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This book provides a view of literary life under the Nazis, highlighting
the ambiguities, rivalries and conflicts that determined the cultural
climate of that period and beyond. Focusing on a group of writers
— in particular, Hans Grimm, Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer, Wilhelm
Schafer, Emil StrauB, Borries Freiherr von Minchhausen and Rudolf
Binding — it examines the continuities in vélkisch-nationalist thought
in Germany from c¢.1890 into the post-war period and the ways in
which vélkisch-nationalists identified themselves in opposition to four
successive German regimes: the Kaiserreich, the Weimar Republic,
the Third Reich and the Federal Republic. Although their work
predated Hitler's National Socialist movement, their contribution to
preparing the cultural climate for the rise of Nazism ensured them
confinued prominence in the Third Reich. Those who survived into
the post-war era continued to represent the vdlkisch-nationalist
worldview in the West German public sphere, opposing both
the Soviet and liberal-democratic models for Germany's future.
While not uncontroversial, they were able to achieve significant
publishing success, suggesting that a demand existed for their
works among the German public, stimulating debate about the
nature of the recent past and its effect on Germany’s cultural and
political identity and position in the world.
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Introduction

Im Gedicht bewahrt
eines Volkes Gedichtnis
seiner Besten Vermichtnis.
Im Gedicht spiht
eines Volkes Gesicht
nach zukiinftigem Licht.
Im Gediche spricht
eines Volkes Gewissen sich selber Gericht.
— WILL VESPER'

In 1817, a group of German students assembled at Wartburg Castle
and burned books they believed were poisoning the true culture of
the German Fo/k.?> On 10th May 1933, students once again committed
‘un-German’ books to the flames in university towns across the newly
established Third Reich. The motivation in both cases was to protect
the German Geist. In 1933, the students acted according to clearly articu-
lated principles, which stated that the roots of language and the writ-
ten word lay in the Vo/k.’ Books and the printed word were not just
ideological tools, but concrete expressions of the German Geist, which
determined the Vo/k. As such, they were central to its cultivation and
preservation, and an integral part of the continuing quest for a national
identity and culture.

I Will Vesper, quoted in Hans Grimm, Uber mich selbst und iiber meine Arbeit
(Lippoldsberg: Klosterhaus-Verlag, 1975), p. 179.

2 George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology: Intellectual Origins of the Third
Reich (New York: Schocken, 1964), p. 5.

3 Twelve Points of the Deutsche Studentenschaft, 13th April 1933, in H. Michaelis and
E. Schraepler (eds), Ursachen und Folgen vom deutschen Zusammenbruch 1918 und 1945
bis zur staatlichen Nenordnung Deutschlands in der Gegenwart (Berlin: H. Wendler,
1964), vol. IX, pp. 486-488.



2 Introduction

This book is concerned with the role of the written word in the articu-
lation and dissemination of vélkisch-nationalism in Germany between 1890
and around 1960, and with the writers who produced it. Focusing on Hans
Grimm and Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer in particular, but including too their
colleagues, friends and associates (for example Wilhelm Schifer, Emil Strauf,
Borries Freiherr von Miinchhausen, Agnes Miegel and Rudolf Binding), it
examines the ways in which volkisch-nationalists identified themselves in
opposition to four successive German regimes: the Kaiserreich, the Weimar
Republic, the Third Reich and the Federal Republic. These writers were not
the products of Hitler’s National Socialist movement but were established
in their own right as spokespeople of the nationalist right before 1933. Their
contribution to preparing the cultural climate for the rise of Nazism ensured
them continued prominence in the Third Reich, but their relationship with
the Nazi government was often ambiguous.

At different stages in their careers all the writers dealt with in this book
produced autobiographies or works — novels, plays, poetry and non-fiction
— commenting on the political and social upheavals they lived through.
Grimm and Kolbenheyer also wrote lengthy commentaries seeking to explain
Germany’s situation after 194s;* they provided a vi/kisch-nationalist interpre-
tation of German history and politics, and the importance of ‘German’ litera-
ture in a national society. This book also considers the formal and informal
networks to which these writers belonged: networks providing a framework
for the articulation and dissemination of a racist and nationalist worldview
which, they stressed, differed from that represented by National Socialism.

The ambiguous relationship that developed between the
volkisch-nationalist writers in question and the Nazi regime is central to
understanding their position after 1945. Their conviction — established
before 1933 — that, as the representatives of German national literature,

4 Hans Grimm, Die Erzbixc/ﬂaﬁcbri t: Antwort eines Deutschen ( Gottingen: Plesse-
Verlag, 1950); Hans Grimm, Warum — Wober — Aber wohin? Vor, unter und nach
der geschichtlichen Erscheinung Hitler (Lippoldsberg: Klosterhaus-Verlag, 1954);
Hans Grimm, Uber mich selbst; Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer, Sebastian Karst: Uber
sein Leben und iiber seine Zeit, 3 vols (Gartenberg bei Wolfratshausen: Kolbenheyer-
Gesellschaft, 1955, 1957, 1958).
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they had both a right and a duty to pronounce on the country’s future
direction remained unaltered after 1945; indeed, in several cases this con-
viction increased in response to the foundation of the Federal Republic
of Germany (FRG). They opposed both the soviet and liberal-democratic
models for Germany’s future. While far from uncontroversial, they achieved
significant publishing success, suggesting that a demand existed for their
works among the German public. Their lectures were well attended and
they received attention in the national as well as regional and local press,
stimulating debate about the nature of the recent past and its effect on
Germany’s cultural and political identity and position in the world. The
efforts of these writers to make German nationalism relevant to post-war
Germany were significant for the process of cultural transformation in the
1950s, exacerbating the contradictions and tensions between modernisa-
tion and restoration in Germany’s changing social climate.

Volkisch-nationalist ideas provided a reference point from which the
writers in question reacted to specific social and political contexts. Inevitably,
the historical conditions in which their ideas were applied in turn affected
their articulation, but the lines of ideological continuity in the development
of vilkisch-nationalist thought from the late nineteenth century into the 1950s
are clear. It was an ideology used both to explain Germany’s problems and
as the basis for a proposed solution. Its principal impetus was not, as might
initially be concluded, anti-modern; rather it was an attempt, in the light of
an ideology which identified a Germany defined by the Vo/k, and focused on
definitions of Germany and the German people according to history, language
and, most significantly, blood, to change the course toward modernity on
which Germany appeared set after 1870. 1933 did not, therefore, mark a break
in the volkisch literary tradition; instead this literature mirrored right-wing
ideologies developed in the face of successive challenges to traditional German
social structures. These challenges allowed valkisch-nationalist writers to find
readers for works that sought to build a new sense of national community,
works that the Nazis sought to instrumentalise for their own ends.’

s Helmut Vallery, ‘Volkisch-nationalsozialistische Erzihlliteratur) in H. Glaser and
A.von Bormann (eds), Deutsche Literatur, eine Sozialgeschichte — Band g: Weimarer
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Following German unification in 1871, the question of what constituted
the nation and who belonged to it remained of fundamental importance
for German nationalists. It was a political ideology that claimed authority
not from institutional power but directly from the German people. The
belief that volkisch-nationalism was a ‘movement’ was important for its
adherents; it reassured them that the diverse activities of the numerous
volkisch groups and organisations contributed to something larger.

The idea of a volkisch movement has also proved useful to historians.
Nonetheless, volkisch-nationalist circles lacked institutional unity and it
might be argued that to speak of a ‘vilkisch movement’ is overstating the case.
Instead of a single, organised political force, an uncoordinated collection of
volkisch groups and individuals emerged. Their common ground was limited
to agreement that the German nation should be based on the concept of
the German Folk, defined in racial terms. In spite of successive attempts by
volkisch-nationalists to bring about a greater degree of institutional unity,
this was never a movement of associated writers and academics, or a cohesive
programme for political or social reform. Ideological cohesion depended
to a large extent on the printed word.® In addition to the journals, newspa-
pers and magazines produced by vilkisch organisations, books were vital in
articulating and disseminating vélkisch-nationalist ideas. They also contrib-
uted to the formation of an ideology in a state of constant development.

While some academic literature exists on vélkisch-nationalism in the
Kaiserreich and the Weimar Republic, a close ideological association with
Nazism has made it easy to dismiss volkisch writers as the literary precursors
and representatives of National Socialism.” Such a view, however, among

Republik — Drittes Reich: Avantgardismus, Parteilichkeit, Exil, 19181945 (Reinbek:
Rowohlt, 1989), pp. 144-154.

6 Uwe Puschner, Die vilkische Bewegung im wilbelminischen Kaiserreich: Spmf/ﬂe, Rasse,
Religion (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 2001), pp. 143-14s.

7 See, for example Ernst Loewy, Literatur unterm Hakenkreuz: Das Dritte Reich und
seine Dichtung. Eine Dokumentation (Frankfurt am Main: Hain, 1966), p. 11; Ralf
Schnell, “Was ist “Nationalsozialistische Dichtung”?” in Jorg Thuneke (ed.), Leid
der Worte: Panorama des literarischen Nationalsozialismus (Bonn: Bouvier, 1987),
pp- 28—4s; Jurgen Hillesheim and Elisabeth Michael, Lexikon nationalsozialistischer
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other things, fails to recognise the personal and political differences that
also developed between these writers and the Nazis and overlooks their
cultural significance both before 1933 and after the Second World War.

The history of vélkisch-nationalism can be traced back beyond 1871,
although the term volkisch was only applied from the early twentieth centu-
ry. Amonga number of figures prominent in nineteenth-century German
cultural life, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Paul de Lagarde and Julius
Langbehn all contributed to the intellectual context in which a national-
ist ideology based on the idea of a racially defined German Vo/k became
increasingly attractive to significant sections of the German population,
particularly members of the middle classes who felt threatened by social
change. Alongside cultural journals and enterprises, the numerous patri-
otic and nationalist organisations in Germany were particularly important
in the dissemination of such an idea, providing a readership for volkisch
literature. These organisations, in turn, increasingly adopted its racial
worldview, often, but not always, linked to anti-Semitism.

Since 1945 it has not been possible to deal with the history of the
German right without addressing the question of National Socialism.”
The search for the underlying roots of the Third Reich and the acqui-
escence of the German population under Hitler has led to a number
of approaches, ideological, sociological and cultural as well as political.
A large number of works have been produced that seek to identify the
moment at which fascism first became a possibility in Germany, how it
developed, and why it eventually gained a hold on German life in the form
of National Socialism.'® Vlkisch-nationalism has inevitably been examined

Dichter: Biographien — Analysen — Bibliographien (Wiirzburg: Kénigshausen &
Neumann, 1993), p. 7.

8 Puschner, Die vilkische Bewegung, p. 14.

9 Stefan Breuer, Die Vilkischen in Deutschland (Darmstadtz Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 2008), pp. 7-8.

10 Thespecificity of Germany’s development, or Sonderweg, in the century preceding 1933
has been the subject of involved discussion. Eley emphasises the role of the ‘Fischer
Controversy, about the nature of German imperialism and its aims in the First World
War’, in pushing young German historians in the mid-1960s to direct their attention
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as a pre-Nazi or proto-fascist phenomenon in the context of Germany’s
response to modernity at the end of the nineteenth and in the early twen-
tieth centuries. Until relatively recently, however, little attention has been
paid to the differences on the far right in Germany under the Nazis, or
to the continued activities of adherents to vilkisch thought after 1945."
The question of the modern in the context of the far right in Germany
has posed scholars of both history and literature with a challenge. The
aesthetic expressions of the far right in Germany, compared for example
with the relationship between Italian Fascism and futurism, tended to
draw on conservative traditions in an effort to defend ‘German’ culture
from the challenges of the internationalism identified in more avant-garde
movements. The Nazis’ failure to establish a monolithic cultural or liter-
ary sphere is well established. Nonetheless, the ongoing scholarly emphasis
has been on the place of literary life within the power-structures of the
regime and the instrumentalisation of the written word in the name of
National Socialism. Reflecting on the implications of this for modern

‘to the problem of continuity and the place of Nazism in the longer historical experi-
ence between Bismarck and Hitler’: Geoft Eley, Reshaping the German Right: Radical
Nuationalism and Political Clmnge aﬁ‘er Bismarck (New Haven: Yale University Press,
1980), pp. 2—3. The weaknesses of the Sonderweg idea have been extensively discussed
in Blackbourn and Eley, The Peculiarities of German History: Bourgeois Society and
Politics in Nineteenth-Century Germany (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1984)
pp- 2—6 and Jiirgen Kocka, ‘Asymmetrical Historical Comparison: The Case of the
German Sonderweg, History and Theory 38 (1999), No. 1, p. 41. From the 1950s, a
number of historians also began to consider the roots of National Socialism through
the history of ideas, ideologies and cultural developments. See, for example, Mosse,
The Crisis of German Ideology; Fritz Stern, The Politics of Cultural Despair: A Study in
the Rise of the Germanic Ideology (Betkeley: University of California Press, 1961); Kurt
Sontheimer, Antidemokratisches Denken in der Weimarer Republik: Die politischen
Ideen des deutschen Nationalismus zwischen 1918 und 1933 (Munich, revised edition:
dtv, 1978); Hans Kohn, The Mind of Germany (London: Macmillan, 1966).

11 Among the exceptions are Werner Mittenzwei, Der Untergang einer Akademie
oder die Mentalitit des ewigen Deutschen (Berlin: Aufbau, 1992). For the post-1945
period see Kurt Tauber, Beyond Eagle and Swastika: German Nationalism since 1945
(Middletown: Wesleyan University Press, 1967); Rand C. Lewis, 4 Nazi Legacy:
Right-Wing Extremism in Postwar Germany (New York: Praeger, 1991).
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German culture, Ketelsen has suggested that it has allowed ‘Nazi’ literature
to be viewed as somehow other to subsequent German literary develop-
ments, which have therefore been able to identify their antecedents in the
‘good’ German literature of exile or inner-emigration. This has been pos-
sible because of the prominence of Blut-und-Boden romanticism, which
did indeed harness the vilkisch tradition to the Nazi cause.’* As a result,
in the literary context ‘Nazi’ has frequently been viewed as synonymous
with vilkisch and anti-modern, allowing for a contrast with the ‘modern’
literature of the Weimar Republic and post-Second World War period.*
Itis too straightforward to present the literature of volkisch-nationalism
solely as the basis of National-Socialist literary expression. Due to the lack of
original literature emerging from Nazi ranks, vo/kisch works became the seri-
ous literary representation of the regime almost by default. But the attitude
of their writers towards the Nazi government often remained ambiguous,
necessitating a differentiated approach on the part of historians. By describ-
ing them as ‘National Socialist’ or ‘Pre-National Socialist) the significance
of these works for the period in which they were written has been rendered
negligible beyond the context of the Third Reich. Yet, during the Weimar
Republic vélkisch writers contributed to broader right-wing opposition to
republicanism and democracy. That this helped prepare the ground for the
Nazis does not mean that the regime after 1933 was the goal of the writers
in question. And even pledges of support for the Third Reich as the Nazis
took power did not signal the end of the story; in many cases, the position
of vélkisch-nationalist writers turned out to be very different from the one

12 Uwe-K. Ketelsen, ‘NS-Literatur und Modernitit, in Wulf Koepke and Michael
Winkler (eds), Deutschsprachige Exilliteratur: Studien zu ibrer Bestimmaung im Kontext
der Epoche 1930 bis 1960 (Bonn: Bouvier, 1984), pp. 37-5s.

13 See, for example Ernst Loewy, Literatur unterm Hakenkreuz, p. 11; Ralf Schnell, “Was
ist “Nationalsozialistische Dichtung”?” in Thuneke (ed.), Leid der Worte, pp. 28—4s;
Jurgen Hillesheim and Elisabeth Michael, Lexikon nationalsozialistischer Dichter,
p- 7; Klaus Vondung, Vilkisch-nationale und nationalsozialistische Literaturtheorie
(Munich: List, 1973), p. 10; Klaus Vondung, ‘Der literarische Nationalsozialismus.
Ideologische, politische und sozialhistorische Wirkungszusammenhinge’ in Denkler
and Priimm (eds), Die deutsche Literatur im Dritten Reich: Themen — Traditionen —
Wirkungen (Stuttgart: Reclam, 1976), pp. s1-s2.
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they had imagined for themselves."* Likewise membership of the NSDAP
did not necessarily mean that a writer placed himself or herself unequivo-
cally at the Party’s disposal. These categories were relatively arbitrary in the
development of a writer’s relationship with the regime. Straufs, for example,
was a member of the NSDAP, but less politically active than Grimm. While
neither can be credited with outright opposition to the regime, both were
critical in private and, at times, also in public. In the 1930s, vilkisch-nationalist
writers increasingly resorted to expressing their ideas in correspondence and
dialogue with each other. An examination of Grimm’s papers, for example,
produces a picture of a more intricate web of interlocking ideological net-
works and associations than has usually been acknowledged.”

It is noteworthy, moreover, that not only did the volkisch-nationalist
writers examined here take their own work seriously, but it was also recog-
nised as the serious literary representation of the right by the German public
from the Kaiserreich to 1945. There was a market for their work and they
were honoured with literary prizes and membership of literary institutions
before 1933. These writers were part of mainstream literary life in Germany
in the early twentieth century; they all engaged with the literary world as
producers of more than just ‘Unterhaltungsromane’ or “Trivialliteratur’
The large print-runs of their work are also a reminder that, while they and
the Nazis shared a common racist ideology, volkisch sentiment needs to be
recognised as a response to deeply ingrained social and political concerns
in Germany. It was not a product of National Socialism.'

In promoting greater understanding of the internal dynamics of the
volkisch phenomenon, Uwe Puschner provides analysis based round three
pillars: language, race, and religion.” Using these central elements, which
he describes as the ‘weltanschauliche Dreiheit’ of the vélkisch movement,

14  Vondung, ‘Der literarische Nationalsozialismus), pp. 60-61.

15 Grimm’s extensive Nachlaffis held in the German Literature Archive (DLA) in Marbach
am Neckar and has provided a significant amount of the archival material on which this
study is based. I am grateful to the German Literature Archive and the German Schiller
Society for a number of scholarships to support my exploration of Grimm’s papers.

16 Vallery, ‘Volkisch-nationalsozialistische Erzihlliteratur) pp. 144-154.

17 Puschner, Die vilkische Bewegung, pp. 14-18.
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Puschner identifies its ‘spiritual’ roots and tracks the efforts of vilkisch-
nationalists to lay the foundations of their ideology. Highlighting the
existence of contradiction in vélkisch-nationalism before 1918, he moves
beyond the examinations of the esoteric side of vilkisch ideology offered
by Nicholas Goodrick Clark and Riidiger Stinner through an examination
of ideological dialogue on the right in the Imperial period.®

Stefan Breuer takes a broader view that also discusses representatives of
volkisch thought in the Weimar Republic and the Third Reich. He points
out that concentrating on the Weltanschauung of vilkisch-nationalism, or
focusing on its religious or esoteric tendencies, runs the risk of an unbal-
anced account favouring the margins of the German right and tending to
neglect the widespread acceptance of vilkisch ideas among mainstream
sections of the population, particularly the professional middle classes. He
also argues against an identification of vo/kisch-nationalism with biological
racism, suggesting that it closes down the possibility of including categories
such as Geist, Seele or Gestalt.”

Yet the work of vilkisch-nationalist writers reveals an understanding of
the latter categories as among the inherited characteristics of the Vo/k; both
its physical and ‘spiritual” attributes were transferred through the blood. In
this way, biological racism lay at the heart of vilkisch thought; in the same
way it was also intrinsic to Nazi racial theory. Similarly, while nationalism and
racism did not always coincide in Germany, volkisch thought rested on both
phenomena, hence the adoption of the hyphenated term vilkisch-nationalism
here. The common understanding of the /o/k in the period under considera-
tion was fundamentally based on the idea of an ethnically related people; the
nation-state when fully developed would encompass the whole German race.”

18 Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, The Occult Roots of Nazism: The Ariosophists of Austria
and Germany, 18901935 (Wellingborough: Aquarian, 198s); Rudiger Siinner,
Schwarze Sonne: Em‘fex:elung und Missbrauch der Mythen in Nationalsozialismus
und rechter Esoterik (Freiburg: Herder, 1999).

19 Breuer, Die Vilkischen in Deutschland, pp. 9-12.

20 See for example: Guy Tourlamain, ‘Resisting Change: Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer
and “Sudeten German” Identity in West Germany after the Second World War’,
Transtext(e)s Transcultures, No. 4 (2008), pp. 130—-14s.
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Breuer is, however, right to warn that an overemphasis on the irrational,
mystical, romantic and culturally pessimistic elements can lead to a failure
to recognise the optimism that the volkisch ideology engendered in its
adherents, and the faith in (pseudo-) scientific approaches to the world it
also encouraged.” The last is illustrated, for example, in the interest many
volkisch-nationalists demonstrated in eugenics and racial hygiene.” Thus,
volkisch-nationalism should not be viewed as anti-modern, but, Breuer
argues, as a search for a solution to the negative aspects of modernity, in
particular the social fragmentation it engendered. This provides him with
the basis for his approach to the vilkisch phenomenon, which, he argues,
had at its core a desire for harmony or wholeness. Thomas Rohkridmer’s
understanding of the development of the German right and the roots of
Nazism is similar. He emphasises ‘the growing desire for a single commu-
nal faith in Germany’ that was addressed for many in the vilkisch ideal of
a Volksgemeinschaft.” He suggests that this ideal, fundamental to German
nationalism, was seized on by large sections of the population by 1933 in
response to the increasingly polarised political and social realities in which
they lived. This search for harmony or communal unity cannot, however,
be viewed as exclusive to the vélkisch right. It has been identified across
the spectrum of ideological and intellectual movements in Germany in the
early twentieth century; Peter Gay’s work on the Weimar Republic points
out that a desire to achieve wholeness underlay the idealism of a range of
groups, from the youth movements to the Bauhaus.*

These works all recognise vélkisch-nationalism as a product of the far
right during the Kaiserreich. Discussion of its continued development and
ongoing impact after 1918, however, is complicated by scholarly discussions
of the concept of the ‘conservative revolution, which has dominated the

21 Breuer, Die Vilkischen in Deutschland, pp- 9-12.

22 Michael Burleigh, Death and Deliverance: Euthanasia in Germany, 1900-1945
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), chapter one.

23 Thomas Rohkrimer, A Single Communal Faith: The German Right from Conservatism
to National Socialism (Oxford: Berghahn, 2007), p. 1.

24 Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (London: Secker & Warburg,
1968), p. 81.
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historiography of the nationalist right in Germany in the years after 1918.
This concept has proved confusing.”® One of the first uses of the term
was in an essay by Hugo von Hofmannsthal, ‘Das Schrifttum als geistiger
Raum der Nation), in 1927.** While Hofmannsthal described something
that was more profound than most anti-democratic, nationalist thought
in the Weimar Republic, his description of the ‘conservative revolution’
does point to one way in which the far right, as opposed to more traditional
conservatives, understood their own ideological position: they saw them-
selves as the vanguard in Germany, striving for the renewal of the nation,
reflecting the revolutionary idealism of radical nationalist ideologies in
the 19205, including volkisch-nationalism.

The first post-1945 instance in which the ‘conservative revolution’
was examined is Armin Mohler’s dissertation, submitted at the University
of Basle in 1949 and published the following year.”” Mohler’s application
of the term encompassed five distinct groups within German nationalism:
the Volkische, the Nationalrevolutiondre, the Jungkonservative, the Biindische
and the Landvolkbewegung. In a revised edition of his work published in
1989, the last two categories were removed. His goal was to identify the
anti-democratic, anti-liberal movements in Germany, separating them from
both National Socialism and traditional reactionary conservatism. In dis-
tancing them from the National Socialists in particular, he displays what
Ketelsen refers to as ‘rettende Intentionen’*® Mohler’s own biography makes

25 Both Breuer and Woods take this as the starting point for their examinations of the
‘conservative revolution’. See Stefan Breuer, Anatomie der konservativen Revolution
(Darmstadt, 2nd revised edition: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 199s), p. 1;
Roger Woods, The Conservative Revolution in the Weimar Republic (Basingstoke:
Macmillan, 1996), p. 72.

26 Detlev W. Schumann, ‘Gedanken zu Hofmannsthals Begriff der “Konservativen
Revolution”, PMLA, 54, No. 3 (September 1939), pp. 855-899.

27 Armin Mohler, Die konservative Revolution in Deutschland, 1918-1932: Ein
Handbuch (Stutrgart: Vorwerk, 1950; Revised edition: Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche
Buchgesellschaft, 1989).

28  Uwe-Karsten Ketelsen, Vélkisch-nationale und nationalsozialistische Literatur
in Deutschland, 1890-1945 (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1976), p. 47. See also Woods,
The Conservative Revolution, p. 113.
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his intention to rescue the writers from the Nazi label unsurprising. Born in
Switzerland in 1920, in 1942 he volunteered for the German army. Following
differences of opinion with his Nazi superiors, he flirted with both the
extreme left and the extreme right, before returning to Switzerland to take
up his studies in Basle. By the time his dissertation was published in 1950 he
had returned to southern Germany, where he worked as the private secre-
tary of Ernst Jiinger, one of the writers he sought to ‘rescue’® Nonetheless,
his efforts to create a more differentiated view of the German right are not
without foundation. Such a view does not, however, lead to exoneration of
those it highlights from their contributions to the environment in which
the Nazis were able to flourish. Neither does it, in most cases, reflect any
moral outrage on their part at Nazi racism, but instead the elitist attitudes
of many nationalists towards the mass nature of the Nazi movement.
Since the appearance of Mohler’s work there has been a tendency to
apply the term ‘conservative revolution’ in the Weimar period to denote
aright-wing discourse in which certain themes formed a core. These have
included the concepts of the Fiihrerprinzip and the Volksgemeinschaft as
the basis for the German nation.’® The assertion that these ideas should be
distinguished from ‘old-style’ nationalist ideologies, with the implication
that they represent a reaction to the outcome of the First World War, was,
however, convincingly challenged in the 1960s by historians like Fritz Stern
and George Mosse.” More recently, Jost Hermand has also demonstrated
an ideological continuity on the right from the Kaiserreich to the Weimar

Republic based on these ideas.”

29 Waldemar Gurion, ‘Conservative Revolution in Germany), 7he Review of Politics, 13,
No.3 (July 1951), p. 395; E. Rosenbaum, ‘Die Konservative Revolution in Deutschland,
1918-1932: Grundriss ihrer Weltanschauungen, International Affairs 27, No. 2
(April 1951), pp. 240-241.

30 For example: Klemens von Klemperer, Germany’s new Conservatism (Princeton:
Princeton University Press 1957); Kurt Sontheimer, Antidemokratisches Denken,
p- 144.

31 Fritz Stern, The Politics of Cultural Despair; George L. Mosse, The Crisis of German
Ideology.

32 Jost Hermand, Der alte Traum vom neuen Reich. Vilkische Utopien und National-
sozialismus (Frankfurt am Main: Athenium, 1988).
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In the light of the drawbacks identified by these scholars, in Anatomie
der konservativen Revolution Stefan Breuer investigates whether a common
core existed between intellectuals typically categorised as ‘conservative
revolutionaries, concluding that the term is inadequate as an umbrella
for radical nationalism in the Weimar Republic.”> Most works on the
‘conservative revolution” have emphasised the concept as representing new
developments in right-wing, nationalist thought in the Weimar Republic.*
Nonetheless, a greater degree of differentiation is still needed between a
fundamentally new ideology, and the application of older ideas to new con-
texts. Roger Woods recognises the existence of a ‘conservative revolution’
that was a counter-movement to the French Revolution, opposing liberal-
ism, socialism, democracy and internationalism. Thus defined, it extended
back into the early nineteenth century.” He argues that the switch ‘away
from a call for clarity over political aims towards anti-programmatic activ-
ism and the idea of a strong leader is one of the major developments in
their [conservative revolutionaries’] thought in the Weimar Republic.
This does not, however, sufficiently differentiate a clear ‘conservative
revolutionary’ way of thinking from the vilkisch-nationalists discussed
in this book. The call for a strong leader was a principle also evident
in the antipathy of vélkisch-nationalists to the parliamentary system in
the Kaiserreich.”” And in the republican context of the Weimar system,
nationalists of all shades emphasised this alternative to parliamentary
democracy more strongly. Germany’s defeat in the First World War also
gave their nationalism new momentum, while the 1918 revolution made
radical change seem both necessary and more possible than it had been

33 Breuer, Anatomie der konservativen Revolution, pp. s—6 and passim.

34  See, for example, Panajotis Kondylis, Konservatismus (Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1986),
pp- 469-493.

35 Woods, The Conservative Revolution, p. L

36  Ibid. pp. 73-74.

37  See, for example, Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Die Grundlagen des neunzehnten
Jabrbunderts (1899; edition used: Munich: Bruckmann, 1935) pp. 25-26; 348—350;
Paul de Lagarde, ‘Konservativ’ (essay written in 1853, reproduced in Schrifien fiir das
deutsche Volk, Munich: Deutsche Buchgemeinschaft, 1934), p. 21.
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during the Kaiserreich. Their responses to the Weimar Republic still rested,
however, on ideas established before 1914.

The concept of the ‘conservative revolution’ is also linked to the idea
of ‘reactionary modernism’ put forward by Jeffrey Herf. He formulates
this as the reconciliation of the nationalist neo-romanticism of the nine-
teenth century with modern technology in the Weimar Republic. The use
of metaphors, familiar words and expressions, he argues, ‘had the effect of
converting technology from a component of alien, western Zivilisation
into an organic part of German Ku/tur.*® Thus, according to Herf, the anti-
modernist nature of German nationalism, which he blames on its separation
from the Enlightenment, was overcome by some ‘conservative revolution-
aries after 1918. Herf is right to challenge the assumption that right-wing
thought was intrinsically anti-modern. At the same time he accepts the same
assumption for the earlier nationalists, among whom he includes the vilkisch
movement.” In fact, the paradox he identifies in ‘reactionary modernism’
was also evident in volkisch-nationalism, which rejected the Enlightenment
and rationalism, but accepted the scientific and technological progress of
modernity. In particular, vo/kisch-nationalists sought to justify their racial
theories through pseudo-scientific, social-Darwinist ideas. Moreover, the
colonial empire that was, for example, advocated by the Alldeutscher Verband
and which is central to Grimm’s novels required the modern battleships
demanded by the Navy League. Technology also featured in their novels.
Gustav Frenssen’s best-known protagonist, the farmer Jorn Uhl, ended his
days as an engineer working on the construction of the Kaiser Wilhelm
Canal, in the eyes of German nationalists a proud symbol of Germany’s
position among the most advanced nations of the world.*

Already in the Kaiserreich, vilkisch-nationalists represented a growing
demand for active, even revolutionary change. As a result, they were part
of what Jeremy Noakes identifies as the ‘new right’ in Imperial Germany.

38 Jeftrey Herf, Reactionary Modernism: Technology, Culture and Politics in Weimar
and the Third Reich (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984), p. 1.

39 Ibid, p. 1s.

40 Gustav Frenssen, Jorn Ubl (Berlin: Grote, 1901).
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In the face of the weakness of the traditional conservative parties, tradi-
tional conservatives sought to harness the ‘new right; adopting its rhetoric
while seeking to maintain their own hold on power. In doing so they gave
legitimacy to values based on the idea of the }o/k, which increasingly set
the ideological terms of the German right in general.* Eley identifies two
stages in the development of the ‘new right; the first between about 1890
and 1908, in which it developed an anti-parliamentary, radical nationalist
discourse in opposition to the established ruling groups. This was followed
by the unexpected readmission of the ‘new right’ into the right-wing main-
stream that began in 1907-1908 and increased after the Second Moroccan
Crisis in 1911 and the success of the SPD in the Reichstag election in 1912.
This was the start of a radicalisation that, he suggests, continued through
the ‘double trauma’ of defeat and revolution in 1918 and on into the early
1920s. Nonetheless, this radicalisation remained an ideological achieve-
ment, which failed to create sufficient social and institutional cohesion to
turn it into political power.*” This was only achieved by the Nazis after 1928,
in the process, as Noakes observes, highlighting the bourgeois character of
the ‘new right, in spite of its radical rhetoric.”

Opverall, the term ‘conservative revolution’ is inadequate to describe
the writers examined in this book. As applied by scholars, it does not suf-
ficiently describe the continuities which can be traced through the radi-
cal, revolutionary nature of their ideology in the Kaiserreich, its violently
oppositional character in the Weimar Republic, and its challenging stance
regarding the Third Reich. Presenting a different approach to providinga
framework to describe the far right, Werner Mittenzwei’s extensive study
of the Literature Section of the Prussian Academy of Arts recognises the
ideological continuity from the Kaiserreich to the Weimar Republic. Instead
of ‘conservative revolution, Mittenzwei uses the term Nationalkonservative

41 Jeremy Noakes, ‘German Conservatives and the Third Reich: an ambiguous relation-
ship} in Martin Blinkhorn (ed.), Fascists and Conservatives. The radical right and the
establishment in twentieth-century Europe (London: Unwin Hyman, 1990), p. 72.

42 GeoffEley, ‘Conservatives and radical nationalists in Germany: the production of fascist
potentials, 1912~1928), in Martin Blinkhorn (ed.), Fascists and Conservatives, p. 62.

43 Noakes, ‘German Conservatives, pp. 73—74.
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(national conservatives). With respect to Hans Grimm and his closest
associates, he also suggests that they were bound together more by their aver-
sion to artistic modernism than their political points of view." Nonetheless,
Grimm and Kolbenheyer, in particular, consistently identified themselves
as political writers. Others, like Wilhelm Schifer, were more inclined to
draw a line between literature and politics. Even Schifer, however, described
his most successtul work Die dreizehn Biicher der deutschen Seele as politi-
cally motivated under the exceptional circumstances of the early Weimar
Republic.” Moreover, the cooperation of these writers with each other
during the 1930s was a response to the institutional frameworks created
by the Nazis in the politics of culture.

The political character of their ideology has led Rolf Geifiler to
endorse the dichotomy between the aesthetic and the political using the
term volkisch-national. Vilkisch, he suggests, refers to the aesthetic vision of
a Volksgemeinschaft and the defining qualities of the Vo/k’s blood; ‘national’
refers to the political characteristics of the nation, incorporated in the
authoritarian state.* Nonetheless, the hyphenation of the terms volkisch
and nationalist does not reflect the writers’ own view of their ideologi-
cal position, but remains an academic construct to describe the nature
of a complex ideology. It is used as such in this book, which recognises
that categorisation in this instance requires uncovering similarities and
acknowledging the overlapping character of the many nationalist groups
and organisations, and the influence they exercised over each other. The
volkisch-nationalist worldview presents the challenge of finding a formula
that reflects the fluid boundaries of ideological positions operating in
broader social contexts, and the often paradoxical nature of an ideological
standpoint that appealed to both emotion and reason.

44  Werner Mittenzwei, Der Untergang einer Akademie, p. 84 and passim.

45 Wilhelm Schifer, Mein Lebenswerk. Dankrede bei der Verleihung des Rhbeinischen
Literaturpreises in Koln am 13. November 1937 (Munich: Langen-Miiller, 1938),
Pp- 4-5-

46 Rolf Geifller, ‘Dichter und Dichtung des Nationalsozialismus, in H. Kunisch
(ed.), Handbuch der deutschen Gegenwartsliteratur (Munich: Nymphenburger
Verlagshandlung, 1965), p. 721.
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Conscious of the breadth and disparities in valkisch circles, therefore, this
book defines vilkisch or vilkisch-nationalist broadly as an ideology that was
carried beyond straightforward identification with the German ‘nation’ by a
beliefand emphasis on a racially defined Vo/k as the basis for society. Puschner’s
description of the vilkisch movement as a ‘Gesamtbewegung’ with ‘weltan-
schaulicher Breite’ provides the basis for understanding the phenomenon
here."” This broad definition also draws on the work of George Mosse, who
employs the word ‘volkish’ in his works to designate any ideology or worldview
that had the idea of the German Fo/k at its centre.* Such a broad approach is
also used by Hermand to significant effect in his discussion of vilkisch utopias
in Germany from the Kaiserreich to the end of the Third Reich.”

Following a background chapter on the history of volkisch-nationalist
thought from the nineteenth century, this book examines the enthusi-
asm with which vélkisch writers greeted the Third Reich, their vision for
Germany’s future and their subsequent disillusionment, by exploring their
involvement in the cultural and literary life of these years and their efforts
to address the history of the Nazi regime after 194s.

The First World War was a defining event for the writers that pro-
vide the focus of this book, the experience binding them together during
the Weimar Republic. In many ways, the outbreak of war in 1914 was the
high point of Wilhelmine volkisch-nationalism: the war was expected to
cleanse German society of degeneracy so that a vilkisch state could be built
on the undoubted German victory. The war did not substantially change
the nature of the ideology, but defeat gave it new momentum and focus.
During the 1920s, vilkisch writers renewed their pre-war opposition to
socialism and democracy, which they now identified as the foreign driving
forces of the Weimar Republic. Their works provided a vilkisch analysis
of Germany’s situation and attempted to overcome the loss of national
dignity caused by the demeaning conditions of the Versailles Treaty. As
an alternative to the degeneration they perceived in Weimar society, and

47  Puschner, Die vilkische Bewegung, p. 26 4.
48  Mosse, The Crisis of German Ideology, p. 1.
49 Hermand, Der alte Traum, pp. 12—15 and passim.
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to artistic modernism in particular, vélkisch-nationalists continued to
promote the idea of an organic social order, the Volksgemeinschaft (com-
munity of the Vo/k), which can be traced back to the German Romantics.*
Far from calling for a return of the monarchy, they called for a new leader,
a Fiihrer, who would bring the rebirth of German society. Believing that
the true expression of the German spirit was threatened by the spread of
literary modernism and political republicanism, they also engaged with
the emerging NSDAP.

Chapter 2 considers National Socialism in a vélkisch context both
before and after 1933. It turns to those in charge of propaganda and the
cultural sphere and addresses volkisch responses to the institutional climate
established in the Third Reich against the backdrop of rivalry for domina-
tion of the cultural sphere between Joseph Goebbels and Alfred Rosenberg.
Here the rudimentary nature of Nazi politics of literature becomes clear.
When the Second World War broke out, the institutions concerned with
literature were still defining their roles. As Jan-Pieter Barbian has demon-
strated, there was never a cohesive Literaturpolitik in the Third Reich.™
A lack of institutional transparency, as well as rivalries and personal dif-
ferences among leading Nazis led to frequent conflicts. The relationship
between volkisch-nationalist writers and the institutions that governed the
literary sphere, moreover, was tense at best. While the Nazis needed these
writers to provide the regime with literary representation, a significant
number refused to subjugate themselves and their work to the propaganda
apparatus. The networks, formal and informal, that grew up between these
writers were significant; they not only provided a forum for their ideas but
also a framework for communication, mutual endorsement and activity
independent of the regime in the Third Reich. Their treatment in this

so  See, for example: Umut Ozkirimli, Theories of Nationalism. A Critical Introduction
(Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000), pp. 15-19, 52—53; E. Kedourie, Nationalism (4th
edition: Oxford: Blackwell 1994), p. 1; Jost Hermand, Der alte Traum vom neunen
Reich, pp. 11-12; Detlev W. Schumann, ‘Gedanken zu Hofmannsthals Begriff der
“Konservativen Revolution”™, pp. 856—8s8.

st Jan-Pieter Barbian, Literaturpolitik im ‘Dritten Reich’: Institutionen, Betitigungsfelder
(Frankfurt am Main: Buchhindler-Vereinigung, 1993).
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chapter, therefore, provides the context for the examination of the authors’
history during the Third Reich in the chapters that follow.

Chapter 3 focuses on the transformation of the Literature Section in
the Prussian Academy of Arts into the German Literature Academy and its
impotence in the Third Reich. It charts the divisions between writers with
political ambitions and more idealistic volkisch-nationalists. Demonstrating
the increasing dissatisfaction of the latter with the position of the Academy,
it argues that, while outwardly powerless, the institution actually provided
them with a context for contact and communication, enabling them to
share their disaffection. Its failure generated considerable antipathy to the
Nazi regime among volkisch-nationalists. This was manifested most imme-
diately in the ‘Munich Consensus) a bloc of six writers that developed in
the Academy and became the basis for an informal network of independent
nationalists in the literary world in the 1930s. This group consisted of Hans
Grimm, Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer, Rudolf G. Binding, Borries Freiherr
von Miinchhausen, Wilhelm Schifer and Emil Strauf8.

The ways in which vilkisch-nationalist independence was maintained
outside the framework of the German Literature Academy are the subject
of Chapter 4. The activities in volkisch literary circles described here helped
sustain volkisch-nationalist networks in the Third Reich. Particular attention
is therefore paid to Hans Grimm’s Lippoldsberger Dichtertreffen, held at the
writer’s home each year between 1934 and 1939, and again each year after 1949,
and to the history during the Third Reich of the most significant vilkisch-
nationalist publisher in Germany, the Langen-Miiller Verlag in Munich. Its
unsuccessful struggle for independence in these years mirrors that of valkisch-
nationalists in general to establish themselves as a separate estate in German
society. The journal Das innere Reich provides a further example of a forum
through which the writers in question sought to communicate theirideas toa
wider public. The examinations of contributions to Das Innere Reich carried
out by Horst Denkler in 1976 and Marion Mallmann in 1978 highlight the
difficulties scholars have had in assessing the literature of the Third Reich.”

sz Horst Denkler, ‘Januskopfig. Zur ideologischen Physiognomie der Zeitschrift “Das
innere Reich” (1934-1944); in Denkler and Priimm (eds), Die deutsche Literatur
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This chapter places the journal in the vélkisch-nationalist context. The dif-
ficulties experienced by Das innere Reich in the late 1930s only came to an
end with the solution presented by the Second World War. After 1939, its
editors were increasingly able to reconcile their goals with those of the Nazis
through support for the war, viewed as a fight to the death that would end
either in a glorious resolution of the evils that had plagued German society
since 1918, or final defeat for Germany.

The determination among vilkisch-nationalist writers to promote the
idea of a racially defined Germany continued to motivate their activities
after the Second World War, when they increasingly linked it to the idea of
aunited Europe with Germany at its centre. Chapter s therefore examines
the post-war era in the late 1940s and 1950s. Contrary to the anti-fascist
rhetoric in the socialist East, in West Germany the cultural change that
accompanied the establishment of a liberal, democratic West German
state after 1945 was initially accompanied by an ambiguous approach to
the Nazi past. Many Germans resisted the cultural transition initiated by
the Allied occupation powers. Over a hundred significant nationalist par-
ties, groups and cultural organisations emerged between 1945 and 1960.
For their members the volkisch-nationalist message of racial and national
rebirth offered cultural orientation in the face of physical and political
dislocation and social upheaval.

Following the Second World War, a number of vilkisch-nationalist
writers who had been prominent in the Third Reich were able to revive
their careers. Hans Sarkowicz estimates that only one-sixth of the recipients
of literary prizes, honours and awards under the supervision of Goebbels’
Reich Chamber of Literature published nothing at all after the War.”
Chapter s therefore also addresses the contribution made by vilkisch-nation-
alist writers to the survival and development of German nationalism in
West Germany after 1945. Analysing the political and social conditions

im Dritten Reich, pp. 382—40s; Marion Mallmann, ‘Das innere Reich: Analyse einer
konservativen Kulturzeitschrift im Dritten Reich (Bonn: Bouvier, 1978).

53 Hans Sarkowicz, ‘Die literarischen Apologeten des Dritten Reiches zur Rezeption
der vom Nationalsozialismus geférderten Autoren nach 1945} in Thunecke (ed.),
Leid der Worte, p. 436.
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in which they were able to achieve success in the 1950s, it assesses the
extent to which they contributed to the formation of Germany’s post-war
identity. In particular, it focuses on the surviving members of the ‘Munich
Consensus’: Hans Grimm, Erwin Guido Kolbenheyer, Wilhelm Schafer
and Emil Strauf8. Using the works, correspondence and articles in the press
written by this group of writers, this chapter discusses their attempts to
deny a share in responsibility for Nazi crimes by emphasising that Nazism
did not represent true German nationalism. It demonstrates how they
sought to revive a nationalist ideology as the basis for the new Germany,
and juxtaposes these efforts with their attempts to relativise the history of
the Third Reich. In this way, this chapter offers a perspective on the way
in which nationalism in Germany was affected by the legacy of the Third
Reich and the nature of right-wing thought between 1945 and 1960.






CHAPTER I

“Wegbereiter’ for the Nazis? V% olkisch-Nationalist
Writers in Germany, 1870-1933

The identifiable characteristics of vilkisch-nationalist ideology were
responses to changes in Germany between 1870 and 1914. The Kaiserreich
saw the rapid growth of industrial capitalism and dramatic urbanisation,
leading to social upheaval that appeared to threaten traditional ways of
life. Between 1890 and 1913, the population grew from 49.4 million to
66.9 million, making it the second largest in Europe after Russia. In the
three decades after 1866, 2.9 million Germans emigrated in response to
economic challenges at home. During the boom years after 1893, however,
the flood of emigrants decreased. Instead, large numbers migrated from
rural areas to the expanding industrial cities within Germany. Between 1870
and 1910, the number of cities with populations over 100,000 rose from
8 to 48. By 1914, one fifth of the population lived in the cities." While the
state’s structures continued to defend the historic privileges of the landown-
ers, the growth of capital and industry led to a diminished economic role
for agriculture. The growing bourgeoisie increasingly demanded equal-
ity with the aristocratic classes. At the same time, the new challenge of
organised labour emerged, following the abolition of the Anti-Socialist
Law in 1890 and the resulting growth of the Social Democratic Party,
which emphasised class conflict and demanded radical reform.? Vilkisch-
nationalism emerged as an extreme, but nonetheless increasingly widely
accepted, integrative ideological programme for a bourgeoisie that felt it

1 Volkier Ullrich, Die nervise Grofsmacht, 1871-1918. Aufstieg und Untergang des
deutschen Kaiserreichs (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer, 1999), p. 138.
> Geoff Eley, Reshaping the German Right, pp. 349-350.
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was sandwiched between the powerful landed interests on the one hand,
and organised labour on the other.

Violkisch writers played a central role in the codification and dissemi-
nation of volkisch-nationalism, making literature fundamental in the fight
against the evils of the contemporary world. Their works reflected the
atmosphere of change and the tension between progress and tradition.
While they privileged the countryside over the growing cities, which they
saw as responsible for the degeneration of the German 7o/k as a result of
bad living conditions and immoral behaviour,’ they did not reject indus-
trialism outright. Nonetheless industry was rarely presented as central to
the ideal society.* From its emergence as a primarily bourgeois response
to conditions in the Kaiserreich, volkisch-nationalism increasingly sought
to gain the support of the entire German nation. This corresponded to
its ideological emphasis on a social order in which race rather than class
was the defining category. While there was general acceptance of certain
core elements, volkisch-nationalism remained broad. By the outbreak of
the First World War its underlying characteristics were identifiable in a
large number of social and political positions. These featured a common
recognition of the degeneration of modern life and opposition to social-
ism, Bolshevism, international capitalism, and not infrequently the Jews.
A shared utopian vision of a Volksgemeinschaft, a socially, politically and
spiritually united community of the German Vo/k, defined by blood, and an
assertion of an eternal, absolute and organic truth accompanied a rejection
of the aesthetic modernism observable in the artistic avant-garde of the carly
twentieth century. This, with its international characteristics, seemed to
threaten the process of cultural unification. Many volkisch-nationalists also
supported German colonial ambitions. As a rule, too, they disapproved of
parliamentary systems, advocating instead a form of government based on

3 Heinrich Claf8 (alias Daniel Frymann), Wenn ich Kaiser wir’— Politische Wahrbeiten
und Notwendigkeiten (Leipzig: Dieterich, 1912). pp. 168—170; This is also reflected in
Hans Grimm’s later work, ¥olk ohne Raum (Munich: Langen-Miiller Verlag, 1926).

4 See, forexample, Paul de Lagarde, Schriften fiir das dentsche Volk (Munich: Deutsche
Buchgemeinschaft, 1934), vol. I, p. 35. Also Uwe Puschner, Die vilkische Bewegung
im wilbelminischen Kaiserreich, p. 1ss.



Vilkisch-Nationalist Writers in Germany, 1870-1933 25

the so-called Fithrerprinzip, according to which a leader would emerge out
of the Volk, recognisable through the great deeds he (the Fiihrer was always
referred to in the masculine) had performed.

The large number of organisations, some very short-lived, that came
under the volkisch umbrella during these years is testament to the disu-
nited and inconsistent nature of the phenomenon. Rather than a political
movement, volkisch-nationalism is therefore best understood as a mode of
thought based on an understanding of society based on the German race.
Its incoherent manifestations were already evident even to those involved
in volkisch-nationalist activities before the First World War.” Overall,
the goal of vilkisch-nationalism was the renewal and rebirth of Germany.
It developed and matured in the Kaiserreich, when the nationalist right
moved from co-operation with the government to representing national-
ist opposition to Wilhelmine politics. This prepared it, to an extent, for
the challenges it faced after 1918, when vélkisch-nationalists identified
themselves in opposition to the Weimar Republic. Even then, however,
they failed to achieve the unity that many viewed as essential for success.

The ‘Jewish Question’

The relationship between the vilkisch ideology and German anti-Semitism
in the late nineteenth and first decades of the twentieth centuries was close
but complicated. While some vilkisch-nationalists expressed an extreme,
targeted antipathy towards the Jews in particular, for others the question
of race as a whole was more important. In their attitudes towards the Jews,
volkisch-nationalists owed much to the development of German anti-Sem-
itism during the nineteenth century, when it underwent a transformation
from religious anti-Semitism to racial anti-Semitism. This change accom-
panied the debate concerning the assimilation of the Jews, which also

s Puschner, Die vilkische Bewegung, p. 2.63.
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exposed the depth to which anti-Jewish sentiment had penetrated German
society. While liberal opinion tended to favour assimilation in the belief
that Jewish characteristics were not biological, but lay instead in the Jewish
tradition, racial anti-Semites emphasised biological differences between
Germans and Jews. Jewishness was in the blood, thereby eliminating any
hope of assimilation through the adoption of German customs and the
Christian religion.’

In his novel So/l und Haben, first published in 1855 and reprinted
27 times in the following 23 years, Gustav Freytag demonstrated the degree
to which stereotypes of Jews prevailed in German culture. With one excep-
tion the Jewish characters in this novel were unattractive, money-oriented
figures. They also spoke grammatically incorrect German, suggesting that
it was not their native tongue and setting them apart from the Germans.”
These stereotypes had their roots in older views of Jewishness.® It was
frequently alleged that Jews predominated in certain trades and professions,
largely in non-productive spheres, and that in artistic life their abilities lay
in interpretation rather than creation. Following the emancipation of the
Jews in Prussia in 1869 many abandoned Jewish orthodoxy. Between 1889
and 1910 there were 12,375 Jewish conversions to Protestant Christianity in
Germany, and this figure does not take into account those Jews who were
assimilated before this date.’

Freytag’s novel allowed for the possibility of Jewish assimilation to
German culture in the figure of Bernhard, whose concern for high culture
reflected the civilised character ascribed to Germans.'’ In an essay published

6 DPeter Pulzer, The Rise of Political Anti-Semitism in Germany and Austria (New York:
Harvard University Press, 1964), p. s.

7 Gustav Freytag, So/l und Haben (Edition used: Munich: Droemersche Verlagsanstalt
Knaur, 1959).

8 Hannah Arendt, 7he OVzgins af Totalitarianism (Ncw York: Harcourt Brace, 1973), p-xi.

9 Pulzer, The Rise 0fP01itiml Anti-Semitism, p. s.

10 On the debate about Freytag’s attitudes towards the Jews, see Jiirgen Matoni, ‘Die
Juden in Gustav Freytags Werken, Oberschlesisches Jahrbuch, vol. 8 (Berlin 198s),
pp- 107-116. See also: Martin Gubser, Literarischer Antisemtismus: Untersuchungen
zu Gustav Freytag und anderen biirgerlichen Schriftstellern des 19. Jahrbunderts
(Géttingen: Wallstein, 1998); Hartmut Steinecke, ‘Gustav Freytag: Soll und Haben
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in the Viennese Neue Freie Presse on 21st May 1893, moreover, Freytag
spoke out directly against racial anti-Semitism’s denial of the possibility of
assimilation. Writing for the celebration of Pentecost, Freytag reminded
his readers that the Apostles had themselves been Jews. He went on to
criticise the racial anti-Semites,

for they scour the family trees of Christians back to some distant past and declare
conversion to Christianity and the assimilation of baptised Jews into Christian family
life to be dishonest and a blemish on the offspring of such mixed marriages. This
view holds both a lack of German convictions and an inclination towards usurious
business dealings to be indelible characteristics of Jewish descent, which continue
to have an effect in later generations, even under totally different circumstances, and
.. . 11
when they have converted to Christianity.

Racial anti-Semites did indeed express reservations regarding assimilation.
In spite of his initial support for Freytag’s view in its favour, Heinrich von
Treitschke, Professor of History in Berlin, increasingly expressed con-
cern that should it fail, it would breed a bastard German-Jewish culture.
Treitschke’s belief in assimilation of the Jews as a realistic solution to the
‘Jewish question” waned towards the end of the nineteenth century. His
emphasis on the Jew as an alien was famously expressed in a series of articles
published in the PrenfSische Jahrbiicher between 1879 and 1881."* The first,
Unsere Aussichten, unleashed the Berliner Antisemitismusstreit, in which
Treitschke was vigourously opposed by his colleague at the university in
Berlin, Theodor Mommsen. Drawing widespread attention through his
publications, as well as his lectures, Treitschke helped make anti-Semitism
the subject of respectable, intellectual debate.”
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The importance of race for anti-Semites in Germany was most unam-
biguously articulated by Wilhelm Marr, credited with inventing the term
‘anti-Semitism’ In his book, Der Sieg des Judentums iiber das Germanentum
(1879)," he presented a socio-cultural history of the development of Jewish
hegemony in the world. He moved the fight against Judaism from the reli-
gious to the racial field, thereby removing anti-Semitism from the charge of
religious prejudice and aligning it with social-Darwinist theories."” In 1880
he summed up his position: “There must be no question here of parading
religious prejudices when it is a question of race and when the difference lies
in the “blood”** Marr opened the way for the association of anti-Semitism
with racial discussions of morals and culture that were central to vlkisch-
nationalist discourses by the end of the nineteenth century.

Houston Stewart Chamberlain, Richard Wagner’s son-in-law, also
provides an example of the far-reaching impact of anti-Semitic writers in
the late nineteenth century.”” His most influential work, Die Grundlagen
des neunzehnten Jahrbunderts (1899) was characterised by irrational anti-
Semitic polemics and Chamberlain’s passion for culture and the ideal of
self-cultivation.” The work presented the history of mankind as a struggle
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Vilkisch-Nationalist Writers in Germany, 1870-1933 29

between the good, embodied in the German race, and the bad, represented
by the Jews. The influence of Grundlagen des neunzebnten Jahrbunderts
went beyond nationalist organisations, attracting widespread attention in
the press. On 3oth April 1902, the Frankfurter Zeitung was forced to admit
reluctantly that it ‘has caused more of a ferment than any other appear-
ance in the book market in recent years’”” Three editions appeared in its
first year and a cheap, popular edition, published in 1906, sold more than
10,000 copies in the first ten days. By 1915, total editions exceeded 100,000
copies and the book had been translated into English, Czech, and Fre