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In 1938, Wilhelm Lienenkamper wrote that
"[t]he idea of National Socialism demands totality
and sacrifice. And we have to bring that message
time and again to those people who for some rea-
son see the nature protection movement as a mar-
ginal and subordinate one" (pp. 1-2). This citation,
which connects National Socialist ideology to the
German conservation movement, is the starting
point of Frank Uekoetter's impressive new book.
While such statements are far from representa-
tive of the environmentalist literature of the peri-
od, one may be tempted to perceive strong ideo-
logical parallels between official Nazi ideology
and the conservation-oriented facet of German so-
ciety. However, to Uekoetter's credit, he seeks to
avoid the commonly held stereotypes of rabidly
antisemitic Germans driven solely by ideological
concerns, aiming instead to provide a nuanced
analysis of the complex forces, motives, and in-
tentions at work in the conservation movement's
relationship to the Nazi government.

While a growing literature dealing with simi-
lar topics has appeared in recent years, this book
offers the most specifically focused analysis of the
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cooperation between the various segments of the
conservation community and the National Social-
ist hierarchy, along with the serious implications
of this union, implications that extend far beyond
ecology.[1] In this volume, Uekoetter draws effec-
tively on a wealth of primary and secondary
sources to provide a gestalt of the conservation
movement's relationship to Nazism prior to and
during the war, as well as its perception of its own
behavior in the conflict's aftermath. In chapters
that approach the subject both chronologically
and thematically, Uekoetter reveals the intricacies
of what he terms the "almost Faustian bargain" of
the conservationists with Nazi leadership leading
up to the war (p. 166), wartime developments that
led some members of the conservation communi-
ty to become "accomplices" in developing the
"blueprints for genocide" (pp. 13, 155), and the ex-
culpatory, postwar attitude that the movement
had remained independent of political develop-
ments, "shrouding the Nazi experience in graceful
silence" (p. 188). On this last point, Uekoetter's
study provides a useful elaboration on Thomas
Lekan's recent criticism of German conservation-
ists' "postwar claims that Heimat activities and lo-



cal social life provided an 'oasis' from Nazi tyran-
ny during the dark days of the Third Reich."[2] Ev-
idently, this attitude still persists among many
conservationists to this day.

Early in his volume, Uekoetter evokes the
"polycentric" school of thought, which emphasizes
the "institutional anarchy" at the heart of the
many Nazi institutions and the competing inter-
ests of their individual members (p. 8). Under this
model, which has also fed the functionalist side of
the historiographical debate over the evolution of
the Holocaust, Adolf Hitler's direct influence is
minimized while crucial importance in the devel-
opment of events is attributed to lower-level and
local initiatives.[3] While this wider theoretical
arena could perhaps have been plumbed more ex-
tensively, Uekoetter's representation of conserva-
tionists' arguments and activities demonstrates
that their attachments to Nazi ideology, and their
indifference to its disastrous consequences, were
far from insignificant. Seeking to fill a gap in the
existing literature, Uekoetter also devotes much
attention to the widespread effects of the Nazi
regime on the environment itself. Indeed, despite
the "strong affection, if not enthusiasm" (p. 61) in-
spired in conservationists by the establishment of
a Reich Nature Protection Law in 1935 (only
shortly before the infamous Nuremberg Laws
abolished citizenship and other rights for German
Jews) and sporadic support by elements of the
Nazi leadership, the expansion of agriculture and
industry in preparation for war had a devastating
impact on the countryside.[4]

Uekoetter's study can be situated within the
broader problem regarding the complicity of
prominent German intellectuals through their im-
pact on or conformity to National Socialist views
and values. The controversial roles of Martin Hei-
degger's philosophy, Richard Wagner's music and
Leni Reifenstahl's films, to take only a few exam-
ples, remain as unpalatable and unresolved as
they are relevant.[5] Uekoetter's volume demon-
strates that the overall acceptance of Nazism by
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the conservation movement is yet another symp-
tom of "the stunning ability of the Nazi regime to
befriend intellectuals even when they were not in
league with the Nazis' overarching ideology," an
acceptance that resounds in contemporary times
as "a sobering reminder of the extent to which in-
tellectuals can be seduced" (p. 4). It also, of course,
has the potential to shed some light on the rea-
sons behind the overwhelming acceptance of
Nazism by German society as a whole.

As in more general studies of the level of sup-
port for the Nazi regime within the German popu-
lation, or even of the motives of perpetrators of
wartime atrocities, the question of whether cer-
tain individuals and groups were ideologically or
strategically motivated, true believers or pragmat-
ic opportunists, antisemitic or "merely" indiffer-
ent, is invariably far from a clear-cut issue.[6] The
volume's resonance within these broad problems
ensures that its relevance encompasses more than
a purely environmentalist audience. Uekoetter
stresses the ambiguities of conservationists' mo-
tives and intentions, and the resulting difficulties
in reaching a moral judgment: "If one thinks of
conservation as 'good' and the Nazis as 'bad,' and
any connection between them both as 'strange,’
does one not fall into a crude and naive essential-
ization of 'eternal good' and 'universal evil?...
Rushing to a verdict and condemning every link
between the conservationists and the Nazi regime
may look like good political judgment on first
glance, but it quickly leads to a dead end" (pp.
3-4). In this sense, one may relate Uekoetter's
project to Auschwitz survivor Primo Levi's highly
influential concept of the "grey zone," which
warns against attempting to understand human
behavior through hasty moral judgments and a
simplifying "Manichaean tendency which shuns
half-tints and complexities."[7] At the same time,
Uekoetter does not seek to absolve conservation-
ists of any wrongdoing: "As far as we know, there
was no contribution, however minimal, from the
conservation movement to the German resis-
tance. Obviously, the credentials that the Nazi



regime had earned through the passage of the na-
tional conservation law did not wear off com-
pletely until the Nazis' total defeat" (p. 166).

While quite rightly not hesitating to accord
responsibility to conservationists for their often
dubious behavior and ideological stances, Uekoet-
ter displays careful moral deliberation through-
out his analysis, acknowledging ambiguity where
it remains rather than condemning his subjects
outright. The problems inherent in generalization
are underlined by the fact the conservation move-
ment lost several members identified as Jews by
the Nazi government, occurrences that are unfor-
tunately given only brief attention. Nonetheless,
Uekoetter's discussion serves to reinforce Levi's
fundamental observation that "the greater part of
historical and natural phenomena is not simple,
or not simple with the simplicity that we would
like," and demonstrates that the behavior of con-
servationists in Nazi Germany is a case in point.
[8] In a similar way to Levi's dismissal of a black-
and-white binary opposition between "good" and
"evil," Uekoetter's volume argues for and provides
a nuanced exploration of the important part
played by the conservation movement in the his-
tory of Nazi Germany. To conclude with Uekoet-
ter's words: "The green were brown to some ex-
tent--all too many of them. The story that emerges
is a complicated one, with many facets that defy a
simple narrative or a clear-cut explanation. It is a
story of ideological convergence, of tactical al-
liances, of simple careerism, of implication in
crimes against humanity, and of deceit and denial
after 1945. It is a story that many environmental-
ists will find disturbing. That is what makes it im-
portant” (p. 16).
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