
http://oae.sagepub.com

Organization & Environment 

DOI: 10.1177/1086026601142003 
 2001; 14; 173 Organization Environment

Piers H. G. Stephens 
 Blood, Not Soil: Anna Bramwell and the Myth of "Hitler’s Green Party"

http://oae.sagepub.com/cgi/content/abstract/14/2/173
 The online version of this article can be found at:

 Published by:

http://www.sagepublications.com

 can be found at:Organization & Environment Additional services and information for 

 http://oae.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts Email Alerts:

 http://oae.sagepub.com/subscriptions Subscriptions:

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.navReprints: 

 http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.navPermissions: 

 http://oae.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/14/2/173 Citations

 at UNIV OF GEORGIA LIBRARIES on August 24, 2009 http://oae.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://oae.sagepub.com/cgi/alerts
http://oae.sagepub.com/subscriptions
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsReprints.nav
http://www.sagepub.com/journalsPermissions.nav
http://oae.sagepub.com/cgi/content/refs/14/2/173
http://oae.sagepub.com


ORGANIZATION & ENVIRONMENT / June 2001Stephens / BLOOD, NOT SOIL

BLOOD, NOT SOIL

Anna Bramwell and the Myth of “Hitler’s Green Party”

PIERS H. G. STEPHENS
University of Liverpool

The antigreen backlash that began in the 1990s has constantly advanced charges of misan-
thropic extremism against ecologists, and these charges are dramatically illustrated by
claims, most notably drawn from Anna Bramwell’s work, of historical or thematic linkage
between ecologism and National Socialism. The author analyses Bramwell’s work both his-
torically and systematically, arguing first that her claims of association between ecologism
and Nazism are historically flawed, and second, that her conceptual treatment fails to take
into account the central motivational roles of Social Darwinism and absolutist purity in
National Socialism. These factors effectively divorce green thought about nature from Nazi
connection. The author concludes that no clear historical or necessary conceptual link
between ecologism and Nazism has been successfully demonstrated by Bramwell and the
backlash campaigners, but that greens should nonetheless eschew dangerous purity notions
if possible.

T he 1990s saw a concerted attempt by proindustrialist interests to reverse
the gains made by green groups since the 1960s, using several inter-

linked strategies to this end, including the “greenwash” public relations approach
and orchestrated media attempts to portray greens as dangerous extremists.1 These
efforts continue, and although this combination of strategies largely emanates from
the political right, the left occasionally makes common cause, as with the British
1997 Channel 4 television series Against Nature, overseen by luminaries of Living
Marxism magazine. The programme’s broadcast on prime time television repre-
sented a temporary coup for the green backlash, but its central attacks, involving the
intertwining of several themes attributed indiscriminately to green political
thought, were nothing new. Essentially, they fitted into the antigreen strategy of
attributing extremism and advanced the familiar backlash claims that green politi-
cal thought involves a wholesale rejection of the Enlightenment project, an ill-con-
ceived romanticism about rural life, and an irrationalist, misanthropic bias toward
the welfare of nonhuman nature. In perhaps the most deliberately provocative jux-
taposition of images in the television series, contemporary green support of nature
reserves and opposition to deforestation were explicitly compared to Nazi initia-
tives in wildlife preservation and tree planting, the latter being illustrated by foot-
age of Nazi soldiers singing beside newly planted trees.

Author’s Note: The author would like to thank Ian Coates for his comments on an earlier draft of this article.

Organization & Environment, Vol. 14 No. 2, June 2001 173-187
© 2001 Sage Publications, Inc.

173

 at UNIV OF GEORGIA LIBRARIES on August 24, 2009 http://oae.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://oae.sagepub.com


Although each of these charges has a separate history, a similar intertwining of
critical themes is found in more scholarly form in Anna Bramwell’s Ecology in the
20th Century (1989), in which a related but milder connection to Nazism is made,
and the influence of Bramwell’s work, to which no green thinker deigned to reply at
original publication, is illustrated both by the commonality of Nazi-green linkage
allegations in backlash rhetoric and by not infrequent Bramwell citations on
antiecological Web sites.2 Given that Bramwell’s work is now being put to such
purposes, the validity of its claims demand urgent investigation for those working
in green political theory and the history of ideas. In such examination, we should
not be too greatly concerned by Bramwell’s rumoured sympathies with revisionist
accounts of the Nazi phenomenon, for the vast majority of Bramwell’s readers, and
those who have adopted her findings for antigreen political purposes, are probably
not supportive of such perspectives. If, as is the case, we wish to ascertain whether
there is any validity in the claims of Nazi-green linkage put forward by the backlash
writers and campaigners, our focus should be on the substantive claims made in
Bramwell’s text—that is, on whether the claims of linkage are historically and con-
ceptually accurate and well founded—rather than on ad hominem considerations.
Accordingly, I here analyse Bramwell’s work and argue that the claims made in it
do not stand up to historical or logical scrutiny. In doing so, I shall argue three
points. First, Bramwell’s connection of nature conservation, naturalistic holism,
and nonanthropocentrism with the ethos of National Socialism misconstrues the
roots and character of both German ecological thought and Nazi ideology.3 Second,
Bramwell’s claim of a linkage between ecological concerns and Nazism via the
influence of Rudolf Steiner’s ideas about biodynamic farming is one that ignores
highly salient facts and that consequently will not bear the weight she appears to put
on it. Third, I shall argue that Bramwell is mistaken in her interpretation of the moti-
vational character of Nazi ideology, ascribing a significance to the concept of
nature that should be attributed to the combination of a particular conception of
purity with notions drawn from Social Darwinism; thus, insofar as a concept of
nature was implicated in National Socialism at all, it is of a sort largely unlike that
found in green thought. Some conceptual points can be found in common between
the two groups around notions of purity, but these are minimal, and insofar as it
avoids these waters, green political thought escapes any charge of guilt by associa-
tion here. I conclude that Bramwell fails to demonstrate any claim of a special rela-
tionship between National Socialism and ecologism and suggest that the rise of
Nazism accordingly had rather different cultural and psychological roots to those
suggested by Bramwell and her recent followers. To begin, we must summarise
Bramwell’s claims themselves.

ANNA BRAMWELL: ECOLOGISM AND NAZISM

Bramwell’s (1989) arguments for a linkage between green thought and the Nazi
phenomenon are more carefully made than recent attacks that have drawn on her
work. She notes that Hitler personally was not especially enthusiastic about the
“green wing” of his party, and she carefully distinguishes the naturist peculiarities
of German National Socialism from any more generic account of fascism (pp. 51,
164-166, 170). For Bramwell, ecologism is a distinct political category, though one
that has attracted thinkers from across the orthodox left-right political divide, and
can be defined by reference to several common factors: a rejection of
anthropocentrism; a repudiation of large-scale trading relations in favour of local-
ism and small-scale craftsmanship; a belief in the essential harmony of nature set, in
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Manichean fashion, against the humanistic disruptiveness of modernity; and a per-
sistent belief in a historical “scapegoat who made society go wrong” (p. 16). A ten-
dency toward apocalypticism is also ascribed to ecologism in its opposition to many
of modernity’s characteristic traits. Biological holism is also seen as a defining
characteristic of the ecologist, along with a faith in objectivism, if not necessarily in
modern science, and a concomitant tendency to read off political prescriptions from
a natural world seen as containing static immanent truths about the human role in
the world. Though anarchism is mentioned by Bramwell, along with the tendency
of contemporary ecologists to place their individual judgment ahead of the
demands of party loyalty, the former trait is not regarded as essentially constitutive
of ecologism, whereas the latter is characterised as indicative of the Anglo-Saxon
Protestant baggage carried by European green movements. The green tendency to
collective leadership rotation in order to prevent the buildup of a self-perpetuating
cabal is mentioned only in passing, whereas the insistence on participatory democ-
racy characteristic of contemporary green thought is ignored.

This last move is methodologically defensible in that democratic processes do
not guarantee particular results; if we are to characterise a political theory in terms
of its ends, then a commitment to democracy occupies a curious place. Moreover,
incorporating the democratic and libertarian imperative into an essential role would
restrict the breadth of historical analysis that Bramwell wishes to advance. If one is
to practice exclusion on these grounds, however, one must in fairness assume a divi-
sion between methodological concerns and normative results of one’s investiga-
tion; otherwise the grounds for the exclusion of the information will risk bias,
exclusion by definition so as to establish a prechosen conclusion. It can also be said
in Bramwell’s defence that her analysis of the tensions between authoritarian and
libertarian strands in contemporary ecologism poses questions with which the
green movement is still struggling.

This said, the ignoring of these factors in contemporary green politics is also sig-
nificant in enabling Bramwell to advance the claim that Nazism can be seen as an
ecological movement, drawing from roots in Haeckel, vitalist philosophy, and the
German Youth Movement. Haeckel provides the holism, vitalist thought the
emphasis on will, the German Youth Movement a focus for the desire of ancestral
belonging. She devotes an entire chapter to links between the Nazi regime and the
“bio-dynamic farming” ideas of Rudolf Steiner’s followers, the Anthroposophists,
in which the earth is seen as an organism with magnetic properties of sympathy and
attraction that may be damaged by the use of artificial fertilisers, and so far as Ecol-
ogy in the 20th Century is concerned, the core of Bramwell’s case for a green-Nazi
linkage can be found here. From the apparent connections of these factors and her
historical analysis, Bramwell (1989) draws her claim that the green movement is an
irrationalist and dangerous political development. Having excluded democratic
considerations from her characterisation of ecologism to begin with, she then draws
the normative conclusion that ecologism is inherently antidemocratic and romanti-
cally authoritarian in ethos. This, she argues, is betrayed by the imprecision of ecol-
ogists’ political language, for “imprecision of word can arise from vagueness of
thought” and “a desire to manipulate language” in order “to create a world where
symbols produce an instant response.” Despite her earlier claim in connection with
ecologism that apocalyptic language is usually characteristic of dangerously messi-
anic tendencies, her own concluding remarks from this are themselves of an apoca-
lyptic type: ecologism, she maintains, is “deathly,” “a return to primitivism,” “an
utter rejection of all that is, and for at least three millennia all that was” (pp. 247-
248). I want now to dispute Bramwell’s claims about a motivating force of Nazism
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lying in ecological concerns and, in the process, to illustrate that Bramwell’s selec-
tivity in ascribing connections between organicist agrarian thought and Nazism has
produced misleading conclusions. Given Bramwell’s claims of linkage between
green and Nazi concerns, we shall begin by examining the background to nature
protection (Naturschutz) in Germany.

FROM NATURSCHUTZ TO NAZISM?

Bramwell, though largely restricted to the 20th century by her chosen focus,
acknowledges the tendency in German thought on nature to identify nature with a
teacher and links this with the two broad reactions of 1920s cultural criticism to the
aftermath of military defeat, those of “the desire to escape from the burdens of the
past” and a “sense of loss so acute as to induce nihilism.” The crisis, she argues, rep-
resented a loss of identity, a vacuum that nature-based thinking filled: “‘Blood and
Soil,’ a phrase invented in the early 1920s, was a code word implying the protection
of a real personality,” a code that “stressed the kinship element, and the peasant’s
demographic role” as being “the lifeblood of the nation in a literal sense as well as
its spiritual and cultural basis.” By implication, then, broadly nature-based ideas
led on to Volkisch conceptions of the social body and the adoption of “a strain of
ecological ideas among Nazis” (Bramwell, 1989, pp. 191, 195). This focus, how-
ever, fails to take into account the diversity of the earlier historical background, in
particular by conflating a long-running Volkisch strand of opinion with ecological
ideas as such.

Probably the most plausible candidate for the father of German nature protection
was Alexander von Humboldt. A friend of Goethe and the brother of Wilhelm von
Humboldt, whose proclamations in favour of the flowering of human diversity were
later to be the touchstone of Mill’s On Liberty, Alexander von Humboldt was an
explorer and geographer who in 1808 published a pioneering biological work,
Views of Nature, featuring a variety of observations that have stood the test of time,
such as the fact that a plot of land produces food more economically in plant cultiva-
tion than in animal grazing; he also noted the deleterious effects of deforestation
and was an avatar in warning of the dangers of excessive human environmental
impact (Riordan, 1997, p. 8). Fairly obviously, though von Humboldt himself had
thought that landscape could form a part in explaining national character, there is no
normatively charged intrinsic connection as such between these protoecological
views, in which harmony and diversity are highlighted, and the exclusivist spirit of
nationalism. However, the seeds of ecological awareness that von Humboldt had
sown soon intermingled with other traditions of thought. Though von Humboldt’s
enquiries had focused on Latin America and the Mediterranean, observations on
deforestation fitted into an existing concern, running from the 16th to the 19th cen-
turies, of timber shortage and woodland loss. It seems likely that this prior concern
had led to the coining of the term Naturpflege (nature-care) in the 1700s (Dominick,
1992, pp. 6-7), the worry linked to other cultural factors, and it was these locally
contingent traditions that forged a connection between nationalism and nature.

The connection can be understood, as Riordan argues, by reference to the
careers of Ernst Moritz Arndt and Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl. Arndt (1769-1860), a
zealot for German unification, used the pages of his journal The Watchman to
become one of the first to explicitly link nationalism and the natural environment,
tapping into “a long tradition which held the German forest to embody the very
essence of Germanness,” the home of “the spirit of the German Volk,” and in the
process raised awkward questions about private ownership of such sites. His ideas
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received an enthusiastic welcome from Riehl, whose Natural History of the People
as the Basis of a German Social Policy (1851-1855), which argued in romantically
conservative fashion that industrialism was sapping the spirit of the German peo-
ple, was to cast an immense shadow over the infant field of ethnography for many
years. For Riehl, as for Haeckel, there was no discontinuity between natural and
social law, and his influence did much to ensure that “in Germany in the mid-
nineteenth century, the environment, or at least the preservation of ‘wilderness’,
was already a political issue” (Riordan, 1997, pp. 9-11). The movement grew, and
although it was not until 1904 that the first German environmental mass movement
was to be formed, the League for the Protection of the Homeland (Bund
Heimatschutz), Riehl’s ideas continued to attract intellectual support from such fig-
ures as the music professor Ernst Rudorff and the artist Paul Schultze-Naumburg,
the latter becoming the League’s first chairman. Thus a Volkisch tradition of preser-
vation was present on Germany’s political right well before the 20th century, but
significantly, its primary understanding of its goals was not ecologically motivated
in the relevant sense. Given Bramwell’s attribution of nonanthropocentrism as a
defining strand of ecologism, it is worth noting that the firmly anthropocentric
occupations and motivating concerns of Rudorff and Schultze-Naumburg were
fairly typical of the German Naturschutz movement at this stage: As Jefferies
(1997) noted, “the prevailing attitude of Wilhelmine environmentalists to the natu-
ral world was aesthetic and sentimental rather than ecological,” (p.43) and thus, to
use Dobson’s (1990) distinction, belongs under environmentalism rather than
ecologism (pp. 13-36).

The Volkisch political right, however, did not have the environmental arena to
themselves in 19th century Germany. Though coming later to the fray, a set of
left-leaning environmental thinkers and campaigners also had influence in framing
German environmental concern, their path being eased by the fact that the tricky
question of the compatibility of conservation with private ownership of the means
of production had already been raised. Riordan (1997) and Dominick (1992) both
highlight the contribution of Engels’s friend August Bebel, whose book Woman
and Socialism (1879) contained a vigorous socialist exposition and criticism of
such phenomena as pollution, soil erosion, flooding and deforestation; made quite
visionary questioning of fossil fuel use; and suggested solar, wave, wind, and even
geothermal power as alternatives. This said, Bebel’s suggestions are like those of
the Bund Heimatschutz in being advanced for distinctly anthropocentric reasons,
and this is underlined by his unquestioning enthusiasm for increased economic
growth (Dominick, 1992, p. 71; Riordan, 1997, pp. 17-18). An organisation with a
more distinct resemblance to contemporary greens was the Friends of Nature, a
left-wing group of politicised, working-class, walking enthusiasts who were affili-
ated to the Social Democrats. Insisting on what would today be called the right to
roam, the Friends of Nature embarrassed the Social Democrats with their outspo-
ken attacks on private ownership and industrial capitalism and in 1906 began an
escalating campaign for free countryside access, ranging from political lobbying to
mass civil disobedience. Moreover, their protests covered a wide area—industrial
development, quarrying, deforestation—and in both focus and tactics the group
“were foreshadowing modern environmental groups in ways unmatched by the
conservative wings of the movement” (Riordan, 1997, p. 19).

The early years of the 20th century saw generally increased movement in Ger-
man environmental politics as the influence of this began to make itself felt. Moves
included the first campaigns against tourist development of areas of natural beauty,
the first significant town and country planning legislation (the 1907 Prussian “Law
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Against Disfigurement of Places and Outstanding Landscapes”), the first organised
attempts to create national parks (1909-1920, organised by the new Society for
Nature Reserves), and the first mass protest against a large engineering project on
grounds of environmental sensitivity (the defeated 1903-1904 campaign to prevent
Baden’s Laufenberg rapids being lost in conversion for hydroelectric power pro-
duction); although it is true that conservation clubs increased in popularity after the
1914-1918 war, it can hardly be claimed that a growth in environmental awareness
at this time grew from nowhere as a result of the 1920s cultural crisis or that it devel-
oped in tandem with Nazism. Indeed, the largest German environmental group, the
Society for Bird Protection, actually lost a quarter of its membership in the inflation-
wracked 1920s.4 Rather, we see a slow but steady rise of concern stretching from
the mid-19th century, a rise that increases after 1918 and that has both a right and a
left wing, with only the Volkisch elements of the former showing any conceptual
closeness to Nazism, though in the process violating Bramwell’s own definition of
ecologism as nonanthropocentric.

Nonetheless, the 1920s did see a significant move in relation to conservation and
the Nazi era, namely, the coming to prominence of the term Blood and Soil. As
Bramwell rightly notes, the theme invokes kinship and bonds of belonging with an
emphasis on the role of the peasant, also highlighting the virtues of courage, hon-
esty, and loyalty attributed to the peasantry in doing so. But Bramwell, by examin-
ing the phrase as a whole, does not draw the conclusions that she might have done
from the emphases in it and the manner in which it was used by Nazi supporters. An
ecological understanding emphasises bonds to nature in the sense of dependency;
this can be expanded into conceptions of wider belonging in some political
schemes, as it was in the nationalism of the Volkisch tradition and is in the ecocen-
trism of greens who urge global planetary care. Yet, the key starting point is that of
the agent, of its biological dependency and the interaction born from it with a partic-
ular environment or series of environments. As such, there is no reason why one
cannot develop a bond of belonging through experience, just as a person can
develop a deep bond with a foreign spouse.

Yet, as Dominick (1992) observed, this was not the characteristic Nazi focus.
Rather, their use of the phrase “involved adding an overbearing emphasis on
‘blood’, their vivid synonym for genetic inheritance and race.” That the emphasis
was not accidental is reinforced by the fact that even when using the language of
Blood and Soil, Nazi publications did not cite ecological threats as dangers, but
instead talked of threats from “foreign and Jewish exploiters, who held Germany
down and sucked the substance from her economy” (pp. 87, 94). This was a pro-
found difference, and one that reflected a major divergence of priorities even from
the Naturschutz right wing, because, as Lekan (1999) noted, such preservationists
“focused on the landscape itself, rather than race, as a source of national-cultural
strength” (p. 389).

The invocation of supposedly biological differences that were in reality irrele-
vant or nonexistent operated for the Nazi cause by moving the centre of attention
away from the ecological concern of interaction with environment: It shifted the
focus from the agent’s actions to their ancestry, from their real interactions with
environment to a past heritage interpreted via Nazi mythology and pseudoscience.
In doing so, it brought into its orbit a set of metaphysical and spiritual connotations,
the idea of a collectivity inspired by a commonality of inspiration, feelings, and
health that could be threatened by impurity. The fact that ecological ideas of inter-
action with nature are detachable from such attributions is indicated by the differ-
ence between American attachment to wild nature, habitually associated with rug-
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ged individualism, and the Volkisch notion of subsumption of the individual into
the collective.5 Yet, despite Bramwell’s (1989) acknowledgment that urban dwell-
ers of more than a couple of generations’ experience were not regarded by the Nazis
as suitable to reinhabit the land as German peasants (p. 208), she does not work out
or acknowledge the reason why this attitude was taken. In fact, the reason was
derived from the primacy of blood over soil, of racist core belief over ecologistic
window dressing. Quite simply, Darré held that in the cities, “Nordic blood had
been polluted irretrievably by foreign admixtures” (Dominick, 1992, p. 95).

This central emphasis on absolute purity, consistently confused with the concept
of nature in Bramwell’s treatment of Nazism, will be significant later. It will be
enough for now to conclude that Bramwell’s linkage of Nazism to ecologism via
the cultural crisis appears to be flawed by the lack of appreciation of background,
and by noting that although Blood and Soil tapped into one strand of environmen-
talism, the Volkisch tradition, for political purposes, the primacy of blood over soil
in the Nazi formulation was distinctive and original to National Socialism and that
within it, soil was important merely in an anthropocentric sense and for racist pur-
poses: “Nature had value only as a source of vigour for Germany’s national soul”
(Dominick, 1992, p. 87). As such, by Bramwell’s own definition, the Nazism of
Blood and Soil was not properly ecologistic.

Does any claim of connection remain here? The last option might be for some
commonality to be claimed via the idea of blood and heritage, that Nazis and greens
both believe, as Bramwell (1989) put it, in a historical “scapegoat who made society
go wrong,” that for both “violence is done to the facts, the spirit and the subtleties of
past eras by the varied conspiracy theories of the ecologist” (pp. 16, 35). However,
although both groups criticise the Enlightenment heritage and green thinkers habit-
ually engage in critique of past developments from the perspective of contemporary
problems, the implications of conspiracy theory and green-Nazi connection do not
follow. Bramwell’s language implies that ecological thinkers assume some more-
or-less deliberate form of cultural sabotage, as Nazis saw other racial groups as hav-
ing deliberately conspired against Germany, when it is simply not true that greens
suppose any such calculated machinations. To argue, for example, that the disloca-
tion of the concept of natural limits in political economy came about through the
work of Hume and Smith and that this has since had a deleterious impact on the
global environment is not remotely to suppose that Hume and Smith sat in Scottish
alehouses and plotted to cheat future generations out of topsoil. At most, it is merely
to say that we can now see that (some of) their assumptions were mistaken and that
mankind would have been ecologically better off had another path been taken. A
conspiracy theory requires conspirators and deliberate intention, and although
some greens have indulged in rhetorical excesses—Bramwell rightly criticises
Susan Griffin for historical sloppiness in one such instance (p. 251)—no serious
green thinker has claimed that agents in a given era thought and acted as they did in
order to damage the environment and the human future.

Rather, the point of such historical examinations is that our present predicament
can only be understood by reference to past developments, for an analysis of these
is necessary to evaluate what should be retained and what jettisoned. As such, there
simply is no conspiracy theory here, whereas for the Nazis, talk of Jewish conspira-
cies was part and parcel of racist ideology. Nor is it the case that green historical cri-
tiques focus on collective groups of people as groups of people in the manner that
Nazism did; the criticism is invariably geared to underlying traditions of thought
that are regarded as flawed. Moreover, Bramwell completely ignores the extent to
which contemporary green opposition to racism and sexism shows them to be “as

Stephens / BLOOD, NOT SOIL 179

 at UNIV OF GEORGIA LIBRARIES on August 24, 2009 http://oae.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://oae.sagepub.com


much the heirs of the Enlightenment tradition as its committed critics” (Dobson,
1990, p. 122). Any claim of green-Nazi linkage via this route is even less support-
able than that via the bond to soil, and hence, we turn to Bramwell’s treatment of
Steiner and National Socialism.

STEINER, NAZISM, AND ORGANIC FARMING:
MISSED CONNECTIONS

Much of the historical weight attached to the connection between ecological
concerns and Nazi ideology rests on the allegedly close ties between Nazism and
Rudolf Steiner’s “spiritual science” of Anthroposophy, the two being drawn
together by a shared interest in organic—in Steiner’s format “bio-dynamic”—
farming. Bramwell acknowledges that the relationship was double-edged. Some
Nazis, notably Hess and Darré, were sympathetic to some of Steiner’s ideas on
organic agriculture, whereas others, such as Bormann, were virulently opposed.
Bramwell explains the occasional Nazi actions against Steiner’s followers after
1941 as being indicative of the panic induced by Hess’s flight to England; because
Hess was most enthusiastic about Steiner’s agrarian ideas and appointed a number
of like-minded enthusiasts around him, a crackdown against them was required.
Similarly, one could explain the earlier proscription, in 1937, against meetings of
Steiner’s groups in terms of general totalitarian politics, for the Steiner movement
could easily be seen as a cult and no totalitarian system can tolerate secret societies.
Nonetheless, Bramwell (1989) asserted that “the existence of ecological
ideologues among the Nazi leadership does show that National Socialism . . . had
room for ecological ideas,” adding a parallel that “like ecologists today, the Nazis
opposed capitalism and the consumer-oriented market mechanism” (p. 205).

Those who would wish to draw on Bramwell’s work for antigreen purposes
might note that the questions that go begging here are whether an interest in self-
sufficient organic agriculture among the rulers of a state on a constant war footing
necessarily qualifies those rulers to be called “ecological ideologues” and whether
the existence of common adversaries necessarily implies any meaningful unity of
aim.6 It seems probable that neither can be answered affirmatively here once one
takes into account important background information, unmentioned by Bramwell,
in relation to her hypothesis of frequent connection between the movements around
organicism in farming. This is the fact that from the earliest days of the National
Socialist movement in the 1920s, Steiner and his followers were singled out for
attack despite the fact that they were avowedly apolitical and regarded themselves
as purely a spiritual and educational movement. Indeed, it was the breaking up of
his lecture meetings by Nazi thugs in 1922 that ended Steiner’s 21-year lecturing
career in Germany; his life was threatened and the disruption was so persistent that
“his agents refused to take the risk of booking further engagements for him” (Shep-
herd, 1954, p. 76). Steiner transferred his major interests to Switzerland, where the
building of the physical centrepiece of his project, the Goetheanum, had already
started at Dornach in 1913, but on New Year’s Eve 1922, the entire building was
burnt down by an arsonist. Though the culprit was never discovered, such a track
record of Nazi hounding of Steiner would seem to place them in the forefront of sus-
pects. Steiner himself was devastated by the loss, and though he dedicated himself
to rebuilding the centre, he became increasingly weak and died of a wasting illness
in 1925.

All of these points go unmentioned by Bramwell (1989) in the claims of ties
between Nazism and Anthroposophy that are so central to Ecology in the 20th Cen-
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tury, leaving the reader with a vague impression that the causes of organic farming
and spiritually based alternative education involving naturalistic ideas, both of
which would be espoused by many greens, are somehow significantly linked to
Nazism. Clarifying the issue will require us to explain Nazi antagonism toward this
man, which initially appears inexplicable, rather as if the British National Party
were to devote themselves to disrupting meetings of Jehovah’s Witnesses. Steiner
is a curious figure: Born in 1861 and best known today for initiating the Waldorf
Schools’ alternative education network, he attended Vienna Technical College,
where he showed himself to be an excellent academic all-rounder in both arts and
sciences and attained a doctorate from Rostock University in 1891. At 29, he began
work in the Goethe Archives, an experience that gave him an intense appreciation
for German Romantic thought. He was also a sculptor and painter and one of the
many mystics prominent in Weimar society in the early 1920s. I suggest that what
may have incurred National Socialist wrath was that elements of Steiner’s thought
about nature were sufficiently close to some of the Nazis’ own ideas to run the risk
of stolen thunder, but sufficiently different to lead to significantly opposed conclu-
sions, and the similarities may be explained in part by spiritual roots from which the
two concepts diverged.

Bramwell is, I think, right in seeing vitalism as a significant philosophical trend
in German thought about nature at the time, bringing an emphasis on the faculty of
the will, and both these components can indeed be found in Steiner’s thought and
Nazi ideology. Though the wider origins of this in Germany are diverse, a common
root for the linkage in hand exists in Theosophy. This was a popular spiritual move-
ment that yoked together several traditions; though largely culled from Hinduism, it
also featured quasi-Darwinian ideas about human “root races.” An Aryan suprema-
cist breakaway from this, known as Ariosophy, appears to have had some influence
on the young Hitler in Vienna via the scurrilous magazine Ostara; whilst Steiner
was also involved with Theosophy for some years, his insistence on Christian
themes eventually caused tension and his breakaway in 1912 to found Anthro-
posophy (Goodrick-Clarke, 1992, pp. 7-31, 192-204). Bramwell does not mention
this link, but the manner of her yoking vitalism to quasi-ecological ideas about
nature in Nazism is flawed, and the comparison with Steiner illustrates how;
indeed, Bramwell’s thesis can only appear convincing because of the multiple
ambiguities of the term nature.

For Nazism, the essential picture of nature was as a place of conflict, a Social
Darwinist arena ruled by a Manichean racial duality in which “the world is divided
into the light blue-blonde Aryan heroes and the dark non-Aryan demons, working
respectively for good and evil, order and chaos, salvation and destruction, in the
Universe” (Goodrick-Clarke, 1992, pp. 196-197). As such, it contained a set of
immanent laws that were primarily concerned with the regaining of Aryan suprem-
acy against supposed corruption and the retention of a hierarchical order. Bramwell
(1989) herself cited the statement of Bormann in the crackdown that followed
Hess’s flight to England that “the solid national Socialist Weltanschauung [is]
founded on a scientific knowledge of the laws of race, life and nature” (p. 197).
Nature in this conception is something on which and in which the will works and
could become unstable only through the supposed pollution of its guiding princi-
ples of blood through illegitimate mixing of elements. Will, in practice, was
imposed hierarchically, ultimately bringing the entire people under one will, that of
the Führer.

Though a belief in racial difference was indeed worryingly present in Steiner’s
ideas too, Steiner’s conception differs significantly in that for him nature is pat-
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terned but progressive and in flux. Will permeates all organisms, but although one
can damage inorganic nature through accretions of toxins—and let us note that this
idea, correlating to the notion of purity, was the one that attracted Nazis to organic
farming—the ideal of nature embodied in Steiner’s educational system was one in
which nature functioned as a dynamic principle of development. In Waldorf institu-
tional organisation, the child was supposed to have developed the essence of his or
her own will by the age of 7, and subsequent creative development was intended to
harmonise with and guide this natural spiritual faculty, harmonising will, feeling,
and reason, in order to let their individuality flourish. In addition, Steiner’s incorpo-
ration of Christian elements to promote greater equality, compassion, and fraternity
would have been anathema to the Nazis.7

The difference between the two notions of nature, despite the common root and
apparent similarities in focus on organicism, was thus profound: One was an
authoritarian, top-down model focused primarily on endowments of blood; the
other a dynamic, bottom-up account in which nature was taken as a processive prin-
ciple of development, though both could concur in acknowledging the possibility of
nature being damaged. Steiner’s account, despite its dubious roots and spiritualistic
trimmings, can nonetheless be seen to fit broadly into a respected Western tradition,
found in such thinkers as Rousseau and the classical pragmatists, that appeals to
nature to urge correction of social arbitrariness and authoritarianism. This tradition
is neither puritanical nor domineering but warns against the excessive civilisation
that “separates the self from its essential ‘nature,’ its inherent tendency of growth,”
and “tells us that there is something under the human skin with its own vitality,
something not wholly malleable, not susceptible to Skinnerian conditioning except
at the price of destroying spontaneity, talent, zest, vitality” (Frankel, 1976,
pp. 106-107). Such a tradition is a very long way from the intensely planned char-
acter of Nazi education or the horrific Weberian rationality of the death camps and
clearly stands far closer to the idea of a vibrant, processive, self-organising system
of nature held by contemporary green thinkers than anything in the Nazi corpus of
belief.

The rigidly hierarchical character of idealised Nazi nature is significant in
enabling us to see that the diffuse concept of nature could not truly, of itself, be a
motivating force for Nazism. Conceptions of nature and of society being modelled
on an organic analogy are as old as Plato, but the normative components that drive
them differ widely. One may establish the metaphor of a social organism for onto-
logical purposes and perhaps extend this to establish a discourse of health, but
establishment of core concepts of danger and of goal would still need adding. The
motivational factors for Nazism cannot be found here directly as Bramwell appears
to suppose, and to explain the persuasiveness and power of an incoherent ideology
that blinded so many whilst seeing if any plausibility remains for the attribution of a
Nazi-green linkage, we need to examine the further ingredients of Social Darwin-
ism and purity discourses.

PURITY AND DARWINIAN DANGER

The creed now known as Social Darwinism, it is worth remembering, actually
began with Herbert Spencer’s publication of Social Statics in 1851 and its coining
of the phrase “survival of the fittest,” a term Darwin did not use until The Descent of
Man in 1870, and even then only against his better judgment (Ruse, 1995, pp. 22-
24). The origin of the creed thus came from the possessive individualist tradition
and was not indigenous to the holism that Bramwell associates with ecologism and
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Nazism, instead becoming transplanted into the discourse of the Volk through vari-
ous routes. In the formation of Nazi ideology, the transfer seems to have come about
through a complex process of intertwining between Pan-German Volkisch nation-
alism, Haeckel’s biologised ethics, and, as noted, in part by the influence of Theo-
sophical belief in a hierarchy of races. Certainly in terms of the expansionist
dynamic of Nazism, it was a racialised Social Darwinism that was prominent, a
dualistic vision of the world that lay behind both the language of racial purity and
the demand for Lebensraum, with the holism that Bramwell highlights serving only
as a background context. Yet, Bramwell mentions Social Darwinism on only nine
pages, and even on these keeps the linkage to National Socialism largely discreet
and indirect. If Bramwell’s assertions of Nazi-green linkage are to be taken seri-
ously, we would at least expect Der Volkischer Beobachter, the Nazi Party central
newspaper, to occasionally represent this “green wing”; in fact, as with the primacy
of blood over soil, what we find is that it “seems to have exploited conservation and
related issues to whip up enthusiasm for causes it thought more important”
(Dominick, 1992, pp. 91-92).

If, then, the main motivational structure of Nazism— the psychological source
underlying the horrors inflicted—had a different focus than that which Bramwell
stresses, we must try to uncover it and see if there is any feasible conceptual connec-
tion between this and green concerns. For if the claim of green-Nazi linkage made
by antiecological thinkers is to have any serious argumentative moral bite, the
philosophical companions-in-guilt question must refer to morally relevant linkage
or resemblance, necessary connections between core elements of green thought per
se and the motivational elements in Nazism that caused the horrors of the latter
movement and made it a paradigm case of moral evil. If such a linkage does not
exist, then any moral-companions-in-guilt criticism must fail, just as it would fail if
the Amish people were to morally equate motor companies with Nazis because
both groups made motorised tractors, for it was not tractor production that moti-
vated Nazism’s evils. Similarly, unless a clear and morally relevant linkage can be
found between core green ideas and the motivational forces that made Nazism what
it was, then claims of association by reference to contingent shared ground (e.g.,
support for national parks) will be no more than innuendo. Such a necessary link-
age, as we shall see, is not to be found.

Here again, background is indispensable. Goodrick-Clarke (1992) noted that
about the turn of the century, a series of Aryan supremacist, Social Darwinist
authors, including Ernst Krause and Otto Ammon, began to respond to earlier wor-
ries that the capacity of the German people to respond to the inevitable biological
struggles of life might be threatened by interbreeding with supposedly inferior
races. Their proposed solutions included a call to arms for racial struggle and the
maintenance of racial purity through eugenic reform (p. 13). These proto-Nazi
developments give us the core concept underlying the later ideology: As an account
of nature, Social Darwinism necessarily promoted an idea of hierarchy arising
through struggle, but in its racist guise, it also saw this struggle as occurring
between collectivities of innately superior and inferior types. The key underlying
both Nazi “defensive” claims of German blood requiring protection and overtly
aggressive claims of German right to enslave other peoples came from a claim of
innate supremacy, but a supremacy that was contingent on retention of certain char-
acteristics that could be lost. That is, nature was interpreted in terms of hierarchy
and Social Darwinian struggle in which the key to retaining proper supremacy was
strength, and strength was itself dependent on purity. In both cases, the core con-
cept, then, was not that of nature as such, but that of purity, for only purity could,

Stephens / BLOOD, NOT SOIL 183

 at UNIV OF GEORGIA LIBRARIES on August 24, 2009 http://oae.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://oae.sagepub.com


over time, act as guarantee of the claimed supremacy. Let us examine the evidence
for the importance of this concept in motivating Nazism.

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the primary meaning of the term purity
as “the state of being unmixed”; this means “freedom from admixture of any for-
eign substance or matter,” the “absence of any other ingredient,” but especially
“freedom from matter that contaminates, defiles, corrupts or debases.” If, as sug-
gested, this is the concept that attempts to pack motivational rather than merely
organisational and metaphorical punch, the clearest place where we should expect
to find this is in propaganda production, and I shall accordingly examine this area.

We may note first that the concept of purity was particularly apposite for propa-
ganda. Hitler was insistent that effective propaganda could not involve intellectual-
ism or shades of grey. Rather, every claim should adopt “a systematically one-sided
attitude towards every problem that has to be dealt with” (Huxley, 1972, p. 68). Its
structure must be dichotomous, and this tendency to dichotomy was also reflected
in content and underlying psychology. In psychology, the appeal was solely to emo-
tion; thus, Rosenberg attested that film was chosen as a favoured medium “because
of its capacity to affect primarily the emotions,” and by bypassing intellectualism it
could have “a particularly forceful and enduring impact on the psychology of the
masses” (Hoffman, 1996, p. 91). Such an appeal is only possible if we take a further
dichotomy for granted, the view that reason and emotion are in principle separable
and distinct. In content, the notion of purity was also potent, for if one adopts a value
of absolute rather than relative purity, this necessarily reinforces dualistic division.
Something either manifests purity in this sense or it does not, and one cannot be
slightly pure any more than one can be slightly virginal. Accordingly, it is an
absolutistic discourse that denies boundaries and intermediate spaces.

This is reinforced, and claims of Nazi-green linkage further repudiated, by con-
sideration of the propaganda imagery used to attack Nazism’s victims. Most com-
monly, animal imagery was favoured, especially that of rats or pigs; the latter was
particularly used against Jews, having the additionally offensive point that the pig is
an unclean animal in Judaism. But there is nothing unnatural or unecological about
pigs or rats, as we would expect there to be if the emotive appeal was to nature as
such. The common distaste for these animals comes from another source, that they
are regarded as impure, as dirty, as infectious, as dangerous. Moreover, the emotive
power of using these images trades on emphasising a discontinuity between
humans and the rest of the natural world, violating Bramwell’s claim that Nazism
embodied a variety of nonanthropocentric ecologism. The theme of impurity was
also ever present in cartoon or magazine propaganda, often involving scatological
imagery, again clearly referring to a dichotomy of hygiene and dirt rather than
nature and the unnatural.

Other forms of propaganda map onto the same conceptual scheme. Hoffman
(1996) noted that many of the symbolic forms of expression used in Nazi ideology
“were geared to tribal Germanic customs and to masquerading as ancient Ger-
mans” (p. 94). For Bramwell, this might be indicative of a renewal of the bond
between people and land, but the point is surely otherwise: The invocation of
ancient symbolism was designed to give an impression of an uncorrupted, pure
Germanic tradition, renewed and resurgent despite every attempt at pollution. It
thus makes claims of purity and continuity that are flagrantly intellectually and his-
torically spurious, but which the Nazis attempted to make true in policy through try-
ing to destroy all countervailing evidence and recapture an idealised and mythical
past. The claim of absolute purity, once diluted, cannot be reclaimed, and the only
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way in which the delusion of reclamation may be sustained is through tyrannically
imposed repression.

It seems, then, that a particular absolutistic conception of purity acted as the key
motivational force in Nazi ideology and propaganda, one that critically depended
on dualistic division and the demarcation of boundaries in which no intermediate
space could be allowed. This occurred psychologically in an appeal to feeling
divorced from intellect and physically in the forced ghettoisation of the Nazis’ vic-
tims, a ghettoisation that enabled them to be more easily labelled other and to have
their humanity denied. Douglas (1991) observed that purity concerns usually
involve crises, taboos, and conflicts at boundary points, as with the numerous purity
customs associated with the orifices of the human body (pp. 114-139); similarly,
here it should be noted that the first victims of the death camps were the gypsies,
those who failed to fit the dichotomous structure of purity by already standing on
the margins of settled society.

Is there a conceptual link to green thought here? I think there is, but the link is to
the green periphery rather than its core, is easily avoidable rather than necessary,
and applies only to a very small amount of green thought. Misanthropy has some-
times been present in green proposals, such as 1970s British Ecology Party
antiimmigration policies (held only briefly, under the original party name of PEO-
PLE) and the notorious outburst of “Miss Ann Thropy” praising the AIDS virus,
whilst the British National Front (NF) tried an ecological tack to restore their for-
tunes.8 But what appears to underpin each of these phenomena, given that tiny
immigrant numbers can hardly make a large neo-Malthusian difference, is a dis-
course of cleansing, a sort of antihumanism equating nature or the nation with abso-
lute purity from other human contact in the same dangerous dualistic manner ear-
lier noted. Although British greens have dropped antiimmigration policies just as
the NF have dropped ecology, this discourse still occasionally appears (as with
Miss Ann Thropy) among wilderness enthusiasts who defend nature as wholly
pure, untouched by man. That it seldom surfaces in Europe may be partly because
of the relative lack of “untouched” nature, yet the dualistic purity model, though
only used by a minority, sometimes unnecessarily damages the green cause. A solu-
tion would be to accept that all our nature experience is necessarily human experi-
ence and deploy a historically mediated ontological spectrum (rather than dichot-
omy) from nature to artifact, thus ensuring the use of relative terms of naturalness
rather than dangerous absolute dualisms, but that issue would take us beyond the
concerns of this article, and I have in any case attempted to tackle it elsewhere
(Stephens, 2000).

In short, the only clear Nazi-green link appears to occur in very occasional and
dangerous misuse of the concept of purity by greens. The concept is not indissolu-
bly linked to ecology and, in its dangerously absolutist form, appears dispensable
from the green lexicon.

CONCLUSION

Bramwell’s claims of a linkage between Nazism and green thought fail on
almost every count: Blood and Soil employed ecological ideas only secondarily
and was fuelled by already existing nationalistic concerns with no necessary green
connection, the link with Steiner’s biodynamic farming is seriously flawed, and the
core motivating factor behind Nazism appears to be an atavistic sense of purity that
although very occasionally implicated, is detachable from green thought and of
minimal significance. The overall effect is of a series of enchanted passages that
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somehow always leads ecologism back to Nazism and seems to operate by a
quasi-magical sense of pollution and contamination, a sense that National Social-
ism itself was rich in. Indeed, as a general observation, it could be suggested that
such concerns with contamination and guilt by association might have rather closer
affinities to the Nazi mentality than political ecologism does. We may add that
attacks on green thought that draw on Bramwell’s work to condemn ecologism as
irrationalist fail to consider the possibility that it may be the narrowness of bour-
geois notions of rational politics and the disengaged agent that are at fault and that
ecologism, as continuation and critique of the Enlightenment project, may actually
help remedy this. Bramwell’s readers, and those who have been influenced by the
antigreen claims drawn from her work, might do well to reflect on the bulk of psy-
chological evidence indicating that explosions of horrific irrationalism result from
the calculative, soulless character of bourgeois politics, for it is this that allows vot-
ers to be drawn to messianic figures in the first place.9 If greens can effectively criti-
cise such calculative narrowness whilst avoiding dangerous purity discourses, the
backlash may yet be beaten.

NOTES

1. See Paterson (1999, pp. 183-187). See also Beder (1997) and, Karliner (1997).
2. Bramwell (1989) also rehearsed her claim of Nazi-green linkage in two provocative

earlier works. See Bramwell (1984, pp. 7-13) and Bramwell (1985). Examples of the use of
this charge in antigreen rhetoric are most common in the U.S. right and include the regular
use of the term eco-Nazis for ecologists by Chuck Cushman of the American Freedom Coali-
tion, whereas Michael Coffman of the Alliance for America refers to the Environmental Pro-
tection Agency as the Green Gestapo.

3. I use the term ideology in its most simply descriptive sense here and throughout, as
indicating a body of core ideas held within the membership of a political grouping. I am well
aware that my usage might seem to imply the existence of a more structured, monolithic,
and/or coherent body of ideas than was actually the case with the phenomenon of National
Socialism, but the usage appears to me to be legitimate here in that any analysis that deals
with proposed connections between bodies of ideas must presuppose that those bodies are
(a) each describable under a collective label and (b) amenable to analysis in terms of the
meanings and practical priority orderings of the ideas within them in order to evaluate claims
of overlap, significance, and motivational force.

4. See  Dominick (1992, pp. 82-84) and Jefferies (1997, p. 42).
5. For the spiritual connotations of the term Volk and a cultural explanation, see Mosse

(1964, pp. 1-10). Scholarly linkage of these notions to the Social Darwinism and occult
racialist theories that later underpinned Nazism is given in Goodrick-Clarke (1992, pp. 1-
31). Problems raised by apparent areas of green-Nazi congruence on the issue of wild nature
are discussed in Zimmerman (1997).

6. Similarly, Coates (1995) noted that Bramwell stresses the links of Nazi sympathisers
Viscount Lymington and Rolph Gardiner to the Soil Association and organic farming in
interwar Britain but does not mention that the “organisation was not formed on their initiative
and they did not subsequently play a very active role in its affairs” (p. 64).

7. For basic details of Steiner’s ideas, see Childs (1995, pp. 58-65). On Steiner’s break
from Theosophy, see Goodrick-Clarke (1992, pp. 26-27).

8. See respectively Dobson (1990, pp. 96-97, 64) and (Coates, 1993).
9. See Pois (1986, pp. 149-160).
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