In general, he lied
whenever he thought it would benefit him. While building up his military in the mid-1930s, he
assured everyone that he was a man dedicated to peace—how dare anyone think that he
harbored aggressive intentions! Though he made no secret of his contempt for the humiliating
Versailles Treaty, he repeatedly asserted that he would only use peaceful means to throw off its
shackles. He merely wanted Germany restored to a position of equality with other nations. When
he annexed Austria in 1938, he assured the world that he had no other designs; simultaneously,
he was encouraging German leaders in Czechoslovakia’s Sudetenland region to foment unrest
in their country so that he would have a pretext to launch a military invasion. Later in 1938, Hitler
ordered his generals to prepare to invade Czechoslovakia. Fearing a devastating war, British
Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain intervened, met with Hitler at the Munich Conference, and
gave Hitler the Sudetenland in exchange for Hitler’s pledge to be a good chap and respect the
new borders of Czechoslovakia.Today, most people shake their heads in dismay at the naïvité of
Chamberlain and the British public, who largely agreed with him. His appeasement policy
assumed that Hitler was an honorable man of his word who would uphold the peace settlement
he signed in Munich. When he stepped off the plane from the Munich Conference, Chamberlain
triumphantly held up a piece of paper, rejoicing that Hitler had signed it. Six months later,
Chamberlain discovered to his dismay how much Hitler’s word was worth: Hitler took over the
rest of Czechoslovakia, which flagrantly violated his promise. The British prime minister finally
woke up to the reality that Hitler could not be trusted. Later, the Poles, the Danes, and the
Soviets also faced Hitler’s aggression, despite non-aggression pacts he had signed with each of
them.It was not just Hitler’s actions that proved he was not a man of his word. In private talks with



like-minded Nazi officials, Hitler made it clear that he would not be bound by promises and
agreements. During a November 1938 secret speech to press leaders in Munich, Hitler told
them that for years he had been compelled to pose as a man of peace, but now the press
needed to prepare the German people psychologically for violence to attain their foreign policy
goals.3 Over a year earlier in a private speech to Nazi leaders, he revealed the duplicitous
nature of his rearmament program and his Four-Year Plan, both of which aimed at offensive
warfare. He told his Nazi colleagues:We all know that there are some things about which we
should never speak. . . . We know certainly, that we are building our army up, in order to keep the
peace. And we are running the Four-Year Plan in order, we say, to be able to exist economically.
Only thus can we speak of these matters. Each of us knows that. Other thoughts will never be
uttered, and that is true in very many areas. This must be an iron principle. Each one [of us] can
look the other in the eye, and he can from the eyes perceive, that the other thinks exactly the
same way that he thinks, and knows exactly the same as he also knows.4Hitler understood that
some policies must be camouflaged, since they would stir up opposition to his regime, either
from other countries or within Germany. Thus he urged his followers to lie to cover up policies
that might offend or antagonize others. Interestingly, he admitted this was “true in very many
areas.” Was religion also one of the areas where a smokescreen was required?Plenty of
evidence suggests Hitler was concerned lest he offend the religious sensibilities of the German
public. In a lengthy passage in Mein Kampf, he warned against repeating the disastrous course
that caused Georg von Schönerer’s Pan-German Party to nose dive. Schönerer was an Austrian
politician in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries who wanted to unite all Germans in
a common empire. His fervent German nationalism brought him into conflict with the multi-ethnic
Austro-Hungarian Empire, which would dissolve if Schönerer had his way. He also promoted a
biological form of anti-Semitism, wanting to purify the German people by getting rid of this
allegedly foreign race. In 1941, Hitler told his colleagues that when he arrived in Vienna in 1907,
he was already a follower of Schönerer.5 By the time he wrote Mein Kampf, he agreed fully with
Schönerer’s Pan-German ideals, affirming, “Theoretically speaking, all the Pan-German’s
[Schönerer’s] thoughts were correct.”6 However, he blamed Schönerer for not recognizing the
importance of winning the masses over to Pan-Germanism and harshly criticized him for
launching the Los-von-Rom (Away-from-Rome) Movement, which called on Austrians to
abandon the Roman Catholic Church. Schönerer opposed Catholicism because he considered
it an internationalist organization that undermined nationalism. He believed it posed a danger to
the German people since it included many different nationalities, including his enemies: the
Slavic groups in the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Schönerer himself personally left the Catholic
Church in January 1900 and joined the Lutheran denomination. Though he occasionally lauded
Luther and Protestantism, his concern was purely political. According to Andrew G. Whiteside, a
leading expert on Schönerer, he remained a pagan at heart and was indifferent to Christianity;
though sometimes he claimed to be a Christian, at other times he admitted, “I am and remain a
pagan.” Another time, he stated, “Where Germandom and Christendom are in conflict, we are



Germans first. . . . If it is un-Christian to prefer the scent of flowers in God’s own free nature to the
smoke of incense . . . then I am not a Christian.” According to Whiteside, “none of the Pan-
German leaders was in the least religious.”7Hitler viewed the Los-von-Rom Movement as an
unmitigated disaster because it unnecessarily alienated the masses from the Pan-German Party,
precipitating its decline. Hitler suggested the proper political course would be to imbue ethnically
German Catholics (and Protestants) with nationalist sentiments so they would support a “single
holy German nation,” just as they had done during World War I.8 Hitler also rejected Schönerer’s
anti-Catholic crusade because he insisted that a successful political movement must
concentrate all its fury on a single enemy. A struggle against Catholicism would dissipate the
Nazi movement’s power and sense of conviction it needed to carry on its fight against the
Jews.9 In the second volume of Mein Kampf, Hitler even accused the Jews of conspiring to
divide Germans from each other by arousing religious sectarianism. By stirring up German
Catholics to fight against German Protestants, Jews were diverting them from confronting their
real threat: the Jews themselves. Hitler insisted that his political movement should unite all
Germans to oppose the Jews, becoming a party where “the most devout Protestant could sit
beside the most devout Catholic, without coming into the slightest conflict with his religious
convictions.”10 He did not care whether his fellow Germans were Protestant or Catholic (or of
some other religious persuasion). However, he wanted to ensure that religion did not create
divisions and thereby weaken the German Volk.While Hitler faulted Schönerer for alienating the
masses through his anti-Catholic campaign, he was not thereby endorsing Catholicism. Overall,
he supported Schönerer’s ideological goals and only objected to his inopportune tactics: “[The
Pan-German movement’s] goal had been correct, its will pure, but the road it chose was
wrong.”11 What Hitler learned from Schönerer’s tactical mistake was that political parties should
steer clear of interfering with people’s religious beliefs or attacking religious organizations: “For
the political leader the religious doctrines and institutions of his people must always remain
inviolable; or else he has no right to be in politics, but should become a reformer, if he has what it
takes! Especially in Germany any other attitude would lead to a catastrophe.”12 Hitler thus
warned any anticlerical members of his party to keep their antireligious inclinations private, lest
they alienate the masses.However, despite his use of the superlative, Hitler did not really think
religious beliefs and institutions must “always remain inviolable.” Just two paragraphs earlier, he
had already qualified this statement by declaring, “Political parties have nothing to do with
religious problems, as long as these are not alien to the nation [Volk], undermining the morals
and ethics of the race.” Thus, Hitler recognized there could be some cases of conflict with
religious institutions, and, in these cases, the needs of the Volk would take precedence over
religious beliefs or organizations. However, he clearly hoped religious conflict could be kept to a
minimum. This position in Mein Kampf accorded fully with Point Twenty-Four of the Nazi Party’s
Twenty-Five Point Program, where the Nazi Party guaranteed religious freedom, but with this
qualification: “We insist upon freedom for all religious confessions in the state, providing they do
not endanger its existence or offend the German race’s sense of decency and morality.”13 Hitler



only believed in religious liberty insofar as it did not conflict with his own ideology.In 1924, when
Hitler was interned in Landsberg Prison after his failed Beer Hall Putsch, his fellow prisoner and
confidante Rudolf Hess talked with other Nazis about religion. Hitler did not join the
conversation; afterward, he told Hess that he dared not divulge his true feelings about religion
publicly. Hitler confessed that, even though he found it distasteful, “for reasons of political
expediency he had to play the hypocrite toward his church.”14 From the early days of his political
activity, Hitler recognized that being a religious hypocrite had its political advantages.In his
diaries, Goebbels confirmed that Hitler camouflaged his religious position to placate the
masses. Based on his conversations with Hitler more than a year before the Nazis came to
power, Goebbels wrote that Hitler not only wanted to withdraw officially from the Catholic Church
but even wanted to “wage war against it” later. However, Hitler knew withdrawing from
Catholicism at that moment would be scandalous and undermine his chances of gaining power.
Rather than commit political suicide, he would bide his time, waiting for a more opportune
moment to strike against the churches. Goebbels, meanwhile, was convinced the day of
reckoning would eventually come when he, Hitler, and other Nazi leaders would all leave the
Church together.15 If Hitler was being frank with Goebbels, then his public religious image was
indeed a façade to avoid offending his supporters. If, on the other hand, Hitler was simply telling
Goebbels what he wanted to hear, then Hitler was still masking his true religious thoughts and
feelings.Even those in Hitler’s inner circle admitted that they were not sure what Hitler’s religious
beliefs were. After the demise of the Third Reich, Alfred Rosenberg, a close friend of Hitler from
the early days of the Nazi movement, explained in his memoirs that Hitler strictly separated
politics from religious beliefs and wanted to keep his own religious views hidden. Hitler told
Rosenberg that one time he had been asked directly what his religious beliefs were but had
refused to answer. Rosenberg confessed that even he was not sure what Hitler believed: “What
his own beliefs were he never told me in so many words.” Rosenberg noted that Hitler often
mentioned Providence and the Almighty in his speeches, but ultimately his vision of God was
vague and amorphous.16In a diary entry from June 1934, Rosenberg also explained how Hitler
masked his true religious feelings for political purposes. At that time, Rosenberg himself was
under assault by the churches because of his anticlerical writings and speeches. Hitler told
Rosenberg he should not reply to these attacks because the Saar referendum was coming up,
when the people of the Saarland would decide whether to join Germany or not. Hitler did not
want to alienate the Christians of the Saarland. Despite this, according to Rosenberg, Hitler
divulged his anti-Christian stance and “more than once emphasized, laughing, that he had been
a heathen from time immemorial,” and that “the Christian poison” was approaching its demise.
Rosenberg explained, however, that Hitler kept these views top secret.17When one of Hitler’s
secretaries, Johanna Wolf, was interrogated in 1948 about Hitler’s religious inclinations, she had
just as much difficulty as Rosenberg in figuring out what Hitler believed. When asked if Hitler had
some kind of mystic faith, she replied, “It is difficult to say. I am sure that he had some sense of
something behind and beyond the daily life and that he acted in spite of that—inspired by that



sense.” Then she was asked, “You would not say that he was religious, would you?” She replied,
“No, I wouldn’t call him religious, but that sense might inspire people who are not religious in the
ordinary sense of the word.” Like Rosenberg, she was not able to provide any specifics of Hitler’s
religion.18No wonder, then, that so many people today are confused about Hitler’s religion. He
wanted it that way. He was a notorious liar and made conflicting statements about his religious
commitments to suit different audiences. Even his friends and associates were not always sure
what his religious beliefs were. It also requires us to exercise a great deal of methodological
caution in reaching our own conclusion on the extent of his religious hypocrisy. Since we know
that Hitler’s own statements are not trustworthy, we need to examine them carefully in context.
What audience was he addressing, and why was he staking out a particular religious position at
a particular time? We must also identify consistencies or inconsistencies in his statements to
help discern whether they reflect his desire to placate different audiences, or if they reflect
genuine changes in his personal views. Further, we should compare his statements with his
actions: what were his private religious activities, and how did he treat religious leaders and
organizations? By doing all this, we will gain traction toward understanding Hitler’s religious
beliefs.Whatever his private religious convictions, Hitler tried to build his movement and later
maintain power and popular support by pledging to respect religious liberty. The Nazi Twenty-
Five Point Program of 1920 had already promised this, and after coming to power in 1933, Hitler
persistently stressed his commitment to allow everyone to worship however they wanted. In a
speech in Munich in November 1941, Hitler confronted the recurring accusation that his regime
was antireligious. It is a complete fabrication, he assured them, that the Nazi regime wants to
destroy religion. He did not care what religion anyone professed. “In the German Reich—and
according to our view,” Hitler stated, “everyone can be saved in his own fashion!” This last phrase
—“everyone can be saved in his own fashion”—was a famous quotation from the eighteenth-
century Prussian King Frederick the Great that emphasized his religious toleration. Hitler piously
maintained that he had never persecuted anyone for his or her religion; the only religious leaders
his regime had arrested were those who had crossed over the red line by meddling in
politics.19There, however, was the rub. Hitler wanted to maintain a strict division of labor with
religious institutions. He really did not care what they taught people about the spiritual world or
the afterlife, or what religious rites and ceremonies they conducted. But he insisted—with all the
power of the state behind him—that they refrain from politics.This might have been a workable
division of labor, except that Hitler had a slightly different definition of politics than most people.
For him, politics included just about everything in this life. He admitted this to a crowd in Koblenz
in August 1934. He told them not to heed those negative voices proclaiming Nazism was
contrary to Christianity. He also promised to protect religious institutions and not to interfere with
their doctrines. But he also said, “We have only carried through a clear division between politics,
which have to do with terrestrial things, and religion, which must concern itself with the celestial
sphere.”20 The two spheres that Hitler envisaged for politics and religion were rather lopsided.
Politics dealt with everything in this world, so religion had no say over earthly matters. Religious



leaders could tell people anything they wanted about God and the afterlife, but they were
meddling in politics if they taught that God issues commands valid in the here and now. After all,
this would interfere with “the German race’s sense of decency and morality,” as Point 24 of the
Nazi Party Program put it. Since most forms of religion include moral imperatives that affect
behavior in the present world, Hitler’s offer of religious freedom was not very robust. It only
encompassed those willing to eviscerate their religion of any morality not in line with Nazi
ethics.In November 1937, Hitler explained to fellow Nazi officials his willingness to cooperate
with the churches. He pledged to allow the churches complete freedom in doctrine. However,
while willingly granting them complete control over the German people in relation to the other
world (Jenseits), he reserved for the government complete control in this world (Diesseits). He
argued that this division of responsibility was the only one tolerable. Hitler’s claim that this gave
the churches an “immeasurably broad field” of activity ignored the fact that the freedom of
doctrine is meaningless if the state can stipulate that some doctrines—such as the Ten
Commandments or any other moral teachings—are off limits.21In a major speech on the sixth
anniversary of the Nazi regime (the same speech where he threatened to destroy the Jews if a
world war broke out), Hitler remonstrated against the “so-called democracies” for accusing his
government of being antireligious. He reminded them that the German government continued to
support the churches financially through taxes and pointed out that thousands of church leaders
were exercising their offices unrestrained. But what about the hundreds of pastors and priests
who had been arrested and thrown into prison or concentration camps? Hitler defended his
regime by once again trotting out his distinction between politics and religion. Religion,
according to Hitler, had complete liberty in Germany. The government had never intervened in
doctrinal matters or in the conduct of church services. The only religious leaders persecuted by
his regime, he smugly said, were those who criticized the government or committed egregious
moral transgressions, such as sexually abusing children. He stated, “We will protect the German
priest who is a servant of God, but we will destroy the priest who is a political enemy of the
German Reich.” Once again, Hitler’s offer of religious liberty did not include the right to contradict
anything the government did, even if the regime was violating basic Christian morality.22Indeed,
Hitler told the German churches point-blank that they had no business trying to teach the state
about morality. In May 1937, he adjured the churches not to stray from their own realm of
responsibility, which is religion, by meddling with the affairs of the state. “Nor is it acceptable,”
Hitler told the churches, “to criticize the morality of a state,” when they should be policing their
own morals (the Nazi regime was at this time conducting trials of Catholic clergy for sexual
abuse). He continued, “The German leadership of state will take care of the morality of the
German state and Volk.” In Hitler’s view, morality was the purview of the state and its political
leaders, not religious institutions and religious leaders. Any pastor or priest teaching his
congregation morality contrary to Nazi policy or ideology could be labeled a political
oppositionist, even if he was simply teaching moral precepts that Christians had been teaching
for centuries.23In private conversations, he never seemed as friendly toward religion as in his



public speeches. In one of his private monologues in December 1941, Hitler reiterated his
opposition to religious leaders dabbling in politics. On this occasion, he told his entourage, “I
don’t concern myself about articles of faith, but I will not tolerate it, if a cleric (Pfaffe) concerns
himself with earthly matters. The organized lie must somehow be broken, so that the state is
absolute lord.”24 As in his earlier public statements, he still claimed to allow religious toleration
in matters of doctrine. However, calling churches “the organized lie” is not exactly religiously
neutral. Unlike in his public statements, where he feigned a little more respect for religion, this
time he used the contemptuous term Pfaffe for priests and pastors. Most importantly, however,
he revealed his primary concern: he wanted to clear away any obstacles to the state becoming
“absolute lord.” Churches and other religious organizations could continue to operate, but only if
they recognized the state as the final arbiter of all political, social, and moral behavior.In sum,
Hitler was a savvy politician who recognized the negative repercussions of offending the
German people’s religious feelings. He tried to curry favor by portraying himself as a coreligionist
both to Christian audiences in public speeches and to anti-Christian Nazi Party leaders. In order
to avoid schisms within his party, he usually emphasized religious neutrality. However, in his
inner circle he often criticized specific religious positions. Even though he rather frequently
attacked Christianity, he rarely if ever explained clearly what he believed about religion. He was a
religious chameleon, a quintessential religious hypocrite.TWOWHO INFLUENCED HITLER’S
RELIGION?EVEN AS ALLIED BOMBERS REDUCED GERMAN cities to rubble in 1944, Hitler
fantasized about his post-war architectural exploits. One of his most grandiose schemes was to
transform his hometown of Linz, Austria, into the cultural capital of the Third Reich. A secretary
of his remembered this as one of Hitler’s favorite topics of conversation.1 On May 19, 1944,
Hitler regaled his entourage with his plans for Linz, which included a huge library. Inside a large
hall of the library, he planned to display the busts of “our greatest thinkers,” whom he considered
vastly superior to any English, French, or Americans intellectuals.Whom did Hitler want to honor
as the greatest German thinkers? Immanuel Kant, Arthur Schopenhauer, and Friedrich
Nietzsche. Kant, Hitler said, performed the tremendous service of overcoming the church’s
dogmatic scholasticism. Schopenhauer built on Kant’s epistemology and buried Hegel’s
misguided idealistic philosophy. Schopenhauer was especially dear to Hitler as is indicated by
the fact that he carried a five-volume set of Schopenhauer’s works with him during World War I
and learned a great deal from reading them—or so he claimed. However, he was not impressed
by Schopenhauer’s pessimism, and this is where Nietzsche came in. Nietzsche’s notable
contribution was to overturn Schopenhauer’s pessimism.2A year earlier, Goebbels had
recounted an “interesting and profound conversation” with Hitler about Kant, Schopenhauer,
Nietzsche, and Hegel. Kant was still “dynastically bound,” according to Hitler, and Hegel
deserved the drubbing that Schopenhauer gave him. Despite his rich mind and wit, however,
Schopenhauer was too pessimistic. Hitler suggested that if Schopenhauer really believed the
world was so horrible, he should have ended his own misery (Hitler apparently forgot that
Schopenhauer staunchly opposed suicide.) Hitler enthused about Nietzsche, however,



asserting: “Nietzsche is the more realistic and more consistent one. He certainly sees the grief of
the world and the human race, but he deduces from it the demand of the Superman
(Übermensch), the demand for an elevated and intensified life. Thus Nietzsche is naturally much
closer to our viewpoint than Schopenhauer, even though we may appreciate Schopenhauer in
some matters.” Hitler also mentioned yet another reason to reject Schopenhauer’s pessimism: it
does not correspond to the struggle for existence. He explained, “Human life is the occasion of a
constant selective struggle (Auslesekampf). Whoever does not struggle, will perish.”3 The term
“selective struggle” blended Darwin’s two terms, the struggle for existence and natural selection.
Both concepts featured prominently in Hitler’s worldview, though he used a variety of terms to
express them: struggle, struggle for life (usually Lebenskampf), struggle for existence (either
Kampf ums Dasein, Existenzkampf, or even more frequently Daseinskampf), selection, or
natural selection. Social Darwinism thus played a prominent role in Hitler’s worldview, too.4I am
by no means trying to imply that any of these three philosophers (or social Darwinism) were the
decisive influences on Hitler’s intellectual development. This would be impossible anyway, for
there are fundamental disagreements among them, and not just between Schopenhauer’s will-
denying pessimism and Nietzsche’s life-affirming optimism. Kant was an Enlightenment
rationalist, while Nietzsche was an anti-Enlightenment irrationalist. They also disagreed about
religion. Kant was a deist who purported to prove the existence of God via “practical reason,” i.e.,
he argued that the existence of morality points toward the existence of God (or to be more
precise, he really only demonstrated that we as rational beings must believe in the existence of
God; he did not prove that God actually exists). The atheist Schopenhauer rejected Kantian
ethics, as did Nietzsche, who was renowned for his dictum, “God is dead.” Kant’s religious and
ethical perspectives were fundamentally contradictory to Schopenhauer’s and Nietzsche’s.In
fact, no single person, philosophy, or movement inspired Hitler’s thought or his religious beliefs.
He imbibed a wide variety of influences, some from the German academic mainstream, and
others from the lunatic fringe. It is almost impossible to track the myriad of influences on Hitler,
because he read widely, consciously obscured the influences on him, and probably derived
many of his ideas secondhand from newspapers, journals, and conversations. Further, many
elements of his ideology were circulating so widely in Vienna, Munich, and elsewhere in Austria
and Germany that they are not easily traceable to one particular individual or movement.5 In this
chapter, I highlight several of the most important thinkers who impacted his perspective:
Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Richard Wagner, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, and Julius Friedrich
Lehmann. In subsequent chapters, I discuss some other influential figures, such as Paul de
Lagarde, Theodor Fritsch, Dietrich Eckart, Alfred Rosenberg, Jörg Lanz von Liebenfels, Hans F.
K. Günther, and Ernst Haeckel. Examining the religious views of these men gives us the context
in which Hitler’s ideas took shape.While examining the religious perspectives of these thinkers,
however, we should not forget the obvious: Hitler was baptized and confirmed in the Catholic
faith and raised in a largely Catholic society. Even though his father seems to have had a
freethinking bent, and Hitler rebelled against his Catholic upbringing, it would not be surprising if



many vestiges of Christianity remained with him. Nonetheless, as we examine the religious
perspectives of these men who contributed to Hitler’s ideology, we find that most of them were
either completely anti-religious or at least sharply opposed to the extant Christian churches.
Even those who claimed to be sympathetic to Christianity wanted to overthrow what most
people considered Christianity and hoped to introduce a radically stripped-down, mystical
version that had little in common with Catholicism or Protestantism.While Hitler rejected the
pessimistic thrust of Schopenhauer’s philosophy, Schopenhauer still seems to have been one of
his favorites. His roommate for awhile in Vienna, August Kubizek, claimed that Hitler had
“Schopenhauer constantly with him,” and Hitler testified repeatedly that he had read
Schopenhauer assiduously during World War I.6 In a May 1944 speech to army officers, he
confessed that while some soldiers had Bibles in their knapsacks, he carried around
Schopenhauer during the entire war.7 Hitler’s publicity man, Otto Dietrich, testified that the only
philosopher he heard Hitler mention aside from Nietzsche was Schopenhauer. Dietrich
remembered Hitler saying that as a soldier he had carried the Reclam paperback edition of
Schopenhauer in his backpack. Perceptively, Dietrich noted that Hitler was not interested in
Schopenhauer’s pessimism, nor his epistemology or ethics, but only in his brilliant use of
language, his ruthless criticism, and his polemical style.8 Once, in the midst of dictating a
discourse, Hitler’s secretary recognized a passage from Schopenhauer that he either quoted or
paraphrased without attributing his source.9 Two of the most important early Nazi ideologists—
Dietrich Eckart and Alfred Rosenberg—were also enthusiastic about Schopenhauer.After World
War I, Hitler’s infatuation with Schopenhauer continued. In his speeches prior to the Beer Hall
Putsch in November 1923, Hitler quoted from and referred to Schopenhauer more than any
other German philosopher. In March 1922, he named Schopenhauer one of three great German
thinkers, next to Kant and Goethe.10 Almost a year later he advised that all German young
people should read the works of Goethe, Schiller, and Schopenhauer.11 On multiple occasions
he quoted Schopenhauer’s opinion that the Jews are the “great masters of lying.”12 Hitler
reiterated this anti-Semitic saying of Schopenhauer twice in Mein Kampf. The first of these does
not refer to Schopenhauer by name but credits the aphorism to “one of the greatest minds of
humanity,” showing again Hitler’s immense respect for the philosopher.13 In October 1941, Hitler
placed Schopenhauer at the pinnacle of humanity, stating, “The ape is distinguished from the
lowest human less than such a human is from a thinker like, for example, Schopenhauer.”14So
what did Hitler derive from Schopenhauer’s philosophy, and what implications did this have for
Hitler’s religion? Schopenhauer’s philosophy—especially as expressed in his major work, The
World as Will and Representation (1819)—built on Kant’s epistemology by dividing the world
into two distinct realms: a phenomenal realm that is mere “representation,” and a realm of the
“things-in-themselves,” i.e., the fundamental essence behind the phenomenal world of
appearances. The rationalist Kant had included God, immortality, and free will in the realm of the
“things-in-themselves,” but here Schopenhauer diverged from Kant. Schopenhauer took an
atheistic turn, positing the existence of an unconscious, non-rational will as the essence behind



the cosmos. Schopenhauer stated, “Will is the thing-in-itself, the inner content, the essence of
the world. Life, the visible world, the phenomenon, is only the mirror of the will.”15 In
Schopenhauer the will is a blind, purposeless striving, not part of some conscious
design.16Schopenhauer’s emphasis on the primacy of will appealed to Hitler, who also stressed
its importance. Hitler not only spoke incessantly about the importance of the human will, but he
also often referred to the “will of nature” in his writings and speeches. His notion of the “will of
nature” may have derived from Schopenhauer’s insistence that will “appears in every blind force
of nature.”17 However, Hitler ultimately seemed to equate the “will of nature” with the laws of
nature, thus eliding the two realms that Schopenhauer kept compartmentalized. Hitler’s notion of
the “will of nature” also seemed to carry with it a pantheistic and purposive tendency that would
not have suited Schopenhauer, who dismissed pantheism as just another name for
atheism.18Another element in Schopenhauer’s philosophy that finds expression in Hitler’s
ruminations was his vision of the “will to life” (Wille zum Leben, sometimes translated as “will to
live”) and humanity’s place in nature. Schopenhauer claimed that the will to life is the blind
striving to preserve one’s own life, as well as the urge to engender new life.19 Hitler opened his
Second Book by claiming that though humans do not know their purpose in life, they recognize
that they have two main drives or instincts that dominate their existence: self-preservation and
reproduction. Further, Schopenhauer stated, “Everywhere in nature we see contest, struggle,
and the fluctuation of victory. . . . Every grade of the will’s objectification fights for the matter, the
space, and the time of another.”20 Hitler, of course, likewise stressed the supreme importance of
struggle in nature.21 Schopenhauer also accepted the validity of biological evolution, an idea
that was gaining popularity in the nineteenth century (even before Darwin).22Since
Schopenhauer believed in biological evolution, saw nature as a field of struggle, and considered
humans an integral part of nature, perhaps it is not remarkable that some of his ideas presaged
later concepts prominent among social Darwinist thinkers. According to Christopher Janaway,
Schopenhaur’s “notion of the will to life has the effect of demoting humanity from any special
status separate from the rest of nature.”23 In The World as Will and Idea, published forty years
before Darwin’s Origin, Schopenhauer wrote that the death of an individual was not all that
tragic, becauseit is not the individual, but only the species that Nature cares for, and for the
preservation of which she so earnestly strives, providing for it with the utmost prodigality through
the vast surplus of the seed and the great strength of the fructifying impulse. The individual, on
the contrary, neither has nor can have any value for Nature, for her kingdom is infinite time and
infinite space, and in these infinite multiplicity of possible individuals. Therefore she is always
ready to let the individual fall, and hence it is not only exposed to destruction in a thousand ways
by the most insignificant accident, but originally destined for it, and conducted towards it by
Nature herself from the moment it has served its end of maintaining the species.24Many social
Darwinists in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century Germany agreed with Schopenhauer
that individuals are ultimately insignificant, and Hitler certainly concurred.25What, meanwhile,
could Hitler have derived from Schopenhauer’s religious conceptions? According to Janaway—



and other Schopenhauer scholars agree—Schopenhauer’s “philosophical system is atheist
through and through.”26 Pessimist that he was, the problem of evil convinced him that no all-
benevolent, omniscient being could possibly exist.27 He rejected religions as a “pack of lies”
and harshly criticized the three major monotheistic faiths for their intolerance, cruelty, religious
wars, and inquisitions.28 Schopenhauer also rejected any personal afterlife, believing instead
that only the will underlying individual existence would continue after the individual’s death.29
Any influence he exerted on Hitler’s religious beliefs would have pushed him in an anti-
monotheistic direction. Indeed, Rosenberg jotted down in his diary that Hitler once cited
Schopenhauer as the source of the saying that “antiquity did not know two evils: Christianity and
syphilis.” (Rosenberg, a Schopenhauer adept, apparently was not sure if this was really a
Schopenhauer quote, for he placed a question mark by it.)30 Goebbels recorded the same
conversation in his diary, but he remembered Hitler saying, “According to Schopenhauer,
Christianity and syphilis made humanity unhappy and unfree.”31 Either way, Hitler saw
Schopenhauer as an opponent of Christianity and was agreeing with his anti-Christian
outlook.Then there was Nietzsche. Although Hitler regarded him as one of the greatest German
thinkers (indeed, as more congenial to Nazi ideology than Schopenhauer), it does not
automatically follow that Hitler was a Nietzschean. Many philosophers and historians have
emphasized multiple points of tension and outright contradiction between Nietzsche and
Nazism. In Nietzsche, Godfather of Fascism?: On the Uses and Abuses of a Philosophy, for
instance, the editors Jacob Golomb and Robert Wistrich argue that Nazis “could only use
Nietzsche by fundamentally twisting his philosophy.”32 Many of these scholars point out that
Nietzsche was neither anti-Semitic nor nationalistic, and his stress on individual freedom was
incompatible with the biological determinism in Nazi ideology. The very core of Hitler’s ideology
—biological racism—is absent from Nietzsche’s philosophy. How, then, could Nietzsche be
considered a forerunner of Nazi ideology?Other scholars are not so sure Nietzsche should be
let off the hook. In addition to Nietzsche’s anti-Christian, anti-Enlightenment, anti-egalitarian, and
anti-democratic ideas, which were shared by many non-Nietzscheans in late nineteenth- and
early twentieth-century Germany, Martin Schwab identifies three distinctively Nietzschean
positions that were manifested in Nazi ideology: (1) the primacy of the will to power, (2) the
naturalism of values, and (3) the stress on hierarchy and rank.33 Renowned scholar Steven
Aschheim, while admitting the road was not direct, also insists there are important lines of
influence running from Nietzsche to Nazism.34 Simon May argues that even if Nietzsche was
personally opposed to anti-Semitism and nationalism, and even if he were a non-violent, kindly,
gentle scholar, his “war on morality” still bears some responsibility for Nazi misdeeds, because
“his philosophy licenses the atrocities of a Hitler.” May claims that “the supreme value he
[Nietzsche] places on individual life-enhancement and self-legislation leaves room for, and in
some cases explicitly justifies, unfettered brutality.”35 Some elements of Nietzschean
philosophy, above all his rejection of Judeo-Christian morality and compassion for the weak and
sickly, did resonate with many Nazis.The debate over the affinities and discontinuities between



Nietzsche and Nazism began in earnest already during the Third Reich. Many idealist
philosophers at German universities were ill-disposed toward Nietzsche and tried instead to
exalt Johann Gottlieb Fichte as the quintessential Nazi philosopher. However, other
philosophers sympathetic to Nietzsche, such as Martin Heidegger and Alfred Bäumler, tried to
synthesize Nietzsche and Nazism.36 The Nazi regime signaled their support for Nietzschean
philosophy by appointing Bäumler to a prestigious professorship at the University of Berlin in
May 1933, and Bäumler worked closely with the regime in trying to Nazify the German
universities. According to Max Whyte, “For many intellectuals in the Third Reich, Nietzsche
provided not merely the decorative furnishing of National Socialism, but its core ideology.”37 The
official Nazi newspaper published articles honoring Nietzsche, and they “applauded Nietzsche’s
‘battle against Christianity.’”38 In his 1936 speech to the Nazi Party Congress, the party
ideologist, Rosenberg, identified Nietzsche as one of three major forerunners of Nazism.39 The
following year, Heinrich Härtle published Nietzsche und der Nationalsozialismus (Nietzsche and
National Socialism) with the official Nazi publishing house. He admitted that some of Nietzsche’s
political perspectives were problematic from a Nazi standpoint, but his final verdict was that
Nietzsche was an important forerunner of Nazism.40 When the Nazis placed three books in the
Tannenberg Memorial, they chose Hitler’s Mein Kampf, Rosenberg’s Myth of the Twentieth
Century, and Nietzsche’s Thus Spake Zarathustra.41 Clearly, the view from inside the Third
Reich was that Nietzsche and Nazism were largely compatible.Hitler contributed mightily to the
positive perception of Nietzsche within the Nazi Party. He conversed for an hour with Bäumler at
the Brown House in Munich in 1931.42 In January 1932, Hitler personally presented a bouquet
of roses to Nietzsche’s sister, Elisabeth Förster-Nietzsche, who administered the Nietzsche
Archive in Weimar. He visited her again at the Nietzsche Archive at least three times in 1933–34,
and in November 1935 he attended her funeral, where Gauleiter Fritz Sauckel spoke. Over a
year before she died, Hitler granted her a monthly stipend of 300 marks from his personal funds.
On his visit to the Nietzsche Archive in October 1934, he brought along his architect friend,
Albert Speer, and commissioned the building of a memorial hall, where conferences and
workshops could be held to promote Nietzschean philosophy. The project cost Hitler 50,000
marks from his private funds and was almost completed by the end of World War II. During that
same visit, Hitler’s personal photographer, Heinrich Hoffmann, took a photo that circulated
widely of Hitler gazing on the bust of Nietzsche.43 The caption under the photo read, “In the
Nietzsche Archive in Weimar. The Führer with the bust of the German philosopher, whose ideas
spawned two great people’s movements (Volksbewegungen): the National Socialist one in
Germany and the Fascist one in Italy.”44 On Mussolini’s sixtieth birthday in 1943, Hitler
presented him a special edition of Nietzsche’s works.45 Hitler was too busy directing the war
effort in October 1944 to attend the festivities surrounding Nietzsche’s hundredth birthday, but
he sent Rosenberg as his emissary.46Hitler looking at Nietzsche’s bust at the Nietzsche Archive
in Weimar, 1934. Hitler not only visited the Nietzsche Archive multiple times, but provided
funding for it from his personal funds.Hitler with Nietzsche’s bust. From Heinrich Hoffmann,



Hitler wie ihn keiner kennt (1938).Hitler clearly reveled in Nietzsche’s philosophy and publicly
sought to connect National Socialism with Nietzscheanism. However, tracing the influence of
Nietzsche on Hitler is more complicated, because Nietzsche was heavily indebted to
Schopenhauer. Thus it is not always clear when Hitler’s stress on the importance of will derived
from Schopenhauer or when it came from Nietzsche. It also seems likely that the influence of
Nietzsche may not have been as strong on Hitler in the 1920s as it was later. Hitler’s friend, Ernst
Hanfstaengl, claimed that when he heard Hitler give his March 21, 1933, speech in Potsdam, he
detected a shift in Hitler’s thought. Hanfstaengl wrote,I pulled myself together with a start. What
was this? Where had I read that before? This was not Schopenhauer, who had been Hitler’s
philosophical god in the old Dietrich Eckart days. No, this was new. It was Nietzsche. . . . From
that day at Potsdam the Nietzschean catch-phrases began to appear more frequently—the will
to power of the Herrenvolk [master people], slave morality, the fight for the heroic life, against
reactionary education, Christian philosophy and ethics based on compassion.47Hanfstaengl’s
testimony is probably somewhat self-serving, since he was trying to distance himself from the
“later Hitler,” but the ideas that he thinks Hitler imbibed from Nietzsche seem to be on target.
Also, my own analysis of Hitler’s writings and speeches confirms his impression to some extent:
Schopenhauer was more important to Hitler in the early 1920s, and Nietzsche became more
important to him as time went on.So what did Hitler derive from Nietzsche? Otto Dietrich
claimed that the only two elements of Nietzsche’s philosophy that interested Hitler were the “cult
of personality and the doctrine of the superman.”48 Certainly these two elements were important
to Hitler, but unless one interprets these two points broadly, surely other Nietzschean ideas
found favor with Hitler, too, such as the will to power and his aristocratic morality. Hitler did not
use Nietzschean terms very often in the 1920s, but in an article he published in April 1924, he
wrote that what Germany needed in that time of crisis was the “will to power.”49 At the 1933
Nuremberg Party Congress, Hitler endorsed the Nietzschean transvaluation of values, i.e.,
Nietzsche’s rejection and inversion of traditional Judeo-Christian morality. Then, alluding to the
Nazi ascent to power, Hitler stated, “Nietzsche’s word that a blow which does not fell a strong
man only strengthens him found its verification a thousandfold.”50Nazi slogan with a Nietzschen
overtone at the 1938 Nuremberg Party Congress: “One Volk, one Empire, one Will.”“Ein Volk, Ein
Reich, Ein Wille.” From Heinrich Hoffmann, Parteitag Grossdeutschland (1938).Hitler was
convinced that willpower was sufficient to overcome any obstacle, and he found comfort in
Nietzsche’s teachings about this. In January 1942, the winter in the East was wreaking havoc
with Hitler’s plan for a rapid triumph over the Soviet “subhumans” (Nazis referred to the Slavs in
the East as Untermenschen or subhumans, which would be the direct opposite of the
Nietzschean Übermensch or Superman). During his annual speech on January 30
commemorating his seizure of power, Hitler appealed to Nietzsche to inspire his fellow Germans
to press on toward victory:But I have preserved this boundless faith, in my person as well, that
nothing, no matter what, would ever be able to throw me out of the saddle, would shake me up
anymore. Whoever thinks he can frighten me somehow or surprise me is wrong. I have always



taken to heart the words of a great German philosopher: ‘A blow that does not knock a strong
man over, only makes him stronger!’51That “great German philosopher” was, of course,
Nietzsche. Hitler’s fanatical optimism until very late in the war may have owed something to his
faith in the Nietzschean will to power and his faith in himself as a Nietzschean Superman.How
did Hitler’s embrace of several Nietzschean tenets influence his religion? It certainly does not
mean that he endorsed Nietzsche’s “death of God,” a term Hitler did not use. However, he did
not shrink from associating with this famous, outspoken atheist. While never endorsing the
“death of God,” Hitler expressed agreement with Nietzsche’s rejection of Christianity. In January
1941, Goebbels recorded in his diary that Hitler was riled up against scholars, including
philosophers, but he made an exception for Nietzsche, who, he asserted, “proved in detail the
absurdity of Christianity. In two hundred years it [i.e., Christianity] will only remain a grotesque
memory.”52 Thus, Hitler approved of Nietzsche’s anti-Christian stance and predicted the
ultimate demise of Christianity.Schopenhauer and Nietzsche were also potent influences on
Richard Wagner, Hitler’s favorite composer. In fact, Hitler’s enthusiasm for Wagner was well
known. The Führer regularly attended the Bayreuth Festival and forged personal connections
with the Wagner family and the Bayreuth Circle, who were powerful influences on the racist and
anti-Semitic scene in early twentieth-century Germany. However, the possible influence of
Wagner on Hitler’s religion (and anti-Semitism) is not all that straightforward. Leon Stein explains
the problem with analyzing Wagner’s religion: “On the surface, the attitude of Wagner toward
Christianity may seem to be contradictory and full of paradoxes. To term Wagner anti-Christian is
to disregard the affirmative references to Christianity which appear throughout his works; yet,
these references are neither as numerous nor as intense as his anti-Christian utterances.” Not
only does Stein portray Wagner as more anti-Christian than Christian, but he clarifies that the
kind of Christianity Wagner embraced was an idiosyncratic version that would not have been
recognizable to most Christians.53 However, some scholars have wrongly taken Wagner’s
scattered pro-Christian comments as an indication that Wagner was essentially a
Christian.54Wagner’s rendition of Christianity was to return to the teachings of Jesus before the
Jews allegedly corrupted them. Wagner portrayed Jesus as the son of God, but not the unique
son of God. He thought all people had divinity within them, and Jesus had exemplified this,
especially by teaching people to negate their will to live. This emphasis on denial of the will was
a theme that Wagner shared with Schopenhauer, and like Schopenhauer, Wagner was
enthralled with Eastern religion. He once asserted that “pure and unadulterated Christianity is
nothing more or less than a branch of that venerable Buddhism.” Wagner doubted that Jesus
was a Jew, because he was killed by the Jews for heroically opposing their materialistic lifestyle.
Wagner especially appreciated the story of Jesus driving the greedy Jews out of the temple, a
story that was dear to Hitler later, as well. Wagner even suggested that vengeance against the
Jews for killing Jesus was still in order, recapitulating a common theme of Christian anti-
Semitism. However, unlike most Christians, Wagner did not believe that Jesus rose from the
dead.55 Joachim Köhler speculates that both Wagner and Hitler believed Jesus had been



martyred because he lacked the necessary ruthlessness to prevail against the Jews.56Despite
venerating Jesus, Wagner had intense antipathy for the Christian churches. He befriended
Nietzsche for a time, and, according to Stein, “One of the ties that most closely bound Nietzsche
and Wagner was their deep-seated opposition to Christianity.” Wagner thought Christianity had
corrupted the spiritual message of Jesus by introducing dogmas, rites, and ceremonies, and by
adopting the Jewish Bible as their Old Testament. Christianity went off the rails of pure religion,
as far as Wagner was concerned, immediately after Jesus died.57 He was especially
contemptuous of the Catholic Church, which he called “a universal pestilence” and “the most
terrible thing that had ever happened in history.”58Hitler attending a Wagner opera at the
Nuremberg Party Congress in 1938.Hitler at Wagner opera. From Heinrich Hoffmann, Parteitag
Grossdeutschland (1938).Wagner’s hatred for Jews was an odd blend of Christian and racial
anti-Semitism (and he consorted with Jewish friends and colleagues, so he was not consistent
with his own anti-Semitic feelings). He waffled about whether Jews could assimilate into German
society.59 However, in 1881 he read Gobineau and adopted his racist theory at once, calling
him “one of the cleverest men of our day.” He embraced Gobineau’s view that race was the
guiding factor behind historical development. Further, the key problem with humanity—the
primary sin—was that the white race, the Aryans, had mixed with other races, contaminating
their blood.60 Gobineau’s theory would have a powerful impact on German racial thought by the
early twentieth century and would help shape Hitler’s worldview, possibly through Wagner or the
Bayreuth Circle, but likely also through other racist writers.Another Schopenhauer devotee and
Wagner’s son-in-law, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, was an important precursor of Nazi racial
ideology. When Hitler was in Bayreuth for a speaking engagement, he requested an
appointment with Chamberlain, so they met for the first time on September 30 and October 1,
1923. A few days after that first meeting, Chamberlain wrote excitedly to his new acquaintance,
expressing his great admiration for Hitler.61 Until his death in January 1927, Chamberlain
remained his devoted supporter. A few days after attending Chamberlain’s funeral, Hitler told a
Nazi Party assembly that Chamberlain was a “great thinker.”62 Many Nazi speakers and
publications, including the Völkischer Beobachter, feted Chamberlain as the preeminent racial
thinker.63
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Peter S. Bradley, “An engaging, well-researched, well-sourced book that arrives at a defensible
position on an issue obscured by a chameleon.. This is a well-researched, well-reasoned book
that supports its conclusion with a keen attention to primary source material.The issue of Hitler's
religion is an evergreen topic in modern culture, with every side willing to award the prize to
another side. The stakes are presumably high since Hitler is as close to the incarnation of the
anti-Christ as modern culture is likely to recognize.I've been plowing the same issue as a
Catholic amateur historian who has been sucked into the interminable "Hitler was a Catholic"
and "look at these pictures of Catholic priests giving the Hitler salute." As a result, I've taken to
reading many of the sources that author Richard Weikart bases his book on. After reading these
memoirs, it is hard for me to imagine anyone taking seriously the notion that Hitler was a
Catholic, or any kind of Christian believer. One of the texts that I thought that was particularly
revelatory was this observation from"“Here in Munich he lived the life of a bachelor who did not
care for any sort of family life. For example, on Christmas Eve he would give all of his followers
leave to visit their families; then he and his adjutant Bruckner would go to motoring through the
countryside because he wished to escape the Christmas atmosphere, which he thoroughly
disliked. No amount of talk could change his attitude in this matter.” (p. 150.)"Hitler's antipathy to
Christmas is part of a theme that runs through Dietrich's memoir. I haven't seen any other history
book pick up on this significant by minor detail, so I was particularly delighted and impressed
and surprised to see Weikart mention it in his book. In my view, this is a small but significant
detail that shows Weikart's attention to the mass of data that is available - and often ignored or
unread - by other analysts.Weikart structures his book around the following chapters/issues:1.
Was Hitler a religious hypocrite?Weikart's answer is clearly in the affirmative. Hitler's public and
private pronouncements were largely at odds with each other, although his private statements
were fairly uniform over the years and with respect to different conversations with different
interlocutors. Weikart demonstrates good historiographic restraint in pointing out the
contradictory things said or written by Hitler and acknowledging that neither the private or the
public Hitler has any particular credibility and that both public and private utterances should be
critically assessed. This book is most certainly not about cherry-picking quotes to reach a
foregone conclusion. Based on the contradictory positions that Hitler took, Weikart's conclusion
that "[Hitler]was a religious chameleon, a quintessential religious hypocrite" seems inarguable.2.
Who influenced Hitler's Religion?While reading this chapter, I felt like a mountain climber who
scales a previously unclimbed mountain only to discover a candy wrapper.For years, I have
been hearing about Nietzsche's influence on Hitler, but for the most part, it is hard to find any
direct evidence that Hitler read Nietzsche On the other hand, Hitler's interest in Schopenhauer
has been attested by various sources.Weikart supplies the key that unlocks the mystery.
Knowing Schopenhauer was a basic part of being an educated German, and Schopenhauer's
philosophy - as convoluted as it was - provided a kind of pantheism that Weikart demonstrates



pervades Hitler's comments about nature and God and Providence and fate and the rest of the
transcendent nouns. I was personally gratified and enlightened by this exposition of a difficult
and seemingly minor (to us, today) philosopher.3. Was Hitler an Atheist.Weikart concludes that
Hitler was not an atheist in that he did believe that there was a transcendent impersonal power
that somehow controlled the universe by establishing the laws of nature, particularly evolutionary
laws. Hitler's constant identification of God with Nature and Fate or Providence was not a pose,
according to Weikart, as if Hitler were a materialistic atheist who believed that reality was
ultimately material simply mouthing religious sounding words.Weikart's identification of Hitler
with pantheism or panentheism seems to explain the confusion of Hitler's various statements.
However, I am not sure that it necessarily lets "atheism" off the hook. Modern atheists like to
define atheism as a "lack of belief in a god or gods.' This definition gets used to sweep up non-
theistic religions like Buddhism. If Buddhists are "atheists," then Hitler would be an atheist, but
not an atheist who believes that everything is merely matter.4. Was Hitler a Christian?As I noted
previously, no one who actually reads Hitler's private utterances (or critically considers his
abuses of Christianity) would seriously claim that Hitler was a Christian. Weikart in this chapter
pulls together the many sources from people who knew Hitler on a day to day basis - his
photographer and secretary and driver and fellow party members - in detail to dispel this bit of
propaganda. As a Catholic, I appreciated the following;"In his diaries, Goebbels confirmed that
Hitler camouflaged his religious position to placate the masses. Based on his conversations with
Hitler more than a year before the Nazis came to power, Goebbels wrote that Hitler not only
wanted to withdraw officially from the Catholic Church but even wanted to “wage war against it”
later. However, Hitler knew withdrawing from Catholicism at that moment would be scandalous
and undermine his chances of gaining power. Rather than commit political suicide, he would
bide his time, waiting for a more opportune moment to strike against the churches. Goebbels,
meanwhile, was convinced the day of reckoning would eventually come when he, Hitler, and
other Nazi leaders would all leave the Church together.15 If Hitler was being frank with
Goebbels, then his public religious image was indeed a façade to avoid offending his supporters.
If, on the other hand, Hitler was simply telling Goebbels what he wanted to hear, then Hitler was
still masking his true religious thoughts and feelings."And:"By the time Hitler left home in 1907 to
live in Vienna, he was already estranged from Catholicism. Brigitte Hamann, who has done the
closest analysis thus far of Hitler’s Vienna years, reports that no sources ever mentioned Hitler
going to church in Vienna. Further, Hamann claims that almost all the eyewitness accounts of
Hitler’s time in Vienna note his hatred of the Catholic Church. One source reported that around
1912, “Hitler said the biggest evil for the German people was accepting Christian humility.” This
certainly jibes with Hitler’s later outlook. Though the source base is scant, the evidence we do
have suggests that Hitler had a negative view of Catholicism already while living in Vienna from
1907 to 1913.61"And:"Even when he publicly announced his Christian faith in 1922 or at other
times, Hitler never professed commitment to Catholicism. Further, despite his public stance
upholding Christianity before 1924, he provided a clue in one of his earliest speeches that he



was already antagonistic toward Christianity. In August 1920, Hitler viciously attacked the Jews
in his speech, “Why Are We Anti-Semites?” One accusation he leveled was that the Jews had
used Christianity to destroy the Roman Empire. He then claimed Christianity was spread
primarily by Jews.68 Since Hitler was a radical anti-Semite, his characterization of Christianity as
a Jewish plot was about as harsh an indictment as he could bring against Christianity. Hitler was
also a great admirer of the ancient Greeks and Romans, whom he considered fellow Aryans.
Blaming Christianity for ruining the Roman Empire thus expressed considerable anti-Christian
animus. Hitler often discussed both themes—Christianity as Jewish, and Christianity as the
cause of Rome’s downfall—later in life."One of the "tells" of Hitler's estrangement from
Catholicism was his celebration of Luther as a German hero, something Catholics were not likely
to do. Weikart is absolutely enlightening in explaining the significance of Schonerer and his Los
von Rom movement, again, another detail that is often overlooked by historians on the subject.5.
Did Hitler want to Destroy the Churches?Weikart's answer is that Hitler wanted to subordinate
the churches into playing the role of supporting National Socialism, but when this became
obviously impossible, Hitler planned to reduce church ability to interfere after the war. Weikart
emphasizes that Hitler believed that the issue was pre-determined in any event: National
Socialism represented science, while Christianity represented science-denying superstition. It
was obvious to Hitler that National Socialism would supplant Christianity, although Christianity
might remain as a way of rendering the lesser races more tractable.6. Did Hitler derive his anti-
Semitism from Christianity?For Weikart this is another complicated question. On the one hand,
Christian antisemitism determined the Jews as a possible victim people, but on the other hand,
National Socialism introduced something new into antisemitism - scientific racism. With scientific
racism - whether "scientific" is put in scare quotes or not - Jews became a racial problem rather
than a religious problem. Hitler despised Christianity for permitting Jews to assimilate by
baptism. Further, Nazi antisemitism was latently anti-Christian; burning the Torah on
Krystalnacht was tantamount to burning the Bible since the Torah was the first part of the Bible.
Weikart's conclusion is judicious: “The secularized version of anti-Christian anti-Semitism that
became prominent in late nineteenth and early twentieth-century Germany was grafted onto the
earlier Christian version of anti-Semitism. Centuries-old caricatures of the Jews were
reinterpreted as Jewish biological traits.”7. Was Hitler an occultist or pagan?Weikart argues with
strong evidence that Hitler was neither. Certainly, Hitler put down the zany excesses of Himmler
and Hess and argued for science. on the other hand, Hitler was attracted to the lunatic "World
Ice Theory" theories of Hanns Horbiger and to theories about the Atlantean origins of the Nordic
race - and, frankly, to us moderns "race theory" pushes its way into craziness, if not the occult.
Further, Pius XI accurately condemned National Socialism as a form of "paganism" for turning
race into an idol.Weikart's essential point, however, is that Hitler fancied himself as a rationalist
rather than a mystic. Hitler's arguments and worldview were self-conceived as rational and
based on science. In some way, the World Ice Theory and Atlantis were scientific propositions,
which could be proven or disproven scientifically. Weikart observes that ".... According to his own



opinion, Hitler did not think in mystical-esoteric, but in rational categories.”75 Hitler was certainly
diabolically evil, but he did not base his evil philosophy on occultism or neo-paganism."Hitler
obviously came out of a milieu that viewed paganism and occultism as normal and obvious. In
that milieu, Hitler comes across as mildly hostile to occultism and to paganism in the form of
Woden worship. Hitler was not personally an occultist or pagan, although he tolerated those who
were.8. Who was Hitler's Lord?Internet Atheists love quoting Hitler's statement that he was doing
the "Lord's work," but they never ask "who was this Lord"? Weikart answers this question by
examining the pantheist/panentheist worldview that probably formed the third-largest religious
worldview in Germany. Weikart describes Martin Bormann - who is usually described as an
atheist - as a pantheist. In a culture that rated Schopenhauer as one of the major philosophers,
pantheism was a viable option.For Weikart, the "Lord" was "Nature," which implied the totality of
natural forces that controlled the universe and directed evolution toward the production of
rational human beings. Atheists deny the influence of Darwin on Hitler, often pointing out that
Hitler doesn't quote Darwin. Weikart includes in his book the following:"Wagener remembered a
conversation in the summer of 1931 when Hitler professed, “Everywhere in life only a process of
selection can prevail. Among the animals, among plants, wherever observations have been
made, basically the stronger, the better survives. The simpler life forms have no written
constitution. Selection therefore runs a natural course. As Darwin correctly proved: the choice is
not made by some agency—nature chooses.” This not only demonstrates Hitler believed in
Darwinian natural selection, but it also suggests he saw the process as nonteleological, i.e., not
directed by some deity.”That would seem to place Hitler's constant references about "struggle for
survival" in its natural context.9. Was Hitler a Creationist?Hitler often made theological
references to "creation" and "creator." These references have been seized on by atheists to
paint Hitler as a kind of fundamentalist. Weikart explains that the context of these quotes usually
involve a process that leads to the formation or emergence of a race or species. In other places,
Hitler is very specific about the "struggle of existence" giving rise to higher forms of life.10. Was
Hitler's morality based on religionWeikart should not have to point out that Hitler's morality was
not bourgeoise Christian morality. Where Hitler appeared to defend a Christian moral principle,
such as opposing abortion, he did not do so because of Christian concern for the sanctity of life,
but for the ends of his racial theory. Thus, Hitler opposed abortion for Germans because he
wanted more Aryans, but he was in favor of promoting abortion for Jews. Likewise, Hitler was
openly opposed to Christian morality where it would interfere with his racial goals. For example,
Hitler opposed the concept of fidelity in marriage because that would limit the number of racially
pure Aryans, a very bad thing in Hitler's views. Hitler had no problems with killing the sick or
disabled in the interests of eugenics, and, in fact, seemed to favor the extermination of 70 to
80% of children born in the interests of creating a stronger and healthier race. As Weikart notes:
"Hitler’s morality was based on what he perceived to be the will of nature, not on the Ten
Commandments or any other religious revelation."In sum, this is an engaging, well-researched,
well-sourced book that arrives at a defensible position on an obscure issue. For those of us,



interested in footnotes and following up on factual claims, it is well-footnoted. I hope that this
book gets wide circulation so that we can move from myths to solid historiography.”

deepak s fernandes, “Exquisitely researched, scholarly yet not dryly boring.. This book is
exquisitely researched. This is definitely worth reading. I've cross verified the facts out forth by
the author and I can confirm that all he has written is completely accurate and factual.”

Erik The Red, “Great book, disturbing subject. Everyone knows how horrible Hitler was but very
few can trace the ideology he used back to the root. Weikart does this and the effect is chilling.
Amazing but chilling.”

David Osburnsen, “Very Well Written. Dr. Weikart really knows his stuff. Delves deep into the
people and literature that influenced Hitler's thoughts and beliefs.”

Joseph Sever Farmartino, “Great!. Everything as advertized!”

john zaleta, “knowing Hitler. Excellent,best book on Hitler yet.”

theresa johns, “Very good and insightful book. Very good and insightful book. I had to remove
the dust cover while reading because he is so evil looking. Great service. Thank you!”

Ricky, “Going full circle. This book explores an area where few dare to tread. The question of
Hitler’s religion is one that produces fierce pushback, since no one wants him on their team.
Christians, like Pope Benedict, claim he was an atheist, while atheists, such as Richard
Dawkins, say he was a Christian. Some, like Harari, say he was a humanist, an evolutionary
humanist or a progressive. Not only does no one want to claim him as one of their own, they
wish to link him with the political and religious views of their opponents.The author of Hitler’s
Religion, Richard Weikart, is professor of modern European history at California State University.
His thoroughly researched and well-sourced book, explores the various influences on Hitler and
his world view.What is clear is that Hitler viewed himself and his supporters as ‘morally and
biologically superior’. This gave him the justification to annihilate what he considered were lower
forms of life. This notion was linked to his interpretation of Darwinian evolutionary theory. He
comes across as a pantheist, a believer in the power and divinity of the universe and the force of
nature. He often refers to the ‘struggle for life’, eerily similar to Darwin’s subtitle in his famous
book ‘On the origin of species by means of natural selection OR the preservation of favoured
races in the struggle for life.’In modern times, we are witnessing once again a religious fervour in
people who adopt ideological positions as their mantra. These beliefs are held not just as their
favoured positions or world views. They are often held fanatically as a ‘morally superior’ stance,
making anyone who disagrees with them into a ‘deplorable’ or contemptible person. Positions
such as climate change, the European Union, veganism, feminism, open borders etc are being



pursued with such vigour, that they become almost religious tenets. The same religious fervour
that gave Hitler his power is propelling people into extreme positions and of advocating for
violence. That, in the name of pursuing what we believe is good for humanity, we are willing to
force, deplatform, coerce and even annihilate others with whom we disagree. Have we learned
nothing since the last world war?”

Iain g Johnston, “excellent comprehensive analysis by professional historian. Book reviewHitler’s
religion: The Twisted Beliefs that Drove the Third ReichBy Richard WeikartDr Weikart is an
associate professor of history at California State University, specialising in modern European
history and so is well placed to write on this topic. He collects a vast range of sources to reach
his conclusions from Hitler’s writings such as Mien Kampf to an enormous range of speeches
Hitler gave across 30 years from the Nuremberg rallies to the Hitler youth. He also sources
private conversations and recollections from Hitler’s close associates such as Goebbel’s diary,
Rosenberg, Hitler’s publicist and staff. He cites other books written on similar ground, and with
all his sources he critically analyses the reliability, logic and psychology influencing each source
as history was unfolding in Europe. The reason critical analysis is so crucial to getting at the truth
of Hilter’s guiding beliefs is that he was an astute politician and strategist who manipulated the
truth to achieve his goals.Dr Weikart tackles the question by systematically asking if a certain
worldview applies to Hitler’s words and actions. Was Hitler an atheist, (chapter three) a Christian
or (chapter four) a paganist ? (chapter seven). It’s an important question, because in debating
worldviews, Hitler’s purported beliefs are used as poison against against the worldview he is
said to hold. Weikart argues that Hitler was not an atheist, contrary to popular belief, and
therefore Hitler’s worldview cannot be used as an argument against atheism. Neither was Hitler
a Christian; Hitler commandeered Jesus as an Ayrian and anti-Semite and disbelieved in the
resurrection and all Jesus miracles. Weikart carefully dissects Hitler’s writings and word use to
clearly show he recognised the political expediency of keeping the church onside so that the
Ayrian “Volk” subjugated Europe and ultimately the world.Weikart also carefully analyses the
common charge of paganism and occultism levelled against Hitler and differentiates between
what Hitler allowed amongst the Nazis and what he actually believed. Thus although Himmler
and Rosenberg “embraced Neopaganism” Hitler in general despised the supernatural.Weikart
finally tries to unravel the god that Hitler was referring to as “Lord” in his speeches and writing.
Weikart convincingly concludes that Hitler’s worshipped an unknowable force of Nature, the
brutal laws of which were outlined best by “tooth and claw”, the survival of the fittest described
by Darwin and Haeckel. This was an extreme social Darwinism which explains the Nazi
behaviour of eugenics, attempted annihilation of the disabled and the “racially inferior” Jews. It
explains Ayrians being forbidden to intermarry with other races, infanticide of the disabled and
gypsy genocide.The horror of the Holocaust was attributable to Hitler’s Darwin based
epistemology that explained Nature and formed morality based on Nature’s will- survival of the
fittest. War was good, the strongest won, the weakest perished and in the process human lives



were merely “bacillus”, of no more worth than bacteria, merely collateral damage.Overall, this
book is an very comprehensive and astutely critical analysis of Hitler’s beliefs.A very important
book, hugely instructive if we are to avoid the disastrous mistakes of 20th century history.”

The book by Richard Weikart has a rating of  5 out of 4.5. 57 people have provided feedback.
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