National winner
ACT Young Historian

Sonia Vlatkovic
Radford College
The Nazi Legacy: Rights and Freedoms
in the Modern World

Sonia Vlatković

Radford College

National History Challenge 2021

The Nazi Legacy: Rights and Freedoms in the
Modern World
Sonia Vlatković
Radford College (Year 12)
1999 Words
The Twentieth Century saw the upsurge in totalitarian regimes that would later provide historical
lessons enabling Western societies to understand and value their individual and collective liberties.
This essay discusses how Adolf Hitler’s Third Reich reconstructed Western perceptions of rights
and freedoms, subsequently propagating a moral standard evident in contemporary values and
popular culture.
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The Third Reich’s suppression of liberties and systematic persecution became the reference point
for oppression that contemporary societies used to prevent future atrocities, demonstrating the
significance of historical events in both understanding and securing individual rights and freedoms.
Modern Western civilisation has framed and compared contemporary atrocities and suppression
against Adolf Hitler’s regime, where Nazism became a topical subject examining the extent to
which people can rationalise their inhumane behaviour towards others. The impact of the Third
Reich on the development of contemporary Western values and social institutions was significant.
Indeed, the Reich’s atrocities and imperialism reconstructed Europe’s old-world values, prompting
their prioritisation of broader human rights and liberties. Subsequent national consciousness
movements highlight how the fight for autonomy and human rights gained traction amidst the
socio-political climate following World War II (WWII). By undermining Europe’s moral authority,
committing what historians and contemporary societies consider morally reprehensible acts, the
Reich expedited decolonisation. Moreover, Hitler’s institutionalisation of National Socialist
ideologies capitalised on Germany’s pre-existing prejudices. This is particularly topical among
academics examining how modern societies attach moral frameworks to the Reich to reduce the
likelihood of future mass-scale atrocities. Indeed, popular culture villainises Nazism, attempting to
prevent contemporary oppression by upholding the Western moral narrative. The Third Reich’s
oppression propagated the West’s moral authority by reconstructing their perceptions of liberty,
underlining the importance of historical understanding in preventing future atrocities.
The Third Reich’s racist imperialism undermined the Allies’ perceived moral authority and
precipitated the West’s post-war emphasis on liberty and human rights, underlining the historical
basis of the contemporary focus on unity and freedom. Post-war historiography interpreted and
framed WWII as a conflict inherently “anticolonial and anti-racist” in nature (Davidson, cited in
Myrice 2015), attaching a moral superiority to the Allies as the Western socio-political landscape
changed. A notable emergence included President Roosevelt and Prime Minister Churchill’s
Atlantic Charter. Issued on August 14, 1941, it stated that Allied powers would:
respect the right of all peoples to choose the form of government under which they will
live … [and establish a] peace which will afford to all nations the means of dwelling in
safety within their own boundaries … [and the] assurance that all men in all lands may live
out their lives in freedom from fear and want (Atlantic Charter 1941).
The Charter is often “cited by historians” as a fundamental step towards the “formation of the
United Nations,” an organisation representing human rights and liberties (Franklin D. Roosevelt
Presidential Library and Museum n.d.). Historiographical interpretations of the Charter illustrate
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how post-war attempts to provide a moral justification for the War affected retrospective analyses
of Allied motivations. Indeed, at the 1948 Hague Congress of Europe, Nazi Germany’s
systematised persecution instilled within the attendees the notion that a “European Court of
Human Rights should be established,” a “movement” initially spurred by the desire to bury the
“collaborationist and genocidal aspects of the old world” (Plowright 2007, pg. 157-160). It was in
WWII’s immediate post-war period that “the new Europe was formed” and many “hopes,
aspirations, prejudices and resentments first took shape” (Lowe 2012, p.376). The Treaty of Rome
typifies this, establishing the “European Economic Community” that is largely considered a
foundational basis of the European Union (Eur-Lex 2017). Historians interpreted these treaties
and the Union as typifying post-war Europe’s blurring of racial and national barriers, functioning
to prevent further large-scale destructive warfare and atrocities. The West’s post-war focus on
human rights and unity resulted from the Third Reich’s imperialism and persecution, representing
their goal of preventing further mass-scale atrocities and reinforcing the significance of historical
understanding in ensuring contemporary liberties.
The West’s post-war moral framework demonstrates that historical understanding expedites
change, where the focus on human rights and liberties functioned to prevent future mass-scale
conflicts and created a political climate that precipitated national consciousness movements. As
conflicts erupted in countries where “nationalists resisted the restoration of European hegemony,”
most notably in “French Indochina and the Dutch East Indies,” Allied commanders suggested
that the colonial officials “concede sufficient local autonomy to avert conflict” (Hastings 2012,
p.658). Although the French and Dutch rejected this advice, the Allies’ shifting anti-colonial
attitudes reflected Edward Murrow’s (cited in Lowe 2012, pg. 67) claim that the “old values, old
prejudices, and the old bases of power and prestige” were incongruent with the West’s post-war
values and society. Historiography suggests that by upholding the Western moral narrative and
rejecting the Reich’s hegemonic conquests, Europe gradually recognised that refugees and
colonised peoples could not be “forcibly repatriated” and governed “without endangering their
life and freedom” (Citroen 1951). This increasingly open-minded attitude of Western nations
expedited national consciousness movements. As Harold Macmillan described, post-war Africa
was indeed characterised by a “wind of change” and “growth of national consciousness …
[blowing] through the continent” (Chalton and MacArdle 2016, p.143). The United Nations
additionally “reformed and … re-labelled” the League of Nations’ mandate system to Trust
Territories, eroding the power of colonial nations by enabling Africans to “state any grievances”
against them (Myrice 2015). These new-world values endorsing autonomy and condemning racial
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persecution highlight how historical understanding contributed to the desire to prevent future
atrocities and uphold the Western moral narrative, facilitating national consciousness movements
promoting civil liberties and human rights.
Historians emphasise how the Reich’s institutionalisation of National Socialist ideologies
capitalised on anti-pluralist trends, revealing how certain social environments foster alienation and
cautioning of legitimate oppression within modern Western civilisation. Although the
“persecution of the Jews is a historical commonplace” (Plowright 2007, p.93), Hitler’s persecution
at such an immense scale evoked significant discourse surrounding the Reich’s legitimisation of
Nazi ideologies. Germany’s hostility toward foreigners paralleled Britain and France’s in the latenineteenth century, shifting as the “rhetoric of eugenics and racial hygiene” politicised in the early
twentieth century (Kennedy 2004). Hitler’s regime extended the Weimar Republic’s “model of
cultures as homogeneous and independent wholes,” legitimising the most “brutal forms of
Western colonialism” (Wenning 2020). Historians implicate various factors in the Reich’s
institutionalisation of Nazi ideologies, where surveys revealed that “everyday relations between
Jews and non-Jews in Germany deteriorated steadily from 1933 onward” (Evans 2006) despite
Jews being well-assimilated into German society (Plowright 2007, p.94). Propaganda, “most
successful when it conformed with [Germany’s] pre-existing prejudices” (Bartov 1994), was
imperative to the Reich’s institutionalisation of National Socialism. Carr (2004) underlines how
the broader German fear for their “sovereignty” caused them to “embrace” ideologies they would
otherwise reject. The “uncertainties” of the Weimar Republic created opportunities for
“corporatism and populism” across the political spectrum (Black 2018), facilitating and
systematising the alienation of social outsiders. By highlighting how Hitler systematised and
institutionalised National Socialist ideologies, historians defined oppression in an effort to prevent
contemporary authoritarianism. Conversi (2010) underlines the emergence of “mass political
participation” in the twentieth century, highlighting how the Holocaust reflected “dominant”
contemporary “trends” through the “rise of rapidly modernising nation-states in the West” that
succeeded the “demise of multiethnic empires.” By accentuating pre-existing prejudices as pillars
enabling Hitler’s regime, historians facilitated Western discourse focusing on race, human rights,
and suppression, hence promoting awareness of contemporary oppression.
Historical learnings from the Reich’s institutionalised atrocities and Nazi ideologies were
instrumental in the development of current human rights and liberties, a historical reference used
to prevent future mass-scale oppression. Following the dissolution of the Soviet Union,
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historiography examined how “stick-and-carrot policies” provide “insights on modern societies in
general,” investigating the totalitarian capacity to “attract and bind people” (Spode 2004). As the
century progressed, historians emphasised the plurality of modern democracies, a direct response
to the comparatively homogeneous state that Hitler and other authoritarian dictators, such as
Joseph Stalin, established. Kugler (2019) argues that historical empathy emphasises “differences
between the present world” and Hitler’s old-world prejudices, postulating that this is “essential to
the health of pluralistic democracies.” Carr (2004) supports this notion, stating that the “perceived
psychopathology of some national Other” enables “barbarous ideologies” to “manifest themselves”
into society. He draws parallels between Germany and the United States’ myths, where Manifest
Destiny and the Bush Administration’s War on Terror were arguably “iteration[s] of apocalyptic
and Manichean worldviews” (Carr 2004). Western societies’ emphasis on human rights and
liberties directly responded to the Reich’s institutionalisation of Nazi ideologies and atrocities,
illustrating how Nazism was critical to the contemporary effort to prevent further atrocities.
Historical academia and remembrance additionally responded to the impact of the Reich on
human rights and liberties, illustrating the continued post-war effort to prevent similar mass-scale
atrocities. Sierp (2020) examines the Munich Documentation Centre for the History of National
Socialism as a model typifying how the amalgamation of “respectful remembrance and critical
interpretation” of atrocities reveals the increasing desire to add “a moral framework to the
narration of terrible historical events.” As the War moves from history “offered within the
individual memory” to that “provided by collective memory,” historiography and commemoration
sites stress the significance of remaining critically aware of the Reich’s atrocities to avoid repeating
them (Black 2018). By keeping WWII historically topical through academia and remembrance
ceremonies, historians seek to create a “moral public that will work to prevent future violence,
intolerance and hatred” (Sierp 2020). Post-war society desperately “need[s] its Nazis, and for its
Nazis to be evil” (Carr 2014), framing their ideologies and policies within a moral framework that
functions to help prevent totalitarianism and future atrocities structured along social differences.
Scholarly discourses and critical remembrance emphasise human rights and liberties by
highlighting the Reich’s legitimisation of atrocities and National Socialist ideologies, typifying the
contemporary effort to prevent totalitarianism and mass persecution through historical
understanding.
Post-war Western popular culture characterised the Third Reich with depraved archetypes,
utilising the Reich as a moral benchmark demonising totalitarianism and mass-scale persecution to
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prevent contemporary oppression. Archetypical Nazis epitomise “the most prominent function of
Nazism, … posit[ing] our … moral superiority to what we would like to think of as a historical
aberration and a nightmare” (Buttsworth & Abbenhuis 2010). As Nazism proliferated post-war
Western popular culture, the Reich became synonymous with evil and humanity’s capacity for
misdeeds. Hollywood’s antagonists, fundamentally opposed to Western values, typify this, where
historiography reveals the villainization of Germans and, throughout the Cold War, Soviets.
Utilising the conventional ‘good’ versus ‘evil’ narrative within popular culture, Western societies
upheld their moral and militaristic superiority to Fascism, Communism and Nazism. Throughout
America’s domestic and international turmoil, namely the “McCarthy era, civil and women’s rights
struggles,” and international conflicts, Nazi stereotyping was particularly effective (Aube 1998).
Mass media condemned “racism, imperial belligerence” and “authoritarianism … to attack
enemies of the state” while reinforcing the West’s moral superiority (Johnson 2010). However,
contemporary representations of Nazis and Nazism are contentious within historiography, where
the Reich has lost historical accuracy. Johnson (2010) encapsulates this, stating how Nazis ranging
from “feminazis, crypto-Nazis, safety Nazis, Nazis in Schindler’s List, … [and] Nazis in Inglorious
Basterds” define the “moral position of evil” without anything “constant to define them.” Despite
this, Hitler’s totalitarianism, fundamentally antithetical to Western democracy, and mass-scale
persecution moulded a society that “contextualised its ethics to become more open-minded”
(Johnson 2010). As popular culture demonstrates, Nazism epitomises the ‘evil’ oppositions to
Western culture and ethics, demonstrating how depictions of history functioned to prevent
contemporary reincarnations of the Reich while upholding the Western moral narrative.
The Third Reich, through its mass-scale persecution and hegemonic ambitions, precipitated a war
that would ultimately reconstruct Europe’s values. The Reich’s aggressive imperialism shifted
Europe’s old-world values, enabling the establishment of international organisations and policies
advocating for broader human rights, the move towards decolonisation, and the growth of national
consciousness movements. The systematisation and institutionalisation of Nazi ideologies in
German society encouraged historiographical discourse examining how similar values could
potentially emerge in contemporary society. Popular culture, by villainising Nazism, was an
important medium used to demonise Nazism while simultaneously upholding and glorifying the
Western moral standard. The Third Reich’s impact on contemporary values is evident today in the
liberties within Western democracies, where the global response to Hitler’s oppressive regime
highlights the enduring significance of historical understanding in securing contemporary rights
and freedoms.

Sonia Vlatković

Radford College
Bibliography

Atlantic Charter 1941, Photocopy, Franklin D. Roosevelt Library & Museum, viewed 3 May 2021,
<https://www.fdrlibrary.org/documents/356632/390886/atlantic_charter.pdf/30b3c906-e4484192-8657-7bbb9e0fdd38>.
Aube, C 1998, The Enduring Villain: Germans as Nazi Stereotypes in American Cinema, The College of
William & Mary, viewed 15 May 2021,
<https://scholarworks.wm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=5669&context=etd>.
Bartov, O 1994, The Third Reich: Politics and Propaganda, Gale In Context: World History,
viewed 24 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A17156674/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=6cd52b9e>.
Black, J 2018, Hitler's Shadow Empire. Nazi Economics and the Spanish Civil War, Gale In Context:
World History, viewed 25 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A589125710/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=18959fc5>.
Britannica 2021, Treaty of Rome, viewed 15 May 2021,
<https://www.britannica.com/event/Treaty-of-Rome>.
Buttsworth, S & Abbenhuis, M 2010, Monsters in the Mirror: Representations of Nazism in Post-War
Popular Culture, Greenwood Publishing Group, United States, viewed 14 May 2021,
<https://books.google.com.au/books?id=L2baV57lS1QC&printsec=frontcover&redir_esc=y#
v=onepage&q&f=false>.
Carr, S 2004, Art, Culture, and Media Under the Third Reich, Gale In Context: World History,
viewed 26 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A125407922/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=22de14ca>.
Critical Annotation: This source analyses how Hitler achieved cultural Nazification using
national myths and racial scapegoating, examining how this suppression of civil liberties
similarly manifested within modern societies despite the contemporary demonisation of
Nazism. Although this article broadly informed the thesis of this essay, its investigation
into the relationship between contemporary ideologies and Nazism developed key
arguments regarding the West’s cultural and moral reliance on the villainization of Nazis.

Sonia Vlatković

Radford College

This source has a high degree of reliability, published by Gale Cengage and written by a
published author and PhD recipient.
Chalton, N & MacArdle, M 2016, The 20th Century in Bite-Sized Chunks, Michael O'Mara Books
Limited, London.
Citroen, H 1951, The Second World War and Its Aftermath, Publications of the Research Group for
European Migration Problems, viewed 6 April 2021,
<https://link.springer.com/content/pdf/10.1007%2F978-94-015-0633-5_4.pdf>.
Conversi, D 2010, Cultural Homogenization, Ethnic Cleansing, and Genocide, International Studies
Association and Oxford University Press, viewed 20 March 2021, <https://doiorg.libraryact.idm.oclc.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190846626.013.139>.
Dirke, S 2003, Family Secrets and the Contemporary Novel. Literary Explorations in the Aftermath of the
Third Reich, Gale In Context: World History, viewed 24 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A403302130/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=86ff1847>.
Eur-Lex 2017, Treaty of Rome (EEC), European Union, viewed 15 May 2021, <https://eurlex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM:xy0023>.
Evans, R 2006, What We Knew: Terror, Mass Murder, and Everyday Life in Nazi Germany, An Oral
History, Gale In Context: World History, viewed 25 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A165193291/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=94cf8645>.
Evans, R 2009, The Third Reich at War, Penguin Books, Great Britain.
Hastings, M 2012, All Hell Let Loose: The World at War 1939-1945, William Collins, London.
Horowitz, R 1996, Aftermath: The Transition from War to Peace in America after World War II, JSTOR
and Cambridge University Press, viewed 7 April 2021,
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/27672319>.

Sonia Vlatković

Radford College

Hussain, M, Aqiel, N & Farooq, A 2017, Impact of Nazism on European Societies in Post-World War-II
Era Peer review under responsibility of Iranian Journal of Social Sciences and Humanities
Research, ResearchGate, viewed 20 March 2021,
<https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319644869_Impact_of_Nazism_on_European_So
cieties_in_Post-World_WarII_Era_Peer_review_under_responsibility_of_Iranian_Journal_of_Social_Sciences_and_Human
ities_Research>.
Johnson, B 2010, 'Just Like Hitler': Comparisons To Nazism in American Culture, University of
Massachusetts Amherst, viewed 15 May 2021,
<https://scholarworks.umass.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/&htt
psredir=1&article=1223&context=open_access_dissertations>.
Critical Annotation: This dissertation critically examines how Nazism has become
ubiquitous in ethical arguments within American culture, investigating its political usage
and highlighting how the term ‘Nazism’ has become synonymous with evil. Although this
source was not relevant to this essay’s discussion of Western post-war values, it informed
central arguments regarding how the demonisation of Nazism in popular culture upholds
the Western moral narrative and condemns the suppression of civil liberties. Written to
fulfil the requirements for the Doctor of Philosophy and published by the University of
Massachusetts, this source indicatively has a high level of reliability.
Kater, M 1995, War and Economy in the Third Reich Citation metadata, Gale In Context: World
History, viewed 24 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A17520528/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=5632b054>.
Kennedy, S 2004, Social Outsiders in Nazi Germany, Gale In Context: World History, viewed 24
March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A121571616/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=c05d28c4>.
Kugler, M 2019, A COURSE IN EMPATHY? SYMPATHY AND HISTORICAL TRAINING
AND REFLECTION, Gale In Context: World History, viewed 26 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A611548373/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=dd9fde61>.

Sonia Vlatković

Radford College

Lowe, K 2012, Savage Continent: Europe in the Aftermath of World War II, Penguin Books, Great
Britain.
Marshman, S n.d., From the Margins to the Mainstream? Representations of the Holocaust in Popular
Culture, University of Portsmouth, viewed 15 May 2021,
<https://www.gla.ac.uk/media/Media_41177_smxx.pdf>.
McDonald, P 2015, Great Powers, Hierarchy, and Endogenous Regimes: Rethinking the Domestic Causes of
Peace, JSTOR and Cambridge University Press, viewed 1 May 2021,
<https://www.jstor.org/stable/24758313>.
Miller, B 2001, The Global Sources of Regional Transitions from War to Peace, JSTOR and Sage,
viewed 1 May 2021, <https://www.jstor.org/stable/425495>.
Myrice, E 2015, The Impact of the Second World War on the Decolonization of Africa, Bowling Green
State University, viewed 6 April 2021,
<https://scholarworks.bgsu.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1048&context=africana_studies_c
onf>.
Plowright, J 2007, The Causes, Course and Outcomes of World War Two, Palgrave MacMillan, New
York.
Critical Annotation: Synthesising the research surrounding the causes and outcomes of
World War II, this source focuses on central topics such as the rise of Nazism, the War’s
key events and operations, and its impact on the post-war international order and sociopolitical landscape. Although this book’s usefulness was limited by its broad discussion of
the War, its investigation into the legitimisation of Nazism and post-war emphasis on unity
was fundamental to this essay’s discussion of the West’s post-war moral authority and
focus on liberty. This source is considered highly reliable, written by a multi-published
historical author and published by an academic company specialising in journals and
textbooks.
Sierp, A 2020, A Contested Latecomer: The Munich Documentation Center for the History of National
Socialism, Gale In Context: World History, viewed 24 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A621000022/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=8d846067>.

Sonia Vlatković

Radford College

Sorce, G n.d., Hitler and Humor: Coming to Terms with the Past Through Parody, Global Media Journal,
viewed 15 May 2021, <https://www.dbthueringen.de/servlets/MCRFileNodeServlet/dbt_derivate_00032872/GMJ10_Sorce_final.pdf
>.
Spode, H 2004, Fordism, mass tourism and the Third Reich: the "Strength through Joy" seaside resort as an
index fossil, Gale In Context: World History, viewed 24 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A123163932/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=ba787616>.
Wenning, M 2020, Intercultural Encounter in the Age of Hybridity: A Response to Eric S. Nelson, Gale In
Context: World History, viewed 26 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A613866315/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=70037229>.
Wilson, W 2001, Hitler's Legacy: West Germany Confronts the Aftermath of the Third Reich, Gale In
Context: World History, viewed 24 March 2021,
<https://link.gale.com/apps/doc/A76020659/WHIC?u=actls&sid=WHIC&xid=e1335935>.

