


must attempt to comprehend the notion of the unconscious as the dominant mode of
thought and cause for action in everyday life. Unconscious motives cause us to act
whether good or bad. With this understanding the conscious mind, our cognizable
perceptions of our environment and ourselves, is of small importance in understanding
why we act. If anything, we can understand our conscious actions as merely extensions of
our unconscious mind:
Our conscious acts are the outcome of an unconscious substratum created in the mind in
the main by hereditary influences. This substratum consists of the innumerable common
characteristics handed down from generation to generation, which constitute the genius
of arace. Behind the avowed causes of our acts, there undoubtedly lie secret causes that
we do not avow, but behind these secret causes, there are many others more secret still
which we ourselves ignore. The greater part of our daily actions are the result of hidden
motives which escape our observation.*!

The unconscious elements, which constitute the existence of a race, are of specific
importance. The fact that all individuals belonging to a certain race resemble one another is
of unconscious nature. The differences in race begin to be exhibited with respect to the
conscious elements of the individuals character that make up that race, e.g., education,
personal style, wealth, etc. Itis only here that the individuals of groups begin to differ
from each other:

From the intellectual point of view, an abyss may exist between a great mathematician
and his boot maker, but from the point of view of character, the difference is most often
slight or non-existent. It is precisely these general qualities of character, governed by
forces of which we are unconscious, and possessed by the majority of the normal
individuals of a race in much the same degree -- it is precisely these qualities, I say, that
in crowds become common property. In the collective mind the intellectual aptitudes of

the individuals, and in consequence their individuality, are weakened. The heterogeneous
is swamped by the homogeneous, and the unconscious qualities obtain the upper hand.*

“I Ibid. 8.
 1bid. 8.
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In effect, the individuals of the crowd agree to give up their individual qualities of
their character for the general will of the group. The intelligence of a certain member of
the group becomes meaningless, the intelligence of the group is of importance and
therefore the crowd possesses common, ordinary qualities that are not exhibited by its
members as individuals. This helps explains why the group as a collective body allows for
actions that may not seem the best choice, intellectually. Fascists in Italy allowed
themselves to be ruled by a despotic leader because their will as individuals no longer
existed. What exists in the collective group are merely mediocre qualities (this happens
because only those qualities shared by the group can be exhibited so as to not marginalize
any member or members of the group). Mediocrity becomes the standard to which all
members of the group aspire. The decisions or beliefs of a doctor, or any other specialist
are not and cannot be deemed superior to the decision of any other member of the group.
The crowd demands that every member adopt the lowest common denominator of the
group, even if that member is a fool. “The truth is, they can only bring to bear in common
on the work in hand those mediocre qualities which are the birthright of every average
individual. In crowds it is stupidity and not mother-wit that is accumulated.”*

If it were true that the individuals of a crowd confine themselves to enacting the
common or ordinary qualities shared by each of its members, then no new characteristics

of a group would be created. Yet it is shown that the group exhibits qualities and

* Ibid. 9.



characteristics that are not apparent in the individuals themselves, so the question arises:
How is it that new characteristics are created?

One answer states that any individual forming part of a crowd is capable of
acquiring a sentiment of invincible power. The reasons for these sentiments are numerous
but all stem from the fact that as a member of a large group, the sheer number of people
acting in accord would allow any member the opportunity to yield to instincts which, had
that individual remained isolated, would have never come to fruition. Quite simply, in the
pandemonium that occurs in mass gatherings individuals are able to extend their bottled up
desires on the basis that the anonymity of the crowd will shield their responsibilities. Any
individual will be the less likely to hold themselves back from normal considerations under
the basis that an anonymous and thus irresponsible crowd lacks the sentiment of
responsibility that would normally govern that individual’s behavior. Acting through the
anonymity of the crowd, SS guards were able to strip from themselves the social
constraints that would ordinarily deny them the right to murder people. No individual of
the crowd is able to admit that anything can come between its desire and the realization of
its desire. Impossibility as an option disappears for the individual members in a crowd.
“An isolated individual knows well enough that alone he cannot set fire to a palace or loot
a shop, and should he be tempted to do so, he will easily resist the temptation. Making part
of a crowd, he is conscious of the power given him by number, and it is sufficient to

suggest to him ideas of murder or pillage for him to yield immediately to temptation.”*

* Ibid. 20
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Just the same as an isolated individual knows to well that the murder of whole groups of
people is wrong, and would not attempt to achieve that end alone, but thousands of
individuals with the exact same beliefs have a much easier time accepting the slaughter of
whole groups of people.

The second cause—the spread of influence from member to member—also
intervenes to determine the creation of these new ‘collective characteristics’. LeBon calls
this cause contagion. “In a crowd every sentiment and act is contagious, and contagious to
such a degree that an individual readily sacrifices his personal interest to the collective
interest. This is an aptitude very contrary to his nature, and of which a man is scarcely
capable, except when he makes part of a crowd.”® This idea is easy to comprehend in the
examples of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. The Italian and German people were able to
extend their beliefs to each other as part of the collective action; it became okay to murder
(or acquiesce to the murder of) your social, political, or national enemy. The individual’s
beliefs and morals were sacrificed for the will of the collective group. It is hard to
comprehend (and difficult to evaluate) the likelihood of these individuals sacrificing their
beliefs without the existence of the collective interest. It is almost an hypnotic order that
allows the individuals to, all too readily, dismiss their personal beliefs for the beliefs of the
nation.

The third and final cause, which LeBon labels as the most important, is the notion

that when all individual personality is taken from an individual, that person is more likely

* Ibid. 10.
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to obey the orders of a leader. “We know to-day that by various processes an individual
may be brought into such a condition that, having entirely lost his conscious personality,
he obeys all the suggestions of the operator who has deprived him of it, and commits acts

% Whenever an individual is part of a

in utter contradiction with his character and habits.
crowd, that individual soon becomes overpowered by the will of the crowd. LeBon relates
the power of the crowd as akin to the power of a hypnotizer. All normal activities or
functions of the brain become paralyzed; all rational thought becomes stagnant and the
individual becomes moved by the power of the crowd. The unconscious actions of the
individual are merely extensions of the desires of the crowd itself, or the leader. “The
conscious personality has entirely vanished; will and discernment are lost. All feelings and
thoughts are bent in the direction determined by the hypnotizer.”*’ This is what becomes
of the individual when forming part of a psychological crowd. All members of the group
are no longer capable of rationally assessing their actions. Many of the faculties that once
made up the individual characteristics are lost and under the influence of a mere
suggestion, that individual will undertake a task with the utmost of certainty. This action is
often done impetuously, where rationality is replaced by raw emotion, and because of this
the belief or action gains strength by reciprocity. It is important to note that some

individuals exist who might possess a personality strong enough to resist the suggestion of

the crowd, but they are far too few in number to make any change. No matter how strong

* Thid. 11.
7 1bid, 11,
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the individuals are perceived, however, there is nothing capable of deterring the crowd
from the most bloodthirsty of acts.

In the end, it is the disappearance of the conscious personality, which gives way for
the rise the unconscious personality, contagion of beliefs across the whole of the group and
the tendency to immediately and irrationally act upon the suggestions of the crowd that are
the principal ways in which the creation of new collective characteristics are formed.
“[The individual] is no longer himself, but has become an automaton who has ceased to be
guided by his will.”*®

Now that it is understood why individuals of groups are able to change their beliefs
once they become members of a group, we must uncover the ways in which the call to
action are transformed in the group. Whatever be the ideas suggested to crowds they can
only exercise effective influence on condition that they assume a very absolute,
uncompromising, and simple shape. This idea is very similar to Sorel’s belief that a myth
is only strong if it leads to direct action by the masses. LeBon believes that the crowd
presents its ideas in the guise of images, and are only accessible to the masses under this
form. Again, this idea closely resembles Sorel’s beliefs. The various images purported
onto crowds need to be logically connected, i.e., even contradictory ideas can exist
simultaneously. “These imagelike ideas are not connected by any logical bond of analogy

or succession, and may take each other's place like the slides of a magic-lantern which the

operator withdraws from the groove in which they were placed one above the other.”® So

“® Tbid. 13.
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long as the crowd comes under one of the various influences of one of the various ideas
presented to it, that crowd is capable of committing various actions. Contradictions do not
even matter; the complete lack of the critical spirit that would deem various actions as
antipodal is gone and therefore the ability to perceive these contradictions does not exist in
the crowd.

Ideas that are acknowledged by the crowds that do not have a definite or absolute
shape must often undergo the most thoroughgoing transformations to become popular.

This is especially true in lofty philosophic ideas (such as the Myth of the Twentieth

Century). This creates the need for extreme modifications in order to lower them to the
level of the intelligence of crowds. The idea that the Germans are the reincarnation of the
Nordic People and are God’s Chosen People was modified to state that all of the Others
must be eliminated, because it is easier to comprehend. Trying to understand why God has
chosen one group over the other is difficult to relay but murdering the Other is tangible, it
has easily understood meaning. No matter what type of modification is used, their
tendency is always in the direction of simplification. This explains the fact that, from the
social point of view in crowds, there is no such thing as a hierarchy of ideas, i.e., ideas of
greater or less worth. “However great or true an idea may have been to begin with, it is
deprived of almost all that which constituted its elevation and its greatness by the mere fact
that it has come within the intellectual range of crowds and exerts an influence upon

them.”® Tt is important to note, however, that when an idea has finally undergone the

0 Ibid. 51.
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transformations necessary to be perceived by crowds, it can only exert influence when it
has entered the domain of the unconscious.

This is possible through what LeBon labels immediate factors. “These factors
serve as the source of active persuasion on crowds; that is, they are the factors which cause

3l These factors are the

the idea to take shape and set it loose with all its consequences.
reason the individuals of the group act upon their ideas and beliefs; they are the cause for
riots or strikes or military coups. These immediate factors are closely linked to the idea of
myth for Sorel. The reason the Italian or the German masses acted is because of these
immediate factors. They are the images, words, and formulas evoked to the crowds.
Images of the glory days of Rome were evoked to the Italian Fascists, just the same as
German solidarity and the race soul were evoked to the German people. These terms
began to take on a supernatural power, strong enough to mobilize whole groups of people
into action. Where as Sorel called them myths, LeBon calls these terms illusions. In either
case, both theorists agree on this fact: whoever can supply the masses with illusions is
whom they side with; whoever attempts to destroy their illusions is always their victim.
The power of words is bound up with the images they evoke, and is quite independent of
their real significance. Take for example democracy, equality, liberty, socialism, freedom,
etc., undoubtedly these terms are extremely vague, yet they contain an almost magical

meaning to their followers. These factors, as soon as they have been evoked to a crowd,

create an expression of immediate understanding and respect. Some even consider them as

M Thid. 71.
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supernatural powers (as stated above). “They evoke grandiose and vague images in men's
minds, but this very vagueness that wraps them in obscurity augments their mysterious
power. They are the mysterious divinities hidden behind the tabernacle, which the devout
only approach in fear and trembling.”>

Now that the motives capable of making an impression on the crowd are known,
we must uncover how these motives may be set in action, and by whom they may be
practically used. As stated above, a crowd is meaningless without a leader. The leader
serves as the guide for the members of the crowd. It should be noted that the leaders of
crowds wield a very despotic authority; it is a necessary condition in order to receive the
types of followers needed to create any true action. They demand obedience, and receive it
from their followers.

LeBon states that there are three recourses to produce their desired effects:
affirmation, repetition, and contagion. “Affirmation pure and simple, kept free of all
reasoning and all proof, is one of the surest means of making an idea enter the mind of
crowds. The [more concise] an affirmation is, the more destitute of every appearance of
proof and demonstration, the more weight it carries.”> Affirming that their situation in
Italy or Germany would get better was one way in which the leaders of the crowd were
able to create action. Affirmation, however, has no real influence unless it is constantly

repeated, and so far as possible in the same terms. Reaffirmation that the path that they

had chosen was the correct one was necessary to keep the masses motivated. If the leaders

2 Thid. 101.
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39



were to ever deny their follows reaffirmation that what they were doing was correct they
would lose the lot of them. The influence of repetition on crowds is far and above the most
important for keeping the crowd motivated. This is materialized in the production of
propaganda; propaganda becomes an avenue to manage the masses. This is because the
repeated statement is embedded in the end and begins to become part of the individual’s
unconscious beliefs and ideas. This, in turn, produces the very motives for their call to
action. Ideally for the leader, after constant reaffirmation the crowd will inevitably have
forgotten where this repeated assertion arose and all questions of its accuracy will vanish.
The crowd will merely believe it because it has been so long standing. When the German
citizens have read, heard and seen a hundred, a thousand, times that it is the Jews who have
created their economic and social woes it becomes common knowledge and in the end, the
Germans are certain that it is fact. When the Italians have read, heard and seen a thousand
times that Fascism is the road to regain Italian glory, they are tempted to at least believe it
and after a while ascertain that it is fact. It gets to the point where any claim made in
opposition to the one constantly reinforced becomes sacrilegious, false and even
impossible. Affirmation and repetition are alone powerful enough to combat any
opposition. When an affirmation has been sufficiently repeated and there is unanimity in
this repetition—as occurred in Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany—it creates the perfect
environment for the third recourse, contagion, to take effect. Constantly reinforced ideas
and beliefs possess a contagious power in crowds:

This phenomenon is very natural, since it is observed even in animals when they are
together in number. Should a horse in a stable take to biting his manger the other
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horses in the stable will imitate him. A panic that has seized on a few sheep will soon
extend to the whole flock. In the case of men collected in a crowd, all emotions are
very rapidly contagious, which explains the suddenness of panics. Brain disorders,
like madness, are themselves contagious.”*

Individuals begin to imitate the actions of each other. Their actions begin to obtain
an immense amount of social influence, to the point where everyone begins to act in
accordance with one another. In Italy, people began to adhere to the Fascist policy, in
Germany they began to accept the murder of millions of innocent people. The opinions
and beliefs of crowds are specially promulgated by imitation, but never by reasoning. This
is how the crowd is moved into action. The leader must also be charismatic in order for
the masses to respond. This can be seen as extremely evident with Benito Mussolini and
Adolf Hitler and their charismatic speaking style at rallies.

The leaders of crowds play an important role in the dissemination of beliefs of that
crowd, but that is not to say that the masses are unimportant. They must be willing to give
up their individual characteristics and beliefs for the benefit of the group collectiveness.
They must be willing to lower themselves to the weakest member of the group; their
intelligence and strength mean nothing on an individual level. They must also fight the
desire to remain isolated. The populaces of both Italy and Germany, too, played an
important role in the creation of Fascist Italy and Nazi Germany. They had to believe in,

and do so strongly, what the leaders were telling them. They had to fight their urges to

reason with what was being demanded of them, and they had to do it for the benefit of the

* Tbid. 128.

41



group. It was the Fascist and Nazi ideal in action and it could not have been completed

without the masses.
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Chapter 4.) The Culmination of Myth and the Consequences

of Utopian Constructs

What I will try to do in this chapter is, first of all, to demonstrate the problematic
nature of social and political action founded on myth. The problems occur when the goals
of the myth begin to take precedence over the immediate necessities of the people. When
the want to eradicate the world of the scapegoat is seen as paramount to any other goal the
myth has come full circle. The culmination of the myth is the cause of extreme violence
and near extermination of the scapegoated people. The Nazi production of the Jew is the
example that T will use in order to back up my point. “One of the chief means employed
by [the leaders] is to represent it as a Utopia; this is easy enough, because there are very
few myths which are perfectly free from any Utopian element.”’

This understanding of scapegoats can be seen as the final element of the Nazi myth.
This is not to say, however, that the role of scapegoat is limited to this specific instance.
The scapegoats were, at first, a tool that allowed the Nazis to gain a following. Many
previous scholars, however, have explored this point. Scapegoats were used during the
whole of the Nazi rule; scapegoats were, without doubt, a group on whom to blame the
problems of the status quo. This is, as many have stated, the classic way in which we

understand the scapegoating of the various groups. This does not prove, or show, that

3 Sorel, Reflections on Violence. 49.
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these above stated roles are mutually exclusive. The Jews of Eastern Europe could very
well have been the tool necessary for a Nazi rise to power. They could have been the
entity on whom to blame the problems of the now. The combined truths of those two
statements do not deny the validity of the scapegoat’s role in the Nazi myth, i.e., the
culminating point.

Even after the scapegoated people are removed from society there is a lack, i.e., an
understanding that the ultimate goals of the myth have not been accomplished. This
provides the necessary condition for the extermination of the scapegoat. “Fantasy
produces its reverse and calls for [the scapegoat’s] elimination. Put another way, the
beatific side of fantasy is coupled in utopian constructions with a horrific side, a paranoid
need for a stigmatized scapegoat.”® This fantasy is akin to the myth that both the Fascists
and the Nazis used.

The Nazi production, scapegoating, and near-extermination of the European Jew is
a prime example. It becomes almost impossible to comprehend how ordinary citizens
were transformed into an undifferentiated quivering mass of expendable life. Socio-
political action based on myth, and by extension, the violence that action creates is not a
force that emerges from nothing. Rather, this kind of action receives its legitimization
from long-standing policies, customs, sentiments, and other conventions that are steeped in
bigoted and racist traditions. Specifically, the rise in anti-Semitic tendencies in certain

sectors of European society, especially among the ascending bourgeoisie, created an
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atmosphere in which Jews became the first victims of Nazi myth construction. Hannah
Arendt provides a deeper understanding:
When the catastrophe came, the fate of the Jewish people was considered a “special
case” whose history follows exceptional laws, and whose destiny was therefore of no
general relevance. When the persecution of German Jews began, Jews of other European
countries discovered that German Jews constituted an exception whose fate could bear no
resemblance to their own.”’
For some of the Germans people there was a gap between the Nazi construction of
reality and the reality posited in front of them, between reality and the real. The Nazi
construction of reality became so strong that all forms of life had to conform to it; it got to
the point where Nazi reality was reality. Scapegoats were, and will forever be, thought of
as a destabilizing element to the eventual goals of the myth. This destabilizing element
had to be stigmatized, made into a scapegoat and exterminated.
For a portion of European society, Jews became, via the Nazi myth, a deviant group
and soon became the archetypal scapegoat figure. The Nazis used this position to greatly
influence many of their followers. In order in drum up public support for their policies the
leaders could resort to punishing those excluded groups, in effect placing the blame for
failed policy on their heads:
Further, it is increasingly necessary for government to deflect criticism from itself by
placing the blame for problems on others. Some powerless groups offer easy scapegoats
for social problems. For whatever reason, legislators anticipate an outpouring of public
support by punishing negatively constructed targets....It is increasingly popular in

legislative circles to make various acts punishable by death, even though there is little
research support linking deterrence and the death penalty. *®

57 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (New York: Harcourt Trade Publishers, 1973) xv.
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After World War I, all of European society was devastated, especially in Germany.
It can be argued that Nazi anti-Semitic utopianism arose when this civil society was
fragmented, people were isolated from one another, and a general feeling of hopelessness
and despair prevailed throughout the country. Faced with such disorientating
developments, people can very easily resort to a promise for the re-establishment of a lost
harmony. As stated in an earlier chapter, it was this context in which Hitler proved
successful in persuading the Germans that he was their only hope. *“At the very time when
German society was turning into one of the great industrial powers of Europe, a land of
factories and cities, technology and bureaucracy, many Germans were dreaming of an
archaic world of Germanic peasants, organically linked by bonds of blood in a natural
community.” This dream required the creation of an anti-figure, a scapegoat, and there
was no more effective anti-figure than the Jewish populations. Virtually all Nazi
ideologues, from Rosenberg to Goebbels, used the Jewish race as a pariah figure, the
eventual scapegoat of the German people:
Within this schema the elimination of the antichrist, that is the Jews, is considered the
remedy for all dislocations, the key to a new harmonious world. Jews were seen as
deserving death (and resented for that reason) because they stood between this one
imperfect and tension-ridden reality and the hoped-for world of tranquil happiness. The
disappearance of the Jews was instrumental in bringing about the world of perfection.®

The elimination of the Jew is uncovered as the only thing that could transform the

Nazi dream into reality, the only thing that could realize Rosenberg’s myth, and the Nazi

% Yannis Stavrakakis, Lacan and the Political. 103
80 Zvemunt Bauman, Modernity and The Holocaust.(Ithaca, N.Y.: Comell University Press, 1989) 76

46



reality. The Jews were the root of the German problem, as the Nazis saw it; their
extermination became the only way to reach Nazi reality. Hitler’s victims were not killed
in battle, or because they occupied an important territory; they were killed because they did
not fit the envisioned future of German, specifically Nazi, society. In fact, it should not
even be understood that they were murdered; they were eliminated, so the Nazi vision of a
more perfect, more racially pure, more German world, could be realized. The culmination
of the Nazi myth led to the extermination of the Jewish people. It should be noted,
however, that the production of the Jew as scapegoat was a decision more of availability
than essential. “The decision on who will eventually be stigmatized depends largely on the
availability within a particular social configuration of groups that can perform this role in
social [myth], and this availability is socially constructed out of the existing materials.”®!
Who was chosen, however, should not be seen as the important element of the relationship
between scapegoats and the culmination of the Nazi myth. It is the decision to eliminate
the scapegoat before the immediate needs of the people or country (in the German case,
winning the war) are met.
The near-genocide of the Jewish population of Eastern Europe for the sake of

winning the war is the fact that would lead to this conclusion. It would be frightening to
think that the genocide was done out of a pure desire to kill, the pleasure of which would

be the ultimate cause. There had to be an underlying reason for why the Nazis took the

Holocaust to such devastating lengths. This could only be understood if the Nazi leaders
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themselves believed in the myths they professed to be true. The Nazi leader’s desire to
exterminate the Jewish population of Eastern Europe, in this understanding, stemmed from
the desire to complete the Nazi myth as formulated, for example, by Rosenberg,
Rosenberg believed the dominance of the Aryan race was the ultimate goal; as direct
descendants from the Nordic people that once populated Northern Europe, it was their
duty. The downfall of the Nordic race occurred because of racial inbreeding with inferior
(Semitic) races. The Nazi’s goal was to eliminate these inferior races to diminish (deny,
even) the possibility of the same fate for the Aryan race. He wrote that it was the duty of
the German race to continue the Nordic tradition as the dominant race, and that is exactly
what the Nazis attempted to do. The elimination of the scapegoated people, the
culmination of the Nazi myth, is the final solution to the Jewish question. The adherence
to these beliefs, these ideals, in spite of the need to win a war is the essence of the power of
myth. It can be argued that this devotion to the Nazi myth is what led to the eventual
downftall of Germany in World War 1I. Instead of putting its manpower into fighting the
Soviet troops, the German leaders sought to eliminate scapegoats. The power of the Nazi

myth was, in the end, too powerful for its own good.
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Chapter 5.) An Analysis of Theory and Practice

Thus far, I have framed the actions of the Fascists and the Nazis in terms of
coercive, power hungry-leaders taking advantage of a populace in need of such a leader.
This, however, is only one way to think about the situation. There is no doubt that this is
one plausible way in which the theories of Sorel and LeBon were used; the Fascists and
Nazis used the theories in order to usurp and maintain power. In this instance, there is
nothing more to it. It is that simple. Mussolini and Hitler were merely the right men at the
right time, each armed with the ability to manipulate and coerce—coupled with a nation
ripe for manipulation and coercion—they used the theories for their own personal gain. It
can be argued that the leaders had little personal investment in the actual outcomes of their
actions; they had obtained what they wanted: power. Both Mussolini and Hitler pushed
their populaces into World War II, to the brink of destruction, while they sat removed from
the battlefield. This hyperbole should be taken only so far that the two leaders were
drowned in power, according to this view of which, is the most important of factors. It is
not to say that they were kings, or loved by all; this is merely meant to confirm that if it
was power that the two were after, they achieved it. They preached of the rebirth of their
respective nations, but they were the brains, not the brawn, and in the end, after much of
the brawn had been sent away to die, the leaders were destroyed as well . Whether or not
Italy ever recreated Roman glory, or Germany revived its Nordic past, was not important,
because no matter the outcome these men were in a sense the true victors. It has been

stated that this outcome is contrary to (even impossible to coincide with) fact; Hitler’s
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suicide and Mussolini’s violent hanging are given as the evidence. This view, however,
takes for granted that Hitler’s suicide was committed out of his failure to bring his
envisioned future to reality. Hitler’s suicide could just as easily have been committed in
order to escape punishment for his evil actions. Hitler knew that he was about to lose the
war; his suicide could have been the easy way out. Why stand trial for the murder of
millions, or even take the chance that the Allied soldiers would not have tortured and
murdered him themselves, when one bullet could end it all? This, however, as stated
above, is only one way of understanding the relationship between Sorel and Lebon’s
theories and Fascist and Nazi action.

Another way in which this relationship could be viewed is that the theories opened
up the door for the irrational politics of the Fascists and the Nazis. The turn of the
twentieth century is an era in which the foundations of what the world understood to be
true crumbled. The idea that man was good and pure and rational was slowly
disemboweled—people began to understand that all is not right in this world of ours. In
the past, those who questioned the fortune of life were misunderstood; in reality, these
misguided individuals were actually misguided optimists:

So little are we prepared to understand pessimism, that we generally employ the word
quite incorrectly: we call pessimists people who are in reality only disillusioned
optimists. When we meet a man who, having been unfortunate in his enterprises,
deceived in his most legitimate ambitions, humiliated in his affections, expresses his
grief in the form of a violent revolt against the duplicity of his associates, the stupidity of
the society, or the blindness of destiny, we are disposed to look upon him as a pessimist;

whereas we ought nearly always to regard him as a disheartened optimist who has not
had the courage to start afresh, and who is unable to understand why so many
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misfortunes have befallen him, contrary to what he supposes to be the general law
governing the production of happiness.*

The violence inherent in life is not brought on by individuals who anticipate the
worst, or those who are predisposed to gloom, those individuals understand that life is not
rational or pure. The violence comes from the misguided souls that expect life to be good,
to be pure and to be rational. For the first time it was optimism that was to be feared—and
why not? Those who expect to triumph are those that should be feared. Optimism in life
leads to the belief of destiny. *“The optimist in politics is an inconsistent and even
dangerous man...[whose] projects seem to him to possess a force of their own, which tends
to bring about their realization all the more easily as they are, in his opinions, destined to
produce the happiest result.”®® It is then that the worst is realized: “If he possesses an
exalted temperament, and if unhappily he finds himself armed with great power, permitting
him to realize the ideal he has fashioned, the optimist may lead his country to worse

6% With this understanding, Mussolini and Hitler were not using their followers

disasters.
as pawns to fulfill their deeds; they too had become pawns to irrational politics. It is men
like Mussolini and Hitler, men who participate in great social movements in which they are
destined to triumph-—and finally destroyed, fall victim to their own myths. Revolutions
across the world are proof of irrational politics in action.  Hitler and Mussolini acted in

similar ways; any difficulty on the battlefield was secondary to the overall victory inherent

in the Fascist and Nazi state. In the end, it could be argued that the leaders themselves
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were brought down by their own myths. The leaders acted in ways that would make it
seem impossible to think they were acting purely out of greed; there must have been a
gleam of light, of hope, that possessed them to act the way they did. Their actions were
not free; they were bound to the myth they professed. This being said, the myth could not
survive without the followers. As long as there are no myths accepted by the masses,
change is impossible. A myth that is believed cannot be refuted, because those who would
ordinarily seek to refute it are those whose convictions lie with the myth. The politics of
irrationality is another way of seeing the relationship between Sorel and Lebon’s theories
and the practice of the Fascists and Nazis; the theorists paved the way for individuals to
understand the politics of irrationality. Mussolini and Hitler were pawns of their own myth,
The two understandings presented above are ways in which Sorel and Lebon can be
linked to Hitler and Mussolini. It could be true that a middle ground exists, i.e., Hitler and
Mussolini were power hungry but also believed in their own myth. There is no denying
that the actions of the leaders support both understandings. In the end, I believe that this
middle ground is how the relationship is defined. It just seems totalizing to place the
relationship on one pole. There are elements of each in the relationship between the
theorists and Fascist and Nazi practice. It would not do justice to the relationship if one
clement were ignored. Hitler and Mussolini were power hungry; as Machiavelli told us,
any good leader must be. At the same time, I do not believe that solely the hunger for
power and control motivated the leaders to act. Believing this would deny the power of

myth, and in the end, denying this power is not something I am willing to do.
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