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Prophecy and the Feminine in Swastika Night 

In Swastika Night , Katharine Burdekin, writing under the pen name Murray Constantine, 

envisions a world in which the Thousand Year Reich has become a reality. The novel presents a 

world 721 years after Hitler’s reign in Germany and subsequent imagined domination of most of 

the known world. Readers are thrust into a world where Hitler is worshipped as a god, 

Christianity is reviled, Germans are celebrated as having holy blood, all knowledge of history 

has been erased, and women, living apart from men, are little more than animals used for 

reproduction and men’s sexual pleasure. Several things were very interesting concerning this 

text, specifically the timing of publication and the treatment of women in the fictional society. 

Swastika Night  was published in 1937, more than a year prior to England declaring war 

on Germany. The plot points of the text are fascinating when considering the historical timeline. 

Hitler and the Nazi party had not been in power for long and Hitler had only been named Führer 

in 1933. While pogroms were taking place in Germany and the Nuremberg laws were in effect 

prior to the novel’s publication, the prophetic nature of the text is striking. Swastika Night 

discusses the extermination of the Jewish people and the rise of the German Empire long before 

the events of World War II and long before the world acknowledged Hitler’s designs. At the time 

of the novel’s initial publication and during its selection as a 1940 Left Book Club book, readers 

would have imagined a world that they very well may have inhabited. This prophetic nature and 



 
Johnson 2 

discussion of current events changes the novel from simple dystopia to a warning of potential 

imminent disaster.  

One such disaster that readers may have wanted to avoid is the segregated quarters 

Burdekin placed the women in, much like the concentration camps for Jews that were to be 

placed throughout Europe in the coming years. Women in the novel are claimed by men and 

used for reproduction, bearing as many sons as possible and then releasing them to their fathers 

at 18 months (9). If daughters are born, it is seen as disgraceful; the girls remain with their 

mothers in the Women’s Quarters for their lives. The text dictates that men are superior to 

women; women are little better than animals and the men are instructed that “a woman has no 

soul and therefore can have no sorrow” (11). But there is a power that women hold, even in this 

dystopian society, and that is of reproduction. The novel opens with a knight speaking to a group 

of women and unconsciously slipping in his speech as he tells them to “be fruitful and bear 

strong daughters” (13). This occurs because the knight is vexed that few girls are being born 

which will impact the future of Germany, as it will result in fewer women to bear future 

generations of strong, male Germans. Indeed, Knight von Hess later admits to Alfred that “a 

shortage of females is the only naturally  serious thing” (105). Women hold the power of the 

future of the German Empire in their wombs, but are unable to realize and harness this power. 

Alfred does start to appreciate and understand the value of the feminine at the birth of his own 

daughter towards the end of the novel, but is unable to make any real steps towards empowering 

the young girl as it seems that he does not know where to begin and is ultimately killed. Indeed, 

his final thoughts are of his baby girl and that there is “nothing to be done” (195). In the end, 

Alfred’s son is left without clarity on how to proceed with his father’s final wishes.  
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Swastika Night  presents a vivid and strangely prophetic telling which leaves readers with 

questions about gender inequality, government control, and racial superiority, all with very little 

resolution. In addition to the information provided in the text, the timing of the book’s 

publication allows it to serve as a unique warning to readers.  

 

Discussion Questions: 

1. Women in the novel are told that their sole virtue is in providing strong sons for men, and 

yet it is tangentially admitted that daughters are of vital importance to the enduring 

success of society. Discuss this dichotomy as it relates to the characterization of society. 

Consider the almost complete lack of female characters in the text. 

2. Because the women live apart from the men and are seen as disgusting creatures, men 

connect with one another in sometimes intimate ways, and yet homosexuality is 

condemned. Explain the difficulty that exists in discriminating against both 

homosexuality and heterosexual relationships.  

3. In the text, Hitler is declared a god born from thunder and the citizens of the empire are 

expected to worship him as such. For this to be successful, all recorded history must be 

erased and the people brainwashed. Determine if Burdekin is cautioning readers of this 

possibility in society or using hyperbole to shock readers. Consider the use of education 

and religion as a method of control both in the text and historically.  
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