TROUBLED TIMES
At a 2017 rally in Portland,
Maine, attendees came
together to honor those
killed and injured protesting a white nationalist
rally in Charlottesville, Va.
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DEFENDING
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IS NOT
EASY
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JACKSON SPIELVOGEL spent three decades teaching Penn State students
about the dangers of fascism and autocracy—and urging vigilance should
they one day return. Today, he’s among many prominent historians warning
of a resurgence of fascist movements across Western democracies. We asked
him what lessons history offers for the present moment.
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HE PASSION WAS always what set Jackson Spielvogel apart.
It was that passion, the conviction that what he was teaching really
mattered, that created a waiting list five times larger than the capacity
for a given offering of History 143. As was abundantly clear to anyone
who sat for one of his lectures, Spielvogel cared a great deal. Sit with
him now, in the living room of his bright, book-lined State College

ABSOLUTE
POWER
As strongmen
who manipulated
democracy through
appeals to populism
and national pride,
Mussolini and Hitler
set the awful standard for authoritarianism in the West.

home, and it’s clear he still does.

We caught up with Spielvogel in August, nearly two decades after he last mesmerized a

packed Penn State lecture hall with his insights on the darkest chapter of the 20th century.
With History 143: History of Nazism and Fascism, Spielvogel ’61 Lib utilized a variety of

methods—impassioned storytelling, music and film from the period, and a riveting visit each
semester from an Auschwitz survivor—to make the Holocaust and the events leading up to
it intensely real for generations of Penn State undergrads. Most of all, he made it relevant,
showing his students how the conditions that would allow fascism, authoritarianism, and
ultra-nationalism to infect a democracy could coalesce at any time.
Now 79, Spielvogel is among many prominent historians of the period warning of just
such a resurgence. His perspective echoes that of peers like Christopher Browning, Timothy
Snyder, and others (see sidebar, p. 54) who, in recent books and essays, have warned that
the rise of nationalist movements, the election of leaders with an autocratic bent, and attacks
on the free press have combined with economic and social factors to threaten the foundations of a number of Western democracies. Spielvogel says he can’t help but notice the
parallel to Europe 80 years ago.

edition, and a handful of others covering Western and world history that
are used in middle and high school classrooms across the nation. But
his former students will best remember Hitler and Nazi Germany: A HisJACKSON
SPIELVOGEL
was honored with
numerous teaching
awards during his
32 years at Penn
State, including
the 1988 Alumni
Teaching Fellow
Award.

tory, first published in 1988 and now in its seventh edition. (He’s handed
over updates to a former student, David Redles ’83, ’89 MA, ’95 PhD
Lib.) Perhaps inevitably for a man who was born the same year Hitler’s
armies overran Poland, the lessons from that era still inform Spielvogel’s
worldview. As three decades of undergrads learned in his classroom,
there are few eras of history we can less afford to repeat.
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PENN STATER: For those who didn’t take your class,
what sparked your interest in this subject matter?
JACKSON SPIELVOGEL: I grew up in Ellwood City (Pa.),

and my parents were both immigrants—my mother was
from Germany, my father was from Austria. So as a
young person, I had an interest in German history. And I
never could understand Adolf Hitler. One of the reasons
I wound up teaching a course on Hitler and Nazi Germany was because, at the age of 14, I tried to read Mein
Kampf. Well, I didn’t get very far.
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textbooks, notably Western Civilization, a college text now in its 10th
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Spielvogel’s “retirement” has been largely dedicated to updating his

PS: Beyond the awful politics, I understand it’s also a
pretty boring read.
JS: It’s a very boring read. I didn’t get very far as a 14-year-

old reading it. But I had an interest in it. And I remember

when Life magazine came out with pictures, color photographs from Nazi Germany. I had a very strong interest in
it. And the reason was that my parents were such good and
gentle people, I couldn’t understand Hitler. My mother
came over in about 1920. She lived through World War I.
My father had come over a little earlier than that. So I had
a background in all of that, and I think that gave me an
interest in history.
I’d been valedictorian of my high school class, so I was
expected to become an engineer—from Ellwood City, that’s
what you did. I came to Penn State, I enrolled in engineering, took one class, couldn’t stand it. Then I became a math
major, and I did well in math, but in my sophomore year,
second semester, I took one history course—it was History
19, European history from 1815 to the present—and I imme51 JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2019

Q +A

CHARLOTTESVILLE, VIRGINIA

S P I E LV O G E L

have defined. How do you explain fascism to someone?
JS: Fascism as it evolved was a system built on strong state

power, a strong leader—usually a single leader like Mussolini or Hitler—and in the case of Italy, a corporate state
in which the economy would be handled differently. Hitler did not do that; he kept the capitalist system, he just
directed it. But fascism is a system that is based on the idea
of anti-democracy, anti-liberalism, on the idea of the importance of the state, and the importance of a single leader
who could direct everything that’s going on.
PS: I found a quote you gave to the Daily Collegian back
in 1988. “One of the lessons I try to teach is how fragile
the democratic system is. Be very alert to people who
offer emotional, simplistic solutions to problems. When
you have people who are preaching hatred, singling out
a group as enemies, you have to be aware of the danger.” That seems like a fair description, and an appropriate warning, for what’s happening now in a number of
Western democracies. What do you see as you follow
these events?
JS: I guess I’m an optimist, and I never really expected this

UNITED IN HATE
Hooded Klansmen, uniformed neo-Nazis, and white nationalists in
khakis and polo shirts came together in Charlottesville in August
2017 for the Unite the Right rally. One counter-protester was killed
and dozens of people were injured in the ensuing violence.

actually, at Abington, and I just was so interested in it, I
offered to teach it. It wasn’t my field, but I jumped at the
chance to teach it. The department had gone through a
period where we were trying to get more 100-level courses
in order to attract students, and I offered to teach 143. And
then it became my big course. I was told by the registrar
that we turned away 2,000 students every fall.
PS: What made it so popular?
JS: It started out as a class of about 90 to 100 students, and
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PS: Why do you think it resonated so strongly?
JS: I think because I was very open in terms of my beliefs.

I didn’t hesitate to express what I believed, and what the
significance of this was, from the point of view of the danger that this kind of thing could pose. And I always ended
the class talking about the possibility of this kind of thing
happening again. And now it is, as far as I’m concerned.

PS: I think for most students, the hook for your class was
Nazism—a word we knew and were familiar with. But
“fascism” was something most of us probably couldn’t

PS: What are the conditions that are allowing
fascism to reemerge in Western democracies?
JS: I think one of the basic conditions is the great

JIM URQUHART/REUTERS (2)

PS: What are the roots of History 143?
JS: It had been created at one of the branch campuses,
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diately switched into history. I went to Ohio State, did my
Ph.D. in German Reformation history, and then came back
here. I was very fortunate to come back. Penn State was my
first and only job.

then it just sort of grew, I guess by word of mouth as much
as anything. We finally got it into a bigger room in the
Forum, which could hold 350 students. When I had been
teaching my other history courses, I had gotten into doing
a lot of multimedia stuff. And the Nazi course really lent
itself to that, in terms of pictures. I went through hundreds
of books, had slides made for it. There were videos that I
could use as well. And then I got into playing music before
the class started, to prepare people for what was going to
go on that day. I just loved doing it. Obviously there was a
part of me that wanted to put on a good show, but also from
a very serious point of view, I thought this was a subject
that people really need to talk about.

to happen, but it is happening, and it’s something we have
to be aware of. I think part of it is coming from the leadership of Russia and Putin, who has a deliberate policy of
undermining the West as far as he can, and essentially
undermining democracy, undoing the European Union,
and undoing NATO, as a way of establishing a stronger
Russian presence. It’s happening in Poland, it’s happening
in Czechoslovakia, it’s happening in Hungary.

I think the other factor is, obviously, the immigration
crisis that we have is being used by people who have a
tendency toward authoritarianism anyway. Using immigrants as the enemy is not unlike Hitler using the Jews as
the enemy in Nazi Germany; in this case, it’s people from
South America, Latin America, and in Europe, the fear of
Muslims, in terms of changing the lifestyle of the people
who live there. The white nationalism movement is also
part of it, in terms of people being open to the possibility
of saying, “Yeah, if it weren’t for these immigrants, we would
be doing much better.” It reminds me a lot of the 1930s, of
Weimar Germany, in terms of people being very discontented, very unhappy economically, but also looking for a
scapegoat—that you can blame somebody else for your
problems, rather than deal with what you have to deal with.
PS: I think most people’s understanding of fascism or
authoritarianism is limited to World War II. There’s a
sense that comparing that to what’s happening now
seems so extreme that it’s not taken seriously. Do you
see that as a challenge?
JS: I’ve been thinking about that, and I think it is a problem.

When you look at what happened in Nazi Germany, in terms
of the degree, it was extreme, obviously—but there are

SYMBOLS OF FEAR
Last November, heavily armed white nationalists from the
National Socialist Movement, many wearing Nazi paraphernalia
or Nazi-inspired tattoos, rallied at the Arkansas State House.

LITTLE ROCK, ARKANSAS

inequality of wealth that’s occurring in all of
these countries, in which a few people at the top
are essentially dominating financially and economically. For example, in this country, in a situation where middle-class wages have not gone
up significantly in the last 10 years, I think the
inequality of wealth has created a situation where
there are a lot of very unhappy people. I grew
up in the ’50s and ’60s, at a time when
you had an economy that was not only
growing, but in which people’s wages
were going up on a regular basis. My
father was a mill worker, and I still
remember when his wages went up
every year, so we had enough to eat—
we didn’t worry about the basic things.
And that’s not true anymore. So I think
that’s a very important factor.
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IN PROTEST

At left, a man in costume
as Charlie Chaplin’s “Great
Dictator,” from the iconic
film parody of Hitler and
the Nazis, at an anti-fascist
rally in London. At right, the
famous statue of Neptune in
Gdansk wears a shirt bearing the word “Constitution,”
in reference to fears that the
ruling right-wing Law and
Justice party has eroded the
rule of law in Poland.

PS: How do you perceive the job the
media have done in covering all this?
JS: When I taught, I had journalism students

who came to me and said, “We’ve been
taught to present two sides of an issue.” And
they talked to me about Holocaust denial.
And I said, “Look, there aren’t two sides to
this issue. There is only one side to this issue.
There is no doubt whatever that the Holocaust existed. There is no doubt whatever
that the Nazis deliberately tried to exterminate the Jewish people. There’s no question
about it. There are actual facts to prove it.
So this is not a journalistic exercise where
you can say, ‘All right, let’s get the deniers
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Protest against Hungarian
governor

on this side and the people who believe in the Holocaust
on this side, and give them equal press.’” And I said, “Your
job as a journalist, to me, is to find out the truth, and then
present that truth.”

clouds its meaning. Have you see that happening?

That might be happening. Let’s look at it from the point of
view of what these people are actually doing and saying.
If a leader—and it can be Dutarte in the Philippines, it can
be Erdogan in Turkey—if you’re taking away freedom of
the press, or if you have people vote, but once they vote
you start taking away the ability to continue to vote—you’re
seeing things that remind you of what did happen in fascist states like Italy, where voting was used initially, and
then you reach a point where you no longer have voting.
Well, at what point does that occur? There are specific
things that are occurring that make it very dangerous.

PS: Part of the challenge here seems to be the intentional distortion of truth itself. For example, fascism is
explicitly an extreme-right ideology, correct?
JS: It is a right-wing ideology, right.
PS: And yet increasingly that word is used by both sides
against the other, which immediately, and intentionally,

PS: Your concerns echo those of a number of your
peers, prominent experts on World War II and the Holocaust. How effective can you and your fellow historians
be in speaking out?
JS: I don’t know that. It seems to me that we’re in a really
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[ 1 ] HOW FASCISM WORKS
by Yale University philosophy
professor Jason Stanley, examines “the politics of us and them.”

[ 2 ] FASCISM: A WARNING
5

by former U.S. Secretary of State
Madeleine Albright, whose family
escaped her native Czechslovakia
after the Nazi occupation of 1938.

[ 3 ] THE SOUL OF AMERICA

Good Reads

For more on the roots of
fascism and ultranationalism,
Spielvogel recommends
five recent books on a topic
that remains frighteningly
relevant.

by historian and presidential
biographer Jon Meacham, argues
for America’s “better angels.”

[ 4 + 5 ] ON TYRANNY /
THE ROAD TO UNFREEDOM
by Yale historian Timothy Snyder,
whose other books include
Bloodlands: Europe Between
Hitler and Stalin and Black Earth:
The Holocaust as History and
Warning.

RIGHT TURN

AUSTRIA

Far-right nationalist political parties with populist
appeal, like Marine Le Pen’s
National Rally (formerly
National Front) in France,
left, and the Freedom
Party of Austria, right, have
capitalized on economic
and immigration concerns
to challenge for prominence
in a number of European
governments.
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obvious similarities. When you’re separating children from
their parents at the border, you’re also doing something
reprehensible. The issue becomes one of not trying to compare to fascism or Nazism, but just to deal with it from a
point of view of: What is happening to our freedoms? What
is happening to the idea of liberty? What is happening to
the press? The press is an extremely important part of the
liberty that we have. When you’re attacking the press as an
enemy of the people, you are in a sense taking away from
the basis of the freedom that you have.
I think what you can do is talk about it not so much as a
return to fascism, but about a return to ideas of fascism that
were put in practice. The idea of the extremely
strong state—“My people above all other
people,” that type of thing. Or the fascists’
use of lies, and very big lies. Hitler was a
1
believer that the bigger the lie, the more people will believe it. The idea that the press
should not be free, that it’s not presenting
the news as it should, that it’s “fake news,”
that kind of thing.

FRANCE

POLAND
BUDAPEST
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weird space. Part of the populist reaction that’s going on
now includes a rejection of intellectuals. For example, I
think Timothy Snyder’s book, The Road to Unfreedom, is
fantastic in terms of explaining what’s going on. Whether
people pay any attention at this point, I don’t really know.
PS: Perhaps most shocking in all this is the prominence
of overt Nazi and white supremacist ideas and symbols.
In the United States, and in the West generally, defeating Hitler and Mussolini was an accomplishment that it
seemed everyone could rally around. That doesn’t seem
to be the case anymore. What’s changed?
JS: I think you get there as a result of essentially what has

happened economically. Compared to the ‘50s, ‘60s, and
‘70s, when I was growing up and developing, you had an
optimism about what your economic future would be. And
I think in this particular case, when you have a lot of people who aren’t making it, it’s so easy to blame it on somebody else. And I don’t know how you get around that. I

think you’re seeing that not only in the United States, but
in other countries, as well.
You know, defending freedom is not easy. I was naïve—I
thought we had reached a point where everybody would
rejoice that we’ve had democracy, but obviously there are
a lot of people in the world who want to be autocrats. Consequently, you have to be alert. You always have to be aware.
And this is a time, I feel very strongly, that we need to
speak up, because of what’s going on. You never think you’d
have to worry about that. These people don’t want freedom.
They want power.
PS: Given your life’s work, it’s hard to imagine you as
naïve on this subject.
JS: Well, no … I’m a supreme optimist, I have to tell you.

So I want to believe that the best is happening. It has surprised me to the extent to which people have fallen subject
to certain claims, and thinking that that’s going to help
them. I thought we were beyond that. I don’t know if we’re
failing to get people to read about the things that could
happen, but I think that’s a very dangerous part of this.
And I don’t think that would happen if our educational
system were teaching people how to think. I think education is the heart of this. I don’t know what kind of job we’re
doing on critical thinking anymore.
You know, there’s a part of me that thinks that history
works in this way, that you get people who do these extreme
things, and then you get a reaction to it, and in the reaction,
you might be able to get something that’s better as a result.
So it may well be that all this is serving a purpose, of making people aware—that we do want to keep our freedoms,
so we’ll react to that and build a better society. I don’t know.
But I think that that’s possible.
PS: So, an optimist, in spite of everything.
JS: I am. I’ve got seven grandchildren, for heaven’s sake.

I’m thinking about the world they’re going to live in.
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