
The conservative revolution in
Weimar

World War I was a source of hope for those German cultural pessi-
mists who believed in the possibility of a radical reversal of the process
of degeneration they felt was threatening the nation's body and soul.
Their message was not primarily that the world was godforsaken but
that it could be redeemed and the deterioration halted and reversed.
These hopes put the nationalists of the postwar era at odds with
antiindustrial themes in German nationalism. A limited incorporation
of technology into nationalist imagery and language had occurred in
the late nineteenth century, but mainly on the part of engineers.

The novelty in the postwar discussions of technology and culture
in Germany was that for the first time the nontechnical intellectuals
were trying to integrate technology into nationalist language. Like the
rest of National Socialism —  and European fascism —  these nationalist
ideas took on a tougher tone as a result of the Fronterlebnis of World
War I, incubated in the hothouse cultural controversies of the postwar
years, and came to political fruition in Nazi propaganda. The con-
frontation between Technik und Kultur did not begin in the Weimar
Republic. The major technological advances of the first and second
industrial revolutions based on steam, electricity, and chemistry had
been introduced to Germany in the nineteenth century, and thejargon
of authenticity, German romanticism, the apolitical tradition, and mis-
trust of the Enlightenment also accompanied the rise of the Prussian
Reich.

Yet although the confrontation between technology and culture did
not begin in Weimar, it certainly came to a head in those years. It
even had a name of its own, die Streit um die Technik, the debate about
technology.1 Hundreds of books, lectures, and essays emerged from
both the technical universities and nontechnical intellectuals from all

1 Friedrich Dessauer, Die Streit um die Technik (Frankfurt, 1958).
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points along the political spectrum dealing with the relation between
Germany's soul and modern technology. The confrontation between
technological advance and the traditions of German nationalism was
sharper in Weimar than at any time before or since in modern German
history, as well as in any other place in Europe after World War I.
The battle over Technik und Kultur took place against a background
of military defeat, failed revolutions, successful counterrevolution, a
divided Left, an embittered and resentful Right, and Germany's fa-
mous illiberalism, which could not withstand the challenges of the
political extremes. Weimar culture was the crucible in which the cul-
tural synthesis I am calling reactionary modernism was both forged
and given a new, harder edge that would eventually bring it into line
with the cultural revolution Hitler promised. The story of the rise
and collapse of the Weimar Republic has been told often and well.
The following will remind the reader of the events that set the back-
ground for the reactionary modernist upsurge in the postwar period.

The history of the Weimar Republic is customarily divided into three
periods. The first begins in November 1918 with the defeat in World
War I followed by the imposition of the Versailles treaty, revolutionary
upheavals from the Left, civil war and counterrevolutionary armed
response from the Right, ultimately fatal divisions between the re-
formist and revolutionary Left, foreign occupation of the Ruhr, and
the inflation of 1923. The workers' revolts did not succeed in shaking
the social and political power of the Junkers, industrialists, army, and
state bureaucracy — the pillars of the prewar Prussian coalition — and
inflation embittered the middle class and weakened the strength of the
republic's strongest defenders in the trade unions and in the Social
Democratic party (SPD). A formally republican, democratic political
experiment began in the midst of the authoritarian legacies of German
industrialization.

The second period, usually called the stabilization phase, began with
the fiscal stabilization of 1924, which brought hyperinflation to an end,
warded off, at least for a time, the challenges of the far Right and
far Left, and inaugurated a period of expanded investment and ra-
tionalization in industry. It was during this period of relative pros-
perity and political stability that Americanization, Fordism, and class
harmony based on corporatist arrangements fostering expanded pro-
ductivity reached their zenith. But the underlying gap between Wei-
mar's formal republican and democratic political institutions and
Germany's still unsurmounted illiberal social, economic, and ideolog-
ical legacies surfaced again from 1929 to 1933 when the depression
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proved too much for the German political system to handle. In this
last period, unemployment and the political extremes grew, the center
parties shrank, the lower middle class was attracted to the Nazis, the
Communists continued to attack the Social Democrats as "social fas-
cists," the right-wing intellectuals dreamed of smashing the republic,
and finally the conservatives turned to Hitler to perform the last rites.2

Weimar was a republic without republicans for a number of reasons.
First, from the beginning the right-wing intellectuals and political
parties attacked it as the symbol of national humiliation and military
defeat. The Right rejected parliamentary democracy as simply un-
German and called for authoritarian rule to crush the Left, abrogate
the provisions of the Versailles treaty, and expose the slanders of the
"November criminals" of 1918 who had implicitly accepted German
responsibility for the war. Hitler was able effectively to exploit the
gulf between army and republic and to present destruction of parlia-
ment and the trade unions as an act of national redemption, political
emancipation, economic recovery, and technological advance. It is no
wonder that the right-wing intellectuals referred to the policy of de-
stroying the republic as the rebirth and breakthrough of the nation.3

A second reason for calling Weimar a republic without republicans
has to do with the disappointments of the Left. Because Weimar was
an effort to establish political democracy on conservative social foun-
dations, the Social Democrats found themselves turning to the Right
to crush the threat of revolution from the Left. This only deepened
the split between Social Democrats and Communists that had opened
wide during the war, thereby weakening the Left while reinforcing
the nationalist Right.4 As Charles Maier has recently put it, the di-
lemma of the political centrists, such as Stresemann, or the Social
Democrats was that "the government must choose to contain social
tension on conservative terms or not contain it at all." It proved im-
possible to oppose the army, big industry, Junkers, the paramilitary
right-wing groups, and anti-Semites and still overcome inflation and

2 On the history of the Weimar Republic see Karl Dietrich Bracher, Die Auflosung der
Weimarer Republik: Eine Studie zum Problem des Machtverfalls in der Demokratie, 2d ed.,
(Stuttgart, 1957); and The German Dictatorship trans. Jean Steinberg (New York, 1970),
pp. 124-227; Gordon Craig, Germany: 1866-1945 (New York, 1980), pp. 396-568;
Peter Gay, Weimar Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York, 1968); and Walter
Laqueur, Weimar: A Cultural History, 1918-1933 (New York, 1974).

3 Ernst Jiinger's essay collection Krieg und Krieger (Berlin, 1930) was representative of
these views. Joachim Fest's discussion of "the great dread" in Hitler, trans. Richard
Winston and Clara Winston (New York, 1974), contains insightful comments on the
spirit of rebirth and cultural revolution on the German Right.

4 On this see Craig, Germany, pp. 396-433.
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