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THE "HONOR OF LABOR" 

Industrial workers and the power of 

symbols under National Socialism 

AlfLudtke 

In the following article Alf Ludtke demonstrates the importance of 
"symbolic practice" in the Third Reich, an aspect of Nazism that earlier 
social historians were inclined to dismiss as superficial and meaningless 
rhetoric meant to disguise the "real" economic and political interests that 
Nazism served. Walter Benjamin had drawn attention, in the mid-
1930s, to the Nazis' "aesthetization of politics" in the form of huge 
meetings and marches, or mass sporting events. But LUdtke suggests 
that these mass spectacles should not obscure the power of the less 
dramatic, everyday use of symbols by the Nazis. LUdtke focusses in 
particular upon the rich symbolism surrounding and representing 
manual work. He contends that even workers who had supported the 
Social Democrats or Communists during the Weimar Republic displayed 
ambivalent attitudes toward the Nazi regime after 1933. The Nazis 
attempted to exploit this "sceptical acquiescence" with a "symbolic 
offering" in the form, for example, of Nazi insistence on the importance 
of"German quality work" and "the honor of labor," enduring "cultural 
icons" in German society that could engage the sympathies of a wide 
range of ordinary Germans, from factory engineers to skilled workers, 
regardless of their former political persuasions. 

In support of this argument, Ludtke digs deeply into the many, 
sometimes ambiguous and contradictory, layers of meaning that German 
workers themselves attached to industrial work. He shows that the 
identities of male German workers were intimately connected with the 
sights, sounds, smells, textures, symbols and images that surrounded 
and represented industrial work. LUdtke suggests that the Nazi language 
of labor expressed meanings attached by ordinary workers to work that 
the Marxist language of class did not. German socialists recognized that 
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