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Abstract

This article aims to analyse how national socialists in interwar Sweden construed
and utilised ideas of a “Nordic spirit” and “race psychology” in relation to
their racial conceptions of the north. After briefly depicting the emergence
of various race theoties with a particular emphasis on Nordicism, I highlight
how the Manhem Society (Sazfundet Manhem) construed ideas of a Nordic
spirit, and then display how the National Socialist Workers’ Party (National-
socialistiska Arbetarepartiet) elaborated on issues relating to race psychology. 1
argue that racial conceptions of the north were part of how interwar Swedish
national socialists navigated the contested terrain of what was then modern
race thinking in order to determine the alleged racial foundations of a Nordic
sense of being. The Manhem Society’s racial conceptions of the north were
largely based on ideas of a Nordic spirit comprising an alternative trinitarian
belief that was considered hidden but present in the Swedish people’s blood
and soil, whereas the NSAP elaborated on how the internal (soul) related to
the external (body). I conclude that a premise for studying relations between
esotetic ideas and fascist/national socialist thought in an interwar Scandinavian
context is to focus on careful historical contextualisation and avoid popular
oversimplification.

Introduction
Fascism and its era continue to attract unrestrained speculation about the
alleged esoteric underpinnings of national socialism and perhaps especially
the National Socialist German Workers’ Party (Nationalsozialistische Deutsche
Arbeiterpartei, NSDAP)." A possible venue to avoid potential pitfalls, such as
exaggerating the populatised post-war image of the “Nazi Occult™ and over-
emphasising the impact of “border science” (e.g,, parapsychology, cosmobi-
ology, and Wortld Ice Theory) on a national socialist wotldview;’ is to nuance
historical conflations of esotericism and politics; for instance, to acknowl-
edge that both the far-right and the far-left have engaged with esoteric beliefs
and practices.* This approach also includes late nineteenth- and eatly twen-
tieth-century discussions on race, a necessary component to consider. As
outlined by Peter Staudenmaier, the primary reasons for doing so are that
“occult racial doctrines are best viewed neither as precursors to Nazism nor as
innocuous expressions of spiritual harmony but as efforts to stake out a specit-
ically esotetic position within the contested terrain of modern race thinking”

The contested terrain of what was then modern race thinking that
Staudenmaier is referring to also played a part in the emergence of national
socialism outside Germany. Interwar national socialists in Nordic coun-
tries generally believed that a revolutionary racial regeneration would
give rise to a racially homogeneous society. Heléne L66w and Nathaniél
Kunkeler argue in separate studies that the National Socialist Workers’
Party (Nationalsocialistiska Arbetarepartiet, NSAP), Sweden’s largest national
socialist party in the interwar period, sought to establish a “new elitist
society” founded on biological principles of race and subscribed whole-
heartedly to the notion that “race was the basis of social progress.” Terje
Emberland claims that the driving force of the Norwegian pagan national
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socialists was an idealised pan-Germanic utopia comprising every people
of the Nordic-Germanic race.” Oula Silvennoinen, in turn, states that the
Finnish Patriotic People’s Movement (Isanmaallinen Kansanliike), established
in 1932, and concerning foreign affairs, called for the creation of a Greater
Finland in which all “Finnic nationalities” would be united by a common
bond of blood, destiny, and culture.?

Even though scholars of national socialism in the Nordic countries
have made crucial findings on parallels and variations in how interwar
Nordic national socialists sought to consummate a utopic and racially pure
society, there is still a clear study deficit on how these ideas were construed.
Research is also lacking on whether—and if so, how—national socialists
in this region have engaged with esoteric thought when pursuing such
aspirations.” Focusing on interwar Swedish national socialism, as I will be
doing in this article, is therefore of historical importance for two reasons:
first, to contribute to previous research on how Nordic national social-
ists have perceived this racialised imagery of “the north”; and, second, to
display potential conflations of esoteric and radical nationalist thought in
the Nordic countries in the interwar period. Analysing these notions is
also of contemporary relevance given that national socialists throughout
the world have, according to Benjamin Teitelbaum, showcased imagery
of “the North” and praised people of Nordic race as “the whitest of all
whites.”"

My aim in this article is to analyse how national socialists in inter-
war Sweden construed and utilised ideas of a “Nordic spirit” and “race
psychology” in relation to their racial conceptions of the north. With this
aim, I intend to display how interwar Swedish national socialists drew
on ideas from the contested terrain of late nineteenth- and early twenti-
eth-century race thinking. To achieve this aim, I divide the study into three
parts. The first is a background section briefly depicting the emergence of
different race theories with an emphasis on Nordicism, to which interwar
Swedish national socialists generally adhered. The following two are my
analytical sections. The first highlights how the Manhem Society (Sazzfun-
det Manhem), established in 1934 with several national socialist members,
construed ideas of a Nordic spirit. The second part of my analysis displays
how the NSAP, established in 1933, elaborated on issues relating to race

psychology.

Notions of race in the late nineteenth- and early twentieth-centuries
Race can be defined, without adhering to the belief that there are existing
“races,” as the notion of a distinct group of people who is believed to share
a particular heritage and/or genealogy and whose biological and/or social
realities are seen as shaped by culture and/or environment.!' By conceptu-
alising race as a notion, and thereby as a “human invention” and a “social
construct,”” it can be understood as a product of long historical processes
preceding race as a biological term.”” When the notion of race became more
biologised over the nineteenth century, it also became, as stressed by Marius
Turda and Maria Sophia Quine, intricately entwined with other socio-political
notions and phenomena, such as culture, nation, and science."

Outlining the emergence of race theories in the nineteenth century is
exceedingly complicated. These theories drew on a centuries-long prehis-
tory and do not necessarily coincide with the term race’s linguistic history."
The emergence of race theories in the nineteenth century has largely been
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understood in light of the advance of modernity, which “opened up new
areas of enquiry to science and empowered empirical research to seek
wider, more ‘total’ explanations of human problems.”'
numerous and often novel disciplines, including psychology, anthropology,

Scholars from

and sociology, elaborated on the notion of race and were, at least in part,
fuelled by rival nationalist narratives and state competition for hegemony."”

Constructions of race theories were often entangled with a growing
interest in Asian religious traditions due in large part to the colonisation
of the corresponding regions by Western European nations and the influ-
ence of the emerging Social Darwinism approach on how to distinguish
“stronger” and “weaker” races." Ancient Vedic scriptures wete translated
into English, German, and French, and research institutes dedicated to the
emerging field of Indo-European studies were established across West-
ern Burope. Scholars of Indo-European studies, formed as a field of
linguistics, were (and still are) predominantly concerned with identifying
linguistic and cultural traces of how the Indo-European language family
originated and spread."” Whereas most philologists continued to maintain the
non-racial idea of an Indo-European language family, scholars focusing on
the notion of race began classifying the Indo-Europeans as a demarcated
group of people—the Aryan race—with specific physical characteristics:
blonde, blue-eyed, and a sturdy and dolichocephalic physique.®’

Scholars of race generally agreed that the “white” race, however it was
defined, was the most supreme human race. A fundamental disagreement
was where this race was said to have originated, culminating in mainly three
venues for categorising the white race: Aryan, Nordic, and Germanic.
National socialists in interwar Sweden later used all categories, sometimes
interchangeably, sometimes in combination (e.g., Nordic-Germanic,
Aryan-Germanic, or Nordic-Aryan), to demarcate the Swedes’ racial group
as imagined. When the categories evolved during the second half of the
nineteenth century, howevet, they often differed in shape and content.*’ The
category “Aryan,” etymologically deriving from the Vedic word dgrya (noble),
corresponds to the abovementioned race theory outlining the origin of the
Aryan race in prehistorical India. The category “Nordic” generally refers to
the idea that the white race originated in northern Europe, wherefrom it was
claimed to have migrated southwards, spread across the globe, and established
high civilisations in, for instance, ancient Greece, Persia, and India.” The cate-
gory “Germanic,” likely a derivation from the north-central European region
Germania during the Roman era, is arguably the most difficult to define since
it tended to telate to the two previous categories.” Important figures of the
Romantic literary movement, such as Friedrich von Schlegel, disseminated the
idea that European civilisation was the outcome of the continuous regenera-
tive influence of the allegedly pure Germanic blood. Houston Stewart Cham-
berlain further developed this idea almost a century later in his Die Grundlagen
des 19. Jabrbunderts (1899) when he anchored “Aryanism,” “Nordicism,” and
“Teutonism” in the ideology of so-called Germanic supetiority.*

National socialists in interwar Sweden generally considered the Swedish
people as part of a Nordic race. This notion connects with Nordicism, a
race theory popularised in the late nineteenth century, according to which
the Nordic race is a superior but endangered race descending from the
far north. Represented in academic circles by scholars such as the anthro-
pologist Karl Penka, the archaeologist Gustav Kossinna, and the biologist
Ernst Krause, and, in the early twentieth century, by the zoologist Madi-
son Grant, the main argument was that if the so-called “white race” was
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considered superior to other races, one should look for its origins where
it was believed to have remained most pure. Nordicists varied on where
they believed this place was located but generally identified it as northern
Europe.”

The category of Nordic race was developed based on the theory of
Nordicism. In his Les races et les peoples de la terre (1900), French naturalist
and anthropologist Joseph Deniker identified six primary races—North-
ern, Eastern, Ibero-Insular, Western/Cenevole, Littoral/Atlanto-Med-
iterranean, and Adriatic/Dinaric—and four sub-races: sub-Northern,
Vistulian, North-Western, and sub-Adriatic.*® Deniket’s race theory influ-
enced Hans F. K. Gunther, who in several works published in the 1920s
promoted the idea that humanity consists of five races: Nordic, Western,
Dinaric, Eastern, and Baltic.”’” In the interim, he was also a vital ideologue
in the organisation Nordic Ring (Nordischer Ring), which, according to
Nicola Karcher, “played a significant role” within the Nordic Movement
(Nordische Bewegung) “both ideologically and regarding cooperation with
like-minded persons in the Nordic countries.”™ The Nordic Movement
was largely based on the idea of a Nordic thought (Nordische Gedanke),
characterised by notions of the superiority of the Nordic race and the
need to save it from decline.”’

The category “Nordic” race became influential amongst scholars
of race in Sweden. In 1922, the state-financed State Institute for Racial
Biology (S7atens institut for rasbiologi) opened in Uppsala after an almost
unanimous decision in Swedish Parliament.”” Herman Lundborg, who
was both professor and head of the institute until his retirement in 1935,
believed that the Nordic race originated in Scandinavia and small parts of
northern Germany and the Netherlands, but that it was in decline, in his
view primarily due to race mixing, urbanisation, and materialism.” This
perception reflected views held by Guinther, who was a guest researcher at
the institute in the early 1920s. Lundborg was also inspired by the Swed-
ish physical anthropologists Anders Retzius and his son Gustaf Retzius,
both active in the second half of the nineteenth century. Anders Retzius
developed a method of subdividing the European population into differ-
ent races by categorising individuals into kortskallar (short skulls) and
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25
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29
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30
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langskallar (long skulls); a method that was pursued and developed by his
son, who was one of Lundborg’s teachers at the Karolinska Institute in
Stockholm.*

It would be anachronistic to consider race theories as a direct pathway
to national socialism. Nevertheless, where the Swedish interwar context
is concerned, they did play a role in the emergence of national socialist
movements in interwar Sweden, along with other socio-economic, politi-
cal, and cultural factors. In early twentieth century Sweden, democracy was
an emerging but contested form of governance, and Jews and Commu-
nists were considered by many as threatening Swedish national identity.”
These circumstances were substantiated by national romanticism and
Sweden’s general openness to German society, politics, and culture in the
early twentieth century.” The anti-democratic and pro-German sentiments
as well as widespread anti-Semitism and anti-Communism contributed to
why some individuals considered national socialism as a new beginning
and a path towards a utopian future, and thus as the solution to contem-
porary challenges. For instance, one of the first national socialist organisa-
tions in Sweden stated in its 1929 statutes that the “Golden International”
was controlling “the democratic outer world with its organisations [rang-
ing] from the Right to Communism” and that the organisation sought to
“bring the sense of primordial Swedish-ness to life.””® An aspect of this
was, from a national socialist point of view, to construe ideas in relation
to racial conceptions of the north. That was the case amongst members
of the Manhem Society.

Perceptions of a Nordic spirit in the Manhem Society
The Manhem Society was established in Stockholm on September 17, 1934,
when 184 men signed a founding document on the initiative of the engineer
Carl-Ernfrid Catlberg,® A few years later, the society had approximately 300
to 400 members, and its activities lasted until 1944.”” The primary objectives
of the society were to foster a “Nordic sense of culture and public educa-
tion” and to serve as a society for Swedes supporting the preservation of their
forefathers’ “cultural legacy.” It was claimed in the founding document that
this legacy was hidden but present in the Swedish people’s “blood and soil.””*®
According to the programme setting the groundwork for the society’s opera-
tions, an outlined wpplysningsverksambet (operation of enlightenment) was to be
cartied out by using “weapons of the spirit.””

The Manhem Society was established within a fragmented Swedish
national socialist landscape, characterised throughout the interwar period
by internal rivalties, conflicts, and temporary alliances.” The first national
socialist organisation in Sweden, the Swedish National Socialist Freedom
Association (Svenska Nationalsocialistiska Fribetsforbundet), was created in
1924 but never gained a numerable membership and lacked the finances
to spread outside the region of Virmland. The first nationwide national
socialist organisation was initiated in 1930 under the name New-Swedish
National Socialist Party (Nysvenska Nationalsocialistiska Partiet), comprising
factions inspired by German national socialism and Italian fascism.*' The
decision to combine national socialists and fascists was met with mixed
internal responses. Sven Olov Lindholm, editor of the party magazine
Var Kamp, considered the unification “an awkward compromise.”** Prom-
inent members of the party’s regional branches expressed similar ideas to
the party leader Birger Furugird.* Ideological divergences soon became
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untenable and the faction inspired by Italian fascism left the party. After the
split, the party was renamed the Swedish National Socialist Party (Svenska
Nationalsocialistiska Partiet, SNSP) with Furugdrd as “Reich leader.”*

The SNSP was the only national socialist party in Sweden in the early
1930s with approximately 3,000 members.* The situation changed in Janu-
ary 1933 when Lindholm attempted to stage a coup by deposing Furugard
and appointing himself as “Reich leader.” The coup failed and the Lind-
holm faction was excluded from the party. They established the NSAP
the next evening, and soon it outnumbered Furugird’s SNSP in terms
of votes cast in elections as well as membership.* The reasons behind
the schism between Furugard and Lindholm are complicated but can be
summarised as being caused by the SNSP’ failed parliamentary election
results as well as by personal conflicts and ideological differences between
Furugird and Lindholm.”

The Manhem Society was part of this fragmented national socialist
landscape in interwar Sweden. Carlberg emphasised in the membership
magazine Meddelanden fran Samfundet Manhem that it was both “completely
Jew-fre¢’ and “altogether independent and neutral” in its relations to vari-
ous “national party organisations,” such as the NSAP*

The Manhem Society had many sources of inspiration from eatly
modern and modern Swedish history. It was inspired by ideas professed
by the Geatish Society (Gitiska Forbundet), established in 1811 by distin-
guished Swedish poets and authors with the purpose of raising social
morality by contemplating Scandinavian antiquity.*” The main idea of the
Geatish Society, later highlighted by members of the Manhem Society,
was Gothicism, according to which Scandinavians were considered to be
descendants of the Swedish Geats, who in turn were identified with the
Goths. The tradition dates back to the fifteenth century at least, when the
Swedish Bishop Nicolaus Ragvaldi emphasised at the Council of Basel in
1434 that the Swedish monarch was the successor to the Gothic rulers and
that the Swedish delegation therefore merited a senior place. Gothicism
reappeared in the seventeenth century with the rediscovery of the Prose
Edda and the publication of the four-volume A#antica (1679-1702) by
the well-known Swedish scientist Olof Rudbeck the Elder. In this work,
he compared Sweden to Atlantis and the royal mounds at Old Uppsala
to Mount Olympus and claimed that the deities of ancient Greece must
have resided in Sweden.” The Manhem Society stressed, in keeping with
the tradition of Gothicism, that the Geatish Society was a historical and
spiritual forerunner of “new Geatish societal thought” and a natural
response to what was described in the founding document as the outside
wortld’s “harsh matetialism” and “blood-defiling politics.””" In light of this,
the members of the Manhem Society considered themselves as carrying
on the work of the Geatish Society.”*

Three sub-goals pervaded the Manhem Society in addition to the
fundamental principles established in the founding document and the
impact of Gothicism. The first sub-goal was to mediate knowledge
on cultural and social issues and to educate its members in a “personal
Nordic-Aryan spirit.” The second was to permeate the society’s activi-
ties with an “Evangelic-Nordic ethics.” The third was that the society,
in ethical and religious matters, should promote an Evangelical position
faithful to the “All-Father” and liberated from so-called superstitions of
the Old Testament.” These objectives, along with Nordicist ideas that the
north was the ancestral homeland of the Nordic race, had an impact on
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the worldview that was construed within the society. In Mera Jus! (1934),
published by Carlberg—and, according to its subtitle, setting the guide-
lines of society—he set forth what can be described as the society’s creed:

“We are not deniers of God. We believe in GOD ALIL-FATHER,
the Creator of Valhall, earth, and universe, the wise and supreme
Leader and Fighter of Light, who works with his eternal ideas
and holy, unwavering laws, in nature, in the life-giving sun, in the
culture-building light- and hero-worshipping human spirit and
not the least in our own truth-loving Swedish-Nordic people, on
whose honourable work and honest light struggle the true welfare
of humanity seem to depend. We are not race haters, but we de-
test and condemn crimes against the holy racial laws of God.”*

This creed may be interpreted as a direct product of the society’s third sub-goal
when seen in connection to Carlberg’s other Manhem texts. Catlberg claimed
that Jesus was of Aryan race and not Jewish descent.”® Accordingly, he
construed an alternative trinitatian belief centred on “God All-Father,” “the
heroic Jesus,” and “holy spirit.”® Cartlberg suggested that a nordande (Notdic
spirit) contained this triad and that the Swedish people were able to access it by
following what he called the “voice of the blood.””” According to the found-
ing document of Manhem Society, it was possible to follow the “voice of the
blood” by re-establishing contact with “the Atlantean-Geatish spirit” of Olof
Rudbeck the Elder. Regarding the nordande and Rudbeck’s “Atlantean-Geatish
spirit,” Carlberg claimed that racially pure Swedes were the heirs of the legend-
ary Manhem, which he argued was “the holy land of the Hyperboreans.”®

Carlberg had maintained for several years ideas of a supreme Nordic
race, and its seemingly intrinsic relationship with an intangible divine force,
when he initiated the creation of the Manhem Society. In the magazine
Nationen, described in previous research as the most vehement anti-Se-
mitic magazine in interwar Sweden,” he suggested in 1931 that Sweden
was “the primordial homeland of Nordic-Aryan race.”® A year eatliert, he
gave an explanation to the church historian Emanuel Linderholm—who
would become part of the Manhem Society’s scientific board in 1934 with,
amongst others, Herman Lundborg®—as to his decision to substitute
“Wodan” for “Hitler”” in a poem and as to why doing so did not constitute
what he described as a return to paganism. The concept of God Carlberg
set forth in this letter has many similarities with the Manhem Society’s
creed he formulated four years later:

“This [to highlight Wodan] does not have to mean relapsing into
paganism. For me, personally, Wodan is in this case identical with
the only good and true God, who was there since the beginning;
The concept of “god” is a direct derivation of the concept of
“good,” and to me, the concept of Wodan still appears as the
highest potency of good and powerful and honest Germanism,
i.e., the ordinance of mind the world primarily needs in the strug-

gle against the sly evil of Judaism.”®

Besides Catlberg, other members of the Manhem Society professed ideas
relating to the Nordic race’s origins as imagined. It was suggested that World
Ice Theory, described in Meddelanden frin Sanmfundet Manhem as “a new revo-
lutionary wotld explanation theory,”®

b

could prove the existence of Atlantis
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and thus explain similarities between civilisations on both sides of the Atlan-
tic Ocean.” In keeping with Nordicism and the members’ references to the
“Atlantean-Geatish spirit” of Olof Rudbeck the Elder, the society invited
Herman Wirth, head of Heinrich Himmlet’s research institute SS-Ahnen-
etbe,” to give a lectute to the society on the subject of “Sweden and the
Oldest History of Germanic Spirit.” Wirth’s lecture was based on his book Der
Auwfgang der Menschheit (1928), in which Wirth claimed that the Nordic race orig-
inated in an Arctic-Atlantean high civilisation.® In his lecture for the Manhem
Society, held in Stockholm in September 1935, Wirth rejected the notion that
“Germanic culture” originated in Asia, emphasised that the Nordic-Ger-
manic race was a “culture-creating’ race, and stressed that it “stands before a
renaissance.”®’

The ideas of the north held by Manhem members were also related
to attempts to “cleanse” Christianity from its alleged Jewish contamina-
tion. This related to the society’s second and third sub-goals to promote
an “Evangelic-Nordic ethics” liberated from “Old Testament supersti-
tions.” Ernst Bernhard Almquist, the director of the Manhem Society
and a professor at the Karolinska Institute, incorporated ideas from the
Ariosophist Frenzolf Schmid’s Urtexte der ersten gittlichen Offenbarung (1931),
which maintained that the Old Testament was a “defiled revision” of the
“Aryan-Atlantean primeval Bible.” Such an argument proved, according
to Almquist, that Aryans had been confessing an “original” Christian-
ity for thousands of years ptior to “Jewish perversion.”®® He expressed
similar ideas, but without any Ariosophic content, in his texts published
in the NSAP’s theoretical magazine Nationell Socialism.” The pastor Nils
Hannerz,” the Manhem Society’s vice-chairman and religionsvirdare (keeper
of religion), was in turn influenced by Herman Wirth and his translation
of the forgery Ura-Linda-Chronik (1933). Hannerz stressed in one of his
Manhem pamphlets, Den levande gudens ord (1934), positively reviewed in
Swedish and German national socialist magazines,” that the deity Wralda
created the world and then humanity by dividing it into different races:
the people of “Frya” (the white race) as well as the peoples of “Finda”
and “Lyda” (the yellow and black races). The main purpose of the people

”72 Hannerz

of Frya was, according to Hannerz, “to keep the race pure.
also proclaimed that Wirth in many publications, such as Der Aufgang der
Menschheit, had accomplished “extensive research into ‘Atlantean-Nordic
primordial faith’ as the oldest religious conditions of humanity.”” Partly
based on these ideas, Hannerz claimed that Jesus’ teachings had been
falsified by Jews and considered it a necessity to follow up on previous
attempts to “Germanise” Christianity, as he suggested had been done in
the ninth-century The Helzand, by the thirteenth-century theologian Meister
Eckhart, and by Martin Luther.™

Like the Manhem Society, the NSAP incorporated racial conceptions
of the north. There were, however, apparent differences in how they
perceived this racial imagery. The Manhem Society was, arguably, more
“esoteric” in the sense that it depicted the “Nordic soul” as maintaining
a seemingly intrinsic relationship with an intangible divine force, adapted
elements from World Ice Theory and Ariosophy, and stressed that the
“Nordic spirit” comprised an alternative trinitarian belief that was consid-
ered to be hidden but present in the Swedish people’s “blood and soil.”
The NSAP, in turn, drew more heavily on race theories, more mainstream
in the contested terrain of what was then modern race thinking, including
perceptions of “race psychology” in order to elaborate on how the internal
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(soul) related to the external (body).

Perceptions of race psychology in the NS AP
After Sven Olov Lindholm and his faction had been excluded from the SNSP
and, as a response, established the NSAP in January 1933, Lindholm’s party
soon outnumbered Furugard’s SNSP in terms of votes cast in elections as
well as membership. Due to the SNSP’s diminishing influence, Lindholm
and Furugard co-wrote an article in the NSAP’s party magazine Den Svenske
Nationalsocialisten in November 19306, stating that the SNSP had been dissolved
and encouraging remaining party members to join the NSAP and its youth
otganisation Nordic Youth (Nordisk Ungdom).” The NSAP had at that point
become the largest national socialist party in Sweden by far, having approx-
imately 10,000 to 12,000 active members in 1935. In comparison, generic
Swedish fascist movements had in total approximately 30,000 members and
financers in the mid-1930s.”

The NSAP declared that it represented a Swedish form of national
socialism distinctly unrelated to the one practiced in Germany.”” That was
also the case in the party’s formative years.” Numerous articles in the party
magazine Den Svenske Nationalsocialisten emphasised how national socialism
was linked to the “best qualities” of the Swedish-Germanic being and how
it was essential to maintain the Nordic spirit because it aimed to teach the
Swedish people “how to get to know themselves.””

NSAP members’ notions of how a “Nordic spirit” related to “Swedish-
ness” were based on an aspired racial regeneration. This implied two things:
first, that national socialists should always prioritise racial survival over
self-preservation; and, second, by way of allusion, that an ancestral inher-
itance would connect biology and spirituality deep within every person. Per
Dahlberg, a prominent party ideologue, phrased it as follows in the first article
of the inaugural issue of Nationel] Socialism in January 1935:

“To us national socialists, what is thus essential in nationalism
is the sense that we all, regardless of whether we are working
with our hand or mind, are united by the strongest of bonds, #)e
blood, the sense of racial community and folk solidarity. But this
sense also sets up a categorical message for our practical actions, it
invites us to always put the people, the common nation’s interest,
before our own private benefits. We are solely cells in the great folk
organism, the leaves on the people’s tree, the waves in the people’s
ocean, we live as individuals only for a short period of time, but
if we only consider our duty towards the future and do not allow
the will to live fade away we can survive for thousands of years as
tribe and race. In that way must this nationalism for the individuals

take the shape of service under the people’s community.””®

Given that the ideas outlined by Dahlberg were formulated by a prominent
party ideologue, they can be interpreted as guidelines for the NSAP as a whole.
The words blod (blood) and folkgemenskap (people’s community)—the latter
being the Swedish equivalent to the German 1 o/ksgemeinschaft—were written
in italics, which implies that they were considered interrelated and essential
to the NSAPs self-declared mission to accomplish a national socialist society
through racial regeneration. In addition, Dahlberg’s ideas highlighted that the
NSAP considered national socialism to be a holistic worldview and not merely
a political ideology. This idea was also recurrent in Den Svenske Nationalsocialisten,
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in which it was repeatedly emphasised that national socialism was an “eter-
nal worldview;” the core of which was identified as the “Nordic racial idea.””!
National socialism was also depicted as a “principle” for the Nordic tribe’s
survival and Sweden’s freedom from alleged “Jewish” influences and “inter-
national” chains.** Dahlberg himself claimed that national socialism would
be realised when the Swedish people were able to perceive it as an internal
necessity.*’

The NSAP’s published material frequently included elaborations on
a unique Nordic racial soul as imagined. In the mid-1930s, Bengt Olov
Henning, who concentrated on what he called raspsykologi (race psychol-
ogy), was one of the party’s most important theorists on these topics. He
defined raspsykologi as a method that contributed to understanding what
an individual’s “spiritual nature” had in common with other people of
the same race.* The core of raspsykologi was, according to Henning, that
the most important differences between the races were to be found in the
spiritual realm. Acknowledging this aspect enabled one, in Henning’s view,
to confirm that the degeneration of the Nordic racial soul was caused by
“alien racial souls.”® Based on notions of raspsykologi, Henning argued that
the Nordic people would become a “living unit” and be given a “higher
purpose” by adapting to a Nordic worldview, which he claimed was repre-
sented by national socialism. Additionally, he emphasised that finding an
expression for the Nordic racial soul was the primary goal of the Swedish
people, given that he considered them as “the purest carriers of the Nordic
blood.””®® Besides his activities in the NSAP, he lectured twice about the
Nordic racial soul for members of the Manhem Society in which he seems
to have been faitly active in the mid-1930s.”

Henning was influenced by Ludwig Ferdinand Clauss, to whom he
frequently referred.” Clauss was a prominent race scientist in Germany in
the 1920s and 1930s and is believed to have been the second most popular
German author on race in the 1920s and 1930s after Hans F. K. Gunther.*
Henning put a particular emphasis on Clauss’ main work, Die nordische Seele
(1923), which was published in eighteen editions between 1926 and 1943.”
He was particularly interested in Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde (theory of racial
soul), the basis of which is a strict rejection of anthropological definitions
of race in favour of internal, psychological traits to construe racial differ-
ences. By doing so, Clauss proposed that race was something invisible and
not subordinated to the body. It has been suggested that this separated
Clauss from other race scientists and vi/kisch ideologues.”

Besides attempting to render wilkisch race ideology into the language
and terminology of philosophy and contemporary humanities—he had
an academic background in philosophy and philology—Clauss adapted
aesthetic terms like 7/ (style), Ausdruck (expression), and, arguably the
most important, Gestalt.”” While Gestalt was seldom defined in the German
intellectual landscape of the 1920s, the concept signified in Clauss’ writ-
ings an internal structure or constitutive idea connecting the external body
and the internal soul. By claiming that a soul of a special style can only
express itself adequately in a corresponding body, Clauss defined race as
hereditary Gestalt and stressed that Rassenseelenkunde could contribute to
accomplishing harmony between the “external” and “internal” spheres.”

Henning incorporated Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde into his race psycho-
logical approach as the foundation of racial regeneration and related it
to the school of gestalt psychology. The basic idea of gestalt psychol-
ogy, represented by Max Wertheimer, amongst others, is that organisms
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Religiographies

perceive entire patterns or configurations and not merely separate compo-
nents; in other words, that the mind understands external stimuli as wholes
rather than as the sums of their parts.” Based on this psychological
approach, different laws of Prignanz, describing how individuals perceive
an assortment of objects, are believed to be inherent in different human
cultures and animals.” By drawing on these laws of Prignanz, Henning
put a particular emphasis on “the law of past experience,” according to
which visual stimuli under certain circumstances are categorised according
to past expetiences.”® Henning himself stated that every soul was charac-
terised by psychological experiences in the past, such as grief, and that the
soul’s “destiny” was based on these past expetiences.”

Henning claimed that gestalt psychology determined three things:
first, whether a phenomenon in the soul should be suppressed or devel-
oped; second, whether the soul was active or passive; and third, it deter-
mined the expetience’s vigrirelse (wave movement).” He applied this model
to different races and declared that the Nordic, Mediterranean, and Orien-
tal racial souls were active whereas the Alpine and Mongolian racial souls
were passive. He also stated that the Nordic soul’s wave movement tended
upwards into “the infinite” and that church towers represented this move-
ment. The indication, according to Henning, was that Christian faith and
Notdic being were compatible.”

Through this model, Henning claimed that the racial soul was the
deepest aspect of human life and that the Nordic race had perfected the
idea of nationality."” This drew him to the conclusion that Clauss’ theo-
ries of a racial soul differed from Gunther’s. While summarising Gunther’s
theories in terms of a racial soul combining different characteristics,
Henning preferred Clauss’ theories by claiming that Clauss considered
the racial soul as a spiritual capacity.'” Based on this standpoint and in
relation to gestalt psychology, Henning described race mixing as the most
damaging element to racial purity because different forces in that case
would “meet” in the same soul fighting for internal, spiritual power.'”

Even though Henning tended to be critical of how Giinther described
the characteristics of the Nordic racial soul, he was nevertheless influ-
enced by his theories. He especially engaged with how Giinther demar-
cated the alleged superiority of the Nordic race by subordinating the
Dinaric, East Baltic, Eastern, and Western races.'”” This implicated that
he combined Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde with notions of Blut und Boden that
were vivid in, but not restricted to, Gunthet’s race theoties. In a lecture
for members of the Manhem Society, Henning noted that the Nordic
race must have had certain characteristics to prosper in its primordial
homeland. He thus considered the Nordic race as the most supreme race
given that it had evolved in harsh environmental conditions.'” In addition,
Henning included mythological elements to strengthen his ideas of a supe-
rior Nordic racial soul. He suggested, by referring to Clauss, that Nordic
man is characterised by a longing for eternal life and a sense of individual
loneliness. He claimed that the first characteristic was expressed in the Old
Norse poem Viluspd describing a new world after Ragnarék, whereas the
second characteristic was illustrated by Meister Eckhart and what Henning
described as his “Germanic sense of God,” according to which Henning
suggested that Eckhart highlighted remoteness as a “synthesis of loneli-
ness and closeness to God.”!'"”

Far from every NSAP member considered themselves influenced
by Ludwig Ferdinand Clauss’ Rassenseelenkunde, but ideas similar to those
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construed by Bengt Olov Henning were expressed by other party ideo-
logues. Per Dahlberg, for instance, considered race as a “physical-psycho-
logical totality.”'" NSAP elaborations on the racial soul, which resembled
those construed in the Manhem Society, implicated how to interpret
faith-related issues. Dahlberg stated that persons criticising “the race idea”
from a Christian point of view were also criticising the omnipotent power
which, in his view, originally created the races as distinctly unrelated to
each other in body and soul.!’” Gerhard Ossian Tornberg, a priest in Over-
kalix in northern Sweden who represented the NSAP’s standpoint on
theological issues, claimed that racial preservation meant fulfilling a divine
message.'” In several articles in Nationen, one of which was published as a
pamphlet and advertised as recommended reading in Den Svenske Nation-
alsocialisten,"” the pseudonym Ansgar stated that Jesus and Adolf Hitler
represented an “eternal Aryan religion” and that national socialism was an
expression of “eternal Christianity.”” This implied, according to Ansgar,
that Hitler was to be considered as “the Luther of the new Aryan Refor-
mation.”""” Other party members drew more heavily on Norse mythol-
ogy by affirming that depictions of the gods’ struggles against the giants
in the Edda represented a fight between the forces of light and darkness
and that an element hidden in the Nordic racial soul was that Nordic man
was inherently a “hero of the race.”'"" In other cases, when confessional
and mythological aspects were omitted, some party members stressed that
the racial soul was the primary reason why the Nordic people was racially
supetior.''?

This indicates that the NSAP considered national socialism as a
holistic worldview that consummated a supreme Nordic way of being
as imagined. Instances of this worldview were claimed to have appeared
throughout history, whether fictionally or otherwise, in Norse mythology,
in Meister Eckhart’s “Germanic” Christianity, and in Luther’s teachings.
Accordingly, the party stressed that national socialism had perfected this
worldview and that it was possible to complete racial regeneration only if
the Nordic race—and hence, the Swedish people—was able to reconnect
with its alleged internal and superior racial soul. Of course, the idea of
racial regeneration as a means to accomplish a national socialist order did
not differ from other interwar national socialist movements inside and
outside Europe.'” The NSAP did, however, include their racial concep-
tions of the north into a specific national project: regenerating the Nordic
race was believed to be the overall venue through which Swedish society
would turn into a national socialist state.

Concluding reflections
In this article, I have analysed how national socialists in interwar Sweden
construed and utilised ideas of a “Nordic spirit” and “race psychology” in
relation to their racial conceptions of the north. I have outlined these ideas in
three parts: first, by briefly depicting the emergence of different race theories
with an emphasis on Nordicism; second, by highlighting how the Manhem
Society construed ideas of a “Nordic spirit”’; and, third, by displaying how the
NSAP elaborated on issues relating to “race psychology.”

Even though I have focused solely on two organisations—which
leaves out the remaining two major interwar Swedish national socialist
political parties, the SNSP and the National Socialist Bloc (Nationalsocial-
istiska Blockel)—I suggest that this analysis has two interrelated outcomes.
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First, that national socialists in interwar Sweden perceived the racialised
imagery of “the north” rather differently, even though both the Manhem
Society and the NSAP drew on the Nordicist tradition to stress that the
Nordic race, and thereby the Swedish people, were supreme in relation to
other imagined races. Whereas the Manhem Society’s racial conceptions
of the north were largely based on ideas of a “Nordic spirit” comprising
an alternative trinitarian belief that was believed to be hidden but present
in the Swedish people’s blood and soil, the NSAP elaborated on how the
internal (soul) related to the external (body) by incorporating ideas which
Bengt Olov Henning referred to as “race psychology.” This helped pave
the way for the NSAP to consider national socialism as an “eternal world-
view” allegedly based on a Nordic racial idea as a “physical-psychological
totality.” In light of this, it is insufficient to suggest that national socialists
have subscribed wholeheartedly to ideas of race biology. Maintaining the
internal racial soul was, in a national socialist view, at least equally impor-
tant as the physical body in the pursuit of racial regeneration.

The second outcome of this analysis relates to the issue of the alleged
esoteric underpinnings of national socialism and, by extension, the poten-
tial conflations of nationalism and esotericism. As stressed by Justine
Bakker, race matters in and for esotericism and its study.'"* This is an
obvious but important insight to be able to contextualise the origins of
national socialism—inside and outside Germany—and to give sense to
esoteric (radical) nationalist thought in the interwar period, without repeat-
ing sensationalist post-1945 narratives on the “Nazi Occult.”'"® Accord-
ingly, by building on Bakker’s argument, nationalism also matters in and
for esotericism and its study. This implies that in order to grasp relations
between nationalist and esoteric thought in the interwar period, scholars
should also take the contested terrain of late nineteenth- and early twen-
tieth-century race thinking into consideration. Thus, I would not propose
that the Manhem Society and the NSAP construed occult racial doctrines
to stake out a specifically esoteric position within Swedish society, nor that
their ideas of racial regeneration represented a case of “esoteric fascism”
in the Nordic countries. Rather, their racial conceptions of the north were
part of navigating the contested terrain of what was then modern race
thinking in order to determine alleged racial foundations of a Nordic
sense of being. While these conceptions at times included instances of
(racialised) esoteric thought, such as the Manhem Society’s references to
Ariosophists and World Ice Theory, they should not be overemphasised
as forms of esoteric fascism.

However, studying relations between esoteric and fascist/national
socialist thought in an interwar Scandinavian context is not a dead end
and deserves more scholarly attention. A premise for undertaking such an
endeavour is to take various national and transnational circumstances into
consideration—e.g., debates on race—by focusing on careful historical
contextualisation and by avoiding popular oversimplification.'"® By doing
s0, it is possible to understand both the complex yet somewhat marginal
interwar conflations of esoteric and national socialist thought and that
national socialists who tended to be drawn to esoteric thought were so as
an attempt, amongst other possible venues, to make sense of the world.
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