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CHAPTER ONE

HOW THIS BOOK
CAME TO BE

In a dream, in a vision of the night,
when deep sleep falls upon men, in slumberings upon the bed;
then he opens the ears of men,

and seals their instruction.

—JoB

The only private individuals left in Germany are people
sleeping.

—ROBERT LEY, NAZI HEAD OF THE GERMAN
LABOR FRONT
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Three days after Hitler seized power, Mr. S., about sixty years
old, the owner of a mid-sized factory, had a dream in which no
one touched him physically and yet he was broken. This short
dream depicted the nature and effects of totalitarian domina-
tion as numerous studies by political scientists, sociologists,
and doctors would later define them, and did so more subtly
and precisely than Mr. S. would ever have been able to do
while awake. This was his dream:

Goebbels came to my factory. He had all the employees
line up in two rows, left and right, and I had to stand
between the rows and give a Nazi salute. It took me half
an hour to get my arm raised, millimeter by millimeter.
Goebbels watched my efforts like a play, without any sign
of appreciation or displeasure, but when I finally had my
arm up, he spoke five words: “I don’t want your salute.”
Then he turned around and walked to the door. So there
I'was in my own factory, among my own people, pilloried
with my arm raised. The only way I was physically able to
keep standing there was by fixing my eyes on his clubfoot
as he limped out. I stood like that until I woke up.

Mr. S. was a self-confident, honest and upright man, almost a
little dictatorial. His factory had been the most important thing
to him throughout his long life. As a Social Democrat, he had
employed many of his old Party comrades over the past twenty
years. It is fair to say that what happened to him in his dream
was a kind of psychological torture, as I spontaneously called it
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4 CHAPTER ONE

when he told me his dream in 1933, a few weeks after he’d had
it. Now, though, in hindsight, we can also find in the dream—
expressed in images of uncanny, sleepwalkerish clarity—
themes of alienation, uprooting, isolation, loss of identity, a
radical break in the continuity of one’s life: concepts that have
been widely popularized, and, at the same time, widely my-
thologized. This man had to dishonor and debase himselfin the
factory that was practically his whole sense of self, and do so in
front of employees representing his lifelong political views—
the very people over whom he is a paternalistic authority figure,
with this sense of authority being the most powerful component
of who he feels he is as a person. Such humiliation ripped the
roots up out of the soil he had made his own, robbed him of his
identity, and completely disoriented him; he felt alienated not
only from the realities of his life but from his own character,
which no longer felt authentic to him.

Here we have a man who dreamed of political and psycho-
logical phenomena drawn directly from real life—a few days
after a current political event, the so-called “seizure of power.”
He dreamed about these phenomena so accurately that the
dream captured the two forms of alienation so often equated or
confused with each other: alienation from the environment and
alienation from oneself. And he came to an accurate conclu-
sion: that his attempt in front of everyone to toe the Nazi line,'
his public humiliation, ended up being nothing but a rite of
passage into a new world of totalitarian power—a political ma-
neuver, a cold and cynical human experiment in applying state
power to break the individual’s will. The fact that the factory
owner crumbled without resistance, but also without his down-
fall having any purpose or meaning, makes his dream a perfect
parable for the creation of the submissive totalitarian subject.
By the time he stands there at the end of the dream, unable
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to lower his arm again now that he’s finally raised it, staring at
Goebbels’s clubfoot in petty revenge against the man who holds
all the true power and only in that way managing to stay on his
own two feet at all, his selthood has been methodically demol-
ished with the most up-to-date methods, like an old-fashioned
house that has to make way for the new order. And yet what
has happened to him, while sad, is hardly a tragedy—it even has
something of a farce about it. The dream depicts not so much
an individual’s fate as a typical event in the process of transfor-
mation. He has not even become unheroic, much less an anti-
hero—he has become a non-person.

This dream kept its grip on Mr. S. and recurred many times,
always with new humiliating details. “Sweat ran down my face
as I struggled to raise my arm, and it looked like tears, like I was
crying in front of Goebbels.” Or: “Ilooked at my workers’ faces,
in search of sympathy or reassurance, but the faces didn’t even
show scorn or contempt—they were empty.” On one occasion,
the dream expressed its message with devastating clarity,
dumbed down to the most obvious level: During the half-hour
struggle to raise his arm, his spine broke.

None of this should be taken to mean that Mr. S’s dream
made him a broken man in real life, or, in the other direction,
that he had these dreams because he was broken. While suffer-
ing somewhat under the regime, he remained free, in relatively
good spirits, and encountered no particular difficulties in his
business for a long time. But the dream left a deep impression
on him—“left its mark” on him, as he put it. When he told me
his dream, during a discussion of politics, his face turned red
and his voice shook. Even though it recurred, this dream should
not be seen as a retreat into the pathological world of obsessive
thoughts; it expressed the real compulsion and coercion going
on around him, and even if he may not have understood the
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underlying nature of these circumstances, he picked up on it
and logically thought it through in his dream.

Paul Tillich, the philosopher and theologian, had the same
kind of dream for months after leaving Germany in 1933 and
testified to its nature and effects on the dreamer: “For months
I dreamed about [the experience of Nazism)], literally, and woke
with the feeling that our existence was being changed. In
my conscious time I felt that we could escape the worst, but my
subconscious knew better.”*

The factory owner’s dream—what should we call it?
“The Dream of the Raised Arm”? “The Dream of Remaking the
Individual”?—seemed to have come directly from the same
workshop where the totalitarian regime was putting together
the mechanisms by which it would function overall. It con-
firmed an idea T had already had in passing: that dreams like this
should be preserved for posterity. They might serve as evidence,
if the Nazi regime as a historical phenomenon should ever be
brought to trial, for they seemed full of information about
people’s emotions, feelings, and motives while they were being
turned into cogs of the totalitarian machine. Someone who sits
down to keep a diary does so intentionally, and shapes, clarifies,
and obscures the material in the process. Dreams of this kind, in
contrast—not diaries but nightaries, you might say’—emerge
from involuntary psychic activity, even as they trace the internal
effects of external political events as minutely as a seismograph.
Thus dream images might help interpret the structure of a real-
ity about to turn into a nightmare.

And so I began to collect the dreams that the Nazi dictator-
ship had as it were dictated. It was not entirely an easy matter,
since more than a few people were nervous about telling me
their dreams; I even ran across the dream “It’s forbidden to
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dream but I'm dreaming anyway” a half dozen times in almost
identical form.

I asked the people I came into contact with about their
dreams; I didn’t have much access to enthusiastic supporters of
the regime, or people benefiting from it, and their internal reac-
tions in this context would in any case not have been particu-
larly useful. I asked the dressmaker, the neighbor, an aunt, a
milkman, a friend, almost always without revealing my purpose
since I wanted their answers to be as unembellished as possible.
More than once, their lips were unsealed after I told them my
factory owner’s dream as an example. Several had been through
something similar themselves: dreams about current political
events that they had immediately understood and that had
made a deep impression on them. Other people were more
naive and not entirely clear on the meaning of their dreams.
Naturally, each dreamer’s level of understanding and ability to
retell their dreams depended on their intelligence and educa-
tion. Still, whether young lady or old man, manual laborer or
professor, however good or bad their memory or expressive
ability, all had dreams containing aspects of the relationship
between the totalitarian regime and the individual that had not
yet been academically formulated, like the elements of “crush-
ing someone’s personhood” in the factory owner’s dream.

It goes without saying that all these dream images were
sometimes touched up by the dreamer, consciously or uncon-
sciously. We all know that how a dream is described depends
heavily on when it is written down, whether right away or
later—dreams written down the same night, as many of my ex-
amples were, are of greatest documentary value. When written
down later, or retold from memory, conscious ideas play a
greater role in the description. But even aside from the fact that
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itis also interesting to hear how much the waking mind “knew”
and supplemented the dream with images from the real envi-
ronment, these particular dreams about political current events
were especially intense, relatively uncomplicated, and less dis-
jointed and erratic than most dreams, since after all they were
unambiguously determined. Typically they consisted of a co-
herent, even dramatic story, and so were easy to remember. And
in fact they were remembered—spontaneously, without artifi-
cial help—unlike most dreams, especially painful dreams,
which are quickly forgotten. (Remembered so well that quite a
lot of them were told to me with the same introductory words:
“I'll never forget it.” And after my first publication on this topic,
several people told me dreams that lay ten or twenty years in
the past by then, dreams that clearly were unforgettable; these
retrospective accounts are labeled as such in this book.)

I gathered material in Germany until 1939, when I left the
country. Interestingly, the dreams of 1933 and those from later
years are remarkably similar. My most revealing examples, how-
ever, are from the early, original years of the regime, when it still
trod lightly.

Some friends who knew what I was doing helped me, asking
around and writing down what they heard. My most important
helper was a doctor who had access to a wide range of patients—
and he could ask them about their dreams without attracting
undue attention. Including the material I obtained second- and
thirdhand, I collected dreams from more than three hundred
people, so the principles of polling samples would lead to the
conclusion that the Third Reich sentenced a very large number
of people indeed to similar dreams.

When I received a dream, retold or in writing, I camouflaged
my notes or transcriptions as well as I could, for instance replac-
ing “Party” with “family”; calling Hitler, Goering, and Goebbels
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Uncle Hans, Uncle Gustav, Uncle Gerhard; writing “flu” instead
of “arrest.” I hid these bizarre-sounding family stories in the
spines of various books in my large library. I didn’t have much
hope that such pitiful methods would help me if worst came to
worst—but what would? Later, I sent the transcriptions to vari-
ous addresses in various foreign countries, as letters, where they
were waiting for me when I myself had to leave the country.

During the war, I published a small selection of this material
in a magazine, as “Dreams under Dictatorship.” I was unable to
make use of the whole body of material at the time, due to ex-
ternal circumstances.

I'm now glad I didn’t compile and discuss my material until
a substantial firsthand historical record—facts, documentation,
testimony—became available, along with scholarly studies
based on it. With its help, I have now been able to try to show
psychological reactions and typical behaviors, the immediate
effects of total domination on its individual subjects, in a new
way: through the documentation of dreams.

I have not included any dreams of physical violence or physi-
ological symptoms of fear, even the most extreme ones. Many
dreams began: “I woke up soaked in sweat; yet again, as on so
many nights before, I had been shot at, tortured, scalped ...
Blood was streaming down my face, my teeth had been knocked
out, I was running for my life with the SA right on my heels.”
Even among the regime’s supporters there were no doubt many
who occasionally had such dreams. But there was nothing new
about these dreams, except perhaps how common they now
were. “Sleep no more! / Macbeth does murder sleep”: Tyrants
have always done so, violence has always done so, and this
was not my area of interest. In every era, we find horrible dreams
caused by a collective threat, not just by an isolated threat facing
a single person, or from psychological tension within a highly
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sensitive individual (writers such as Hebbel and Lichtenberg
have recorded truly hellish dreams of theirs). Take one such
collective situation that is all too common: war. Anxiety dreams
from numerous wars have been preserved, but human nature
and the expression of human fears remain so similar over time
that it is often hard to tell which war they’re from, except insofar
as the dreams from modern wars overwhelmingly feature mod-
ern weapons and the effects of such weapons, since the popula-
tion as a whole is overwhelmingly vulnerable to them. A dream
from World War I symbolizes the dreamer’s fears with a frozen
prisoner hanging on a pole as starving people rush over to him
with knives to carve out the choicest pieces of flesh for their
cooking pots, but that same dream might just as well have been
dreamed during the Thirty Years’ War if it hadn’t taken place in
a Berlin subway station.

However, even if we didn’t know in advance which era the
dreams I collected between 1933 and 1939 came from, there
could be no doubt about what events underlay them, as widely
varied as these dreams are. Their time and place of origin is in-
stantly obvious: They could only have emerged from the para-
doxes oflife under totalitarianism in the twentieth century, and
most of them specifically from Nazi Germany.

Since it is difficult nowadays to narrate dreams without
touching on psychological theories, I find it necessary to add
the following here: The dreamers in this book are not dealing
with conflicts in their private lives, much less conflicts from
their past that have left them personally damaged somehow;
rather, they are dealing with conflicts caused by a public realm
full of stress and agitation from all the half-truths, half-intuitions,
facts, rumors, and conjectures floating around in it. These
dreams do deal with damaged human relationships, but it is the
environment that has damaged them. The “link between
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dreams and waking life” here in these “transparent pseudo-
dreams,” to quote Jean Paul, is rooted directly in the political
present that the dreamer finds himself or herself in—fertile soil
indeed. They are all but waking dreams. What lies behind them
is far from invisible—indeed it is all too visible; their surface
content is the same as what underlies them. They have no fa-
cade concealing personal contexts and associations, and there
is no need for anyone else to interpret how events in the dream
are related to events in waking life, the dreamer has already
done so in the dream itself.

This kind of dream too employs images, but no one needs to
explain its symbols, interpret its allegories—at most, we might
have to decode some simple ciphers. The dreams make use of
disguises and metamorphoses as easy to understand as the ones
in satire or political cartoons; the true identity of the person
behind the mask is as easily known as in a masquerade ball or
carnival.

So such dreams are not prophetic, despite often seeming to
be. Their metaphors came true because these dreamers, with
sensitivity sharpened by fear and repulsion, perceived almost
imperceptible symptoms in the profusion of daily events, and
at least in their dreams refrained from charitably explaining
them away. The dreams seem a little like mosaics—
surrealistically assembled, perhaps—whose individual tesserae
are pieces of the reality of the Third Reich. This is what justifies
treating them as relevant to the psychology of totalitarian
systems, interpreting them with reference to the concrete situ-
ations they illuminate and leaving aside whatever references
they may contain to the individual dreamer’s psychology. (As
we know, representatives of more psychological schools of
dream interpretation—Bruno Bettelheim, for instance—were
astonished to realize how inapplicable their theories were to the
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most extreme circumstances of the totalitarian state: the con-
centration camps. )

What we have in these dreams, then, is an unreal reality
against the backdrop of a distorted, distorting environment and
disintegrating values. The dreams are a blend of logical thought
and guesswork; rational details combined into fantastical con-
texts and thereby made more, not less, coherent; ambiguities
that remain ambiguous despite being interpretable; things hid-
den beneath the surface, or even in unfathomable abysses,
brought up into everyday life. This sounds like a description of
modern art of all kinds, which should come as no surprise given
the role that dreams, even nightmares, have played as artistic
devices in the twentieth century. Still, it is nothing short of as-
tounding how closely the expressive means of dreamers in
the thirties, exploring their present moment, correspond to the
ways that writers today, finding realism inadequate, go about
trying to elucidate the past.

It has been claimed often enough that Kafka’s parables can
be applied to the conditions of life under totalitarianism. In the
same sense, we might say of these dreams that they can be ap-
plied to the significant results of studies of the Third Reich—
not merely as sources of content, but in terms of form. Were
someone to publish a selection of the more coherent, dramatic
dreams from this book, under a title like Fragments from Ten
Dreamers, the organized chaos of the dreams, their detailed
understanding of external events and psychological processes,
would absolutely make the selection qualify as contemporary
literature. In struggling to find a way to express the inexpress-
ible, these dreamers blurred the boundary between tragedy and
comedy, coming up with parables, parodies, and paradoxes that
described the phenomena of the time in only slightly defamil-
iarized form. They arranged situation after situation in snapshots,
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in sketches, allowing echoes of daily life to reverberate—eerily
loud, eerily soft, radically simplified, radically exaggerated.
Whatever the form in which these dreamers, “in slumberings
upon the bed,” unspooled a thread through the labyrinth of the
political present and spun it further even as it threatened to coil
around their necks, their power of imagination is impressive.

The Nazi official who remarked that people had a private life
under the Third Reich only while they were asleep actually un-
derestimated the dictatorship’s powers. The dreamers recorded
here, on their way to becoming completely subjected to the
regime, saw their situation even more clearly “in a dream, in a
vision of the night.”
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Hitler: discussion of, 29; in dreams, 91,
92-93, 101-106; influence on women,
102-105; methods of, 92-94; opin-
ions of, 20, 29, 94; physical care of,
49, 106; pictures of, 82-83; speeches
by, 67; tyrannicide of, 91

Hitler Youth, 68, 102,106

homeland, 119-120. See also Germany

homes, 17-18, 82, 114-115

homesickness, 117-120

“Horst Wessel Song,” 24-25

hospitals, 49

household objects, 35-39

housemaid, 102-103

housewives, 35-38, 78, 95-96, 103104,
114-118

humiliation, 3—4, 20

identity, 4, 18-19, 111-113, 117,
120-121

identity papers, 65-69, 117, 121-122.
See also passports

idioms, 67, 70, 123n1 (chap. 2)

images, dreams without, 24, 30-31, 41

indifference, 5, 20-21, s8—60

the individual, 4-5, 7, 1722, 36, 56-57,
70—71. See also groups

inner emigration, 18

Isenheim Altarpiece (Griinewald), 18

Jaspers, Karl, 56-57

Jewish boyfriend, 57-61
Jewish dreamers, 106, 111-122
Jewish relatives, 55-36, 105
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journalists, 81-86, 91

Justice Department, 112

Kafka, Franz, 12, 24, 27, 53
Kafkaesque dreams, 24, 29-30, 67
Kaufhaus des Westens, 79
Kristallnacht (1938), so-s1
Kurfiirstendamm, 104

lamps, 37-38

language, 18-19, 40—41, 118—-119
Lapland, 116

lawyers, 2931, 111-112, 116

lead (metal), 24-25

letters, 9, 46—48, 68, 73-74, 79, 121-122
“Life Without Walls” (dream), 17-18
loudspeakers, 17, 35, 37-38

machines, 20-21, 27, 36

marching, 70, 97-98, 101-102, 106

mass communications, 30-32. See also
propaganda

math teacher, 25-26

“mixed-breed” people, 55-56, 105-106

mixed relationships, 55, 57-61

mothers, $5-56

mountain climbing, 120-121

movie theaters, 95, 102-103

mute people, 20, 4650, 58—60. See also

expressionless faces; voices

Nazi flags, 17-18, 78

Nazi salute, 3, 5, 22
newspapers, 32, 81-82

New York, 117-118

1984 (Orwell), 21, 94
non-hero, 45-46, 59
non-person, §

nonvisual dreams, 24, 30-31, 41
noses, 65—69

Nuremberg, 91
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office workers, 48-49, 55-57, 120-121
opera, 20, 93
Orwell, George, 21, 33, 36, 39, 94.

See also Big Brother

papers, 65—66, 117, 121-122. See also
passports

parties, 95-96

passports, 71, 86, 116, 117. See also
papers

penetrating voices, 3031, 35, 37-38

phone calls, 29-30

physical appearance, §7-59, 65—74,
13-114

pillows, 38, 9293

poems, 119—120

post offices, 46-47

power and sexuality, 102

precautionary measures, 18, 29, 38—41,
113—114. See also code words

precipitating events. See dream-
precipitating events

proclamations, 17, 18, 109, 115-116.
See also bureaucracy

prohibitions, 6-7, 17-18, 25-26, 30, 41,
46-438, 56, 60, 117-118

propaganda, 30-32, 35, 61, 65, 69—70,
94, 104. See also slogans

prophetic-like dreams, 40-41, 56,
66—-67, 114—-117, 119—120

protests, 81-84

psychology, 3-4, 9-12, 20-21, 2324,
26, 46, 57, 91-94

public humiliation, 4, 20-21

Race classes, 57-59

race laws, §5—57, 60, 66, 105, 111

reality, 6, 8, 10-11, 19-20, 29-30, 56-57,
106, 112—113. See also dream-
precipitating events

resistance, 25—26, 59—60, 79—87
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resistance fighter’s wife, 80-81
restaurants, 56, 66
Riickert, Friedrich, 119-120

Russian language, 40-41

salesgirls, 69—70, 103

Schiller, Friedrich, 22

Scholl, Sophie, 87

school dreams, 57-59, 73-74,
117-118

seamstress, 79

self-terrorization, 36—38, 71

sexuality and power, 102

ships and boats, 67-69, 84-8, 105

shoes, 97-98. See also uniforms

silence, 38, 46—50, 58—60

slogans, 31-32, 65, 74. See also
propaganda

SONgS, 24-25, 95, 119—120

spa, 105

sporting event, 70

SS men, 22-23, 86, 105

stamps, 46-48

stores, 69, 79

storm troopers, 21-22, 35, 49, 5051, 78,
97-98, 101, 120

stove, 35-37

street signs, 18-19

students, 57-61, 73-74, 77-78, 94-95

surveillance, 20-21, 29-30, 35-40

swastikas, 78

Switzerland, 113-114

systematic terror, 29-30, 36-37

talking in sleep, 40-41
Third Reich, 37, 65, 102, 122
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thought-reading machine, 2021

Threepenny Opera (Brecht), 94

Tiergarten Park, 72, 112

Tillich, Paul, 6

totalitarianism: about, 10-12, 17, 18,
56, 65; dreams and, 3-6, 114, 122;
life under, 45, 7, 17-18, 21-22, 26,
36-37; propaganda and, 31

trains, 95

transcriptions of dreams, 8—9, 81

transportation worker, 101-102

tyrannicide, 91

uniforms, 22—23, 49—50, 78, 80, 101, 120,

121-122

veterans, 111-112

violence in dreams, 9—10, 72

visions, 18-19

voices, 29-31, 35, 37-38, 115. See also
chorus; mute people

Der Vilkische Beobachter (news-
Paper)’ 32

waking life, 8, 10-11, 19-20, 29, 56-57,
112-113. See also dream-precipitating
events

walls, 17-18

“the Wandering Jew,” 115-117

war, 10

war veterans, 111—-112

Weimar Republic, 48

wife of resistance fighter, 80—81

Winter Relief fundraising, 32

wish-fulfillment dreams, 101-106

women, 102-105. See also dreamers
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