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VOLKSGEMEINSCHAFT AS A
PoLiticar CONCEPT

et

The Origins of the Volksgemeinschaft during
the First World War

I'he entry Volksgemeinschaft in the German dictionary by the brothers
Cirimm records only a single source, namely Friedrich Schleiermacher.!
Nonetheless, we also find the Volksgemeinschaft in Wilhelm Dilthey, Jo-
hann Caspar Bluntschli, and Friedrich Carl von Savigny, who understood
the state as the “corporal form of the spiritual Volksgemeinschaft.”” Ferdi-
nand Tonnies used the term, as did Theodor Herzl in his book The Jewish
Sate, albeit only in passing and with reference to persistent anti-Semi-
tism. Herzl wrote that the Jewish people had made an honest attempt
“to assimilate with the Volksgemeinschaft that surrounds us while only
preserving the faith of our fathers. One does not allow it.” Hans-Ulrich
Wehler sums up that during the Wilhelmine Empire the concept Volksge-
memschaft gradually took the place of the Volksnation (people’s nation)
which at that time already possessed the fatal flaw of being “C(mstirution:
ally indifferent”—as much at home with the Empire as with the Weimar
Republic and National Socialism—and did not puarantee an association
with the righes of liberal freedom and demoeratic equality. The kind of
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political potential lurking within the concept was already made clear be-
fore the First World War by the liberal Friedrich Nauman, who remarked
ironically: “The Volksgemeinschaft is never larger or more flexible than
when people must die together.” And in fact, the First World War can be
seen as the actual hour of the Volksgemeinschaft’s birth.®

The final days before the mobilization on the first of August were filled
with tension. As late as 28 July, the SPD staged an anti-war rally in which
more 750,000 people participated, considerably more than in the patri-
otic processions of the previous days.” Faced with the threat of war, others
were gripped by panic. Thousands withdrew their savings from the banks
and hoarded foodstuffs.® “Deep into the night,” proclaimed a typical
newspaper report from Wattenscheid near Gelsenkirchen, “people waited
for final news about the state of things. While at first an oppressive mood
predominated, the tension gradually eased and disappeared into thin air
with the singing of patriotic songs.™

Special editions then spread the news about the mobilization within
the briefest time; people gathered, read the declarations aloud, and sang
songs of imperial loyalty. The newspapers attested to the unanimity and
steadfastness of the German people in the face of war and described the
processions as expressions of the people’s solidarity with the emperor. In
this situation, addressing the large mass of people who had assembled on
1 August in front of the Berlin Palace, Wilhelm II found these words to
say (which would later be cited again and again): “I thank you from the
depths of my heart for the expression of your love and your faithfulness.
In the battles that are now to come, I no longer recognize any parties
in my people. Among us there are now only Germans.” According to
newspaper reports, these words were met with thunderous exultation.'® In
the Reichstag on 4 August, the emperor repeated this statement, and the
parliament unanimously approved the war credits.

This internal truce that the SPD made with the imperial regime cre-
ated the image of a unified nation, even though recent investigations of
this myth of the entire German people closing ranks at the beginning
of the war reveal significant gender, class, and regional differences; the
myth should be evaluated more as media production than as a reality.!!
For young bourgeois men—especially academics—the war represented a
test of character, a manly baptism of fire. The philosopher Karl Lowith,
a young Bildungsbiirger who reported as a volunteer, described his mo-
tives:

The drive for emancipation from the bourgeois strictures of school and
home, an internal discord with myself after the collapse of my st friend-
ship, the appeal of “living dangerously” which enthused us hecause of Ni
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last but not least the alleviation of one’s own being, which had become
conscious through Schopenhauer, by participating in the totality by which
one was surrounded—these and similar motives determined that I would
welcome the war as a chance to live and die. 2

The newspapers and intellectual public reinforced the image of nation-
al unity. The “Spirit of 1914” became a set phrase for the unified Volksge-
meinschaft that, transcending parties and classes, glimpsed its strength in
unity and coherence, with which it believed it could defy any enemy. The
essays, books, brochures, speeches, and tracts of German intellectuals who
proclaimed their enthusiasm for the war are legion.” In a keen historical
comparison, the situation in 1914 was likened to the wars of liberation
fought in 1813 against Napoleonic rule, while at the same time the re-
jection of the values of the French Revolution was codified: against the
“democratic freedom” of the allies there was “German freedom” (Fried-
rich Meinecke), against civil equality there was soldierly comradery,
against brotherhood there was Prussian socialism. 4 Johann Plenge wrote:
“to will from a different will than that narrow will of your little ! That is:
the communal!™ Such demands that the individual be subjugated to the
whole, together with the apotheosis of the German people as the mani-
lestation of the Hegelian “World Spirit” leading a crusade for humanity;
( |c::1‘t'cd a vision of community that combined arrogance with hubris.!® :

['he close connection between the feeling of the Volksgemeinschaft and
ostracism and persecution—the enthusiastic and emotionally laden in-
clusion linked with a vehement and violent exclusion—is revealed by
the hunt for alleged spies. As early as the first days of August, newspapers
spread reports of spies who were attacking bridges and poisoning drink-
ing water.'” Even though the imperial regime immediately denied such
teports and told the populace not to believe everything that was writ-
ten in the papers, the fever of the hunt spread everywhere. On 3 August
uixty-four supposed spies were turned over to police at a Berlin train sta-
tion, but they turned out to be nothing of the sort. Even the actress Asta

Nielsen became the victim of a hysterical crowd while taking a walk, as
she recorded in her memoirs:

Suddenly my hat was torn off, so that my black hair became visible. “A
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Russian!” cried someone from behind, and a hand grabbed me by the head.

| luml out in fear and pain. Then a man turned in front of me and recog-
nized me. He called out my name to the excited crowd behind me and they
let me go and started berating each other,
Similar incidents occurred in other cities as well, Rumors about al

leged atrocities against German soldiers in Belghum further aggravated




the mood. In the Thuringian town of Ohrdruf, a crowd lynched a Catho-
lic priest who was accused of helping the Belgian army."

Social Democrats as well as many German Jews hoped that by support-
ing the war they would finally be seen as equal members of the German
Volk. In fact, the war could only be waged with accelerated industrial
production, that is, with the help of the workforce. The conservatives
mistook the national euphoria in Germany at the beginning of the war
as an affirmation of the political status quo. But they were soon forced to
learn (no later than when the defeat at the Battle of the Marne in Sep-
tember 1914 made a “lightning victory” unimaginable) that the recogni-
tion of the Social Democrats and the unions as equally legitimate powers
within the state was a prerequisite for the necessary war effort. In turn,
the leadership of the SPD took up as a leitmotif the idea that the class
struggle could only be resumed once the stability of the society as a whole
was secured.”’ “Standing together with the Volksgemeinschaft in misery
and death” was a matter of course, according to Konrad Haenisch, who
became the Prussian minister of culture after the war.?! And, as another
SPD leader added helpfully, “national solidarity” with the Volksgemein-
schaft meant “subordinating all of the desires of the individual party to the
question regarding the welfare of the Volk.”*

Most Jews also joined the national euphoria, and not only because they
hoped to attain their long sought-after integration with the Volksgemein-
schaft through public displays of patriotism. They did so, rather, mostly
because they were, in fact, patriots. At the worship service on 5 August,
the synagogue in Berlin-Charlottenburg, which could hold 2,000 people,
was overflowing; Leo Baeck gave the sermon and explained that this war
would decide about the culture and civilization of Europe.”” Even Martin
Buber was gripped by the mood: “never has the concept of ‘Volk’ become
such a reality for me as in these weeks.””* More than 10,000 young Jewish
men volunteered for the army immediately after the war began; all told,
96,000 Jewish solders served in the German forces during the First World
War, of whom 12,000 died and 35,000 were decorated with medals.?

The directive on the “home front” was that one had to support the
men “in the field.” Throughout Germany, local committees were formed
under the leadership of the Red Cross to collect donations. The National
Women’s Service (Nationaler Frauendienst) now included Social Demo-
cratic women’s organizations, which had previously been denied the op-
portunity to collaborate.” Even children and adolescents were called
upon to participate in the Volksgemeinschaft’s war efforts. “What did we
notice of the war?” Klaus Mann asked himself, having been eight years
old when the war began:

Alternoons one went to the nearest corner to read the daily report. Two
thousand prisoners captured on the Eastern Front, triumphant advances in
the West: there were always only victories. The great victories were much
like major holidays. When Hindenburg did that colossal thing in the Mas-
urian swamp, the children were in buoyant spirits like on Christmas Eve.??

Remembering his childhood in Berlin, the later West German journal-
(ut and author Sebastian Haffner (born in 1907) wrote that the war was
"t big and excitedly enthusiastic game of nations, which provided more
meaningful entertainment and provoked more passionate emotions than
anything peace-time could offer.””® In his notes written in 1939 while
¢xiled in London, Haffner confessed that for him the most lasting impres-
ston created by all the hardships and discomforts that the war brought
especially to the cities—bad and often insufficient food, wooden soles
lor shoes, clothes worn inside out, collecting bones and cherry pits in
school—was of the war as a game:

It was a dark, secretive game, one with a never ending and vicious appeal
that extinguished everything and declared real life null and void, with the
narcotic effect of playing roulette or smoking opium. I and my comrades
played it through the entire war, four years long, unpunished and undis-
turbed—and it was this game, not the harmless “war games” that we also
played in the streets and playgrounds, that left its dangerous marks on all
of us.”

The real fissures in the wartime society soon showed themselves.’*® The
initial enthusiasm for the war was quickly followed by disillusionment.
The drafted men were no longer available to provide for their families,
and government assistance was often insufficient to keep up with the ris-
ing cost of living. Thus many women had to search for ways to earn in-
come and took the workplaces in the factories that had been left behind
by the men.’! The horrors of the “turnip winter” in 1916/17—when for
lack of bread, milk, butter, and meat the turnip became the primary source
of nutrition—remained for decades a fixed part of the collective memory
in Germany. And thirty years later it significantly influenced economic
measures vis-a-vis nourishment on the part of the National Socialists,
who during the Second World War feared that a similar catastrophic nu-
tritional situation could decisively weaken wartime morale and encour-
age revolutionary resentment.

In Berlin, the first disturbances caused by food shortages occurred in
October 1915, after which the series of hunger riots never let up. Women
and adolescents took part in the looting of grocery stores and even en-
gaged in violent confrontations with police. There were mounting com-
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plaints by public authorities about the “waywardness” of youth.* The year
1916 witnessed the first short strikes in the armaments industry, by which
workers sought to reinforce their demands for cost-of-living adjustments
and increased food rations. Finally, reports from the Russian revolution
in the spring of 1917 reinvigorated anti-war sentiments. In April of that
year, metal workers in Berlin, Leipzig, and other locations laid down their
tools; in January 1918 the waves of strikes swelled to the largest protests
in Germany during the war. In July 1918, the Magdeburg General Com-
mand complained:

The previously large rift between the poor and the rich that had been pret-
ty much sealed by the enthusiasm for the war early on grows increasingly
larger with time. Among the poorer classes of the population, a decidedly
harmful hatred has accumulated against the rich and namely against the
so-called war profiteers, about which one can only hope that [this hatred]
will not at some point come to a dreadful discharge.”

In this situation, the appeal to the “Spirit of 1914” served to strength-
en the perseverance of the populace and reproduce the Volksgemeinschaft
that was threatening to break apart. The Reich Chancellery founded its
own propaganda institution, the German National Committee (Deutsche
NationalausschuB), which immediately organized a series of lectures in
memory of the “Spirit of 1914,” initially with prominent speakers like
Max Weber, Ernst Troeltsch, and Friedrich Naumann.** The German Fa-
therland Party grew out of the National Committee in 1917 with Grand
Admiral Tirpitz as party leader; its central purpose was to represent the
“Spirit of 1914.”° Within a year, the Fatherland Party gained almost half
a million members and thus counted among the largest political associa-
tions during the war. With numerous propaganda operations and mass
assemblies, with placards, leaflets, and brochures, it tried to strengthen
the Germans’ resolve for victory and to denounce any calls for a negoti-
ated peace.

“All Authority Emanates from the Volk”

The collapse into defeat was correspondingly severe. At the end of Sep-
tember 1918, when the Supreme Command (Oberste Heeresleitung) sud-
denly admitted that the war could no longer be won and sued for an im-
mediate cease-fire, the news struck the public like a shock, for until that
moment the propaganda had always nurtared the hope for victory. Now
the artificinl confidence collapsed, and the call for a quicl end to the war
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spread like wildfire. When the admiralty reversed itself yet again and or-
dered continued fighting so as to preserve “honor” in defeat, the soldiers
resisted the senseless dying. The revolution started in Kiel—on 4 Novem-
ber the sailors and soldiers had control of the city, and in following days
workers” and soldiers’ councils assumed power in many cities throughout
the empire. The power structure of the old regime capitulated everywhere
with next to no resistance. On 9 November the revolution finally reached
Berlin.

Although the SPD leadership under Ebert believed for a short time
that it could take over power within the framework of the October con-
stitution and establish a Social Democratic/bourgeois cabinet, the events
rolled over them as well. Around noon of 9 November, Max von Baden,
without being authorized to do so, announced the abdication of the Kai-
ser, who had already fled at the end of October to the military headquar-
ters in Spa, and turned over the office of the Reich chancellor to Fried-
rich Ebert. In the afternoon, Philipp Scheidemann dashed to balcony of
the Reichstag and proclaimed the “German Republic,” just a few hours
before Karl Liebknecht proclaimed the “Free Socialist Republic” at the
Perlin Palace.

Ebert’s intention to hamstring the social revolution and support state
authority expressed itself in an appeal to civil servants to stay at their posts
and especially in his pact of mutual recognition with General Groener,
the successor to Ludendorff in the Supreme Command. But a continu-
ation of the old imperial cabinet was no longer conceivable. The Berlin
soldiers’ councils resolved on 9 November to elect workers’ and soldiers’
councils throughout Berlin and have them come together in their first
linipe assembly. The SPD leadership reacted to its threatened loss of power
and reached an agreement with the leftist USPD (Independent Social
[Democratic Party of Germany) on the afternoon of 10 November to cre-
ate o Council of People’s Representatives that would seat three members
[tom each of the two parties, including Ebert and Scheidemann.?” On the
ame day, the assembly of Berlin workers’ and soldiers’ councils confirmed
the creation of a Council of People’s Representatives and resisted the de-
minnds on the Left to exclude the majority Social Democrats from the
lendership of the council.*® One month later in Berlin, by a large majority,
the first nationwide Congress of Workers' and Soldiers’ Councils called
for the election of a National Assembly to provide a constitution, thus
il ing room for a parlinmentary democracy.

Cn 12 November, one day after the signing of the cease-fire agree-
ment, the Council of People’s Representatives published an appeal to the
Cietman people, which became “the first constitutional document of the
[epublic” (Christoph Gusy), Apart from abrogating the state of siege and
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granting amnesty for political crimes, the document declared the freedom
of association and assembly, the prohibition of censorship, and the free-
doms of opinion and religion to be fundamental rights, as well as demo-
cratic elections by universal suffrage with equal, secret, and direct bal-
lots.*® The election of a National Assembly to provide a constitution was
a clear objective of social democratic politics, but the SPD did not have a
constitutional theory at its disposal.”’

So it made complete sense that on 15 November, instead of a Social
Democrat, it was Hugo PreuB, a constitutional lawyer and liberal, who
was called to head the Imperial Ministry of the Interior and entrusted
with composing a draft for a constitution." In a daring treatise that re-
ceived wide attention, PreuB (whose parents were Jewish) had already
staked out a position during the war in opposition to the Wilhelminian
authoritarian state. He had argued for a Volksstaat that was to combine
national unity and the people’s freedom, which in concrete terms meant a
demand for electoral reforms and a parliamentary monarchy.*

Now Preub pled his case anew in a programmatic article on 14 No-
vember 1918 in the Berliner Tageblatt against the traditional authoritarian
state and against a Bolshevist class dictatorship, but for a Volksstaat that
would help the Biirgertum and workers attain their political rights:

Not classes or groups, not parties or estates in opposing isolation, but only
the entire German Volk, represented by a German National Assembly
which has proceeded from wholly democratic elections, can create the
German Volksstaat. [The Assembly] must create it soon, lest an unspeak-
able disaster completely immiserate our wretched Volk. Certainly a mod-
ern democracy must be filled with the spirit of vigorous social progress; but
its political foundation can never be created by class struggle or the sup-
pression of one social stratum by another, but rather only by the unity and
freedom of all Volksgenossen [people’s comrades].*

Despite the Revolution, the debate about constitutional politics was
still shaped by the German tradition of constitutional thought, at the
center of which stood the state-as-power (Machtstaat).* “The constitu-
tion has changed, the state has remained. This is the only way to under-
stand the German Revolution of November 1918,” commented Gerhard
Anschiitz, a liberal specialist in constitutional law, in the important com-
mentary he wrote at the time about the Weimar imperial constitution.®
According to both right- and left-wing critiques, the “genuine” and “true”

Volkswille (will of the people) could not be expressed by the principle of

the majority—Volkswille was always more than the will of the majority.
Thus the parliament could not be the only institution that articulated
the Vollswille. The influential expert on constitutional Tnw Robert Red
aloh w.lnln| i ".'.y.'-.lvln ol balunce [etween the executlive nnd ||'|:|'.|‘.t|i\‘l'
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power.” The parliament could not be allowed to impose its will on the
regime, but instead could only possess the “right of criticism.” Conversely,
the regime could not be allowed to act against the expressed will of parlia-
ment. Only this kind of “system of duality” could make the Volk capable
of sovereignty, whereas the head of state would assume the role of “the
creative force in the [power balance] mechanism.”#

Max Weber took a similar approach in a series of articles about “Ger-
many’s future form of state” in the Frankfurter Zeitung in November 1918.
I'e developed the idea of a constitution in which the Federal Council, as
i representative of the states, stood opposite a Reich president elected by
the people, whereas the only responsibilities left to the Reichstag were
matters of secondary importance, like controlling the budget.*” Weber
had already pressed for the “direct election by the people of the supreme
bearer of authority” in 1917, for this was the only way to assure the po-
litical “selective choosing of leadership” (Fiihrerauslese) in a modern mass
democracy. Now, as Wolfgang Mommsen put it, he formally embarked on
“the path toward a plebiscitary Fithrer democracy.”*

Before deliberations began at the end of January 1919, in an article
nhout Preul’s constitutional draft, the liberal historian Friedrich Mei-

. necke also endorsed an “enlightened and energetic dictatorship of trust

|Vertauensdiktatur],” whose leader could very well be a Social Democrat.
(Only a “unified and strong hand” would be capable of freeing “us from
the co-government of the workers’ and soldiers’ councils, this scum of our
public life.” Meinecke supported the demand for a strongly positioned
Reich president, who according to him should also be the Reich chancel-
lor. “A strong and unified Reich chancellery authority at the head of the
Cierman republic—that would be the proper organic bond between the
past and future of our national being.”*

In the constitutional discussions in the Imperial Office of the Interior
during mid December 1918 (in which Max Weber played a significant
tole), Hugo PreuB objected to an “inauthentic parliamentary system” in
which the president was elected by parliament. Instead, Preul espoused
the election of a president by plebiscite.*® One year later, on the occa-
sion of the National Assembly’s acceptance of the finalized constitution,
'reuld again underscored the point that the constitution was not supposed
(o create “parliamentary absolutism”; rather, “next to the parliament as
the supreme organ of the communal being” it quite deliberately posi-
tioned a “Reich president who was directly elected by the people.”! Cor-
respondingly, the fiest draft of the constitution that PreuB delivered to the
Council of the People's Representatives at the beginning of January 1919
proposed a president directly elected by the people as a counterweight
(o the Relchstug ™ The Council of the People’s Representatives pushed
above all for an explicit formulation of fundamental rights in the consti
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tution. Thus on 20 January, one day after the elections for the National
Assembly, a revised version was published as a kind of governmental draft
that was essentially the same as the first, except that it was expanded to
include a catalogue of fundamental rights.”’ In the appended memoran-
dum, Hugo PreuB once again outlined his concept of a unified Volksstaat:
“The German Republic can only be the democratic self-organization of
the German people as a political whole.... There is no such thing as a
Prussian or Bavarian, a Lippian or Reussian nation; there is only a Ger-
man nation, which shall shape the form of its political life in the German
Democratic Republic.”*

This strongly unified character of the imperial constitution steadily di-
minished in the subsequent deliberations with the states, and the federal
aspects of the empire drew more forcefully to the fore.”” The changes in
the paragraph regarding the sovereignty of the people were significant. In
PreuB’s version, it read: “all state authority lies with the German people
[beim deutschen Volke]”; now it read: “state authority lies with the people
[beim Volke],” which indeed could be understood as Prussian, Bavarian,
or Lippian state people.’s After repeated revisions, especially by the rep-
resentatives of the states, the constitutional draft was submitted to the
National Assembly.”’

With 38 percent of the votes cast, the SPD emerged as the strongest
force from the National Assembly elections on 19 January 1919. Together
with the most successful bourgeois party, the liberal DDP (German Demo-
cratic Party), and the Catholic Center Party, it formed the so-called Wei-
mar Coalition, which represented the Republic’s hopeful anacrusis. The
German Nationals and right-wing liberals lagged behind the electoral re-
sults they had enjoyed during the Wilhelmine Empire, and with their 7.6
percent even the left-wing Independent Social Democrats by no means
attained the results they had hoped for. The conservatives—the DNVP
(German National People’s Party) and the right wing of the DVP—in-
sisted on a return to the constitutional monarchy and the preservation
of the social status quo; the Catholic representatives of the Center Party
and the BVP (Bavarian People’s Party) were committed to a state based
on principles of Christian natural law and thus wholly opposed to the
sovereignty of the people and “absolutism of the majority” (Mehrheitsab-
solutismus). Therefore, for all intents and purposes, the Social Democrats
and the progressive liberals of the DDP were the only ones with a clear
commitment to a parliamentary-democratic republic. According to Ernst-
Wolfgang Bickenforde, a mere 60 percent of the representatives could bhe
counted as “actual supporters of the democratic foundations of the new
order of the state.,” The National Assembly gathered on February 1919
and, after passing the law concerning preliminary fmperial authority on

10O February, it elected Friedrich Ebert an Reich president the next day.™
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“All authority lies with people”—this was the weighty programmatic
formulation in Article 2 of the constitutional draft that the National
Assembly had to deliberate. With the Revolution and the abdication of
the Kaiser the empire had obviously disappeared, yet the basic legitimat-
ing principles that would support the new state were hotly contested. In
the plenary debate about the constitutional draft, the Social Democrat
Richard Fischer emphasized that a new Germany had to be built on a
foundation of freedom, law, and justice; it would be a new empire with
virtually nothing in common with the old empire apart from its name.
Consequently, the Social Democrats were in favor of speaking not about
a “Constitution of the German Empire” but a “Constitution of the Ger-
man Republic.” Similarly, the DDP representative Erich Koch, the mayor
of Kassel in Hesse, gave unqualified support to democratic constitutional
ileas, which he traced straight from 1848 to 1918. In contrast, the repre-
sentative of the Center Party Peter Spahn, formerly the Prussian minister
of justice, expressly criticized the principle of Volkssouverdnitit (sovereign-
ty of the people). The idea of the state, according to Spahn, was “rooted
in moral human nature and thereby in the divine world order.” Thus he
[ound himself in opposition to the definition in the constitutional draft
that all authority emanates from the people.®

The “constitutional conflict” about Volkssouverdnitdt continued to
preoccupy Catholics in the years to come. Above all, Heinrich Schrors,
i Church historian from Bonn, insisted in numerous publications that
the constitutional principle that authority emanates from the people was
lundamentally opposed to Catholic doctrine.®! In turn, politicians from
the Center Party, supported by part of the episcopacy, defended them-
selves and the pragmatics of the constitution. As the legal historian and
(enter Party representative Konrad Beyerle said defensively: “Where in
Bismarckian constitution does it say anything in favor of freedom of con-
seience, Church, and Christian schools that even in the most remote way
approaches the guarantees that the Weimar [constitution] provides for
these religious areas of life?”®? Others emphasized that the principle of
Volkssouverdnitéit did not signify the denial of divine guidance, but rather
provided the initial impulse toward developing the “republican idea of
the living Volksgemeinschaft” into an actual social ethos.® Article 1 of the
constitution was merely a declaration of the Volksstaat in opposition to
the former authoritarian state and not a legal-philosophical or theologi-
cul statement about the origins of state power. Nonetheless, the circle of
Cutholic representatives still maintained a distance from the republican
constitation,

The USPD noticeably withdrew from the 1918/19 constitutional dis-
cusston. While thetr representative, the Jewish Berlin lawyer Oskar Cohn,
wits netive in the Natlonal Assembly with many ericical but thoroughly
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constructive criticisms,* in March 1919 the USPD party congress con-
cluded that democratic legal forms within a capitalist social order were
a mirage, and thus the party would strive for the council system and the
dictatorship of the proletariat.®® In another resolution, the party congress
(in which Oskar Cohn was not a delegate) declared: “The party congress
sees in the National Assembly in Weimar neither a Volksparlament [peo-
ple’s parliament] nor an expression of the real proletarian Volk’s will. An
administration like that in Weimar, which is only supported by bayonets,
must and will meet its imminent dissolution.”*

During the debate, representatives on the political right swore by the
old Reich and the wisdom of the Bismarckian constitution, which could
no longer be discerned in the new constitutional draft. They advocated
a constitutional monarchy, which in light of the Kaiser’s abdication and
the revolutionary changes sounded more like the swan song of a lost ep-
och than a political position within a National Assembly that was creat-
ing a constitution. While not actually avowing the Republic, the right-
wing liberals nonetheless managed with great difficulty to acknowledge
the political realities of the day.®” Even during the final deliberations on
the constitution, the representative Heinze declared that the DVP had
not failed to cooperate in the creation of a constitution, but he promised
that when it came to establishing the Republic as the fundamental form
of state for the German Reich, the DVP would vote against Article 1 and
the constitution as a whole.®

Likewise, the German National representatives rejected the consti-
tution because it was republican, although, as formulated by the repre-
sentative and former justice minister of Baden Adalbert Diiringer, they
would not let the republican form of state prevent them from “fulfilling
our responsibilities as state citizens.” Yet at the party congress in mid July
1919, resistance mounted to even this distanced cooperation on the part
of the German National fraction in the National Assembly. Receiving
thunderous applause from the delegates, the extreme right-wing wvélkisch
constitutional lawyer Axel von Freytagh-Loringhoven demanded “of our
representatives that they vote against this constitution that seeks in the
end to establish this goddamned and cursed republic.”®

It was also Freytagh-Loringhoven who fundamentally denied the Wei-
mar constitution any legitimation whatsoever. According to him, the un-
authorized abdication declaration of Wilhelm II as proclaimed by Reich
Chancellor Max von Baden and the proclamation of the Republic by

Philipp Scheidemann amounted to acts of high treason. The Council of

People’s Representatives was just as illegitimate as the National Assem-
bly it convoked. Freytagh-Loringhoven polemicized forcefully against the
recopnition of the normative force of the de facto situation:
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The Bolshevik’s bloody regime of terror will never be transformed into le-
gality, and neither will we Germans ever find legal the dictated Treaty of
Versailles, even though our enemies have the power at the moment to give
us laws. Precisely in light of the violence to which our Volk is being sub-
jected, we cannot acknowledge that illegitimate power takes precedence
over powerless legitimacy.”

To be sure, one could not avoid recognizing the power that stood be-
hind the new republic, because abolishing it by force would provoke a
civil war. But that only meant going along with the constitution “the way
the population of a territory occupied by the enemy comes to terms with
his ordinances so as to prevent greater harm.””!

The Republic as an occupying force that suppresses its own people:
this poisonous image—formulated in 1920 at the beginning of the Wei-
mar democracy by an influential expert in state law—could hardly have
more accurately described the deep aversion toward the Republic that
predominated in many parts of Germany. In precisely that moment when
the constitution extolled Volkssouverdnitdit as the foundational principle
of government, the fundamental opposition rallied around the notion of
the Volk, paradoxically twisting the principle that all state authority ema-
nates from the people in order to undermine the Weimar constitutional
state. The nineteenth-century discussions of state law were characterized
by a division of state and society that, as Christoph Gusy writes, assigned
to the constitution a delimiting function that protected the respective
features of one from access by the other, thus excluding society as the
realm of individual freedom from the realm of politics. Now, instead of
the “theoretical exclusion of the Volk from the political,” constitutional
law included the Volk. All of the supreme state organs were beholden
to the Volk as the highest organ for the formation of the state’s will, not
merely in ideal terms but also procedurally.” But the Volk’s entrance into
the realm of constitutional politics did not mean that the political muti-
valence bound up in the notion of the Volk had become civically unam-
bigruous.

T'he pathos of the constitution’s preamble allowed the appearance of a
Volk quite different from a Volk comprised by state citizens:

The German Volk, unified in its tribes [Stdmme] and animated by the will
to renew and consolidate its Empire in freedom and justice, to attend to
internal and external peace, and to promote social progress, has given itself
this constitution,”

This Volk was obviously not first created politically by virtue of the
constitutiong it already existed earlier and gave isell this constitution,




N

28 o Michael Wildt

And this Volk as a historically active agent defined itself differently from
the assembly of free and equal citizens that Jean-Jacques Rousseau had
in mind with his contrat social. In 1927 the Weimar expert on state law
Hans Liermann wrote: “every attempt in this place to interpret the Ger-
man Volk as some kind of soulless mere summation of individuals would
be a slap in the face to what is meant in the preamble.”™ Volkssouverdnitit
had to be understood in a higher sense than the commonly accepted no-
tion, according to which the Volk participates in state authority. It is the
recognition of the Volk as a “state-creating elemental power. The Volk is
not, as in a democracy, situated in the state, but rather above the state. It
is not an organ of the state, but rather its master.””

The plebiscitary vote of the Reich president, something that Max We-
ber in particular called for time and again, did not imply the creation of
the position of an “ersatz Kaiser” or of a constitutional monarchy.” The
position of the Reich president was not directed toward the past; on the
contrary, it was directed toward an authoritatively formed mass democra-
cy (Wolfgang Mommsen even discerned here a trajectory that led directly
to the Fiihrer dictatorship). The “much talked about ‘dictatorship’ of the
masses,” according to Weber, demands a “dictator,” to whom the former
subordinate themselves as long as he has their confidence.” Subordina-
tion of the masses to the leader that they elect themselves—this was the
magical formula contained in Article 41: “The Reich president is elected
by the whole German Volk.” Of course, the Reich president was elected
only by state citizens with the right to vote, and not by the entire German
Volk. But the pathos evoked here by this holistic concept of Volk was
purposefully formulated and intended to underscore the contrast to the
elections for parliament. Whereas society’s special interests stood for elec-
tion in the latter, the former was concerned with the politically unified
will of the entire German Volk.”™

It was Carl Schmitt who polarized the ambivalence of the concept of
the Volk in the Weimar constitution with an anti-liberal charge. The
constitution was something essentially quite different from a social con-
tract a la Rousseau.

The democratic principle of the Volk’s power to grant a constitution im-
plies that the constitution comes into being through an act of a Volk that
is capable of political action. The Volk must exist as a political entity and
must be presupposed, if it is to be the subject of a power to grant a constitu-
tion.”

The political Volk, from which emanates all authority in a democracy,
is not understood in liberal terms as something composed through cthe
constitution from the collectivity of all citizens; rather, it needs much
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more to be presupposed so that it could even want a constitution. “The
political being preceded the granting of the constitution.”®

For that reason, the form of the state was for Schmitt of secondary
importance, since it was the will of the Volk as a political entity that was
fundamental. Thus the Imperial Constitution of 1871 possessed without
i doubt the approval of the Volk, even if the latter did not yet have the
will to abolish the monarchical principle and to declare itself sovereign.
In this manner, Schmitt’s argumentation could be taken further—even
the Fithrer state was based in the will of the Volk, which had announced
its approval by acclamation.®' This political entity, namely the “Volk
awakened to political consciousness and capable of action,” according-
ly remains a pre-constitutional and even pre-state entity, whose politi-
cal character is determined neither by law, nor by the constitution, nor
by the state; but rather by that definition of the political as provided by
Schmitt himself: the distinction between friend and foe.

The political enemy need not be morally evil or aesthetically ugly; he need
not appear as an economic competitor, and it may even be advantageous
to engage with him in business transactions. But he is, nevertheless, the
other, the stranger; and it is sufficient for his nature that he is, in a specially
intense way, existentially something different and alien.®

This difference precedes the constitution; it can be determined cultur-
ally by language and history and likewise “naturally” by race and blood.
In o certain sense, it persists through every constitution, for the Volk can
express its unity through a variety of state forms.

['his concept of an extra-constitutional political unity of the Volk lies
it the basis of the notion of the Volksgemeinschaft.® It could be used to
justify inclusion as well as distance from and even animosity toward the
Weimar constitution. The Volksgemeinschaft demanded an all-encompass-
ing communalization and the production of a political unity—*“one Volk,
one Reich, one Fithrer"—and at the same time demonstratively set itself
apart from the constitutional processes of forming the Volk’s will that oc-
cur by means of parties and interest groups.

Constitutional democrats like Hugo PreuB still struggled to create a
bond between the term Volksgemeinschaft and the new order. In a brochure
published in March 1919, the Center for Home Service (the official polit-
lcal information distribution center for the imperial regime) even tried to
catnblish the source of the Volksgemeinschaft as the Revolution itself: “The
Kevolution is the beginning of a new person. It is the beginning of the
community of the Volk [Gemeinschaft des Volkes].™ But the erosion of the
concept of Volk as defined in relation to state citizenship by the propaga-
ton of the Volksgememschaft ts unmistakable, In the same precise moment
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when the principle of Volkssouverdnitit became the founding principle of
a German constitution, the concept of Volksgemeinschaft brought together
the critique of the Republic and its democratic constitution. When the
political parties of the Weimar Republic, including the Social Democrats
(notwithstanding their different motives), propagated the Volksgemein-
schaft, they themselves were destroying the foundation that secured their
constitutional existence. In any case, the ambivalence that is an inescap-
able part of the principle of Volkssouverdnitit and that also found expres-
sion in the Weimar constitution was something that they could at best
have “worked with” but never have resolved.

Weimar Parties and the Volksgemeinschaft

With ranking members like Hugo PreuBl among others, the liberal DDP
was considered the party of the constitution par excellence, and it prop-
agated an idea of the Volksgemeinschaft that was supposed to overcome
the notion of class struggle and produce the social unity of the nation.
The DDP entered the 1924 election campaign with the slogan “democ-
racy means overcoming the idea of class struggle by virtue of the Volksge-
meinschaft”; % in 1928, the left-wing liberals called out the vote with the
following: “the basic idea of our internal politics, however, is for us at
all times the notion of the Volksgemeinschaft, which we advocate in con-
trast to the parties which sharpen the oppositions between ‘national” and
Marxist, between town and country, between the races, denominations,
and classes.”

What distinguished them from propagandists of the Volksgemeinschaft
on the right was their position vis-a-vis the constitution. For the liber-
als, the Volksgemeinschaft was an inextricable part of the democracy. Ac-
cording to Gustav Schneider, a functionary for the union of white-collar
workers speaking at the 1924 party congress in Weimar, the Weimar im-
perial constitution formed the “only [basis] on which a genuine Volksge-
meinschaft is possible.”® Using the attributes “genuine” and “true,” they
tried to set themselves apart from the parties on the right. In 1924, even
Hugo Preul} once again emphasized that Volksgemeinschaft and party poli-
tics were not mutually exclusive and that the “obliteration of natural dif-
ferences of principles, convictions, and objectives” would only lead to an
“insipid broth of unity.”® But the forceful reference repeated time and
again to the “whole Volk,” to the organic state as a “unified body” to
which persons and communities should helong as “living cells and limbs”
(as was stated in the party platform of 1919), allowed terminological dif
ferences to blue, Then with the transformation of the DD to the Gies
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man State Party (Deutsche Staatspartei) in 1930, the course was clearly
set in the crisis of the Weimar Republic: “The German State Party rests
on the basis of the Volksgemeinschaft. It rejects any ties to special groups of
n denominational, economic, estate-based or class-based nature.”®

The right-wing liberal DVP, in contrast, considering itself from the
outset to be a bourgeois conglomeration against the “Left,” as a defend-
er of European culture against “Asiatic Bolshevism,” called for a “fierce
struggle against the Marxist social democracy.” It did so in clear opposi-
tion to the bourgeois-liberal DDP, which had entered into a governing
coalition with the SPD. “The enemy stands on the left!” proclaimed Gus-
tav Stresemann in the 1920 election campaign. In this sense, the DVP
was supposed to be the centrist party that according to Stresemann’s in-
tentions “wants to be neither on the radical right nor on the radical left,
hut consciously strives for a balance of interests.”! Correspondingly, the
party’s call to action for the 1920 Reichstag election stated: “reconciling
the estates rather than inciting them to hatred. Employers and employ-
ces must act together; the labor community [Arbeitsgemeinschaft] must be-
come a Volksgemeinschaft.”*?

For the Catholic Center Party, the term Volksgemeinschaft did not lie
¢lose at hand, for it remained a political force based in the rural and Cath-
olic population. Nonetheless, the Center Party understood itself as the
urder’s Christian-democratic party, seeking with all its power to prevent
1 Bolshevist “class government.” For that reason, the party supported the
¢lection of a National Assembly and hoped for a “democratic Volksstaat,”
described in the call to action in Berlin on 21 November 1918 as the
“tinification of the German tribes into a Volksreich that is carried by a
trong national consciousness.”” Four years later, this new and power-
ful concept had also gained acceptance in political Catholicism: “The
Center Party is the Christian Volkspartei, which consciously stands for the
Cierman Volksgemeinschaft and is strongly resolved to realize the principles
ol Christianity in state and society, economics and culture.” As with the
Liberals, this implied in the first instance fighting against class struggle
i class government: “The organic growth of the German Volksgemein-
whaft rests on the solidarity of all classes and professions [Berufsstinde].”*

Vet the Center Party also clearly turned against definitions from the
tight: “The Center Party wants the German Volksgemeinschaft. We delib-
crately set aside all divisive differences that split up our Volk. We are re-
Asting a new division, called forth by a so-called ‘neo-Germanic’ spiritual
world, which is confusing our Volk.” Perhaps for this reason the party
urew more hesitant about using the concept of the Volksgemeinschaft. In
1925, the Center Party still presented its presidential candidate, Wilhelm
Mae, as “president of the Volksgemeinschaft.™ But after that, the concept
mostly disappeared from the Center Party's calls to nction; the party now
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represented itself mostly as a “true Volkspartei”—that is, literally at the
center within a Volk split into two extreme political camps. Perhaps it
was also the idea of a strong state—which in both substance and essence
was a force for order that ultimately could only be based in God—that
prevented a predominant orientation on the Volksgemeinschaft.”

Recently, Moritz Féllmer has appropriately drawn attention to the fact
that the rhetoric of the Volksgemeinschaft and “national solidarity” often
had no effect in the daily conflict between interest groups in a modern
society.?® The appeals to unity and a readiness to make sacrifices died
away when it came to protecting respective interests. The entrepreneurial
side of the Zentralarbeitsgemeinschaft (Central Association of Employers
and Employees), founded in 1918 with the unions, continuously com-
plained that the latter were going to withdraw from the Volksgemeinschaft;
for their part, after the Zentralarbeitsgemeinschaft was dissolved in 1924,
the employers proclaimed the entrepreneurial right of unlimited trade to
be a national good. Henceforth “Werksgemeinschaften” (company commu-
nities) were supposed to represent the Volksgemeinschaft at the company
level. The Economic Party (which in 1925 became the Reich Party of
the German Middle Class) also failed in its attempt to pass off political
lobbying for middle-class interests as actions for the Volksgemeinschaft. It
proclaimed in grandiose rhyme:

Lend a hand, a brotherly hand! It is for the German middle class! ... Smash
the false idols of these times that are spreading through the Volk, smash
the discord and the disgrace in the sorely tried Fatherland!

[Reicht die Hand, die Bruderhand! Es gilt dem deutschen Mittelstand! Zerschlagt
die Gotzen dieser Zeit, die sich im Volke machen breit, zerschlagt die Zwietracht
und die Schande im vielgepriiften Vaterlande!]

Nonetheless, support for the Middle Class party collapsed during the
elections of 1930 and it vanished into meaninglessness.”

Even the Social Democrats flirted with the Volksgemeinschaft. The un-
stable situation after the collapse of the Kaiserreich, in which the Social
Democrats assumed political responsibility and felt themselves threat-
ened by attempted revolutionary uprisings from the left, led to a rhetoric
of internal coherence, unity, and defense against any kind of division. At
the October 1920 party congress in Kassel, Adolf Braun presented the
case to the party directorate for the necessity of expanding into a Volk’s
party. After acknowledging that the fathers of the Erfurt Program of 1891,
which was officially still valid in 1920, had directed themselves toward
industeinl workers, Braun added:
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Today we have become a political party that alse includes white-collar
workers and bureaucrats, and that ranges across industry, trade, agriculture,
shipping, etc. We are a party of all kinds of people who work with their
heads and work with their hands. In this hall we see workers, from univer-
sity professors to unskilled laborers. Our future program must be shaped in
a way that corresponds with this amalgamation.!®

Consequently, the Gorlitz Program of 1921 announced right from

the outset: “The Social Democratic Party of Germany is the party of the
working Volk in town and country. It strives to consolidate all physical
and intellectual producers who are dependent on the proceeds of their
own labor, to reach common understandings and objectives, [and] as a
[Lampfgemeinschaft (battle group) for democracy and socialism.” In terms
ol political economics, the SPD demanded: “property, natural resources,
and natural power sources that serve the production of energy are to be
withdrawn from capitalist exploitation and put in service of the Volksge-
meischaft.”’®" According to Paul Lébe in his speech at the Gorlitz party
congress, the SPD wanted to “capture the majority of the Volk” and to
"win over the entire working Volk.”1%?
_ T'he notion of class struggle was not even mentioned in the first draft
ol the program. And although it was later added, as Heinrich August
Winkler notes, it read more like a historical justification than as a decla-
tution of social war.!® But the Goérltiz Program did not escape criticism;
the USPD in particular flatly rejected it. After the USPD split, with a
imnjority switching to the Communist Party of Germany (KPD) and a mi-
nority returning to the SPD, the rhetoric of the Social Democrats moved
(0 the left. Their politics would henceforth be animated by the aspiration
“to gather all the strengths of the proletariat in a unified class struggle
(o win political power, abolish class rule, and realize socialism.”'* In the
[925 lI [I(;idclberg Program, the notion of Volksgemeinschaft no longer ap-
penred, o

But the term had by no means disappeared from Social Democratic
thetoric. Friedrich Ebert, who was elected president in 1919, appealed
an his first official day in office to the unity of the “Volksgenossen” {Volk
comrades).'® Until his death in 1925, the Volksgemeinschaft repeatedly
ctopped up in his speeches as something that was necessary to attain uni-

ty, solidarity, and self-affirmation.'®” Among younger Social Democrats as
well, particularly those who came upon the socialists by way of the youth
movement, there were many for whom socialism in the first instance
meant adventure and community. Love of nature, anti-bourgeois habi-
tun, play, dancing, elitist consciousness, and communal feeling—these all
matked the young socialist groups emerging from the towns to wander
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the countryside on Saturday afternoons, with mandolins and guitars and
greetings of “Frei Heil!"'®

The occupation of the Rhineland by Belgian and French troops in Jan-
uary 1923 also led to an escalation of nationalist rhetoric and an evoca-
tion of the Volksgemeinschaft among young socialists.'™ At Easter a group
of about one hundred—half of them from the occupied territories—gath-
ered in Hofgeismar near Kassel to discuss “Volk and State” and, as one of
the organizers put it, to realize a “new positive Volksbewuftsein [Volk con-
sciousness].” Although the speakers (along with the chauvinistically Ger-
man workers’ poet Karl Broer and the Marburg philosopher Paul Natorp,
they included other prominent academics like Gustav Radbruch, Eduard
Heimann, and Hugo Sinzheimer who were averse to the pathos of the
Volksgemeinschaft) were opposed to any kind of aggressive nationalism,
the Volksgemeinschaft nonetheless formed a key concept for the emotions
that drove the participants.''

Emerging from that meeting was a circle of like-minded comrades who
seized the political initiative in many groups—among them Theodor
Haubach and Carlo Mierendorff, who would later be part of the resis-
tance against Hitler."!! The theoretician behind the “Hofgeismar Circle,”
the state-law expert Hermann Heller, defined class struggle as the work-
ers’ struggle to be recognized as a part of the nation and advocated a na-
tionalistic socialism: “Socialism by no means signifies the end but rather
the completion of the national community; not the destruction of the
national Volksgemeinschaft through class, but the destruction of class by
a genuinely national Volksgemeinschaft.”"'? Admittedly, the Hofgeismar
Circle was vanquished during the young socialists’ internal altercations,
whereupon some of its protagonists found a new home in the Nation-
al Bolshevist circle around Ernst Niekisch. However, many remained
loyal to the Social Democratic Party or, like Haubach and Mierendorff,
switched to Reichsbanner Schwarz-Rot-Gold (Black, Red, Gold Banner
of the Realm), which attracted these members of Hofgeismar Circle with
its emphasis on national solidarity and its willingness to collaborate with
all powers to defend the Republic.'”

Yet despite semantic congruence, the Social Democratic understand-
ing of Volksgemeinschaft was not synonymous with the political concepts
of the right. For the Social Democrats, the Volksgemeinschaft was always
an expression for the unification of all exploited social classes in opposi-
tion to a small exploiting class. The Volksgemeinschaft as a community
that included all producers, bound by solidarity and a social economy
this was a way to transcribe the vision of a harmonious socicty, its classes
reconciled.™ In contrast, the political right imbued the concept of the
Volksgemeinschaft with very different semantics and emotions,
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Volksgemeinschaft as Exclusion

The development toward a society of economic classes took off so explic-
itly and relentlessly that many wanted to quickly and radically overcome
modernity again and longed for a balanced, “just,” and above all stable or-
der. In the months of crisis in 1923, bourgeois principles like “good mon-
ey for good work” or “saving means security for old age” turned to dust
in the whirlwind of hyperinflation, which not only obliterated material
savings of wealth but also the belief in the validity of bourgeois society’s
immaterial values. Never before, according to Martin Geyer in his inves-
tigation of the “tospy-turvey” world of 1914-1918, had the struggle of all
against all and the challenge to help oneself been so strongly invoked as
in those years of inflation. Those who could not help themselves could
not help others and inevitably joined the losers. And self-help clearly
i not meant a collective organization with principles of solidarity, but
tuther selfishness, ruthlessness, and violence.'” “Nothing more heavily
underscores the existence of the German society of economic classes,
with its deep antagonisms and fatal economic fluctuations,” writes Hans-
Ulrich Wehler, “than the victory parade of this chimera that was the
Volksgemeinschaft' with its promise of a stress-free nation in which every-
one would find a suitable and respected place.”'
While the social and moral milieus of earlier political currents (lib-
cral, conservative, Catholic, socialist) began to crumble, the NSDAP
could exploit its initial marginal situation, for it was not bound to any
¢ lientele and presented itself rather as a “young” and class-transcendent
"Vollkspartei,” one that did not seek to represent any particular interests
bt rather the Volksgemeinschaft as a whole. Yet in contrast to the Social
[emocrats, for example, who advocated an inclusionary understanding of
the Volksgemeinschaft that was supposed to unify all producers in opposi-
tion to a few monopoly capitalists, the Volksgemeinschaft on the political
ipht——especially the National Socialists—was determined by boundar-
i by exclusion. The right was not so much concerned with those who
belonged to the Volksgemeinschaft, but rather with those who were not
upposed to belong—above all, the Jews.

[n his commentary on the Weimar imperial constitution, Freytagh-
[ oringhoven had already denied Jews the rights of citizenship. He argued
that o Volk was determined by lineage, common language, and a culture
wopenerated and maintained by the leading stratum, as well as by a sub-
fective moment, namely the will to a Volksgemeinschaft. When applied to
Ciermany, this meant that the Jews did not belong to the German Volk.
[0 be sure, they had adopred the German language and adapred to Ger-
mnn cultaee, bue thetr Hneage had nothing in common with the German
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Volk. They also lacked the will to a Volksgemeinschaft, for, on the one
hand, large circles of the German people rejected community with the
Jews, and on the other hand, large parts of Judaism aligned themselves
with Zionism. Freytagh-Loringhoven's recommendations for a constitu-
tion based on principles of the Volk anticipated the anti-Semitic hier-
archy created by the Nuremberg laws of 1935, He determined that only
those who “stem from German blood” could be part of the state and con-
sidered citizens of the Reich. In his view, the Jews in particular could not
possess any rights of state citizenship: they could not vote or be elected,
and they could not hold public office.!"’

The concept of the Volksgemeinschaft first appeared in Hitler’s public
addresses in his programmatic speech “Why Are We Anti-Semites?” de-
livered in the ballroom of the Hofbrauhaus on 13 August 1920."8 His talk
centered on the concept of work. While work at an instinctive level as
a drive for self-preservation was common to both humans and animals,
a second level had developed among humans, namely work motivated
purely by egoism. This level, too, was surpassed in favor of work motivat-
ed by an “ethical-moral sense of duty,” an activity “that I do not engage in
merely for myself, but for the benefit of my fellow human beings.”""?

Work appears here not in its sober definition as found in classical eco-
nomics, which Karl Marx adopted as well, that is, as a material exchange
between humans and nature. Hitler took his notion of work from a histor-
ical sketch of the “Nordic races,” whose members, because of the inhos-
pitable external living conditions, were compelled to work not only for
themselves but for their entire clan. According to Hitler, for the “Nordic
races” the struggle for existence developed further into a “purifying racial
breeding” because the weak and the sick could not survive and what re-
mained was a “race [Geschlecht] of giants in strength and health.” Finally,
the boundaries that limited their external sphere of operation entailed
that the internal lives of these people developed all the more deeply. As
a consequence of all three factors—work as duty, racial purity and health,
and a deep internal spiritual life—the “Aryans” acquired the capability of
forming states and developing culture. Yet the foundation was based on
the notion of work.

By contrast, the Jews, who unlike the Nordic races were not “pure
bred,” were in no position to form states. Rather, they could only exist
as “parasites on the bodies of other peoples [Vélker].” These “vermin of
the Volksgemeinschaft” did everything possible to destroy the racial unity,
health, politics, economics, and culture of the German Volk. Hitler con-
cluded in his summary:

We see that already here there nre two big differences between the races,
Avyandsim mewns an ethical understanding of worle and for that reason hose
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things about which we speak so often today: socialism, a sense of com-
munity, putting the common good before self-interest. Judaism means an
egoistical understanding of work, and thus mammonism and materialism,
the very opposite of socialism. And in this characteristic, which he cannot
transcend, which lies in his blood—he himself acknowledges this—in this
characteristic itself lies the necessity for the Jew that he must present him-
self as destructive to the state. He cannot do otherwise, whether he wants
1o or not.'%

This passage reveals a central element of National Socialist anti-Semi-
tism: there is no escape for the Jews. As individuals they might be good or
had, hardworking or lazy, accommodating or head-strong, but it did not
matter. The complete assimilation of the Jews as demanded by the older
peneration of anti-Semites was for Hitler an obsolete solution; indeed, it
only hid from view the immutable Jewish “racial fate.” According to Hit-
ler, nothing could prevent it—neither education nor a merely economic
struggle—nothing except for the action and organization of the masses.

We understood clearly, that if this movement does not penetrate into the
broad masses and organize them, then all is in vain, then [we] will never be
successful in freeing our Volk, and we will never be able to think about re-
building our Fatherland anew. Salvation here can never come from above;
it can and will come only from the broad masses, rising from below.!?!

I'he necessary social reforms in favor of those who “day after day work
for the Volksgemeinschaft” must be accompanied by a “struggle against the
opponent of every social institution: Judaism. Here, too, we know full
well that scientific awareness can merely be prep work, but that behind
this awareness there must be organization, which will one day move into
action, and that action for us is unshakably firm. It is: the removal of the
Jews from our Volk.” The protocol notes at this point thunderous and
enduring applause and hand clapping.!22

Here lay the decisive difference from previous anti-Semites. While the
lreitschkes, Stoeckers, and Marrs put their anti-Jewish poison on paper,
writing it down and having it printed, Hitler called for action. The anti-
semites of the Wilhelmine Kaiserreich, according to Shulamit Volkov,
were part of a written culture. They spent their energy on internal argu-
ments and played at times with the idea of legal restrictions. Someone
like Fugen Dithrung pursued his theoretical considerations to the point of
the physical destruction of the Jews. But none of this proceeded beyond
the words on a pagie, for there was no organization, praxis, or action that
could turn these ideas into reality, In contrast, Hitler was little inclined
o the weitten word; “kntghts of ink” and “serivener souls” earned his con
fempt: Fhitlers medium wan the speech, an he explained i detail in Mein
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Kampf. But the rhetoric was not merely meant to convince listeners; the
speech was a call to action." “Our concern,” announced Hitler, “must be
to awaken, whip up, and incite the instinct against Judaism in our Volk,
until it arrives at the decision to join the movement which is prepared to
draw the necessary conclusions.”' Indeed, National Socialist anti-Semi-
tism proved itself in action; the Volksgemeinschaft was produced through
praxis, not merely by Sunday speeches and glossy party brochures.

Hitler had the charisma of a “Fiihrer” for an entire Volk, which was pre-
pared to place its combined hopes for unity, salvation, transcendence of
divisions, integration, and recognition on the promise of a future Volksge-
meinschaft.'”® But from the very outset, the moment of inclusion in the
Volksgemeinschaft was linked with the violent exclusion of the so-called
“asocials,” the supposedly genetically inferior, and most of all the Jews.
What the memories of former “Volksgenossen” later preferably kept sepa-
rate, namely the persecution of the Jews and the experiences of commu-
nity in National Socialism, are inextricably linked—they were two sides
of a political project: the destruction of civil society and the creation of
a new racial order. The exclusion of the German Jews from the Volksge-
meinschaft, not merely rhetorically but through acts of violence, formed
the constitutive element in the National Socialist Volksgemeinschaft. For
that reason, anti-Semitism and the persecution of the Jews cannot be sep-
arated from the inclusive moments of the Volksgemeinschaft. In the sense
of National Socialist politics, neither could it simply be decreed by the
state. The production of the Volksgemeinschaft was a matter for the “Volk”
and it was a question of action, not law. Anti-Semitic violence was thus
not merely a means of National Socialist politics; violence against Jews
was the core of those politics.
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