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step toward honesty with himself.”118 

	 On this key point, Nietzsche and the Nazis agree. 

	 Given that conflict is inescapable, the next question is: 
How will the conflicts be resolved?  

36. Instinct, passion, and anti-reason

Hitler was fond of saying, in private, “What luck that men do 
not think.” 

	 Another significant point of agreement exists between 
Nietzsche and the Nazis: both agree that the great conflicts will 
not be solved rationally, through the processes of discussion, 
argument, persuasion, or diplomacy. Both Nietzsche and the 
Nazis are irrationalists in their view of human psychology—
and this has important social and political implications.

	 Think about democracy for a moment. In particular, 
think about how much confidence in the power of reason that 
democracy requires. Democracy is a matter of decentralizing 
political power to individuals by, for example, giving each indi-
vidual a vote. The assumption of democracy is that individuals 
have the ability to weigh and judge important matters and cast 
a responsible vote. The expectation is that members of democ-
racies will have ongoing discussions and arguments about all 
sorts of issues, and that they will be able to assess the evidence, 
the arguments and counter-arguments. And they will be able 
to learn from their mistakes and, when appropriate, change 
their votes the next time around. 

	 It is not an accident that neither Nietzsche nor the Na-
zis were advocates of either democracy or reason. 

	 Hitler considered a highly-developed intellect to be 
a weakness and too much reliance on reason to be a sickness. 
Germany’s recent problems, he believed, stemmed from too 
much thinking. “The intellect has grown autocratic, and has 
become a disease of life.” What Germany required was passion, 
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a storm of emotion arising from deeply rooted instincts and 
drives: “Only a storm of glowing passion can turn the destinies 
of nations, but this passion can only be roused by a man who 
carries it within himself.” 119 Consequently, German training 
and propaganda were not directed toward presenting facts and 
arguments but rather to arousing the passions of the masses. 
Reason, logic, and objectivity were beside the point. “We are 
not objective, we are German,” said Hans Schemm, the first 
Nazi Minister of Culture.120 

	 Here again there is an important connection to Ni-
etzsche. Nietzsche too sees an opposition between conscious 
reason and unconscious instinct, and he disparages those 
who stress rationality—those who engage in what he calls 
the “ridiculous overestimation and misunderstanding of con-
sciousness.”121 In his own words, it is “‘Rationality’ against 
instinct,”122 and he believes that rationality is the least useful 
guiding power humans possess. Humans came out of a long 
evolutionary line that relied on drives and instincts—and those 
drives and instincts served us well for millennia. Yet men even-
tually became settled, tamed, and civilized, and they lost some-
thing crucial: 

“[I]n this new world they no longer possessed 
their former guides, their regulating, uncon-
scious and infallible drives: they were reduced 
to thinking, inferring, reckoning, co-ordinating 
cause and effect, these unfortunate creatures; 
they were reduced to their ‘consciousness,’ their 
weakest and most fallible organ!”123 

	 Note that Nietzsche says our unconscious drives are 
infallible, if only we can find them within ourselves again. It 
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is our strongest, most assertive unconscious instinct that we 
should let rule our lives: “‘instinct’ is of all the kinds of intel-
ligence that have been discovered so far—the most intelli-
gent.”124  

	 And on this score, Nietzsche and the Nazis are in 
agreement: Both are fundamentally irrationalists—they do not 
think much of the power of reason, and they urge themselves 
and others to let their strongest passions and instincts well up 
within them and be released upon the world. 

37. Conquest and war

Now put the above three points 
together: collectivism, conflict, and 
irrationalism. What will the social 
results be? 

	 If you believe wholeheart-
edly and passionately that your 
identity is found by merging your-
self with your group—and that 
your group is locked in a mortal, 
zero-sum conflict with other 
groups—and that reason is super-
ficial and that passion and instinct 
drive the world—then how will 
you assert yourself in that conflict? 

	 For much of the nineteenth century, Western liberal 
capitalists had begun to wonder, hopefully, whether war was a 
thing of the past. In their judgment, progress had been made: 
During the Enlightenment of the eighteenth century, much 
of the West had embraced the idea of individual rights—the 
idea that each individual has rights to life, liberty, property, the 
pursuit of happiness. In the nineteenth century, those rights 
had been extended in practice to women and slavery had been 
eliminated. Also in the nineteenth century came the full real-
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