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The Anti-Nazi Bulletin (Sept–Oct 1939), the official publication of the non-sectarian anti-Nazi league to champion human rights.





INTRODUCTION: 
WHAT HATE LOOKS LIKE

The Nazi swastika is a visual obscenity. Once the mark of good fortune, during the twentieth century it was hijacked and perverted, twisted into the graphic embodiment of intolerance. If you want to know what the logo for hate looks like, go no further.

Hate groups in the United States and Europe have employed this and kindred marks—as signs, flags, tattoos—since long before the Nazis were defeated in World War II; and they continue as the emblems of white nationalist and nativist supremacy groups that, sadly, have grown more virulent and brazen around the globe during the early twenty-first century.

To focus an entire book on the swastika arguably intensifies its power and perpetuates its evil, but to ignore it is to allow its representation to go unchecked. I no longer believe what I tacitly espoused in the two previous editions of this book: that in time the swastika can (and should) be returned to its benign state when it once represented, among other things, the sun—giver of light. I’m afraid that the swastika will forever be eclipsed by the darkest of shadows.

Published in 2000 and revised in 2008, this book was originally titled The Swastika: Symbol Beyond Redemption? It posed the question of whether the symbol could indeed be redeemed. I have written articles about serious attempts at reclamation and rehabilitation, including one for The Atlantic (August 14, 2014) on the earnest mission of artist/designer Sinjun Wesson to transform the symbol back to its former spiritual sanctity through his Spiritual Punx line of swastika fashions. Initially, I was sympathetic; however, as long as the Nazi iteration continues to elicit destructive power, there is no way it will ever be redeemed. And I mean never!

The swastika provokes deep emotions on all sides. The Nazis weaponized this design, first as a party emblem, then as a sign of national pride, and, ultimately, as the trademark of Adolf Hitler’s unremitting malevolence in the name of national superiority. A skilled propagandist, Hitler and his accomplices understood how to stoke fear through mass media and through emblems, banners, and uniforms. The Nazis produced graphic design that amplified vitriolic campaigns that were built on the strategic application of mythic imagery and manufactured historiography. Indeed, by commandeering the public stage, the Nazis convinced malleable citizens in Germany and abroad that their enemies—Jews and Bolsheviks—were the cause of Germany’s postwar grief and should be humiliated, punished, and, in fact, eradicated. Joseph Goebbels’s infamous Propaganda Ministry for Information and Enlightenment ensured that truth was expunged, logic was suppressed, and fake news was legitimized. Truth was only true when vetted by the party apparatchiks. From daily newspapers to weekly message posters, graphic design served to both frame and bolster a visual language that vilified the foe. A critical mass—in fact, tons and tons—of print and visual propaganda was highly effective in Germany and abroad, yet the crux of all Nazi symbolic power lay in the swastika—bold and imposing, it was the imprimatur, the brand mark of der Führer, Adolf Hitler, whose professed goal was to make Germany great again, per the slogan Deutschland Erwache (Germany Awake).

How did the swastika leave such a scar on the human race? After all, there were other graphic marks that represent(ed) terror, but none are today as indelible as the swastika. This question has troubled me since I began studying the graphic design and branding of dictatorships, and the signs and symbols representing their ideologies.

Adolf Hitler killed millions and Joseph Stalin killed millions more—the exact numbers are inconceivable. Without trivializing mass murder, it also raises some perplexing brand questions about why the Nazi swastika is universally reviled as the logo of terror, racism, and genocide while the Soviet hammer and sickle, for example, has not been similarly stigmatized?
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The Parteiadler Nazi party symbol looks over its right shoulder (left from the viewer’s perspective). The emblem was established by a regulation made by Hitler on November 5, 1935.

Perhaps this is a kind of Darwinian survival of the fittest brand strategy. Stalinism was no less brutal than Nazism; it was arguably more so. But the Nazis were vanquished and the Soviets triumphed in the “Heroic War,” and much of war-torn Eastern Europe was Stalin’s spoils. He imprisoned and executed millions of his own—Russians, Ukrainians, Poles, Jews, and others within his borders. However, the hammer and sickle was not STALIN—he inherited it (it also symbolized the idea of labor prior to the 1917 Soviet Revolution). Conversely, the swastika was synonymous with HITLER—it was Germany, and Germany was Hitler. Both logos were effective, stark, and impressive, but Hitler owned his mark; Stalin borrowed his.

Despite being outlawed in Germany today, the swastika endures in some form in every country where racial (and particularly anti-Semitic) hatred exists. In the United States, it is still angrily scrawled in public spaces—from subways to synagogues—a trenchant reminder that people are fluent in the visual language of hate.

The swastika inspired many other hate brands—and most are searchable online. The Anti-Defamation League (ADL) “Hate on Display Hate Symbols Database” lists 178 images. The library at Shippensburg University (in Cumberland Valley, Pennsylvania) has an extensive collection of alt-right and hate group materials. And the Southern Poverty Law Center (SPLC) documents dozens of American far-right emblems on its website, including many neo-Nazi, neo-Confederate, white nationalist, and separatist groups. The SPLC reports that more than thirty hate groups operate in Pennsylvania alone and forty-eight are being tracked in upstate New York, with around 950 operating throughout the United States.

Many contemporary hate marks are rooted in Nazi iconography both as serious homage and sarcastic digital bots and trolls. For example, the design of a fictional national flag for KEK (a cultish, if ironic, alt-right parody that worships the Internet meme Pepe the Frog) paradoxically mimics a German Nazi war flag. The so-called “Kekistan logo” echoes Nazi-era armbands and army battle flags in which the swastika is replaced with a typographic mark that reads “KEK” and a green background is used instead of the Nazi red. According to the SPLC, members of the alt-right “are particularly fond of the way the banner trolls liberals who recognize its origins.” Others are deceptively unexpressive—even blandly hiding their true intentions—but with implications that are still both disturbing and disquieting. A new extremist party, Aufbruch Deutscher Patrioten (Awakening of German Patriots), adopted the cornflower against the background of a German flag. “The small blue flower was used as a secret symbol by the then-banned National Socialists in 1930s Austria before the Anschluss of 1938 brought the Nazis to power in the country,” noted The Guardian (2019).

PublicSource, a Pittsburgh-based website devoted to “nuanced local coverage,” lists as dangerous the logos of questionable groups from the neo-Nazi National Socialist Liberation Front to the Black Nationalist Israelite School of Universal Practical Knowledge. Logos run the gamut from the streamlined Star Trek–esque upside-down triangle of the anti-Semitic Identity Evropa to the subversively corporate-looking seal of the skinhead group Be Active Front USA.

This book focuses first on the history of the swastika. Yet given the increasing tolerance for supremacist intolerance tacitly and overtly shown by politicians the world over, this “revised” (and reconfigured) edition includes additional material on old and new hate logos as it examines graphic design’s role in far-right extremist ideology today. Hate and supremacy groups have existed in the United States since it was founded, yet representative democracy has enabled enlightenment to move forward, so far. Sadly, today, the democratic star of great magnitude has turned into a black hole. Freedom is increasingly proscribed by anti-progressive leaders with retrograde policies and racialiSt underpinnings. “Make America Great Again” is a threat, not a promise.

Symbolism plays a huge role in propagating unsavory ideas. Something as innocent as tiki torches became symbols of hate, not givers of light, when they were co-opted by white supremacists in Charlottesville, Virginia’s “Unite the Right” rally in 2017. When this happens, it is hard not to feel that the lunatic fringe is no longer on the fringe as the plot against America gathers momentum. This unfathomable twist of life’s coil cannot entirely be blamed on the current president or his compliant minions; the nation has always had a shadow Amerika of festering coalitions provoking white supremacy, gender inequity, and a slew of other prejudiced America-first and Americanism cabals gathered under the big top of native populism. Those who advocate today’s view of America have new names, young faces, and fresh symbols, but their rhetoric of supremacy and exclusion is as old as the republic itself and demands continued vigilance.
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Boris Artzybasheff (1899–1965) satirized the swastika without mercy, 1942.






PART I

DEVOLUTION OF A SYMBOL







Given this auspicious past, the swastika might have remained one of the world’s most untarnished, ubiquitous symbols. A graphic symbol is, after all, as weak or as strong as what it represents.
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An assortment of Artzybasheff’s caustic swastikas published in an article in LIFE magazine, 1942.






SYMBOL BEYOND REDEMPTION?

In a solemn ceremony, representatives of four Arizona Indian tribes, resentful at Nazi “sets of oppression,” forswore use of the swastika design in native basket and blanket weaving. The Indians placed a blanket, a basket, and some hand-decorated clothing, all bearing swastikas, in a pile, sprinkled them with colored sand, and set them afire.

—The New York Times, February 29, 1940

The swastika holds a special fascination for graphic designers, like myself, who work with trademarks and logos all the time. After all, it is one of the most visually powerful symbols ever devised. Just set aside for a moment what has tarnished it and compare the swastika to other great signs of the past and present: No other mark—not even variations of the cross or, for that matter, the Nike swoosh—are as graphically potent. Like most effective symbols, the swastika’s geometric purity allows for legibility at any size and distance, and when on its axis, the whirling square gives the illusion of movement. Like a propeller, its hooked edges cut through any surface on which it appears. And because of this, when we return to the swastika’s significance during the twentieth century, it also cuts right through the heart.

The swastika’s sublime form wed to its wicked function has stimulated considerable inquiry into its origins and its future. “The fact that an ignominious fanatic placed a swastika on his battle flag is insufficient reason for ignoring this symbol’s historic significance,” wrote the industrial designer Henry Dreyfuss in Symbol Sourcebook: An Authoritative Guide to International Graphic Symbols (John Wiley & Sons, 1997). Indeed, much has been written about the swastika’s rhetorical metamorphosis from a token of good fortune into the emblem of Nazi Germany—as well its continued use by hate groups throughout the world. The very currency of the swastika makes it a subject for fierce debate.

Today, simply uttering the word “swastika” evokes revulsion, indeed terror, in many. Yet by all accounts, throughout most of its long history, the swastika, the Zelig of all symbols, was comparatively benign. Prior to its transfiguration, it served as religious phylactery, occult talisman, scientific symbol, guild emblem, meteorological implement, commercial trademark, architectural ornament, printing fleuron, and military insignia.

“In the first instance probably the swastika may have represented the course of the sun in the heavens revolving normally from left to right,” wrote H. J. D. Astley in “The Swastika: A Study” (The Quest, 1925). The swastika also symbolized light or the god of light, forked lightning, rain, and water. It is believed to be the oldest Aryan symbol and has been established as a Jain icon typifying animal, human, and celestial life. It represents Brahma, Vishnu, and Siva—Creator, Preserver, Destroyer. It appears in the footprints of Buddha, engraved upon the solid rock of the mountains of India. It stood for Jupiter Tonans and Pluvius of the Latins and Thor of the Scandinavians. It is said to have had a relationship to the Lotus sign of Egypt and Persia. It appears on the Necropolis of Koban in the Caucasus. It has had a phallic meaning and has been recognized as representing the generative principle of mankind, making it the symbol of the female. Its appearance on monuments to the goddesses Artemis, Hera, Demeter, Astarte, and the Chaldean Nana, the leading goddess from Hissarlik, gives it credence as a sign of fertility.

Its roots dig into deep regions of prehistory and emerge in antiquity. In 1874, Dr. Heinrich Schliemann discovered swastika decorations during his archeological excavation of Homeric Troy. He later traced similar iterations to, among other realms, Mycenae, Babylonia, Tibet, Greece, Ashanti on the Gold Coast of Africa, Gaza, Lapland, Paraguay, and Asia Minor. It was discovered painted or etched into Etruscan pottery, Cyprian vases, and Corinthian coins. Schliemann claimed that as described in Ezekiel 9:4, the swastika was similar to the ancient Hebrew letter “tāw (ת)”, the sign of life, which was ritualistically written on the forehead of its believers (the reason given for why cult killer Charles Manson had a swastika carved into his forehead). During the Gallico-Roman period, the spindle-whorl—a swastika by any other name—was found on stone pedestals and altars. In England and Scotland, it was known as the fylfot (as in “many feet”) and was the embodiment of good fortune and auspicious beginnings. A large mosaic swastika ornamented an ancient synagogue floor in Israel. A copper swastika was unearthed in the nineteenth century at Native American sites: Hopewell Mound in Ross County, Ohio, and Toco Mound in Monroe County, Tennessee.

The swastika was also used by secular organizations. During the nineteenth century, the swastika was a Masonic sign, and Madame Blavatsky adopted it as an emblem of her Theosophist movement. In the 1920s, it was selected as the peace symbol for the League of Nations’ Vilna Commission; in the 1930s it was a graphic device on the national flags of Estonia, Finland (known as “the Cross of Freedom”), and Latvia. The breakaway state of rebellious Cuna Indians in Panama established the Republic of Tule with a flag that had a counterclockwise swastika emblem. It was used commercially, too, as a trademark on common products and services. And although many of these marks were duly recorded with copyright and trademark registries, no one ever really owned an exclusive copyright to the swastika, which remains in the public domain for anyone to claim.

Given this auspicious past, the swastika might have remained one of the world’s most untarnished, ubiquitous symbols. A graphic symbol is, after all, as weak or as strong as what it represents. And while such an impressive mnemonic device will surely conjure associations that prompt instantaneous recognition, it draws its intensity, first and foremost, from the quality of the thing or idea that it denotes. As a tool of corporate or product identification, for instance, a trademark or logo is neither inherently good nor bad (unless it stems from a malicious or maligning stereotype, like the Frito Bandito); rather, its end use determines how it is perceived. Apart from esoteric and aesthetic qualities, the foundation of a good mark is an exemplary product or service. Conversely, an “award-winning” mark will never compensate for sullied wares and public displeasure.
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The swastika offered Artzybasheff the opportunity to attack Hitler and his henchmen, 1942.

That for centuries the swastika was not used for harm gave it a positive pedigree. But owing to its vague origin, variegated function, and mystical heritage, it is not surprising that it could be misconstrued or reinterpreted, even in a sinister manner. When in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries the swastika was appropriated by esoteric German occultists as their secret signifier, or holy grail containing the mystery of the heavens, the symbol’s fate fell into doubt. For this was when the swastika became the sign of an ancient Indo-European elite—an Aryan race. It was believed that the swastika possessed a kind of natural force that comprised a secret heraldry.

Had these cults remained solely on the fringes of German society, it remains uncertain how the swastika would be viewed today by the Western world. But their collective influence had a profound effect on the burgeoning postwar German nationalists, monarchists, and fascists. Even before Germany’s defeat by the Allies in the Great War, Aryan supremacy was promoted by the paramilitary, which claimed the swastika as its symbol. As early as 1912, the Reichshammer Bundes used the mark as its battle sign. After the 1918 armistice, troops of the notorious Freikorps (Free Corps) Ehrhardt Brigade, a uniformed column of army veterans that waged war against the newly founded Weimar Republic, carried the swastika during its street skirmishes. For the Nazis, writes the historian Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke in The Occult Roots of Nazism, there was “a direct line of symbological succession” between the secret societies and the party “in the form of the swastika.”

Ultimately, the swastika and Hitler were interchangeable, as exemplified in Leni Riefenstahl’s propaganda paean to Nazidom, Triumph of the Will. “When Hitler is absent in Riefenstahl’s film,” wrote Malcolm Quinn in The Swastika: Constructing the Symbol (Routledge, 1997), “his place is taken by the swastika, which, like the image of the Führer, becomes a switching station for personal and national identities.” The swastika was indeed such a potent Nazi and national emblem that even nearly seventy-five years after the defeat of the Third Reich, it still instills fear and loathing. So enduring is its legacy and, therefore, so offensive is its metaphor that the German government, at the behest of the World War II allies, continues to officially ban all public displays of it. The swastika concentrates such vehemence in its very form that its horror is palpable even in current neo-fascist marks where mere fragments of the swastika are introduced. In fact, the swastika is not simply a vivid reminder of a mournful history; it is an instrument (or at least an accessory) of its depravity.

As such the question of its redemption fosters considerable contention. Redemption of this kind would have to be the function of both official and popular consensus. One might question: Because one man kills another, must all men be deemed killers? Even killers are often given an opportunity to redeem (and cleanse) themselves. Likewise, because a formerly positive icon temporarily represented evil deeds, can it never again be seen in its original context? Certainly, under the signs of each of the world’s great religions, atrocities have occurred. Should the Crucifix, Star of David, and Star and Crescent of Islam be forbidden? Why was the fasci, Italy’s fascist logo (formerly an icon of Imperial Rome), allowed to disappear quietly? And why is the hammer and sickle, which has definitely signified repression for decades longer than the swastika, not as criminally charged?

If the Nazis had not appropriated the swastika, the question of stigma would be moot. But the fact that it was the centerpiece of Nazi pageantry, seal of Nazi officialdom, and mark of Nazi atrocity forever changed its essence. Certain symbols might easily exist ambiguously or with multiple meanings, but ultimately, not the swastika. For what once exemplified good fortune now manifests malevolence. What was once innocent is forever guilty.

Some argue today that the swastika was merely a vessel that can be emptied at will. But the swastika is not just any vessel. Nor is it like the marks for Coca-Cola, IBM, Apple, CBS, or other venerable corporate logos that front a company or represent a brand that ultimately rises and falls on popular acceptance. What makes the swastika so consequential is not only that it was the fulcrum of an integrated propaganda machine, but also that it is the graphic embodiment of a heinous dogma that encouraged racist-inspired atrocities. Just because the Nazis lost the war does not mean that the symbol is denazified.

The essays in this anthology are a means to address vexing questions about the swastika’s place in history, analyzing its present and speculating upon its future. As one who routinely works with graphic images, I find the swastika to be representative of a paradigm of how line, shape, mass, and color can be influential on popular perception when manipulated to serve an idea and promoted vociferously as a brand. Of course, one could select hundreds of different visual forms—from the circle, square, and triangle—to examine how the form of signs and symbols function in the world. But the swastika is the only one among them that triggers the emotions in such a profound way. Regardless of its context, I cringe every time I see the mark, yet I’m continually drawn to it—perhaps in the same way that others have been similarly drawn to it over the millennia.
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