READING 19

Pledging Allegiance

When Paul von Hindenburg died on August 2,1934, Hitler combined

 the positions of chancellor and president. He was now the Fuehrer 

and Reich Chancellor, the Head of State, and the Chief of Armed Forces. 

In the past, German soldiers had taken this oath: “I swear loyalty to the

Constitution and vow that I will protect the German nation and its 

lawful establishments as a brave soldier at any time and will be 

obedient to the President and my superiors.” Now Hitler created a new 

oath.“I swear by God this sacred oath, that I will render unconditional 

obedience to Adolf Hitler, the Fuehrer of the German Reich and people, Supreme Commander of the Armed Forces, and will be ready as a brave soldier to risk my life at any time for this oath.”

In his book, The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, William Shirer said the new oath

“enabled an even greater number of officers to excuse themselves from any personal

responsibility for the unspeakable crimes which they carried out on the orders of the

Supreme Commander whose true nature they had seen for themselves... One of the

appalling aberrations of the German officer corps from this point on rose out of this

conflict of ‘honor’ – a word… often on their lips... Later and often by honoring their oath

they dishonored themselves as human beings and trod in the mud the moral code of their

corps.”40




From Facing History, Holocaust and Human Behavior book
Discussion questions:

· What is the main difference between the two oaths?
· How significant is that difference and what are the implications?
· What oaths do people take today?
· Which comes first- one's military duty or one's moral duty?
· Can an oath excuse one from personal responsibility?
The new oath “enabled an even greater number of officers to excuse


themselves from any


personal responsibility for the unspeakable crimes which they carried out on the orders of the Supreme Commander whose true


nature they had seen for


themselves.”














