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ABSTRACT 

SARAH MIDDLEBROOK ARMOR 

IDENTIFYING THE MORAL SENSE: CASES STUDIES 
 IN RESISTANCE TO TYRANNY 

DECEMBER 2013 

This study focuses on four individuals who resisted tyranny under Hitler during 

National Socialism. These four resisters: Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sophie Scholl, Karel 

Čapek, and Marie-Madeleine Fourcade, were selected based on their varying 

backgrounds. It is the purpose of this study to identify a correlating motive within 

all four individuals that transcends their age, background, culture, and gender. An 

explanation of why these four people resisted Hitler can be explained by Francis 

Hutcheson and the moral sense. Also, our admiration for these individuals will also 

be addressed in Adam Smith’s philosophy of sympathy. It is the intent of this study 

to look within the Scottish Enlightenment philosophy of Francis Hutcheson and 

Adam Smith, for a better understanding of why people risked their lives for 

humanity.   
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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION: TYRANNY’S TRANSFORMATION  

When morals cease to be the foundation of individual choices, the decay of a nation 

will ultimately follow. Society is nothing in itself but simply an abstraction, 

dependent on the individual in order to be anything at all. On the other hand, 

individuals are entities that will always exist independently. Because governments 

must be dependent on its citizens, government is nothing more than the reflection of 

their will. This will may not necessarily be what the people want, but what they are 

willing to do. Sometimes, this reflection of will is the will of citizens to do nothing at 

all.  Thus, tyranny’s development depends on its citizens to willingly do nothing.  

Government can only sustain itself for as long as people allow it to continue.  All the 

power given to a tyrant is that which he counts on from the still and silent citizen. 

There is nothing more threatening to an oppressive government than the movement 

of its citizens to act morally. World War II proved to be a time when many citizens 

around the world opted to stay silent while tyranny settled in. The twentieth 

century has seen some of the most oppressive forms of tyranny unparalleled in 

world history. In an attempt to control and manipulate society for purposes beyond 

reason, citizens have come to see their most basic freedoms swept away by the 

hands of those like Hitler, Stalin, Lenin, Bashar al Assad, and Saddam Hussein. It was 

during this time that the term tyranny came to mean something much different than 
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when it was used in its original context by the Ancient Greeks.  A tyrant, according 

to Plato, was a ruler who obtained full government control illegally and used this 

power to rule in his own self-interest. This form of tyranny, however, did not 

necessarily bear the extreme negative connotations we associate with it today. 

Tyrants of the twentieth century have by all accounts surpassed simply ruling for 

self-interest, and have bestowed upon the world such wickedness that even the 

Ancients could not have imagined a tyrant’s potential.  

World War II did not merely show the decay of governments and give rise to a 

selfish tyrant. Hanna Arendt and others have come to describe this new kind of 

inhumane dictatorship as totalitarianism. Hannah Arendt addresses this kind of 

tyranny as something completely different; an ideology of powerful domination that 

attracts its victims through propaganda, indoctrination, and manipulation. Arendt 

argues that a considerable amount of preparation must go into such a government 

for totalitarianism to take hold. This process includes multiple steps of conditioning 

people to forget what they know of justice, morals, and humanity. Domination of the 

most malicious kind, backed by ridding society of its ability to recognize injustice, 

contributed to the rise of modern day tyrants. These dictators were not simply 

rising to power illegally and ruling in their own self-interest, but attempting to 

systematically rid society of its humanity. Arendt believes that while this was not 

fully accomplished by Hitler, by and large, it was successful in concentration camps. 

“As long as all men have not been made equally superfluous-and this had been 
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accomplished only in concentration camps-the ideal of totalitarian domination has 

not been achieved” (Arendt 428). There are those who, in times of great oppression, 

sought to stand up for humanity and reintroduce morality to their neighbors. The 

only way for totalitarianism to be defeated is for the individual to identify what is 

right. This, today, is sometimes referred to as one’s conscience, character, or 

integrity.  In an attempt to rediscover this morality, biographers have sought out 

those who have displayed the greatest amounts of courage in the most difficult of 

times. Their efforts are particularly heroic because twentieth century tyranny is an 

historical climax of unprecedented cruelty. In order to revisit the most difficult 

times in history, when common morality was needed the most, many scholars have 

returned to World War II- Germany.  

Many biographers have turned to uncover the story of a German theologian who 

assisted in the closest attempt at the assignation of Hitler, Valkyrie. Others look to a 

young girl, who was particularly brave, as she risked her life distributing leaflets for 

the resistance at the University of Munich. Although there was much opposition to 

Hitler in Germany, other countries were just as anxious to rid their nation of Hitler’s 

influence. The French led many underground networks, but none as crucial to the 

war effort as the largest French resistance group, the Alliance, led by a woman; 

fearless, a leader, and long remembered as a vital part of the resistance. The literary 

world was not excluded in participating in the resistance. Particularly, a Czech 

writer in Prague, most commonly known for inventing the word robot, helped 
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society see the destruction of humanity by tyranny through plays and novels. It is by 

their efforts that we look to understand what it means to be courageous.  It has long 

been understood who they are, but why they acted is rarely discussed. Why would 

these people who could have otherwise led a normal life risk everything including 

death for ideas like freedom, humanity, and liberty? Their ability to withstand and 

resist totalitarianism in accordance to their own judgment has proved to be 

something of a continuous study for years after their deaths’. Those who have 

resisted Hitler, and other tyrants, are admired not only for who they were but what 

they believed in. Yet, the ultimate question remains, what was the motive behind 

those who participated in the resistance? Furthermore, is it possible that the motive 

behind multiple resisters is the same?  If this can be understood, then perhaps we 

can also address why we admire them.  

In an attempt to identify a correlating link between those who resisted tyranny, this 

study will compare four resisters of different background, gender, age, culture, and 

nationality. Tyranny, in particular to this paper, will focus on the rule and regime of 

Hitler and National Socialism. The following resisters to tyranny will be discussed: 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sophie Scholl, Marie-Madeleine Fourcade, and Karel Čapek. 

Two of the four are German, one is French, and the other Czech. Each of these 

individuals has very different situations, talents, cultures, and lifestyles. Even so, 

each of these individuals acted in resistance to tyranny. Perhaps there exists a 

correlating motive that transcends their differences. During the Scottish 
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Enlightenment Francis Hutcheson made the study of the moral sense popular. His 

assertion that within all of us is a natural ability to recognize morality was 

groundbreaking. His teachings were so influential that students of his included 

Adam Smith and David Hume. His explanation of how we feel, sense, and understand 

could very well be the underlining motive in all four of these resisters.  
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CHAPTER II 

DIETRICH BONHOEFFER, REBELLIOUS THEOLOGIAN 

Dietrich Bonhoeffer was a German theologian and founder of the Confessing Church 

in Germany during the 1930s. Born to the family of Karl Bonhoeffer and Paula von 

Hase, who had eight children, Dietrich grew up immersed in literature, religion, and 

music. As for Dietrich, he was the youngest boy and a twin to sister Sabine. Dietrich 

enjoyed a decent childhood and was brought up in all the comforts of life. Both Karl 

and Paula came from distinguished families and carried this status with them among 

the most prominent families in Germany. Karl’s family settled in Schwabisch Hall in 

Germany where they had remained local and well respected for centuries. “Karl 

Bonhoeffer’s father, Friedrich Ernst Philipp Tobias Bonhoeffer (1828-1907), was a 

high ranking judiciary official throughout Wüttemberg, and he ended his career as 

president of the Provincial Court in Ulm” (Metaxas 7). Karl’s mother, Julie 

Bonhoeffer, engaged in liberal political activity during the nineteenth century. This 

individualistic and very liberal attitude would later make itself known in the 

Bonhoeffer children, especially Dietrich. Karl remained a distinguished psychiatrist 

and neurologist throughout his life. Paula was a school teacher and spent the 

majority of her time schooling and caring for their eight children. Although modest 

in her role as mother, Paula had just as impressive a family history as Karl. “Paula 

Bonhoeffer’s parents and family were closely connected to the emperor’s court at 



7 

 

Potsdam” (6). Her aunt Pauline was a lady in waiting to Crown Princess Victoria. 

Paula’s mother and father were both artists, as Paula managed to soak up as much 

culture as she could possibly absorb as a child. Her grandfather Karl August von 

Hase was a famous theologian and met face-to-face with Goethe. Needless to say, the 

Bonhoeffer children were a part of a lineage that saluted artists, musicians, 

theologians, countesses, and high ranking officials.  

Bonhoeffer entered the study of theology at the University of Tübingen and finished 

at the University of Berlin, where he studied with well-respected professors such as 

Adolf von Harnack and Reinhold Seeberg. Harnack, like many other theologians at 

the time, took a historical approach to theology, known as liberal theology. 

Bonhoeffer, although he respected his professors, preferred to look outside the 

University to Karl Barth, who was perhaps one of the most popular theologians of 

the century. The Epistle to the Romans written in 1922 by Barth brought him a lot of 

attention. Karl Barth’s approach to theology was that of neo-orthodox, a belief that 

God is “alive” and Christians should act in obedience to commands by God. This 

approach was much different than that of Harnack. Bonhoeffer was caught between 

the two greatest rival perspectives in theology of the century.  The neo-orthodox 

“Barthians” and the historical –critical liberal theology that was groundbreaking at 

Berlin University provided Bonhoeffer with an interesting mixture of original 

thought. Because Bonhoeffer was developing his theories across opposing 

theological lines, when it came time to write his dissertation, Seeberg was disgusted 
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to find out that Bonhoeffer entertained the ideas of Barth. Thus, Bonhoeffer 

compromised with Harnack and Seeberg by writing on dogmatic and historical 

theology. “He would write about the subject he had begun puzzling over in Rome, 

namely, What is the church? It was eventually titled Sancorum Communio: A 

Dogmatice Inquiry into the Sociology of the Church. Bonhoeffer would identify the 

church as neither a historical entity nor an institution, but as Christ existing as 

church-community. It was a stunning debut” (63).  His dissertation, Act and Being, 

served as the second part to his thesis Sanctorum Communio. Some of Bonhoeffer’s 

collected works include: Act and Being, Ethics, The Cost of Discipleship, and Life 

Together, just to name a few. Bonhoeffer wrote a considerable amount during his 

life. Other works of Bonhoeffer include poems, sermons, correspondence, and 

papers compiled, mostly after his death, which help piece together the journey he 

traveled from minster to martyr. Bonhoeffer spent most of his life traveling as a 

lecturer, minister, and public speaker. In 1934 Bonhoeffer helped established the 

Confessing Church. This church was meant to serve as the true German Church. 

Bonhoeffer thought the church had simply lost its original purpose of connecting 

people with God. “Politics” was playing the upper hand in the church as membership 

and roles within the church were being questioned. Under Hitler, church 

membership became an important issue, and Bonhoeffer sought to address this 

issue in his paper, “The Question of the Boundaries of the Church and Church 

Union.” Bonhoeffer did not see boundaries in church, but church as a boundless 
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aspect of the Christian life. Bonhoeffer says that Martin Luther, during the 

Reformation, had answered the question of who belongs to the church, “Its first 

concern is not the unveiling of the divine mystery of who belongs to the church and 

who does not, the question of election and rejection, it is not aimed first and 

foremost at judging and distinguishing people…” (Kelly et al. 159). Yet, at this time 

and place, race for the Germans was taking hold of every aspect of life, including the 

church.  

Thus, the German Church was forced to adopt the “Aryan Paragraph” which expelled 

anyone not of Aryan descent from being an official or minister.  Bonhoeffer didn’t 

believe in this exclusion. Selecting who could be a part of the church was irrelevant 

and had been since the Reformation. Most German Christians believed that the Jews 

could be converted to Christianity via baptism, but the Aryan Paragraph was not so 

accommodating. It established that the Jews themselves were not lost spiritually but 

in fact were a lost cause because of their race. The Confessing Church refused to 

adopt this paragraph and was eventually dismantled. Bonhoeffer believed that the 

Confessing Church was now the “only” Christian church because it did not take into 

consideration racial boundaries. Bonhoeffer condemned the German Church as not 

being the “true Church of Jesus Christ in Germany,” and “…the Confessing Church 

has recognized that it has the responsibility of being and the commission to be the 

one true Church of Jesus Christ in Germany” (161). Bonhoeffer was greatly criticized 

for stating that those who turn knowingly away from the Confessing Church are 
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overtly rejecting their salvation. Yet, because the Confessing Church was this idea of 

a universal church which was the true Church of Jesus it meant that those who 

rejected the church were in fact rejecting the basic ideals of Christianity. Bonhoeffer 

was clearly battling with the German Church and its role in the community.  

Perhaps this study on the Christian Church was one of Bonhoeffer’s greatest 

contributions to theology. For the German Church to misconstrue the fundamental 

purpose of the church and its universality went against what Bonhoeffer had spoken 

about so frequently. Bonhoeffer was not ignorant to the racist attitudes around him. 

Even in America he experienced the reality of the Jim Crow laws. Yet, Bonhoeffer’s 

time spent in Rome, where he experienced mixed races worshipping together, was 

for him the picture of the universal church. “In Rome, he had seen Christians of 

many races and nationalities worshipping together; in the United States he had 

worshipped with African American Christians in Harlem; and via the ecumenical 

movement, he worshiped with other European Christians. The immediate question 

before him was, what is the church’s response to the Jewish question? But the 

question that stood behind that question was still, what is the church” (Metaxas 

152)? In The Church on the Jewish Question, Bonhoeffer opposes two common 

heresies against the Jews: they are not people and should be forced out of the 

Church, and two that they are not human and do not deserve to live. Bonhoeffer 

says, “The church has an unconditional obligation to the victims of any ordering of 

society, even if they do not belong to the Christian community” (Kelly et al. 132). 
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Furthermore, Bonhoeffer has been quoted repeatedly for saying that not only 

should Christians help non-Christians, but they should “jam a spoke in the wheel 

itself” of any group persecuting others. “Such action would be direct political action, 

and is only possible and desirable when the church sees the state fail in its function 

of creating law and order, i.e. when it sees the state unrestrainedly bring about too 

much or too little law and order” (132). There comes a time when the church must 

step in to affairs with the state. Bonhoeffer elaborates on this by saying, “There 

would be too little law if any group of subjects were deprived of their rights, too 

much where the state intervened in the character of the church and its 

proclamation, e.g., in the forced exclusion of baptized Jews from our Christian 

congregations or in the prohibition of our mission to the Jews.” (132). For 

Bonhoeffer, Jews weren’t meant to be ostracized, but to be treated as humans with 

rights, and hoped to baptize them into the church. Clearly, here too, Bonhoeffer talks 

of too little and too much government. Hitler’s interference in the church was an 

obvious overstepping of the government. Bonhoeffer, in this same essay, even went 

on to say that when the government does this they have lost their most faithful 

follower. To Bonhoeffer this meant that a member of the church stepping into affairs 

of the state could validate their position. This action, however, evoked a freedom to 

act in accordance to God. Bonhoeffer’s call to Christianity was different than that of 

the German Church. Bonhoeffer advocated for a type of “religion” that called on 

people to act in accordance to God’s commands. In doing this, humans were likely to 
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make mistakes, incur undesirable amounts of guilt, but Bonhoeffer did not believe 

that this fear should stop people from acting for good. Life was not meant to be lived 

in fear, but in freedom, which consequently encountered mistakes. Christians could 

not live their life in fear of making mistakes, because it would inhibit the freedom 

God gave them to make good choices.  

Bonheoffer’s Role in Resistance 

Bonhoeffer did in fact serve in the resistance to kill Hitler and worked closely with 

those who carried out Operation Flash and, more famously, Valkyrie. Bonhoeffer 

served as a “…vital part in the moral inspiration needed by the conspirators to keep 

up their own courage…” (37).  Other writings of Bonhoeffer’s, such as “After Ten 

Years” show his role as counselor for those involved in the resistance. This memo is 

an encompassing account of the ten years experienced under Hitler and provided 

validation for their efforts against him.  

Because Bonhoeffer came from such a distinguished family, he was constantly in the 

midst of knowing more about the work of Hitler and the SS than most common-

people of Germany. The Bonhoeffer family had completely despised the war and 

Hitler’s tactics from their first inkling of Hitler’s dictatorship and plans for 

systematic killing. Bonhoeffer operated secretly by conversing with members of the 

resistance, but more directly, Bonhoeffer served as a spy and operated within 

Europe to solicit help from places like Prussia, Britain, and America. At first, 

Bonhoeffer was happy to support the members of the resistance without becoming 
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a member himself, but only time would prove that Bonhoeffer couldn’t turn the 

other cheek to what was happening around him. The efforts of the 

Einstazsngruppen were bad enough, but the systematic killing of the Jews, and the 

manipulation of the German people to behold their uncompromised heritage as 

nationally superior became too much for even a family as distinguished as the 

Bonhoeffers. “And what Bonhoeffer now knew would make him feel more alone 

than ever because many in the church and ecumenical world were expending great 

energies toward ending the war. But Bonhoeffer was not. He now believed that the 

principal goal was to remove Hitler from power” (Metaxas 350). He worked as an 

agent employed by the Abwehr, a German military intelligence group. The Abwehr 

would allow him to travel, receive clearance, and give him better access to top secret 

government information. His decision to become an official employee of German 

military intelligence came after he had consciously made the decision to leave the 

safety of America. In Germany he had already lost all rights to speak of God in public, 

and resorted to underground efforts in order to rid the country of Hitler’s 

corruption. By the time Bonhoeffer agreed to conspire against Hitler he knew that 

from this point forward his work must be done in secret. The Abwehr would provide 

Bonhoeffer with protection, allow him to travel, and supply him with necessary 

military intelligence to use against Hitler while still pretending to be acting as a 

“good German.” The work was dangerous and Bonhoeffer knew this, but he was 

prepared for suffering. For Bonhoeffer the first step in suffering was electing to 
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leave the safety of America for the country he loved and the people there who 

needed him. He believed that if he did not suffer with the church and the people of 

Germany during this time, than he had no right to speak for them once the storm 

had passed. Many strings were pulled and special favors were exercised in order to 

get Bonhoeffer to the safety of the states. Much appreciation was due to those who 

helped him to America, but it was more unbearable to know that people were 

suffering while he was privileged to escape. He mentally prepared for the journey 

before him, knowing wholly the dangers that lay before him. Members in the 

resistance were numerous, and quite possibly no one knew every member (for 

security reasons if ever the time for torture came). Yet Bonhoeffer was surrounded 

by family. He worked closely with his brother Klaus and brother in law Hans von 

Dohnanyi.  

Eventually, Bonhoeffer was arrested for his role in Operation 7, a long and drawn 

out plan to help a small group of Jews escape Germany. However, it was his role in 

Valkyrie that would cause Hitler to order his immediate death, “Hitler himself issued 

their death sentences, execution pending the formality of a court martial” (Kelly et 

al. 44). Only four weeks before the war ended, Bonhoeffer was hanged at 

Flossenbürg. 

While in prison, waiting for Hitler’s assassination, Bonhoeffer and Dohnanyi longed 

for freedom, but continued to conspire against the regime from behind bars. Letters 

were scripted with double meanings, books were tagged with coded messages, and 



15 

 

letters were hidden under the lids of jars (Metaxas 445). Although prison was a 

painful deprivation of freedom, and loveless boundaries between Bonhoeffer and 

his fiancée Maria, hope still comforted them.  Bonhoeffer now had a new sense of 

suffering. He addressed the idea of suffering as looking at life from “below.” 

Bonhoeffer believed that now that he had experienced such suffering and 

deprivation of life he as well as others who were also suffering could truly 

understand the pain that came along with such torture. From here, below, 

Bonhoeffer was truly able to appreciate what freedom and humanity really was.  

Knowing the Difference: Right and Wrong 

“Bonhoeffer believed that, historically speaking, it was time for everyone to see 

these things. The evilness of the Nazis could not be defeated via old-fashioned 

‘ethics,’ ‘rules,’ and ‘principles.’ God alone could combat it. Under ‘normal’ 

circumstances, he said people are concerned with ideas of right and wrong. They try 

to do right, as they see it, and try to avoid doing what is wrong. This would never 

suffice, but at the time of the Nazis, the failure of such a ‘religious’ approach had 

become more obvious” (470). What Metaxas is referring to here when he says 

‘religious’ is the idea of ‘religionless’ Christianity; a phrase that is credited to 

Bonhoeffer by Eberhard Bethge. Metaxas says that it was around 1944 that 

Bonhoeffer was trying out this idea on Bethge through their correspondence. 

Bonhoeffer always felt that, for the modern day Christian, religion was confined to 

the church enslaving Christians in specific rules, and fear of hell. Yet, for Bonhoeffer, 
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Christianity was a way of life, something that was meant to be experienced, lived, 

and taken up outside of church. “Religion” confined to the walls of a church, was no 

religion at all. In fact, Bethge even says that many have misconstrued Bonhoeffer 

and his “religionless Christianity” term to follow suit of Nietzsche’s, “God is Dead.” In 

fact this was not what Bonhoeffer meant. “This religious Christianity had failed 

Germany and the West during this great time of crisis, for one thing, and he 

wondered whether it wasn’t finally time for the lordship of Jesus Christ to move past 

Sunday mornings and churches and into the whole world” (467). Actions of the 

German Christians were the actions of those who sought special privilege, 

domination over the lower classes, and peace with the state. Bonhoeffer wrote a lot 

on ethics, and perhaps his greatest hurdle was getting Christians mobilized to act. It 

was difficult to break the soulless, mindless routines of Sunday morning Christians. 

Bonhoeffer was challenging their spirit and understanding of how they should 

behave.  

The Appeal of Bonhoeffer 

Bonheoffer’s justification for his role in the plot to kill Hitler has been scrutinized for 

years by the Christian community. What makes Bonhoeffer unique is that, he has no 

title, hold, or claim in any particular field. Bonhoeffer is not studied by just Catholic 

or Protestants, but both. He is neither liberal nor conservative, activist, theologian, 

Calvinist or Lutheran, but all.  Nonetheless, various groups of people who decide to 

study Bonhoeffer use him as a figure for their own particular cause. At the same 
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time, they are not manipulating his interpretations but embracing the various 

aspects of Bonheoffer’s teachings. Therefore, Bonhoeffer wasn’t merely a symbol of 

good for one particular group but for many groups that saw the good in Bonhoeffer. 

It is this manifestation of humanity that speaks not to one group but many. 

Bonhoeffer did not limit himself with the restrictions of Christianity, but instead 

lived in accordance to the freedom in Christianity.  

For Bonhoeffer, ethics, or doing what is good, did not derive from God. For this 

reason, the Jewish Rabbi, the pagan philosopher, and the Christian can all realize 

what is good. The difference is that for Christians, their actions derive out of love in 

accordance with Jesus Christ.  “The reason for a limitation of this nature lies in the 

fact, still to be elaborated in detail, that there are not and cannot be Christian norms 

and principles of a moral nature; the concepts of “good” and “evil” exist only on the 

completion of an action, i.e., at any specific present, and hence any attempt to lay 

down principles is like trying to draw a bird in flight” (Kelly et al. 346).  

Bonhoeffer believed that to be Christian meant to act, live, and operate in obedience 

to God and to be human meant to act in accordance with what one believes to be 

good. To make a decision or to act meant that one had to be in tune with God and 

what He wants of His followers. Therefore, for Christians, all actions derive out of 

what one hopes to accomplish for God through their freedom. To decisively make 

the decision to join the resistance meant that Bonhoeffer had to risk, not only his 

life, but the judgment of God in regard to Bonhoeffer’s actions. Bonhoeffer did not 
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believe that Christians lived to react, but to act in accordance to the good. This idea 

or concept of the good encompasses a universality aspect of humanity.  

Ethics 

Bonhoeffer’s call to act is not unique to his spiritual beliefs; even Bonhoeffer says 

that doing what is right can be plainly recognized in the Jewish Rabbi, the Pagan, 

and the Christian. Bonhoeffer mentions this in Christ as Community, when he speaks 

of Jesus Christ bringing no new ethical standards. “Factually speaking, Christ has 

given scarcely any ethical prescriptions that were not to be found already with the 

contemporary Jewish rabbis or in pagan literature” (52). Perhaps this can be 

exclusively examined in the fact that both Dietrich and Klaus Bonhoeffer worked 

together to achieve a “good” cause, yet only one of them considered himself to be 

Christian. Klaus didn’t believe in God, but his actions in helping to plot Hitler’s death 

derived from the same understanding of evil as his brother. However, the criticism 

of Bonhoeffer is unique to his spiritual beliefs. Is it excusable for a pastor, purely for 

the reason he is a pastor, to plot to kill anyone? To this day the controversy 

surrounding his actions is debated in the church. For Bonhoeffer, his actions were 

questioned and some have come to resent him for plotting to kill someone. Why is 

this? Was Bonhoeffer wrong in trying to help save his country, the Jewish 

community, and the church, by the act of killing one man? Bonhoeffer says no. 

According to the New Testament, there are no ethical laws that enslave Christians to 

principles. Instead, Bonhoeffer says a Christian’s actions derive out of the freedom 
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given to us in Christ. Although Bonhoeffer felt compelled to act because he felt called 

in obedience to Christ, to act out of love, “good” acts are not restricted to Christians 

or Christianity. For Christians knowing what is right or wrong comes from a 

personal relationship with Christ and listening to his commands through revelation, 

not law. Bonhoeffer discusses this idea of the Christian Ethic by addressing what 

this means for Christians and what kind of role this plays in their decision making 

process. “The nature of this will of God can only be clear in the moment of action; it 

is only important to be clear that every person’s own will must be brought to be 

God’s will, that our own will must be surrendered if God’s will is to be realized, and 

therefore insofar as complete renunciation of personal claims is necessary in acting 

before the face of God, the Christian’s ethical action can be described as love” (348). 

Bonhoeffer says that your actions may have been justified yesterday, but not today. 

There are no principles, or rules, that can plainly be looked to as guidelines for 

Christians. “…for if there was a generally valid moral law, then there would be a way 

from the human to God-I would have my principles, so I would believe myself 

assured sub specie aeternitatis. So to some extent, I would have control over my 

relationship to God, so there would be a moral action without immediate 

relationship to God. And, most important of all, in that case I would once again 

become a slave to my principle. I would sacrifice our most precious gift, freedom” 

(348).  
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“For Christians there is no other law than the law of freedom, as the New Testament 

paradoxically puts it. There is no generally valid law which could be expounded to 

them by others, or even by themselves. Those who surrender freedom surrender 

their very nature as Christians” (349). For Bonhoeffer, God intended to make people 

unique, talented, and gifted in various areas, not to bind them to law but to give 

them freedom to act. “…Christians becomes creative in ethical action” (349). 

Bonhoeffer took painstaking amounts of time to analyze the meaning of the church 

and the role of the Christian in it. His teachings of acting freely have well beyond 

justified his personal fight against Hitler. “Acting in accordance with principles is 

unproductive, imitating the law, copying” (349). Bonhoeffer taught that Christianity 

was something held very personal. So personal was the relationship between God 

and his children that only they together could know the inner workings of their 

conscience and heart. This relationship is so unique that it can only be understood 

in the individual. “And because in the solitude I come face to face with God, I can 

know for myself, completely personally, what is good and what is evil. There are no 

actions which are bad in themselves- even murder can be justified- there is only 

faithfulness to God’s will or deviation from it; there is simply no law in the sense of a 

law containing precepts, but only the law of freedom, i.e., of our bearing our 

responsibility along before God and ourselves” (349). As a byproduct of his 

teachings, rich in good and evil as well as right and wrong, Bonhoeffer has seemed 

to validate his actions. Perhaps, because his teachings are so convincing, that to this 
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day it is difficult for members of the church, rather they agree with him or not, to 

downsize the importance of Bonhoeffer’s theology.  

Now, it can be understood why Bonhoeffer acted in the resistance. Plotting to kill 

may sound evil, something a Christian should not do, but in a given time and place 

under specific circumstances, Bonhoeffer was acting in accordance to what he 

believed to be “good.” “This was how Bonhoeffer saw what he was doing. He had 

theologically redefined the Christian life as something active, not reactive. It had 

nothing to do with avoiding sin or with merely talking or teaching or believing 

theological notions or principles or rules or tenets. It had everything to do with 

living one’s whole life in obedience to God’s call through action” (Metaxas 446). 

“Here was the rub; one must be more zealous to please God than to avoid sin. Once 

must sacrifice oneself utterly to God’s purpose, even to the point of possibly making 

moral mistakes” (447). This was not Bonhoeffer’s original intent, as a known pacifist 

who longed to study with Gandhi. When Bonhoeffer wanted to look for ways of 

passive resistance, he was discouraged by Reinhold Niebuhr who warned 

Bonhoeffer that “Gandhi-like resistance” would never work on men like Hitler. 

Furthermore, it is crucial to understand that Bonhoeffer intentionally decided to put 

himself in harm’s way during World War II. Well aware of the consequences and the 

response of the Christian community, he followed what he believed to be right. For 

this reason, Bonhoeffer shows great rebellion in his own field of theology.  
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CHAPTER II 
 

SOPHIE SCHOLL, INNOCENT PROTAGONIST 

The White Rose was a German youth resistance group that consisted mainly of 

young college students who secretly distributed thousands of illegal leaflets 

throughout Germany in an attempt to encourage resistance against Hitler and 

National Socialism. Among those in the group were a brother and sister, Hans and 

Sophie Scholl. Although they were both actively involved, Sophie continues to be 

studied more often amongst scholars in the field of tyranny resistance. Perhaps this 

is because she was a young female who carried her own in a group of men. Or 

perhaps this is because she was so well spoken when she denied the opportunity to 

save her own life and die for something greater. For Sophie as well as other 

members of the White Rose, a person’s conscience presupposes their being. In other 

words, life isn’t worth living if not according to one’s conscience.  Although bodies 

decay, ideas seem to live on forever. It’s been more than 70 years since members of 

the White Rose elected to put their beliefs in print while simultaneously putting 

their lives at risk. For this reason, society today continues to turn back in awe and 

admiration to those who died for virtue that would out live them.  Sophie was young 

lady who had yet to embark upon her journey into adulthood. Perhaps it is just this, 

her lack of tutelage and innocence of age that attracts scholars and historians to 
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study Sophie. Likewise, it is possible that subconsciously we associate the purity, 

beauty, and yet, resilient nature of Sophie, as the embodiment of ideas of the White 

Rose. 

The White Rose 

“The Gestapo estimated that the “Aufruf!” leaflet had been distributed on the scale of 

8,000 to 10,000 copies” (Hanser 231). These leaflets were distributed by the 

thousands and encouraged Germans to wake up to the tyranny that had 

encompassed their country under Hitler.  It was Hans Scholl, who acted as one of the 

headmasters in the schemes of the White Rose. Hans, Sophie, Alex Schmorell, along 

with Chirstoph Probst, and Willi Graf worked in the basement of an architect’s 

studio to discuss and print leaflets; ultimately committing treason against their 

government. They managed to secretly obtained ink, paper, envelopes, stamps, and 

most crucial of all, a duplicating machine. The duplicating machine produced 

thousands of leaflets but only at the crank of a handle which must have been 

exhausting for whoever was in charge of such a daunting task. Their methods of 

distribution were perfected and meticulously planned out. Stories were prepared if 

they ever were to get stopped and questioned by the Gestapo. Stamps were 

purchased sporadically at numerous locations in order not to cause suspicion. When 

they boarded trains, bags that contained the leaflets were stashed in a different car 

than the one they rode in as to throw off any suspicion.  It was time consuming and 

always deadly, but somehow the members of the White Rose managed to give the 



24 

 

Gestapo the slip time and time again. Thus, in an article by Simon Henderson, “The 

White Rose and the Definition of Resistance” he says that it was precisely their 

ability to dodge the Gestapo that caused them to be “reckless” in their efforts of 

distributing the leaflets. Maybe the White Rose was a little too careless in their 

efforts as their last and final effort proved to be deadly.  

Raining Down Resistance 

It was the morning of February 18, 1943, when Hans and Sophie Scholl entered 

Munich University and placed hundreds of leaflets outside classroom doors in the 

hallways for students to see. The two scrambled to get all the leaflets out of their 

suitcases before class was let out. Finally, just as the doors opened, and students 

began to swarm the hallways of the University, Sophie tossed hundreds of leaflets 

into the foyer, to rain down on the students below. Unfortunately, their efforts 

aroused suspicion in a university custodian who chased down both Hans and Sophie 

and had them arrested. It was Sophie who made the decision to toss those leaflets 

from the third floor ledge of Munich University, as the only thing going through her 

mind was to cause waves.   

The First Leaflet 

The first leaflet describes the fate Germany is sure to face if its own citizens do not 

take action against their own government. It addresses the true heartache that the 

Germans have been through, thus resulting in their willingness to follow a man like 

Hitler in hopes that their old Germany will be returned to them. It was this attitude 
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that caused so many Germans to cave to the regime before them and precisely what 

the White Rose addressed in their first leaflet.   

The leaflet reads: “Therefore every individual, conscious of his responsibility as a 

member of Christian and Western civilization, must defend himself against the 

scourges of mankind, against fascism and any similar system of totalitarian.” ("The 

White Rose Society"). Furthermore, it calls on Germans to offer passive resistance. 

They are not encouraged to act ruthlessly, viciously, nor asked to give their life for 

efforts of the underground resistance. Yet, above all they are asked by the White 

Rose to wake up, and realize the kind of government the Germans are settling for. 

They conclude by warning, “Do not forget that every people deserves the regime it is 

willing to endure” (“The White Rose”).  

What is even more striking in the first leaflet is the reference to Friedrich Schiller’s 

“The Lawgiving of Lycurgus and Solon”. Here we can anticipate the threat the White 

Rose is trying to foretell by quoting Schiller. The few paragraphs quoted include a 

striking parallel to Hitler’s National Socialism as Schiller tells of Lycurgus’s rule of 

law which requires all citizens to sacrifice themselves to the state. In this story all 

individuality, luxury, and love have been suppressed for civic virtue. However, civic 

virtue cannot be created. “The first condition for the moral beauty of deeds is 

freedom of will, and this freedom is gone as soon as a dictator wants to enforce 

moral virtue by punishment under the law. The noblest privilege of human nature is 

to decide for itself, and do what is good for the sake of the good. No civil law may 



26 

 

command loyalty toward friends, generosity toward the enemy, gratitude to father 

and mother, for as soon as it does so, a free moral sentiment becomes a work of fear, 

a slavish impulse” (Schiller). This mentality was precisely what the White Rose 

feared was sweeping Europe by National Socialism.  If the White Rose learned 

anything from Schiller it would be his love for human freedom. In reading the other 

leaflets it is clear that one can arrive at this conclusion. “Every individual human 

being has a claim to a useful and just state, a state which secures the freedom of the 

individual as well as the good of the whole. For according to God’s will, man is 

intended to pursue his natural goal, his earthly happiness, in self-reliance and self-

chosen activity, freely and independently within the community of life and work of 

the nation” (“The White Rose”). It is also of grave concern that the White Rose fears 

being slaves to the state. “The state itself is never the purpose, it is important only as 

the condition under which the purpose of mankind may be fulfilled, and this 

purpose of mankind is none other than the development of all the powers of the 

people, i.e., progress” (Schiller). Lycurgus’ state could only survive if it managed to 

suppress its citizens so much to the point that progress was unattainable, which he 

did. Thus, Hitler could only maintain a victory if such progress, freewill, and 

freedom of the human mind were prohibited from the state. Perhaps it is this 

mindlessness that has befallen the Germans to allow them to be led instead of taking 

the lead themselves.  
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The Second Leaflet 

In a bold attempt by the White Rose to call out Hitler, the second leaflet reads: “After 

all, Hitler states in an early edition of his book (a book written in the worst German I 

have ever read, in spite of the fact that it has been elevated to the position of the 

Bible in this nation of poets and thinkers): ‘It is unbelievable, to what extent one 

must betray a people in order to rule it’” (“The White Rose”). Determined to 

convince the German people that the National Socialism that has transpired in their 

country is, in fact, nothing short of totalitarianism, the second leaflet discusses the 

betrayal and lies that have engulfed Germany.  

Interestingly enough, this leaflet does bring up the question of the Jews. “Here we 

see the most frightful crime against human dignity, a crime that is unparalleled in 

the whole history. For Jews too are human beings- no matter what a position we 

take with respect to the Jewish question-and a crime of this dimension has been 

perpetrated against human beings” (“The White Rose”). The leaflet continues, for a 

page, about the Jews and their transportations to concentration camps. Furthermore 

the White Rose calls out all Germans who know of this fact and question their ability 

to stand by when humans are dropping like flies at the hands of the Gestapo. “For 

through his apathetic behavior he gives these evil men the opportunity to act as they 

do; he tolerates this ‘government’ which has taken upon itself such an infinitely 

great burden of guilt; indeed, he himself is to blame for the fact that it came about at 

all!” (“The White Rose”).  
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Finally, in the second leaflet Lao Tzu is quoted, “Whoever undertakes to rule the 

kingdom and to shape it according to his whim-I foresee that he will fail to reach his 

goal. That is all. The kingdom is a living being. It cannot be constructed, in truth! He 

who tries to manipulate it will spoil it, he who tries to put it under his power will 

lose it. Therefore: Some creatures go out in front, others follow, some have warm 

breath, others cold, some are strong, some weak, some attain abundance, others 

succumb. The wise man will accordingly forswear excess, he will avoid arrogance 

and not overreach-Lao Tzu” (“The White Rose”). It is clear here that the White Rose 

was addressing the false idea of collectivism, in which no society can be 

manipulated and used for the state. Nature will prevent such manipulation and a 

tyrant with such a decisive goal will not succeed. This nature, this natural ability the 

strong have to turn away, speaks to the White Rose who were exercising such an 

quality. Another quote by Lao Tzu in the second leaflet says, “If the people are barely 

aware that the government exists, they are happy. When the government is felt to be 

oppressive, they are broken-Lao Tzu” (“The White Rose”). Courage alone could not 

have played a large enough role in those who resisted Hitler. A level of oppression 

had to be reached first, pending natural instincts like courage would kick in. Perhaps 

such levels of oppression hadn’t reached enough people to entice their interest. This 

is a possible answer to the question, Why did some resist and others not? Perhaps the 

level of oppression hadn’t quite reached its max with the majority of German people. 

It is surprising to study how eager citizens are to be led by government, perhaps 
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under the false hope that they are “protected” which allows them to sacrifice their 

freedoms. Feasibly, if people are more inclined to elect security over freedom, then 

the second question is just how much security are they willing to give up at the 

expense of their freedom. For governments to function at their maximum potential, 

or for a tyrant to continue his rule, then this delicate balance must be maintained. If 

too much freedom is sacrificed for security, then oppression will begin to settle in 

and a revolt of the masses is inevitable. However, if just enough freedom is left in the 

hands of people then a dictator or government can function without fear of a revolt 

and maybe even gain the cooperation of the people. Regardless, it is human nature 

to delight in freedom, and even the security that is being paid for with freedom must 

be taken with permission from the greater majority of citizens. Therefore it is 

interesting that the White Rose selected such interesting quotes for their pamphlets. 

For them, the scale was too heavily weighed on the side of security that their 

freedom was so greatly threatened oppression was felt. Thus, courage plays a 

secondary role to their efforts. A threat must be felt first, awaiting courage to follow 

shortly after.  

The Third Leaflet 

In the third leaflet, the White Rose addresses the role of government and how it 

should grow with the society for the overall good of the people. However, the White 

Rose is careful not to address any particular form of government to replace the 

current one. “Here we will not pass judgment on the many possible forms of the 
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state-democracy, constitutional monarchy, and so on. But one matter needs to be 

brought out clearly and unambiguously. Every individual human being has a claim 

to a useful and just state, a states which secures the freedom of the individual as 

well as the good of the whole. For, according to God’s will, man is intended to pursue 

his natural goal, his earthly happiness, in self-reliance and self-chosen activity, freely 

and independently within the community of life and work of the nation” (“The 

White Rose”). This is as far as the White Rose takes their discussion of the proper 

role of government. It is understood that it calls for individual freedom, justice, and 

community welfare, but does not go into much more detail than that.  

The third leaflet also address the question of why the German people refused to act 

out against Hitler, knowing that he is a dictator. This circles back to the discussion 

prior about how much freedom must be deprived of people in order for them to act. 

The White Rose says, “But our present ‘state’ is the dictatorship of evil. ‘Oh, we’ve 

known that for a long time,’ I hear you object, ‘and it isn’t necessary to bring that to 

our attention again.’ But, I ask you, if you know that, why do you not bestir 

yourselves, why do you allow these men who are in power to rob you step by step, 

openly and in secret, of one domain of your rights after another, until one day, 

nothing, nothing at all will be left but a mechanized state system presided over by 

criminals and drunks?” (“The White Rose”).  Thus, for the Germans who were well 

aware of the state Germany was in were conceivably at a crossroads to act. Either 

they had their balance of freedom to security had not yet been tipped, or they lacked 
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the courage to act under the circumstances. For the White Rose, they believed it to 

be the ladder of the two. “We would deserve to be dispersed through the earth like 

the dust before the wind if we do not muster our powers at this late hour and finally 

find the courage which up to now we have lacked. Do not hide your cowardice 

behind a cloak of expediency, for with every new day you hesitate, failing to oppose 

this offspring of Hell, your guilt, as in a parabolic curve, grows higher and higher” 

(“The White Rose”). Numbers are everything in power and if those in the White 

Rose couldn’t get the bulk of Germans to muster up courage at the same time, then 

the efforts of the White Rose, much like those in other resistance groups, would 

simply fall through the cracks.  

Lastly, the third leaflet of the White Rose would not be complete without the 

interjection of philosophical wisdom. Aristotle is quoted: “…and further, it is part [of 

the nature of tyranny] to strive to see to it that nothing is kept hidden of that which 

any subject says or does, but that everywhere he will be spied upon…and further, to 

set man against man and friend against friend, and the common people against the 

privileged and the wealthy. Also it is part of these tyrannical measures to keep the 

subjects poor, in order to pay the guards and the soldiers and so that they will be 

occupied with earning their livelihood and will have neither leisure not opportunity 

to engage in conspiratorial acts…” (“The White Rose”). This quote is in reference to 

the passive resistance asked for from the White Rose. Maybe everyone isn’t up for 

putting their lives on the line for a better form of government but here, in this 
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leaflet, the White Rose is asking for passive resistance. They encourage people to 

stop giving their money to the government and to understand that this taxation 

power is the power to control citizens. Above all the White Rose asked of its fellow 

German citizens to find courage.  

Childhood  

Sophie Scholl was a young girl who was raised with compassion, love, and above all, 

the freedom to express herself as a child growing up in Ulm. Her parents encouraged 

thought, literature, and the outdoors. Sophie was sensitive to all living things around 

her and would sometimes remain occupied by the beauty of a flower for hours. In a 

letter to Fritz dated November 12, 1940, Sophie writes the following: “I hope it visits 

you too, the wind, and takes you out of yourself a bit, so that you can’t help rejoicing 

in the wind and yourself, because you’re the person in whom the wind is unleashing 

such wonderful emotions. It really can, you’ll see” (Scholl 121). Her strength and 

intelligence surpassed her age up until her last days. In a report of Sophie’s 

demeanor right before she died it was said, “Manacled, with assistant executioners 

on either side of her, she walked the forty meters to the unmarked building with an 

unwavering dignity which those who were watching could hardly believe. One who 

saw her go used a colloquial German phrase, a homely idiom, to describe how 

Sophie Scholl went to her death. The meaning of the phrase was: “Without turning a 

hair, without flinching.” She entered Johann Reichhart’s domain carrying herself, as 

was said of her one before like an Old Testament maiden” (Hanser 283-4).   
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As youngsters the Scholl Children were not exempt from the indoctrination of the 

Hitler Youth, and gladly participated in it as teenagers. In fact, Hans was a Hitler 

Youth group leader, and admired as such. Sophie participated in the BDM, or the 

Hitler Youth for young girls. This caused for some conflict in the home as Hans and 

Sophie’s father did not support their activism in the Hitler Youth. However, this did 

not alter their opinion of the organization, but only made their dedication stronger. 

Nevertheless, the day would come when Hans and Sophie could see for themselves 

the true nature of the Hitler Youth. For others, it was much more evident how 

demanding National Socialism became and their intent on turning society into a 

mindless field of means for the state. Those like Alex Schmorell, another member of 

the White Rose, saw such a threat sooner than his comrade Hans. “Alex Schmorell 

was a year older than Hans and had also been in the Hitler Youth. Unlike Hans, he 

had never had an enthusiasm for the marching and singing and saluting; he had, in 

fact, found the whole experience repellant. He despised the National Socialist idea of 

you-are-nothing-the-state-is-everything and loathed the political and social 

conformity which National Socialism demanded” (Hanser 124). 

Yet, the breaking point for both Sophie and Hans was on the horizon. Given enough 

time and patience, Hans and Sophie made their own decisions about the Hitler 

Youth and how its goal was to promote ideas like Aryan superiority, self-sacrifice, 

and hegemony, through manipulation, which did not sit well with the either of them. 

Opinions on the treatment of the Jews, and watching the universities’ best 
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professors leave the country one by one all struck Sophie as the reality of what 

Hitler’s National Socialism had become. “Her zest gradually diminished as it became 

more and more clear that the BDM, like all other National Socialist programs, was 

designed for conformity rather than liberation” (48). Sophie would soon learn the 

limits of her individuality when her books, many of her favorite authors, were taken 

from her as they were not approved by government officials. Furthermore, she 

despised bring forced to work at labor camps that were required by the state and 

felt like an outcast amongst the other girls who reveled in the opportunity to serve 

their Furhur and their country.  

For Hans, his intervention came when he encouraged young men to form their own 

group and design their own flag and dedicate it to Hitler. Unfortunately, even though 

their group and flag was their way of showing patriotism, it was sought out and 

banned by SS guards. It was not encourage for groups to meet, outside those which 

the state put in place, even if they were in support of the government. It was at times 

like these when restrictions of the state forced its countrymen to work, live, and 

abide by National Socialism, that disturbed Hans. If the state had any chance of 

reaching a utopian society, then “The keynote was self-sacrifice for the good of the 

cause, the suppression of the ‘I’ of the self for the ‘we’ of the group. There was an 

exaltation bordering on the mystic to be told, ‘You are nothing- your nation is 

everything’ and to accept that as a verity” (42). The way the Hitler Youth molded 

men into the image the state saw fit seemed, at first, appealing for it was hard to find 
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a German that wouldn’t do anything for his country. However, for those like Sophie 

and Hans, it was one thing to support your country but it was quite another to live 

as robots; mindless citizens deprived of choice, thought, and creativity. Before long, 

those in the White Rose began to see how backwards Hitler’s Germany had become. 

The emphasis on “the state” seemed to exist on its own as a separate entity. In 

reality, the state is nothing on its own, but simply composed of smaller entities-

individuals. “Society and the state, said Aquinas, existed for the individual, not he for 

them. Though sovereignty derived from God, it was invested in the people. The 

people may grant power to a prince but it is always revocable by the people-‘the 

prince holds the power of legislation only so far as he represents the will of the 

people.’ Should the ruler become a tyrant, he can be disposed of by the orderly 

action of the people. He must always subject himself to the law and be its servant, 

never the master. The state, said Aquinas, should be an analogy of the divine order. 

This saying too would be embodied in one of the leaflets of the White Rose” (89).   

What is Life? 

There is something to be said for those before us who have so strongly warned 

about the potential abuse of tyrants. A tyrant, essentially, rules on his own whim, 

without regard to law, order, justice, or any other predictable method of rule. If 

one’s life, meaning the ordinary citizen, has no predictable rule of law before him 

but is subject to the whims of a tyrant, then he in fact has no life at all. Life, as used 

here, does not simply mean a living being, but how one chooses to sustain one’s 
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being is in fact, life. For Sophie, her life was, in a way, predetermined under National 

Socialism. What she could read, believe, study, do, and her purpose was something 

for the state to decide. Her life, meaning the way in which she decided to sustain her 

being, was taken from her. However the one thing she could choose was to deprive 

the state of her life. Professor Kurt Huber, another member of the White Rose, states 

it best: “I demand that freedom be given back to us Germans. We do not want to 

fritter away our short lives in chains, even if they are golden chains of prosperity 

and power” (Hanser 269). It didn’t matter that Sophie had the opportunity to attend 

school, Germany was becoming a strong nation, or that unemployment was falling. 

Those things were pointless if aspects that encouraged thought like art and 

literature were censored, free-thinking professors were replaced, work was forced, 

and at any moment you’d be asked to give your life away. The security that National 

Socialism was offering its citizens didn’t compare to the freedom Sophie Scholl 

desired. Much like Professor Huber said, what good was life, even if your basic needs 

were provided for, if you had little to no say in your own will. Sophie spent much 

time in forced labor camps for young Germans. Both boys and girls were required to 

serve in labor camps called Arbeitsdienst, RAD. In her letters to friends and family 

back home she often suppresses her anger and distaste for being forced to serve in 

the camp. In one letter in particular she is appalled that her “supervisor” insists that 

they should be honored to labor for their country. Sophie does not agree. In another 

letter she refers to her service as something of the feeling of a straitjacket. “So now 
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I’m to spend another six months in the straitjacket. Actually, my time here to date 

would have been quite enough to develop my loathing and contempt for it to the full. 

That’s not just a figure of speech, but a feeling I get only too often. Strangely enough, 

though, it’s only now that I really feel proof against any form of compulsion. I have a 

marvelous sense of strength sometimes, and it gives me immense pleasure to 

bamboozle my superiors and enjoy my freedom in secret” (Scholl 150). She follows 

shortly by writing that the camp doesn’t bother her too much, but this is perhaps 

due to the strong front she puts forth for others sake and the sake of her own sanity. 

She often apologizes to those she writes too for complaining about being forced to 

work, and stops short of passing on her hatred of it to others. In another letter to 

Lisa, a friend of Sophie’s,  dated September 13, 1941, she writes, “My parents are 

still doing their level best to get my out of my compulsory war work, and my father 

has already fired off some splendidly heartening letters to the local authorities. The 

first request was denied. The fate of the second is still unknown” (150). Sophie, 

unlike most of the other girls in the forced labor camps, did not enjoy her work and 

above all, did not view it as a labor of love towards her country.  

Freiheit!   

For Sophie, and perhaps the rest of the White Rose, the greatest threat of the Third 

Reich was freedom. Freedom was the word she had written on a piece of paper left 

for her cell mate to see before she walked off to the gallows, freedom was graffettied 

on the walls of the university by members of the White Rose, and Hans’ last words 
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were “long live freedom.” However, understanding what kind of freedom members 

of the White Rose and Sophie wanted is hard to pin point. But the pieces of what 

freedom meant to them can be assembled through reading their leaflets and 

memoirs. The White Rose had no other plans, or forms of sabotage outside outing 

the acts of the Third Reich. The leaflets focused on numerous issues but never 

provided for an alternative form of government. What was first understood amongst 

those who resisted National Socialism is that basic rights were trampled upon for 

the good of the state. In a leaflet distributed by the White Rose entitled “A Call to All 

Germans!” the second to last paragraph reads, “Freedom of speech, freedom of 

religion, the protection of individual citizens from the arbitrary will of criminal 

regimes of violence-these will be the bases of the New Europe” (“The White Rose”).  

Motivation of Sophie 

Simon Henderson says: “Nevertheless, their [Hans and Sophie] motivations and 

aims remain uncertain, while the precise place of their movement in the orbit of 

resistance and opposition in Nazi Germany is intriguing” (Henderson). After 

indulging in the words of the leaflets of the White Rose, following Sophie’s’ 

influences, and personal memories, a better idea of Sophie’s motivation can be 

defined. 

Both Sophie and Hans protested National Socialism because they witness the 

deprivation of rights and the ability of the country to carelessly sacrifice its citizens 

for the “good” of the whole country. Yet, before Sophie died she told her parents that 
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her death wasn’t wasted, but that “it would cause waves.” Sophie essentially 

sacrificed her life for something greater, just as Hitler believed he was sacrificing 

people for the good of the country. If there was not a fundamental difference here 

than members of the White Rose would have given their lives for nothing, but there 

is a difference. In fact, the difference is evident simply because we admire those who 

died in the White Rose, more so than we admire those who died for Hitler’s National 

Socialism. The difference is this: Sophie and those like her in the White Rose were 

sacrificing their life by choice, for a humanitarian idea that speaks volumes to our 

conscience. Hitler and his government were sacrificing others for an ideal that could 

only be successful through the manipulation of conscience.  If life, above all other 

things is our most cherished gift, then how we are able to live that life must 

presuppose life itself. If Sophie couldn’t make her own choices with how to live her 

own life then life wasn’t worth living. Then, and only then, was she willing to 

sacrifice her life, because at least it was her choice to do so. For Sophie it was the 

importance of the idea of the White Rose, and how ideas never die. Yet, to dive in 

even further, we assess that the idea of the White Rose was not the idea of freedom 

through security, but the idea of freedom through risk.  

Sophie Facing Death  

Sophie Scholl was only twenty-one when she was beheaded for acts of treason 

against National Socialism. There were others, standing alongside Sophie in the 

courtroom, but it is Sophie who’s remembered most of all. It is interesting that her 
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participation in the White Rose has been highlighted more than most of the others 

who were just as active, convicted of the same crime, and suffered the same 

outcome. Hans Scholl was a well-respected military paramedic, Christoph Probst 

had a family of young children and an ill bedridden wife, Professor Kurt Huber 

risked his title at the university along with his salary and pension that would have 

gone to support his family. In retrospect, Sophie was just a young girl. Unlike the 

others, it is believed, that Sophie was allowed a way out. During interrogation 

Sophie had the option to go free if she admitted to being pressured into the entire 

ordeal by her older brother.  Sophie rejected the offer and stood her ground. 

Perhaps this too, attracts us to study Sophie. “Even after her arrest, ways had been 

opened for Sophie Scholl to escape the fate that the court was sure to impose upon 

her. The Gestapo, in an uncharacteristic lapse into compassion, had suggested that it 

would treat her gently if only she expressed regret and repentance for her 

treasonable activity against National Socialist state. But since that would have 

meant turning her back on her brother and repudiating what she most deeply 

believed, she rejected the enticement instantly and completely” (Hanser 22). It is 

important here to understand that Sophie deliberately seized her death as she 

rejected any way out that was given to her. 

Before Sophie was called to the guillotine she discussed, with her cellmate Else, a 

dream she had the night prior. She describes herself carrying a baby in a white dress 

but suddenly the ground beneath her opens creating a cavity in the ground.  Sophie 
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must react quickly to save the baby. She manages to toss the baby to safety but in 

the process sacrificed herself. “Then, without any warning, a crevasse opened at my 

feet, gradually gaping wider and wider. I had just enough presence of mind to place 

the baby on the other side of the crevasse, the safe side, before I plunged down into 

the abyss…The baby in the white dress is our idea. It will survive us and succeed 

despite all pitfalls and obstacles. We’ve been privileged to be forerunners, 

pathfinders, but have to die before the idea comes to fruition” (268). Sophie was 

dying for her belief in humanity. Some believe her death was an act of sacrifice. 

Sophie did not believe she was sacrificing herself, but instead choosing to establish 

an idea by exercising her freedom.  

Words From Sophie 

“The real damage is done by those millions who want to 'survive.' The honest men 

who just want to be left in peace. Those who don’t want their little lives disturbed by 

anything bigger than themselves. Those with no sides and no causes. Those who 

won’t take measure of their own strength, for fear of antagonizing their own 

weakness. Those who don’t like to make waves—or enemies. Those for whom 

freedom, honor, truth, and principles are only literature. Those who live small, mate 

small, die small. It’s the reductionist approach to life: if you keep it small, you’ll keep 

it under control. If you don’t make any noise, the bogeyman won’t find you. But it’s 

all an illusion, because they die too, those people who roll up their spirits into tiny 

little balls so as to be safe. Safe?! From what? Life is always on the edge of death; 
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narrow streets lead to the same place as wide avenues, and a little candle burns 

itself out just like a flaming torch does. I choose my own way to burn” (Sophie 

Scholl). Here, as frank and authentic as she could be, Sophie declared that she 

decides her life, her death, and her fate. In such a statement of courage Sophie 

acknowledges that if we live in fear of death, we will never live at all. If we are to 

make any kind of impact in this world than our actions must speak louder than 

words, and our ideas must outlive our actions.   
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CHAPTER III 

KAREL ČAPEK, QUIET DRAMATIST 

Karel Čapek was born in Bohemia (modern day Czech-Republic) on January 9, 1890. 

He was one of three children born to Božena Capková and Antonin Čapek. His father 

was a hard working doctor and his mother tended to the children. Božena favored 

Karel more so than brother Josef and sister Helena. As a little boy Karel was feeble, 

and always ill. Because of this, Božena was very protective of Karel. His brother and 

sister, although were aware of their brothers sickliness, enjoyed playing outside and 

carrying on as children do. Both Karel and Josef were very artistic. Karel developed 

his talents in writing while Josef favored drawing, but neither grew up to be the 

doctor their dad had hoped for. Karel and Josef were, and would always remain, 

very close as they published many works together. They became known as The 

Brothers Čapek. Many works would come from the brothers’ partnership, but Karel 

would be most highly celebrated, as Josef seemed to be second string to Karel’s 

success. Since the birth of Czechoslovakia’s independence as a democratic nation, 

Karel remained a great supporter of his country and President Tomáš Masaryk. He 

had a close relationship with Masaryk and his place in the literature field was 
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elevated as he advocated democratic ideals. His prominent role was putting him in 

the spotlight which allowed the Germans to zero in on Čapek. Čapek was not laying 

low by any means and didn’t alter his lifestyle based on threats made by the 

Germans.  Čapek continued hobnobbing with Maysek and others in the literary field, 

it is no wonder Hitler sought to take out both Čapeks. “Other celebrities from the 

world of art were visiting the new Czechoslovakia and Čapek became the best 

representative to receive them” (Bradbro 13). Čapek sought to use his writing 

ability to warn others about what he so clearly saw was happening in Europe. He 

viewed it as his duty to inform others of what he was witnessing around him. He 

foresaw the potential destruction of Hitler’s National Socialism and through his 

works became a counselor to his country. “The welfare of his nation had always 

been on Čapek’s mind. Whatever he wrote or did should serve to teach his readers 

and so raise the cultural standards in the country” (12). It was through his artistic 

talent that Čapek realized that he could reach more people through humanistic and 

democratic ideals.  “By now, Čapek had had almost ten years of rest from play-

writing. However popular his prose writings were, he realized that through drama 

he could speak to a larger audience more directly and immediately; it was necessary 

to act quickly and efficiently as the sound of war-mongering in Nazi Germany was 

becoming louder” (17-18). Though his ideals may have been canvased in plays and 

satirized in humor, they were transparent enough to threaten Hitler. In fact, Čapek 

was on Hitler’s list as the number two most wanted man in Czechoslovakia. It was 
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clear that he was a hazard to National Socialism and the Germans would be coming 

after him. “…before the Nazis imposed their censorship; on 15 March they occupied 

Czechoslovakia and immediately came to look for Čapek. They ransacked the whole 

house as they could not believe that he was dead. His brother Josef was imprisoned 

in several concentration camps in Germany from 1 September 1939 and died in 

Bergen-Belsen in April 1945, exact date unknown” (20).  

In the following works of Karel Čapeks, these common ideals will be evaluated: 

societal manipulation, dictatorship, humanity, and absolutism. Čapek was a 

proponent of democracy and proclaimed to be a realistic humanist. His plays 

embodied a lot of the same themes because of his concern for his country prior to 

his death.  

The Absolute at Large 

The Absolute at Large was Čapek’s first novel and personifies modern science with 

divine actions. Published in 1922, the novel takes place some twenty years in the 

future and tells the story of a magical creation, the Karburator.  

Rudy Marek has invented a machine that produces gases which, when inhaled, 

causes people to do strange things. Because this causes people to act mysteriously, 

allowing people to perform miracles and causes people to act out of immense 

generosity to their neighbors, the “gas” is believed to be the “Holy Spirit”. When the 

product is mass produced society at large has become embraced by the gases of the 

Karburator. The Karburator causes people to perform mystical shows of levitation, 
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various miracles, and mind readings. People begin to leave their everyday lives 

behind and look to cater to the needs of others. Absolute altruism has taken over. All 

the while people have left their jobs, forgotten their responsibilities, and spend the 

day in worship. “In a few days it became evident that there was nothing left to give 

away. But there was also nothing left to buy. The Absolute had pillaged and 

completely cleaned out every place of business” (123). Society has soon become so 

overcome with such benevolence that poverty struck. “No value means no market. 

No market means no distribution. No distribution means no goods. And no goods 

means greater demand, higher prices, bigger profits and larger businesses. And you 

had turned your backs upon gain and conceived an uncontrollable antipathy to all 

figures whatsoever. You had ceased to look upon the material world with the eyes of 

consumption, market, and sale. You stood with clasped hands staring at the beauty 

and the profusion of the world. And in the meanwhile the supply of tacks ran out. At 

last none remained” (122).  Life seems to be more complicated, more dangerous, 

and more polarized than ever before. Nothing is secret, and “religious” groups have 

teamed up against each other causing mayhem all over the world. There is no 

mystery left in life, love has ceased, and society has broken out into war. “In our 

ancient and glorious nation we see brother egged on against brother; innumerable 

parties, sects, and churches struggling together like wolves and destroying each 

other in their mutual hatred” (183). The Karburator has taken over every individual 

in its path and Čapek, here, is referring to the Karburator as a god or tyrant. “He has 
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got control of them both. He has both industry and the masses in His power. So 

everything is in His grasp. Everything goes to show that He is thinking of world-

supremacy” (132). The control the Karburator has over society is different 

depending on which Karburator one has. No one person holds the Karburator in its 

entirety. Thus, no one group of people holds absolute truth. “Each one appropriates 

a little fringe or fragment of Him and then thinks he possesses the whole of Him. 

See? ‘Aha,’ said the Captain. And then gets angry with everyone else who has a 

different bit of Him. Exactly. In order to convince himself that God is wholly his, he 

has to go and kill all the others. Just for that very reason, because it means so much 

to him to have the whole of God and the whole of truth. That’s why he can’t bear 

anyone else to have any other God or any other truth” (220). The world is reduced 

to war, and by the end of the novel, Čapek shows how one person from each group is 

left and faced with killing the last person in each of the remaining groups. “And look, 

by this time there is hardly anyone left to kill! It is a hot October day, and one hero 

after another steps aside, turns his back upon the battle-field, eases himself, and lies 

down longing for peace in the shadow of the birch-tree. At last the whole thirteen of 

them are lying there, all the survivors of the Last Battle. One lays his weary head on 

his neighbour’s boots, another rests his on the first man’s back, undisturbed by his 

breathing. The last thirteen soldiers left in the world as asleep beneath a birch tree” 

(234). In this conclusion Čapek shows society’s senseless desire to kill and what it 

has reduced the world to. In this scene each of the remaining warriors represents 
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the last one of their group. When they look around and no one is left, it seems 

senseless to continue the war. Čapek is showing us, how absurd it was to kill off 

members of other societies. Furthermore, we may feel powerful in our groups, but 

what about when the group is stripped from the individual. Čapek shows us that we 

are more reluctant to kill when the mass ideology that was driving the knife into our 

brother, disappears.  

At the end of the novel Čapek talks about how people’s lack of God, brought Him into 

the world. Yet, when he was in the world, people behaved like animals. When God 

belonged in their imaginations, their actions were sincere, with a hint of humility for 

perhaps they knew nothing absolutely. Yet, when God came into the world through 

the Karburators, people believed to have all the answers and killed those who did 

not follow their particular practice. God, as Čapek uses it here, can refer to a deity or 

an ideology. Either way what Čapek wants us to see is that groups will believe to 

have the absolute. Čapek says that humility in our actions should always be 

prevalent; that nothing is absolute, even absolute goodness. Čapek is telling us that 

we, too often, cling to what we believe to be the Absolute.  Whether its religion, 

politics, nationalism, or anything else of the kind people can get so wrapped up in 

these ideas and forget something as simple as humanity. He’s trying to show society 

that indeed what each of us possesses is a little piece of the Absolute, and we 

mustn’t fight for complete power. Those under the influence of the Absolute, needed 

to kill each other in order to justify that their Karburator was in fact the Absolute. 
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Čapek is pointing out our constant desire to kill or destroy that which we do not 

understand because if it does not exist than it does not compete with our beliefs. 

This can easily be paralleled with Hitler’s constant desire to rid the Germans of 

philosophy inconsistent with that which supported National Socialism. Čapek is 

appealing to our humanity to recognize countries attitudes to kill, go to war, all 

because they claim to have an absolute understanding of how people should live. 

Yet, when the ideology is stripped away, the group diminishes, and the individual is 

left, the question becomes, would he be willing to kill the remaining enemies that 

would leave him to live life alone? Čapek goes a step further to criticize societies 

that proceed to administer their power through planning. To Čapek, who respects 

pragmatic thought, nothing in life can be so meticulously planned out. “The most 

senseless things in history were systematically prosecuted plans” (133). Čapek 

didn’t believe people should live according to plan, but in accordance to our 

humanity. Čapek embraced pragmatic thought and never believed he had all the 

answers, nor anybody else. He repeatedly warned against manipulating society in 

order to fulfill some so-called destiny for the state. It wasn’t about the state, but 

about the people, life, and what today held in accordance to what made since. Čapek 

believed this to be fairly simply and self-evident, which he often satirized in his 

plays. Manipulations of society to work, operate, and live for the state was possible 

under tyrants, which Čapek often warned against. Tyrants were like the 

Karburators, emitting ideas into people that led them to believe that they had all the 
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answers and to destroy those who contradicted their beliefs. As senseless as it 

seems it is a constant by-product of society to plan; to seek meaning in life that was 

all along meaningless and hurtful to others.  

The White Plague 

The White Plague came out in 1937 and was viewed by many as a daring attempt by 

Čapek to criticize fascism and dictator rule. The location of the play is unknown but 

it is clear that the Marshal in the play represents Hitler himself.  

As a disease, known as the white plague infects the world; no doctor has the cure 

except one. Dr. Galen, who was also a doctor in the war, has discovered the cure and 

treated hundreds of patients with great success. However, Dr. Galen refuses to tell 

anyone the cure and only he is allowed to treat the ill. When he is pressured to 

provide the secret to his cure he shocks the world by withholding the remedy until 

all governments around the world give up war. In a great attempt at peace he 

refuses to treat any of the rich who have the power to stop war, and only treats the 

very poor. He hopes his rejection of treating the rich patients will help influence the 

Marshal to stop the war. In the end, in a surprising twist of irony, the doctor dies 

along with the cure.  Ultimately the world is doomed.  

At the beginning of the play we are introduced to Dr. Galen who serves as a contrast 

to Professor Sigelius. Dr. Galen ultimately looks for a cure while Professor Sigelius 

looks to “cover up the smell.” However, Čapek is hinting at a cure much larger than 

the cure to the plague. Dr. Galen is looking for a way to save the world and establish 
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greater peace by stopping war. In contrast Professor Sigelius’s method of just 

treating the smell is short sided as he is only interested in the current predicament. 

Professor Sigelius frequently proclaims that he is remaining loyal to his country 

while Dr. Galen is more concerned with a duty to humanity. Čapek is challenging our 

ability to look outside of ourselves and our countries to the world. As a humanist 

Čapek is sensitive to the corruption of nations, like Germany, that seek to rule the 

world instead of ruling for the people.  

A common theme in many of Čapek’s works is that of manipulation; ideas of 

absolutism that forgo all other systems. Technology lacks a key element that is 

within all of us, discretion.  Even though In The Absolute at Large, the machine was 

meant to inspire good in all, its lack of desecration caused society to collapse. “God 

how powerless is human science” (267). Products of human science are flawed. 

Humans cannot create nor bring, through machines, peace. Thus, the war machines 

that the Marshal was relying on to bring about justice for their country, was not 

enough to compensate for the natural peace and discretion within all of us. Čapek 

showed us this common denominator in The Absolute at Large when a machine that 

did nothing but emit the “Holy Spirit” brought society crashing down. Here again 

Čapek is trying to warn us that we cannot manipulate society with technology, or 

power-hungry rulers. 

In an attempt to bring about world peace, Dr. Galen offers up an ultimatum to all 

nations. “Tell the governments of the world, the kings and rulers. Tell them that I 
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went to the war as a doctor, and as a doctor I don’t want another one. Please, write 

that” ( 289). When the journalist question how a doctor could influence all the 

nations and governments of the world Dr. Galen replies, “They will. They must, or 

they’ll all be wiped out by the White Plague. Tell them the cure is mine, and I won’t 

reveal it until they promise to stop the killing. Nobody else knows my remedy. Ask 

anyone here. Tell the rulers of the world they’ll disintegrate alive, like the patients in 

this clinic. Tell them it’ll happen to everybody…” (290). In an attempt by Čapek to 

directly refer to those living under Hitler as members of the state void of individual 

thought and action, he accuses them of holding higher regard for the state than for 

humanity. Furious by this bold statement, Professor Sigelius reminds Dr. Galen that 

they work for the state “I forbid the expression of such views in my clinic! We do not 

serve some abstract humanity, we serve the state! This is a state institution” (292)! 

As we have already observed by reviewing Sophie Scholl, the matter of being at the 

states disposal was appalling to those who resisted Hitler and National Socialism. 

Čapek is tapping in to this false ideal that people are to be used as animals for the 

abstract idea of the state. The state is not an entity but dependent upon people. 

Without people there is no state. Thus, when Professor Sigelius says abstract 

humanity, what Čapek is hoping the audience sees, is that it’s not humanity that is 

abstract but the state. Dr. Galen questions the professor’s remarks and asks how he 

can prefer the slow death of his patients over his cure. The professor replies angrily 

that he works for the state and that is where his loyalty rests.  
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When the plague begins to kill off the population of people over fifty, the younger 

folks rejoice in their new economic standing. With the death of so many jobs are 

becoming available left and right for the younger generation. Čapek mocks the joy of 

those who are getting promotions thanks to the terrible disease. “It’s true! It’s 

helped people like us to get on. Without it we’d be nowhere. And now they’ve found 

the cure, we’re laughing all the way to the bank! (Picks up the paper again.) I always 

said Sigelius was smart-they discovered it at his clinic. Our Marshal was there. 

Superhuman, he was. I can well believe it. I saw him driving past once. A great man 

and a great soldier” ( 295). Father grows upset at realizing that the vaccine has been 

held hostage by the doctor unless all governments declare no war. “Traitor! What 

about our national glory? Our living space? Think they’ll hand it to us on a plate? 

Preaching against war is against our sacred interest, understand? If I had to choose 

between the plague and peace, I’d pick the plague” (291)! Here we can see Čapek’s 

direct attack on Hitler’s attempt at achieving lebensraum, and how such prideful 

matters leads to a cloudy conscience. When the doctor is placed under arrest for 

refusing to cure one of the dictator’s closest friends and assets to the development 

of war machines, he questions the dictator’s lack of recognition in the deaths that 

are taking place in the war for the sake of the “Fatherland.” In an attempt to pin 

death against death the line in the sand is drawn. Is it better to die for the 

Fatherland or to die of the plague. The dictator insists that he is acting in the interest 

of his nation and that war is better than world peace. The doctor is trying to show 
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the dictator that these meaningless deaths are unnecessary, just as the deaths of 

innocent plague victims is unnecessary.  

Čapek makes many obvious references throughout the play to Hitler as the Marshal. 

He refers to the Marshal as a dictator who is acting in the best interest of the 

“Fatherland,” and is opting for meaningless war instead of humanity. Čapek uses the 

phrase, “historic mission” which is also relevant to the National Socialism ideology 

of fulfilling their historic destiny. Again, we can see Čapek poking fun at the idea of 

manipulating society through dictator rule. “Won’t last long, Excellency. The young 

are full of enthusiasm and will follow you through fire. The older ones are different. 

Fear and anxiety is spreading…” (316). As the Marshal withers away from the 

disease, he gives in to the doctors demands and calls on him to provide him the cure. 

In a pit of irony the doctor, while on his way to cure the Marshal, is trampled to 

death by the pro-war demonstrators in the street.  

Through humor and irony, Čapek is revealing to us just how simple it is to be a 

humanist. Čapek was very much a pragmatist who saw little meaning in absolute 

ideals.  Much like in The Absolute at Large, Čapek remains skeptical of nations that 

seek to control society. Such a pride in nationalism that sends men killing 

neighboring countrymen simply for power is all together insensible. In his simplistic 

sense Čapek questions absolute idealism. For most of his life he believed himself to 

be a supporter of democratic governments. Like The White Plague and others like 

Mother he exemplified a strong resentment to absolute rule.  
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R.U. R. 

In Čapek’s 1920 play, R.U.R., he attempts to revel the true humanist he is. He is often 

credited for inventing the word robot, but actually it was his brother Josef who 

suggested the term. “Čapek’s name (in various mispronounced and even misspelled 

forms) became a household word, along with the term “robot” itself. This word, 

coined by Josef Čapek, is derived from the Czech robota, “forced labor,” “servitude” 

(Harkins 84). The play takes place on an island where all of these robots are created 

and distributed all around the world. There are still kinks to work out, and progress 

surely never stops, but the robots are proving to be successful workers around the 

world.  

 In this work a young woman, Helen, visits an island where robots are created to 

perform meaningless manual labor in order to free up people from spending their 

whole life working. If robots can do these tasks instead, then people will be able to 

spend their time toiling in their pleasures. However, today’s depiction of a robot is 

much different than what Karel Čapek had in mind. These robots are not the typical 

modern-day robots that we think of today. Instead, they are identical to humans; 

skin, intestines, and even blood is made up to mimic the human in every possible 

way, except one, the soul.  

Lady Helen represents the League of Humanity and her purpose for visiting is to 

provide the robots with rights and abolish their enslavement. She overexerts her 

desire to treat the robots with kindness and Čapek creates a humorous situation out 
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of her illogical claim that robots have such a desire to need rights. When she learns 

that the robots do not have any souls or feelings, she is dismayed. “Why don’t you 

give it a soul” ( 21)?  Nevertheless, she tries to convince the mechanics to give the 

robots souls, feelings, and emotions. When embedding a soul in a robot becomes a 

success, it ultimately ruins the world because the robots now know how they have 

been treated. In an attempt to rule, the robots have been convinced to turn against 

the humans and take over the world. All of a sudden, led by the robots who have 

received a soul, humans begin dying at the hands of robots all over the world. 

There’s no way to stop them and before long, they have killed everyone except one, 

Alquist.  

Towards the end of the play, once all the humans except Alquist have died, the 

robots realize their downfall, they cannot reproduce. Alquist tells the robots to 

search the world for other humans so that the world can be populated, but there are 

no other humans left. Now, the robots have realized their mistake and seek the 

advice of Alquist. “Humans knew the secret of life. Tell us the secret” (80). In an 

attempt to crack the code of robot building, Alquist attempts to dismantle a robot, 

one with a soul. However, because he does have a soul, Alquist is heartbroken that 

he must perform such an operation. The robot cringes in pain and Alquist cannot 

forgive his murdering hands. Čapek’s true humanity speaks volumes in this play. At 

the beginning of the play, prior to the robots having souls, it was easy to dissect the 

robots and operate on their internal wiring. At the end of the play, after the robots 



57 

 

have been programed to have souls, it is more painful to dissect the robots, even 

though it is crucial to learn how they are built in order to create more robots. This 

derives out of the robots ability not to feel pain. “See, Lady Helen? Robots don’t cling 

to life. They have no feelings. They’re like weeds” (13)! When Lady Helen first meets 

Robot Sulla, she can hardly believe her eyes. She does not believe Sulla is a robot 

because she looks so much like a human. When Domin ask Lady Helen if she would 

like to witness him dismantle Sulla in order to prove she is in fact a robot, Lady 

Helen is appalled. “Don’t be afraid, Sulla. I’ll see they don’t. Tell me, does everyone 

treat you this way? You mustn’t let them, d’you hear? Don’t let them” (12)! Lady 

Helen asks Sulla if she is scared to hear these men talk about operating on her, but 

Sulla does not comprehend. Because she does not have a soul, she lacks the 

understanding of fear. Moreover, Domin does not hesitate to operate, or even ‘kill’ 

Sulla, because she is just a robot. Her appearance only makes her look human, but 

the soul that she is missing makes her the farthest thing from a human. “Nothing is 

more unlike a human being than a Robot” (19). 

Then again, amongst the flaws that come along with acquiring a soul, Čapek shows 

us a glimmer of humanity, love, and compassion when Robot Primus and Robot 

Helen begin to feel love for one another. “Do you sometimes feel your heart 

pounding, Helen, as though something were about to happen” (88)? In a tender 

scene between Primus and Helen, love within their souls begins to emerge, so much 

so that Alquist overhears their exchange and momentarily mistakes them for 
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humans.  In the end, Alquist renames them Adam and Eve and lets them be, as the 

audience is left to believe that humanity will once again return to the world. This 

rebirth of the society starts with love, a mutual understanding and compassion for 

another person’s life and wellbeing. This is significant as Čapek expects us to believe 

that their love is so strong, now that they each have a soul. Even though they are 

robots incapable of conception, we are left to romanticize its possibility. Perhaps the 

soul is so strong that it can do just about anything.  

In many of Čapek’s plays he speaks of God. R.U.R. is no exception, “No, we merely 

replicate them. Lady Helen. Old Reason took it literally. He was a terrible old atheist 

– he wanted to dethrone God scientifically. Demonstrate that he wasn’t necessary. 

So he set about creating people identical to us, down to the last hair. Do you know 

any anatomy, Lady Helen” (7)? Čapek warns against society losing its humanity. For 

most, humanity exists in a higher concept of God, who passes judgment on those 

who do not act virtuous. Perhaps Čapek isn’t making a direct reference to God, but 

perhaps what God begs of us, virtue. Regardless he is appealing to what makes us 

human, our ability to feel and engage in understanding by using our soul.  “Dear 

lady, we’ve had boat-loads of Messiahs and prophets visiting us here. Missionaries, 

anarchists, the Salvation Army-all society’s flotsam. Amazing how many fanatic 

there are in the world” (18). What Čapek is saying here is that the robot is missing a 

key factor, the soul. “No soul, just this phenomenal brain capacity” ( 9)!  It is clear 

that there are other things in this world more unlike humans than a robot. In 
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appearance, Čapek’s depiction of a robot is obviously very similar to a human, but 

the power to understand through emotion is missing. This is the key to what makes 

a human, human, and Čapek is playing with this very important factor. Feelings and 

the soul give essence to humans, no matter how imperfect it actually makes us, it is 

what makes us human.  

Society is forgetting its humanity, what makes us human. In a reference to the time 

and place of Čapek he remarks that the robots are programed as worker and 

warriors, but not humans. “Old Europe committed a terrible crime programming 

them for war” (58). In a direct attempt to warn people to the coming danger of 

society without the proper judgment of the soul, society will lose its greatest asset.  

“I wanted man to be master, not to toil his whole life away for a crust of bread! I 

didn’t want people to be stupefied working for the boss’s machine! I detested the 

degradation, the pain, the poverty!  I wanted nothing of this filthy, inhuman social 

setup! I wanted a new generation” (59). Work helps humans understand what 

makes them human. Without work humans take their life for granted, forget how to 

prioritize, and lose their pride in their labor. “Harry, Harry! This sounds too much 

like paradise! Wasn’t there something noble about servitude and humility? Dammit, 

there’s virtue in toil and hard work” (23)! Ironically, Alquist is the only one the 

Robots spared because he was a worker, a laborer, like them. At the end of the play 

when the robots take over the world, the engineers and the very people that built 

the robots to work for them, wish to sail away and engage in a simple days work. 
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Ironic, considering this is why they wanted to build the robots in the first place. 

Čapek attempts to address many social issues in this play, but in regards to his 

interest in humanity we can clearly see how he addresses his fear in society losing 

its soul in exchange for work and war. “Human intolerance was always a target of 

Čapek’s satire and here he achieved his moral end by entertaining means. At the 

same time intolerance also causes the sects to destroy each other’s carburettors 

[karburators], which brings some disentanglement to the novel. In the end people 

return to their original, rather mediocre, way of life, centered on the local tavern 

with its excellent sausages and beer” ( Bradbro 79). 

The Power of the Playwright 

Karel Čapek’s motive hinged on his ability to see destruction within a society and to 

forecast its fall. Čapek had a wonderful ability to analyze governmental systems and 

warn of the manipulation of society. Čapek’s fight with Hitler was much different 

than other active resisters but perhaps just as meaningful. Čapek was gentle-

hearted, kind, and sensitive, his war was fought with words and displayed on the 

stage for everyone to see. His appeal was to the mind’s eye of greater humanity to 

foresee a future that was damned if observers surrendered themselves as slaves to a 

tyrant. He was outspoken, yet shy and timid.  Nevertheless, he was a thoughtful man 

who cared deeply for his county, but even more deeply for humanity. Afraid for the 

world around him that would be plagued by senseless nationalism or give in to the 

rule of a tyrant; he satirized society’s gullible tendencies to fall for rulers who 
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attempted to strip society of its natural ability to recognize humanity. Unlike the 

White Plague that directly addresses tyrants, R.U.R. warns of something much 

greater, and it is clear that Čapek was catching on to the direction most of Europe 

was taking. Senseless war was something Čapek could not understand, which is all 

the more evident in his plays. Although plays like R.U.R. do not directly attack Hitler, 

it does address issues that Hitler and National Socialism sought to destroy. If this 

weren’t such a threat, than Hitler would not have been after Čapek, which he was. 

Literature served as a great hazard to National Socialism and Čapek continued to 

write despite knowing that the he would be captured by the SS; it was no secret. 

Ideas, like those of humanity brought forth by writers like Čapek served as the 

greatest threat to National Socialism. Such an infiltration of philosophies directly 

undermined Hitler’s ideas of world domination and Aryan superiority. How could he 

achieve such goals when writers and philosophers were about in the world teaching 

that individual choice, liberty, and freedom were the deepest notions of our beings?  

Capek’s death came just shortly before the full invasion of German troops in 

Czechoslovakia. He was spared the torture, humiliation, and indecency that awaited 

him. Instead, Capek passed away quietly in his home on Christmas day 1938 of 

natural causes.  
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CHAPTER IV 

MARIE-MADELEINE FOURCADE, GALLANT SHEPHERD 

Much like Sophie Scholl, Marie-Madeleine Fourcade was a female resister. She opted 

to take part in the French Alliance, against Hitler and his regime, while risking her 

life in the process. Like Scholl she decided to take a proactive part in the resistance 

and left a mark on history as one of WWII’s most courageous female resisters.  

Although Scholl and Fourcade were working for the same purpose, they differ 

greatly in their methods. Fourcade falls into a whole other category. The women of 

France were very active in finding their forte in all areas of the underground. 

Fourcade participated in the underground intelligence unit during the German 

occupation of France. She was the only female to head up such an operation. Her 

duties were intense and lasted the duration of the war, which Fourcade was 

fortunate enough to survive.  Years later she wrote a memoir in which she retold the 

story of her journey as head of a major intelligence underground group. It was 

particularly odd for a woman to be in charge of such a complex and deadly 

operation. Not only did Fourcade have to learn on the fly, but had to prove herself in 

the process to those who hesitated to take such orders from a woman. In fact, when 

the Gestapo caught on to Fourcade’s intelligence group, they believed for the longest 

time that they were after a man. She was clever, swift, courageous, and beautiful. As 
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it turned out, in France, women played a key role in assisting the resistance by 

acting as radio operators, escape route leaders, and messengers. Without the help of 

these women the war could have seen a very different outcome; we may never come 

to understand their true contribution, Marie-Madeleine Fourcade’s memoir and life 

legacy has provided a window into her role behind the resistance.  

From Secretary to Crusader  

Marie-Madeleine Fourcade was a young women working for a right-wing magazine 

run by Georges Loustaunau-Lacau. Georges Loustaunau-Lacau, also known as 

Navarre, was a unique character who had a flare for government intelligence. His 

only drawback was his lack of trust in people and above all, government. When 

France was threatened by German forces he only believed it fitting to start setting 

up an underground intelligence operation.  “A brilliant scholar and a daring man of 

action, he described himself as a total rebel against the corrupt political practices 

that were dooming his country to dismemberment” (Fourcade 19). When the threat 

of the German occupation was looming Navarre sought out the only person he could 

trust with running the underground intelligence. “I’m going to pick out the best 

elements, the ones who want to put up a fight. This Legion will make it possible to 

set up patrols throughout France. In the meantime you,’ he said, pointing his 

cigarette at me, ‘you will organize the underground side’” (26). It was of course a 

shock to Fourcade who had simply been his secretary for years, besides, such a 

promotion may be more than she was qualified for. Yet, Navarre couldn’t trust 
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anyone other than Marie-Madeleine and, in the business of underground 

intelligence, trust was the most sacred quality one could have. Although Marie-

Madeleine was young, a female, and had children and family to consider, she knew 

that the future of France was at stake. It was a decision she couldn’t take lightly if 

she was about to put her life and her family in danger. She knew that without a 

country that couldn’t even ensure the most basic human rights, the future of her 

family was sure to be dreadful. In Fourcade’s memoirs she rarely talks about her 

family but when she does she declares her unconditional love for them. Her focus 

was solely on the underground operations and although the days were long and the 

work was hard, she managed to keep her focus till the final days of the war. She felt 

her “duty” remained with the resistance and even when she was able to get away to 

see her family she felt somewhat guilty for being separated from those who were in 

danger. Fourcade saw that the greatest thing she could do for her family was defend 

her country. Although she missed them and worried endlessly for their safety and 

care, it couldn’t distract her from her new-found responsibility in the resistance.  

The Puppet Regime 

France was in a unique situation during the war as it tried to function as a divided 

government that Fourcade described as a “puppet regime.” “Under the terms of the 

armistice, the country was divided into two zones: an Occupied Zone in the north 

and a Non-Occupied Zone (or ‘Free Zone’) in the south. A ‘demarcation line’ – a 

frontier in all but name- snaked across the country, allowing the Nazis to control 
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traffic between the two zones. France was carved up like a carcass” (Cobb 26). The 

occupation of France was different in that it consisted of unoccupied and occupied 

zones, along with the Vichy government that, more times than not, enforced German 

laws. “With one hand Vichy was smashing a Resistance organization, with the other 

it was executing a man who provided the Nazis with information to do the same 

thing. This apparent paradox can be explained by the fact that Vichy was formally an 

independent regime, and by the existence of a small minority within the state 

apparatus who were hostile to collaboration” (112). This provided unique 

opportunities for the French even though the resistance faced great hardships 

regardless of what zone they were in. The French Resistance was never cohesive, 

and because it consisted of volunteers it was difficult to cooperate at times. 

However, most of the groups were formed amongst friends and then developed into 

larger organizations as the war went on. Yet, even strength in numbers didn’t 

always prove to be best. Many times Fourcade faced the destruction of her work and 

its exposure to the Germans forcing her to start from scratch time and time again. 

“Everyone in France who was not a supporter of the Vichy regime did indeed have a 

common interest in driving out the Nazis. Their very survival was at stake. For 

hundreds of thousands of ordinary people, standing by was not an option. They had 

to do something. They had to resist” (7).  

 

 



66 

 

Only a Woman 

In David Schoenbrun’s book, Soldiers of the Night, he paints a beautiful picture of the 

only women to be in charge of such a large WWII French resistance organization. 

“Marie-Madeleine was not only a master spy but a beautiful one, with raven’s-wing 

black hair parted in the middle and brushed sleekly down the sides of her, framing 

her large, deep brown eyes and finely chiseled features and full lips” (Schoenbrun 

2).   For many, like Fourcade, women were selected as chief operators in the 

resistance because no one would suspect women’s participation. When Navarre 

asked Fourcade to head up the intelligence unit in cooperation with the British and 

risk her life as an underground agent for France, she replied, “But Navarre, I’m only 

a woman!” (Fourcade 26). Thereafter Navarre, like many others in the resistance 

who caught on to the same positive aspects of women participants in the resistance 

said, “That’s another good reason! Who will ever suspect a woman?” (26). It was 

enough to outsmart the Nazis and fortunate for the French to have such brave 

women. Many followed in Fourcade’s shadow as undercover spies, radio operators, 

and guides for British soldiers. Yet there were numerous other reasons for French 

women to participate in the resistance as was highlighted by Margaret L. Rossiter. 

Rossiter studied French Women in the Resistance and documented many prominent 

women who risked their lives for their country. One of the women she identifies is 

Marie-Madeline Fourcade, who undoubtedly could not be left out. “Marie Madeleine 

became one of the most famous leaders in the resistance, rising from the ranks to 
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head the intelligence section of Alliance and finally to be chief of the entire réseau” 

(Rossiter, 129).  

Resistance as a Profession 

Under the German occupation the economy suffered tremendously. Food was hard 

to come by, unemployment was everywhere, and luxuries ceased to exist. In 

retrospect, if one didn’t mind the danger, and most did not, “working” for the 

resistance was every bit as good as a job. “Having a ration ticket was one thing, 

finding a shop with food was another” (Cobb 42). Thus, Fourcade’s transition from 

secretary to head of the Alliance wasn’t all together strange. Matthew Cobb 

continues to dramatize the effects of this strict rationing and how, in the short time 

of the occupation, it caused malnutrition and affected children’s growth from 

adolescence to teenager. (Cobb)  

There were many aspects of the resistance that made it feel more like a job. Shelters 

for the underground resisters were established. Bars, vegetable stores, and other 

cover-ups were created to facilitate resistance efforts while still maintaining their 

cover. Also, funds, radio equipment, and able bodied men were provided for by the 

British. Fourcade was responsible for managing money, a team of intelligence 

operators, monitoring maps, facilitating escape routes, and providing valuable 

information to the British for BBC. Fourcade was put in charge of one of the most 

helpful and largest underground intelligence units in France. From day one 

Fourcade viewed her position as Navarre’s business partner, but little did she know 
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she would end up in charge. The joy, duty, and responsibility that each one in the 

resistance felt towards the overall cause outweighed the threat of death. If one were 

to die than that simply meant the end of their journey, and the rest were left to carry 

on. “If you’re caught, Navarre, then everything will fold up. No, you will simply carry 

on” (Fourcade 47). When Navarre asked Fourcade to run the underground, besides 

a slight hesitation of her ability to do so, she simply said, “Thank you. I’ll try not to 

let you down. I accept” (26).  

“In June 1942 Laval announced that French men and women would be encouraged 

to work in Nazi Germany, in return for the liberation of French prisoners of war” 

(Cobb 160). In collaboration with the Germans French men and women were being 

sent to work in Germany “Before drafting French women for work in the Reich, 

German officials in 1932-43 attempted to induce them to volunteer, by 

accompanying their husbands or going on their own. Notices were placed in 

newspapers stating, for example, that 500 women were needed immediately. Those 

without jobs were urged by employment bureaus to sign labor contracts for work in 

Germany” (Rossiter 165). This was another push for women to join the resistance. 

“Instead, women should join the resistance. ’Not one French woman for the 

Reich….Although the threat of forced labor in Germany and the prospect of the 

Allied assault gave impetus to armed resistance, the seeds were sown much 

earlier…”(165). What did not help this attitude towards forced labor was the Vichy 

government in France. Their work efforts and collaboration with the Germans were 
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insulting to the French women. If women weren’t going to stay at home than the 

Germans insisted they were going to follow their husband’s example of working for 

the Reich. This is evident in the attitude towards Fourcade who battled with those 

who questioned her ability to run such an organization as the underground 

intelligence in France. Yet, Fourcade did not let this stop her as she proved to be a 

strong leader in the face of danger. She didn’t waste her time defending her role, but 

instead proved her worth time and time again, as a woman. “’I’m not afraid of 

anything,’ Gavarni exploded, ‘because I have every confidence in you. I’ve seen you 

at work for weeks. But there are the others…’ ‘They think it ridiculous to take orders 

from a woman?’ ‘You must admit…you’re very young, they don’t feel sure’” (67).  

It was Marie-Madeleine who insisted that the members of the alliance be addressed 

only by their undercover name. In an attempt to throw off the Germans, Fourcade 

assigned animal names to everyone (a list of all members of the resistance and their 

corresponding animal name is listed in the back of her memories).  When the 

Germans finally caught on to what the French were doing, the Germans dubbed 

them Noah’s Ark. 

For most working for Fourcade and others in the various resistance groups in 

France, a sense of adventure was enough to convince French men and women to 

partake. Author Matthew Cobb recalls listening to Jacques Chaban-Delmas in the 

mid 1980’s discuss what it was like to be alive at the time of the occupation: “I want 

to say to all the young people watching, who do not know what it was like to be in 
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the Resistance: It was one of the greatest time to be alive’” (Cobb 7). This phrase 

stuck with Cobb and he went on to write about those in the French Resistance in his 

book, The Resistance: The French Fight Against the Nazis.  Fourcade does touch on 

this aspect but it is unique to hear of this sense of adventure across the board in the 

French Resistance. “If each of us who went through the experience had to define it, 

we would give it a surprising name that we would not give to the ordinary aspects of 

our lives. We would say the word quietly, to ourselves. Some would say ‘adventure’. 

I would call that moment of my life ‘happiness’” (293). The French perspective of the 

war and the resistance was quite different in this respect. Adventure usually doesn’t 

come at such a high risk to one’s life, but what would be the alternative? “Thanks to 

their information, the German occupation became for me more real. It was like being 

fascinated by a snake” (Fourcade 27). The resistance provided for happiness and 

allowed for an outlet that had yet to be sparked by the lack of political unity in 

France. Fourcade was being sought out by her countrymen who desired to do 

something for their country. “His face revealed his joy. Could a resistance 

pseudonym really inspire such great happiness” (55)? It was indisputable that the 

French looked forward to serving their country. “The tie formed by a threat to one’s 

country is the strongest tie of all. Everything becomes common property-ideas, 

feelings, material resources. No mental reservations, no embarrassing questions. 

People adopt one another, march together; only capture or death can tear them 

apart” (55).  
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For Fourcade, the adventure came in the game of deception. She underwent many 

identity changes and at times was called on to give the performance of her life, if it 

meant saving it. While the Gestapo raided her current location, she pretended to be 

clueless of the man they were after and played along with supporting his capture. 

Just as she had managed to convince the men that she was not a threat, damning 

evidence was found. “Before passing through the drawing-room door, one of them 

suddenly went down on all fours and looked under the divan. I saw his arm shoot 

underneath. Carefully he pulled out the grids, looked at them and with triumphant 

gesture thrust them under his colleagues’ noses. That was that. My turn had come. I 

tried to think of those who had gone before me: Navarre, Eagle, Swift, Schaerrer. The 

glorious band gathered round me and sustained me. It was perfectly normal; it was 

bound to happen to me as well. Anything else would have been unfair” (330). She 

was caught and hauled off to Jail where she would perform the great escape.  

The Great Escape 

It was not surprising for women to have been captured by the Gestapo for their 

resistance efforts. Women were not treated any different than men and many 

suffered a common interrogation technique. This required them to strip naked, be 

bound by ties to their hands and feet, and dunked into a tub of water until knocked 

unconscious. Fourcade recognized this great effort by women and their efforts of 

courage in the process. “Marie Madeleine gave them [women] full credit for their 

heroism. ‘When women in Alliance were arrested and tortured they never revealed 
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the names of their associates,’ she said” (Rossiter 129). Although Fourcade tried to 

hold her own and view her role in the resistance as a job and a duty, it wasn’t 

beyond her to feel pain for those women who underwent extreme torture, especially 

those who did so for her sake. “Hummingbird, too, was tortured at the same time as 

Mouse. Klaus Barbie, the head of the Gestapo in Lyons, was assisted by his mistress, 

who urged him to intensify the torture the two young women were enduring. 

Burning cigarettes were pressed into their breasts and electronic shocks were 

applied all over their naked bodies. They said nothing, either then or ever” 

(Fourcade 211). It was heartbreaking for Fourcade to know that these women were 

suffering for her. Being such a prominent leader bore her great responsibility but it 

also saved her life simultaneously. Her ability to establish trust and leadership with 

the members of the Alliance ensured her that those working under her would secure 

her spot and safety. However, this wasn’t true if Fourcade herself was the one 

caught by the Gestapo; no one would be there to take the beatings for her.  

Her capture was inevitable, but her intelligence and, ironically, her petite figure 

saved her life too. Like those women before her who experienced torture in order to 

save Fourcade’s life, Fourcade too had to experience pain to save another prominent 

member of the resistance, Grand Duke. While imprisoned by the Gestapo she 

desperately thought of a way to escape so that she could return to save Grand Duke. 

She knew that tomorrow morning the Gestapo would be returning for him at exactly 

the same place they had captured her. It was up to her to get back in time to warn 
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him and while locked up in a tiny cell with a small bared up window she thought of 

every way possible to outsmart the Gestapo. While examining the window she tried 

to put her head between the bars but none would budge. Finally she found the 

“freedom bar” which was spaced out slightly more than the other bars. Her head fit, 

and though her ears burned from pain and the compression of her skull to fit 

through the bars caused her much discomfort, it was fear that drove her body out to 

freedom. Knowing she needed to be as thin as possible, she stripped naked and 

tucked her dress in her mouth while she struggled to get her entire body though the 

bars. “Pushing my head through again was even more painful than the first time, but 

the pain and the fear of failure made me perspire profusely, which helped my skin to 

slip against the iron. After my neck I got one shoulder through, then my right leg. 

Squeezing my hips through was sheer agony. The pain was appalling but I knew that 

once the head is through the rest of my body will go, while the pain I felt would be 

nothing compared with what would be in store for me with the Gestapo” (Fourcade 

336). 

Lowering Barriers 

“France began to divide into those who collaborated with the Nazis and those who 

would not. The country’s future was being forged around two words: the one Petain 

used-collaboration and another, which was being spoken more and more often; 

resistance” (Cobb 42). Prior to the time of the German occupation, the French were 

greatly divided politically. However, oddly enough the presence of German troops 
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taking over their country forced the French to put aside their differences for the 

sake of France. In a way, the German occupation contributed to instilling a greater 

sense of nationalism in the French, albeit the political future of the country was 

always on the minds of the French. Nevertheless, ridding the nation of the Germans 

was a feat left up to volunteers and those who choose to accept their inevitable fate. 

“Petain was Hitler’s willing ally. With Petain now openly siding with the Nazis, and 

all the political parties either hopelessly split or compromised by their support for 

him (or, in the case of the Communists, their support for the Stalin-Hitler pact), the 

implication was plain: if anything was to be done, then ordinary people were going 

to have to do it on their own” (43).  Political boundaries were lowering and biases 

were put on hold.  “In the Front National (FN) led by Communists, not only 

Communist women participated. After the Nazis violated the German-Soviet 

nonaggression pact of August 1939 and invaded the Soviet Union in June 1941, the 

Communist Party abandoned its earlier opposition to the ‘imperialist war.’ It set up 

a broad resistance movement encompassing people of political parties from 

Communist to the conservative. Madeleine Braun, a leader of the FN, explained that 

non-Communists should be part of the FN because they all had the same goal: ‘To 

fight against the Germans and to liberate France. After that they would see’” 

(Rossiter 18). Even for Fourcade the idea of dividing politically in a time of national 

crisis seemed unproductive. “Why not the ‘Alliance Party’ while you’re at it?’ ‘Take it 

easy, Marie-Madeleine, you’re overwrought. I don’t want to go in for politics any 
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more than you do” (Fourcade 227). “Marie-Madeleine, who was completely 

apolitical, saw her network as exclusively committed to espionage against Vichy and 

the Germans” (Schoenbrun 211). It was more important for the French to be united, 

and perhaps the question of politics could come later. For right now, they had no say 

in political matters if their country was up for grabs by the rest of the world.  

The Many Roles of Resistance 

“Carrying out the task bequeathed to her by Navarre, Mare Madeleine organized 

intelligence sectors throughout France. In all the important ports, including those 

along the Biscay coast, agents’ collected vital information about German submarines 

and Ships” (Rossiter 127). It was beyond Marie-Madeleine’s understanding how 

great her responsibilities would be at the time she agreed to help Navarre; not 

knowing one day she would be the one in charge of the entire operation. Navarre 

trusted Fourcade to run the underground operation just as he had trusted her to run 

his office as secretary. For Navarre it didn’t matter that she didn’t have experience 

or training in radio operation or running exit routes through France. In the end, it 

was all about trust, and that existed between the two of them. Navarre didn’t show 

hesitation nor regret for his decision and continued to tell Fourcade to “carry on” if 

anything were to ever happen to him. Fourcade had a difficult role, however, not 

only was she in charge of running the underground operations which included, 

finding radio operators, encoding/decoding messages, finding escape routes, she 

had to be able to identify the mole, balance risk and reward, and know when to hide 
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and when to run. There was a lot Fourcade had to learn on the job, like how to spot a 

traitor, and this wasn’t always easy. Many times “If he had been able to get in, my 

two policemen were no better than a couple of phoneys. I had allowed myself to be 

taken in like an idiot” (Fourcade 167).  Her job entailed just about every danger 

possible. More times than not she was someone other than herself in an attempt to 

hide her identity. She had numerous aliases but amongst her former animals she 

was known as Hedgehog.  It was never easy and once, while in transport, she was 

sealed in a mail bag, four feet by two feet, for 9 hours. This brutal traveling 

experience was necessary to protect the head of the underground. It was common 

for Fourcade to find herself in difficult situations but she always carried on.  

Marie-Madeleine’s life as a resister did not come without sacrifice. Her role, her 

duty, time away from her family, and the potential danger she faced every single day 

laid heavy on her conscience. Nevertheless, Fourcade continued on even in the face 

of sacrifice for what she believed was right; her and all the others who were apart of 

the resistance. In a letter home, one member of the resistance who was facing 

certain death wrote the following: “I do not fear death…” (100). To this member of 

the resistance, Fourcade, and the others, the idea was to simply look past the 

possibility of death and those who had come to receive it, and carry on. “Carry on, 

always carry on” (100)! Navarre told Fourcade that no matter what was to happen 

to him, she was to carry on, to continue the resistance. Yet, Navarre didn’t mean just 

for Fourcade to carry on, but for the purpose of the mission to carry on. Their 
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mission, their goal, had to be an idea so strong that it could manage to survive even 

though members of the resistance did not. “To survive was not enough. The sacrifice 

must serve to bring victory. We must carry on” (213). This could be why Fourcade’s 

memoir does not read with pity, melancholy, or depression, but instead with hope. 

No matter the struggle, the threat to their families, or the death of other members of 

the resistance, Fourcade’s role was to keep the resistance alive, to keep the fight 

alive. Many times she was forced to start over, train volunteers who had no 

experience, console those who had lost family members, and remain strong when 

she had lost her best counterpart, but it was all a part of Fourcade’s role. “No 

Cricket! Not that! You have no right to do that.’ We were not the only ones involved. 

Nor were our own families the only ones. Our duty was to face up to our 

responsibilities, to save the network” (209).  

Above all, because of the outlook the French had on partaking in the resistance, the 

risks were very well known, and sometimes experienced too close to home. 

Nevertheless, the effort put into the fight was not in vain and always to be expected. 

“We can’t complain, we gambled, we knew the risks, and we lost” (Cobb 58). In a 

quote by a resistance member he states: “I love France. I love this beautiful country. 

Yes, I know it can be small-minded, selfish, politically rotten and a victim of its old 

glory, but with all these faults it remains enormously human and will not sacrifice 

its stature and its human sentiment…For the true France to be reborn one day, 
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sacrifices will be needed. Believe me, there are no useless sacrifices…We must know 

how to wear our destiny like a crown” (58-9).  

Motive 

“A wave of nostalgia swept over me. Piled in the stark rooms where we had once run 

our magazine were my furniture, and the possessions which had been moved there-

all my memories, the precious objects from the Far East where I had spent my 

childhood, my piano, my music, my books, all my treasures. I looked at them as 

though I had already departed this world. All that my past now did for me was 

attract the enemy:” (Fourcade 54). For Marie-Madeleine Fourcade her motive rest in 

a sense of duty for her country. This is evident in her dedication to the underground 

resistance and throughout all of her memoir. Fourcade’s actions didn’t derive out of 

violent revenge, but instead from a duty to where she believed she belonged. Once, 

after escaping prison by the grace of kind guards, Fourcade along with other 

members of the resistance came across a car of Germans along the road. They could 

have easily opened fire and shot the men, but Fourcade thought otherwise and 

stopped her men from acting out of spite. “A car appeared in the distance. We stiffed. 

It was going along slowly with its hood down. It was a German car, a Nazi vanguard. 

The officer seated by the driver was reading a large map spread across his knees. 

They were completely unprotected. They were quite at home like masters. The same 

thought stuck us all; we could kill them. The boys seized the Sten guns and loaded 

the revolvers. It all happened in a flash. I reacted violently. No! It would be too 
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idiotic after our providential luck. Our duty was elsewhere” (177). The death of 

those two German men wouldn’t have made a difference for Fourcade. The 

overreaching goal was more important and didn’t hinge on killing just to kill. It 

wasn’t the death of the enemy but the death of the resisters that, in a way, served a 

greater purpose. Although Fourcade couldn’t bear the thought of losing members of 

the resistance, if they died while serving the resistance then they died for a purpose-

a cause much greater than themselves. The killing of random enemies out of spite 

wasn’t part of their cause. The freedom of France was decaying at the hands of a 

man and his wicked regime and the resistance was a part of bringing it down.  

When Fourcade escaped jail the first time she was reminded of her jewels that she 

had to discard when she was brought to the jail. When her group was frantically 

racing to exit the jail they called back to her not to forger her precious stones. In a fit 

of fury and with a clear head she answered, “Freedoms worth all the jewels in the 

world” (176). Fourcade understood what she would really be missing out on if she 

wasn’t in the fight for the resistance for the long haul. The essence in life belongs to 

our inner ability to decide and understand the world around her. When barriers and 

blockades begin to become too oppressive, instincts kick in. For Fourcade, and many 

in the resistance, the oppression was too heavy and the forthright nerve of the 

Germans to occupy what was not theirs, struck a nerve. The occupation in France 

was the destruction of one’s land, home, and community. The unpredictable rule of 

the Germans and their overbearing laws infringed on what the French had secured 
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as their everyday life. “Among those who had impatiently awaited the campaign of 

liberation was the woman who had served its cause so well and had survived, so 

many narrow escapes from capture and death: Marie-Madeleine Fourcade. Marie-

Madeleine had been waiting in London for the day that she could return to France. 

So many of her ‘animals’ had died in the long cruel four years of underground 

fighting and dangerous espionage activities that she wanted to be with the living to 

celebrate the great moment of liberation” (Schoenbrun 397). Marie-Madeleine 

Fourcade was fortunate enough to survive the war. She carried on her efforts for the 

rest of her life to bring about justice to those who committed crimes against 

humanity. She lived a long life, well into her seventies, until a battle she could not 

win drained her of life, cancer. Marie-Madeleine Fourcade passed away in Paris, 

1989.  
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CHAPTER V 

REDISCOVERING THE MORAL SENSE 

It can be speculated that the actions of Dietrich Bonhoeffer, Sophie Scholl, Karel 

Čapek, and Marie-Madeleine Fourcade are exercises in the moral philosophy of the 

Scottish Enlightenment. Their actions and even our admiration for them can be 

explained in the school of thought of Francis Hutcheson and the moral sense.  All 

four of these individuals acted with courage and out of a sense of duty, directed by 

their moral sense. The strength these resisters exhibited took place years ago but, to 

this day, they’re still admired by scholars and students who study them. These four 

people are of differing backgrounds, ages, religions, gender, and cultures, yet 

without even knowing each other, they were all striving to achieve the same 

outcome.  

Francis Hutcheson was a philosopher of the Scottish Enlightenment and teacher to 

Adam Smith and David Hume. Although he was an influential figure of his time, his 

teachings have remained in the shadows of Smith and Hume. This idea of the moral 

sense has been muddied by terms like reason and conscience. Despite this attempt 

to downplay Hutcheson’s teachings, the moral sense is quite evident even though we 

fail to call it what it is. Smith and Hume built on the premise that within all of us is a 

moral sense, but moral philosophy seems to remain in the background. Many people 
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today do not even realize that Adam Smith was a moral philosopher. This has been 

diminished by his most popular writings in economics, Wealth of Nations. 

Nevertheless, those who act in according to a moral sense deserve to be 

acknowledged, and perhaps we can return the credit back to Hutcheson.  Hutcheson 

theorized that within all of us is a moral sense that deciphers between the good and 

the bad. In order to determine what in fact is good and bad we examine situations in 

comparison to our own thoughts, reactions, and feelings. Adam Smith, says that in 

much the same way we understand the external world by using our senses, we have 

a moral sense that engages our imagination. Originally we observe what is 

happening and then experience a reaction.  

Smith’s Sympathy 

When someone is hurt, in pain, or suffering, we first imagine we are experiencing 

the same pain which causes us to react. Adam Smith addresses this experience as 

sympathy, which ultimately helps us understand someone else’s situation. “…and it 

is by the imagination only that we can form any conception of what are his 

sensations…By the imagination we place ourselves in his situation, we conceive 

ourselves enduring all the same torments, we enter as it were into his body, and 

become in some measure the same person with him, and thence form some idea of 

his sensations, and even feel something which, through weaker in degree, is not 

altogether unlike them” (Smith 4). Because morals deal with the treatment of others, 

once we have experienced sympathy we can understand how to treat others. The 
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moral sense, as it develops, directs us to identify the difference between right and 

wrong. “The Compassion of the spectator must arise altogether from the 

consideration of what he himself would feel if he was reduced to the same unhappy 

situation, and, what perhaps is impossible, was at the same time able to regard it 

with his present reason and judgment” (8). Because we must pretend, or engage our 

imagination in order to understand, Smith says we will gage someone else’s 

situation in accordance to our greatest fear, death. If someone has a small cut on 

their finger, a small amount of sympathy is due because it did not result in a great 

amount of pain. However, if someone has suffered a major injury, which could have 

potentially cost them their life, then a great amount of sympathy is due by the 

observer.  

Understanding Fear 

“Fear, however, is a passion derived altogether from the imagination, which 

represents, with an uncertainty and fluctuation that increases anxiety, not what we 

really feel, but what we may hereafter possibly suffer” (36). Because fear evokes 

anxiety, our imagination can make the idea of pain all the more painful. According to 

Smith, actual pain is quickly forgotten once it has passed, but the anxiety in our 

imagination can prolong endlessly. Perhaps these members of the resistance 

experienced sympathy for their fellow men dying at the hands of Hitler out of fear 

for their own lives. If Hitler was able to get away with mass executions, then what 

was stopping him from doing the same to everybody? Apparently not much, as 



84 

 

Sophie and Dietrich soon found out. Although no resister outright fought only for 

the lives of Jewish people, many felt sympathy for them and did not agree with their 

deportation to death camps. Sophie’s heart broke when she first discovered the 

systematic killing of the Jews, and Bonhoeffer’s sister was married to a Jewish man. 

Part of their resistance derived out of the knowledge that this kind of killing was 

wrong, but it was the overall oppression of society that ignited their participation in 

resistance. The Absolute At Large demonstrated this which showed groups who kill 

each other simply for the purpose of killing them which ultimately reduces society 

to nothing more than individuals. Without the group behind them for support, than 

when it comes down to the end of the war and hardly anyone is left, would we really 

be willing to kill them?  According to Smith, Sophie and Bonhoeffer would have 

assessed the situation by fearing, with their imagination, how they would feel if they 

were in the same situation. By their evaluation through their moral sense, the killing 

of Jewish people was wrong.  

This is perhaps best illustrated in R.U.R. The robots are unable to recognize 

humanity when they are programed without souls. However, once the robots are 

programed with souls then they have the ability to feel, a sense that is required in 

the moral sense in order to understand humanity. Originally the robots did not feel 

pain, “A Robot might damage itself. Since it knows no pain it can stick its hand in a 

machine and break a finger or smash a hand, and it simply doesn’t’ register” (Čapek 

21). The sympathy between Primus and Robot Helen is exemplified in the end when 
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Primus begs Alquist to operate on him instead of Helen. He pains to think of what 

she will experience at the touch of a scalpel. “Not without her, sir. You mustn’t kill 

her! Take my life, sir! What can you lose by taking my life” (90)? It’s a sad yet 

heartwarming display of affection that has registered within the soul. Primus 

understands what will happen to Helen, now that he has feeling. 

Hutcheson uses this ability of our moral sense to help us create a society. Because 

morals are the study of how we engage with others, this serves as the foundation to 

a well working society. Hutcheson looks at society as a system, and that each person 

serves as a single entity making up society. “When the soul is calm and attentive to 

the constitution and powers of other beings, their natural actions and capacities of 

happiness and misery, and when the selfish appetites and passions and desires are 

asleep, this alleged that there is a calm impulse of the soul to desire the greatest 

happiness and perfection of the largest system within the compass of its knowledge” 

(Hutcheson 10). Those who resisted Hitler were calling attention to the destruction 

of the individual, which consequently resulted in the destruction of society. The 

particular failure in Hitler’s National Socialism was his desire to rid the human of its 

nature and reduce it to that of a mere animal. Not only were they feeling sympathy 

for those who were suffering, but it was their freedom which sustains their life that 

was collapsing by the rule of a dictator. This, perhaps, explains why they didn’t fear 

death. As our bodies become more acquainted with this awareness, we begin to act. 

Thus our actions replace our imagination with what is real as opposed to what we 
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fear. When the fear of death is overcome, freedom to act takes over. Their actions in 

the resistance were so natural that death was no longer a threat to their moral 

sense, while not doing anything at all was. Smith tells us that our moral sense is 

sparked when we compare ourselves to others which simultaneously engages our 

imagination. We learn what is hot by touch, we learn what is beautiful by sight, loud 

by hearing, delicious by tasting; in regards to these senses, we judge what is 

pleasing and displeasing by using our bodies senses as the judge. “They conceive 

fear, however, by putting themselves in the situation of the person who is so” (Smith 

48). The only way we can understand anything at all is through our senses. 

Therefore the only way in which we judge good and evil is also accomplished 

through our moral sense which takes place when we compare what is happening 

around us to our own bodies. If a smell is foul, a sight is ugly, or a food distasteful, 

our senses respond by letting us know. When all senses are engaged, including the 

moral sense, the system or society, becomes more pleasing because it is appealing to 

our senses positively. “Society, however, cannot subsist among those who are at all 

times ready to hurt and injure one another. The moment that injury begins, the 

moment that mutual resentment and animosity take place, all the bands of it are 

broken asunder, and the different member of which it consisted, are, as it were, 

dissipated and scattered abroad by the violence and opposition of their discordant 

affections. If there is any society among robbers and murderers, they must at least, 

according to the trite observation, abstain from robbing and murdering one 
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another” (124-5). What Smith is saying here is that society cannot exist where there 

is mutual hatred is acted out.  

Facing Death 

Adam Smith said, “And from thence arises one of the most important principles in 

human nature, the dread of death-the great poison to the happiness, but the great 

restraint upon the injustice of mankind; which, while it afflicts and mortifies the 

individual, guards and protects the society” ( 9). Death, perhaps is our greatest fear 

which we experience through our imagination. Thus, when we look at those who 

resisted Hitler and National Socialism, our admiration along with sympathy 

develops as we picture our own death. However, those who know they will be 

experiencing death shortly seem to be more at peace. Ironically, the observer weeps 

for the dead, who feel no pain or anything at all. “The friends of Socrates all wept 

when he drank the last potion, while he himself expressed the gayest and most 

cheerful tranquility” (67). Sophie Scholl, as she was about to walk to her death could 

do nothing more than admire what a beautiful day it was. She was happy, at peace, 

and ready to accept her fate while her friends and family wept for their loss of her. 

Bonhoeffer was leading a Bible study with his fellow inmates and was said to have 

been at peace before he walked to his death.  Even Fourcade and Čapek did not fear 

deaths arrival in their efforts of resistance. “Human virtue is superior to pain, to 

poverty, to danger, and to death…” (83). Just as the man who wrote Fourcade before 

he went to his death, he said it was something he no longer feared. For these 
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resisters, specifically Bonhoeffer and Scholl, the fear of death no longer had a hold 

on them. Čapek and Fourcade, although were aware of their potential death, did not 

let it caution their actions. Čapek too, plays with the idea of fear. He shows how 

society deeply feared the inevitable death by the plague. Even the Marshal, when he 

was overcome by the disease gave in to the doctor’s demands, but this also meant 

that he had come to terms with a sense of morality. “The moment I feel fear is the 

moment I cease to be your commander” (Čapek, 310). For the Marshal to feel fear 

meant that he could no longer order, or command people to act against humanity 

because ultimately he was getting in touch with his soul. 

Admiration  

Smith describes why we admire those who have achieved this moral sense. 

Admiration arises when we look at others and how well they have reached the 

degree of perfection. “We approve of his behavior, and from our own experience of 

the common weakness of human nature, we are surprised, and wonder how he 

should be able to act so as to deserve approbation. Approbation mixed and 

animated by wonder and surprise, constitutes the sentiment which is properly 

called admiration, of which applause is the natural expression, as has already been 

observed” (33). When looking at the personal stories of these resisters, it is natural 

that we put ourselves in their situation and assess how we would act. Courage, is 

used to describe actions that are worthy of admiration simply because others 

believe they may not have met such a degree of perfection. Bonhoeffer never 
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believed himself to be a martyr, but others who admired him did. When assessing 

Bonhoeffer’s situation, the observer puts himself in the same situation in order to 

understand his actions. Bonhoeffer did not see courage or martyrdom in himself; 

these are feelings reserved strictly for the observer. When reading about these 

resisters: Bonhoeffer, Scholl, Čapek, and Fourcade, the observer is more likely to 

admire Bonhoeffer and Scholl. This is because their outcome was death, our greatest 

fear. Since our imagination understands situations in the proximity to fear, the 

highest of which being death, than Bonhoeffer and Scholl interest us more because 

they provoke greater admiration. Unlike Fourcade and Čapek who did not die as a 

consequence to engaging their moral sense, they still deserve praise but not the 

highest of our admirations. This can explain why, even today, these resisters are 

continually studied. Furthermore, it can also explain why so much more information 

can be found on Bonhoeffer and Scholl rather than Fourcade and Čapek; the level of 

admiration is unequal. In an attempt to reach the proper degree of perfection, those 

who were courageous attract our attention so that we can understand our moral 

sense and thus reach greater perfection.  

Freedom to Act 

These resisters were acting out of freedom, something tyranny attempts to destroy, 

and according to their moral sense. Even Hans Scholl exclaimed long live freedom 

before his death and Sophie wrote it down for her cellmate to find. Freedom, the 

ability to act accordingly to ones senses, was more important than death. Bonhoeffer 
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frequently addressed the importance to act in freedom and revealed it as our 

greatest gift. If the fear of death is only used to gage our understanding of what is 

right and wrong, then death itself is less fearsome. All of these resisters claimed 

freedom as a part of their motivation. This was their way to make judgment calls in 

accordance to their senses. Sophie, by depriving the Reich of her life, was making a 

judgment call. If Sophie couldn’t act in accordance to her beliefs than she wasn’t 

going to be made a puppet in Hitler’s theater. Fourcade said that freedom is worth 

all the jewels in the world, and Čapek showed how corrupting society to mold into a 

particular form, deprives the judgment of the moral sense. By nature, people desire 

to engage their senses in order to understand the world. Those who resisted Hitler 

sought their freedom in wanting to act in accordance to their moral sense. When 

Hannah Arendt talks about the success of Germany to use propaganda, she 

acknowledges the ability of such a system to rid the human of his individuality. This 

is the kind of mindless, robotic attitude, Čapek warned about. When this is 

accomplished, society will abide by the dictator and mindlessly follow. “For to 

destroy individuality is to destroy spontaneity, man’s power to begin something 

new out of his own resources…” (Arendt 426). This best describes the free will that 

the resisters were trying desperately to hold on to in the face of Hitler. What 

totalitarian systems strive to do, according to Arendt, is to rid society of the free will 

in people.  
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For this reason it is also important to recognize free will in the actions of the 

resisters. Good deeds are less meaningful if committed under duress. Part of what 

makes these people so interesting is that they were able to see the good in the midst 

of the evil, on their own, under such oppression. Smith also addresses this by 

explaining benevolence of any kind is meaningless when backed by force. The force 

of one is by the desecration of another. The White Rose often quoted Friedrich 

Schiller who said that the common good could not be accomplished if individual 

virtue was suppressed. The admiration in benevolence is lost when it is not self-

recognized. Also, acts of benevolence and charity, even though they may be good, 

provoke resentment by the giver who is acting in compulsion by force. Benevolent 

acts just as evil acts cannot be forced in any society, because resentment develops. 

Society cannot be forced to do good or evil, and this embodies the idea of freedom. 

Essentially, we cannot be made out to be robots. Karel Čapek’s literary works bring 

forth this idea that to be made to work by force is to be made inhuman. Also, we 

mock the idea of Nazi heroes. Their death and strength do not deserve our highest 

admiration because they were not backed by good will, or morality. Yes, a solider 

may be strong for going to war and putting his life in danger, but for what? This is 

precisely what Čapek is mocking in The White Plague. While the Marshal was looked 

to by those who fought for the Fatherland as courageous, Dr. Galen was recognizing 

the lack of moral virtue in such a war.  
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Waves 

It was part of Sophie’s dream to know that her death would cause waves. Clearly, it 

must have, or her memory and courage would have long been forgotten. It is no 

wonder that we remember Sophie rather than Hutcheson, because according to 

Hutcheson we will always admire the most courageous among us. Therefore, 

although the concept of the moral sense has diminished, its practice has not. It is 

partly the purpose of this paper to recognize in others what Hutcheson has so long 

ago pointed out and what Adam Smith elaborated on; that within each of us is a 

moral sense. Part of our admiration towards these individuals, and others like them, 

is our desire to reach a well working system of society. This is more commonly 

referred to as the practice of politics. Politics is our natural inclination to establish 

justice in society in order to achieve and maintain a just system of government. We 

look back and study those like Dietrich, Sophie, Marie-Madeleine, and Karel, in order 

to assess their situation and their ability to recognize what was flawed in society. It 

turns out, the flaw was in the individual’s lack of engagement with their moral 

sense. Although fear serves us as a precautionary measure, it can also be our 

greatest hurdle to overcome in desperate times. For purposes of politics, it is 

important that we look to those who showed great courage in order to better 

understand how to morally engage with others in society. Because the moral sense 

serves as a director in how we engage with people, once we have fully engaged our 

moral sense, we can accomplish social order. Politics should always allow for and 
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reflect the moral sense, as humanity becomes priority. Nevertheless, it should be 

understood, that a society coerced is an unstable society, even if its attempt is to 

achieve the “common good”. Those like Hutcheson and Smith, tell us that this moral 

sense is unique within all of us, but we must be given the freedom to engage and 

understand it.   

Lawrence Reed, a humanitarian, put it this way “If you do not govern yourself, you 

will be governed.” In an attempt to empower the individual, Reed suggest that if we 

are silent when we should speak, motionless when we should move, and blind when 

we should see, than we deserve the government we are willing to tolerate. When we 

disregard our moral sense in exchange for what’s more convenient it reflects in 

government.  Right about now we should feel a little bit of guilt for what we do not 

do, a hope for what we can do, and an admiration for those who’ve gone before us. If 

so, than perhaps Hutcheson was right, and we should take him more seriously. Let 

the inspiration of this study give us a sense of direction coupled with a personal 

motive to look into our moral sense, and refuse to be silent.  
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