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HISTORY IS FULL OF EVIDENCE OF THE LINGERING POWER OF inherited authority. After the discovery of the so-called New World, more than a century passed before mapmakers stopped editing Ptolemy’s ancient maps, which showed only Europe, Asia, and Africa. Copernicus’s discovery that the planets revolved around the sun, revealed in his De Revolutionibus Orbium Coelestium of 1543, met a similar fate. Nearly a century later, cartographers, including the best among them, continued to hedge their bets. In the “Cosmographical Introduction” to his celebrated Atlas Novus, published in Amsterdam in 1635, Willem Blaeu put forward two contradictory theories, one that depicted Copernicus’s heliocentric model, the other Ptolemy’s planets moving in cycles and epicycles around a stationary earth.1

It was Willem’s son, Joan Blaeu, who became one of the first commercial cartographers to embrace Copernicus without equivocation. In the background to the world map of his Atlas Major of 1662, he depicted classical gods representing planets, along with the two halves of the spherical earth, and made them all orbit Apollo, the god of the sun. Yet the younger Blaeu merely gathered knowledge, he did not create it. He never actually surveyed a territory himself, calculated the precise distances between towns, or traced the bend and bows of rivers. Instead, he bought copperplates, copied and then slightly changed the maps of predecessors and competitors, and paid other cartographers for their maps, which he then reproduced.2 When he sided with Copernicus against Ptolemy, he simply put on a map what most scholars knew to be true.

Nevertheless, his Atlas Major, which comprised eleven volumes and contained nearly six hundred maps, was one of the most extensive and expensive atlases ever made.3 Intended for wealthy patrons, the Atlas Major found its way into the libraries of leading universities, the houses of well-to-do merchants, and the castles of powerful princes. Indeed, the atlas was so lavish that some people, like Prince Johan Willem Friso, governor of Friesland, even had a special bookcase carved for it. Intricately detailed, the maps captivated their viewers by creating the illusion that by turning pages, one literally sailed the seas and traversed the land.

Was this, however, truly the way to know one’s country? In a parable entitled “On Exactitude in Science,” Jorge Luis Borges, the twentieth-century Argentine author, wrote of a fictional empire whose subjects had worked assiduously to perfectly map it at a scale of nearly one to one, so that “the map of a single province occupied the entirety of a city, and the map of the empire, the entirety of a single province.”4 Unfortunately, later generations, less enamored with cartographic ways of knowing, ignored the vaunted map of the empire and sacrificed it “to the inclemencies of sun and winters.”5

Was Germany in the eighteenth century like Borges’s imagined empire? As we have seen, the initial apprehension of Germany as a two-dimensional space, which occurred around 1500, resulted in a transition from an itinerary to a mapped sense of space. The subsequent period, spanning the next two centuries, witnessed a deepening in how Germans saw, portrayed, and represented their nation. Yet as the picture of the nation became increasingly reified and the mapping of Germany increasingly precise, it no longer told people what they needed to know. Instead, the German lands underwent fundamental political and ideological transitions, and these resulted in a paradigmatic shift in the way one knew and represented the German nation.

Part II argues that Germany in the second half of the eighteenth century resembled Borges’s imagined empire. The time had passed when one could fathom the nation by an ever more accurate depiction of its cities, towns, and countryside. Like Borges’s “later generations,” Germans slowly turned to new modes of understanding their nation, and this “Copernican turn” completely changed how they knew and experienced their country.

The first innovation involved the advent of sacrificial patriotism, which deepened allegiances to states within Germany, and even created nascent nations. In the waning decades of the eighteenth century, Germany remained a geographical space, loosely framed by the Holy Roman Empire, in which a number of different countries seemed to be emerging—indeed, Prussia, Bavaria, Austria, and even Württemberg were sometimes referred to, and treated, as if they were nations themselves. Just as there are nowadays many examples of separate nations in which language does not divide countries, as is the case in much of Central and South America, so it was entirely conceivable then that central Europe north of the Alps would fracture into a series of nations, or fatherlands, each speaking German, or a dialect of it. This was not only conceivable; it is exactly what Germans anticipated.6 It is telling that in the late eighteenth century (when utopias were first thought of temporally—imagined in the future rather than in another place), no one in the German lands sketched out the contours of a future German nation.7 Rather, enlightened authors such as Wilhelm Ludwig Wekhrlin dreamed of a future state (he had Württemberg in mind) of “beautiful and well-built streets,” “blooming fields,” and “navigable rivers” in which the ruler, animated by physiocratic ideas, created a land of prosperity and peace.8

Chapter 4, “Partition and Patriotism,” shows how new forms of patriotism in the German lands first took hold in territorial states—foremost Prussia and Bavaria, but also smaller places like Württemberg and Osnabrück—that were either threatened by, or subject to, partition. It was the specter of partition, with the tearing apart of Poland a chilling example, that fueled attachment to individual fatherlands. As a result of this new sentiment, Germany became a nation deeply divided, with powerful individual states vying to become countries of their own.

Looking back, nationalist historiography recalled this development as if it represented the nadir of the German national story. And in some senses, that historiography was right. Yet it is not clear that contemporaries were as troubled as later chroniclers. After all, some parts of the original space of German-speaking Europe had already turned Swiss and Dutch, and large parts were taken up by conglomerate states, like Prussia and Austria. No one disparaged these states because they were multiethnic. At the end of the century, German-speaking subjects constituted a numerical minority in Austria and around half the population of Prussia. Prussian patriots did not think less of Prussia because it was nearly half Polish-speaking, and no one, save for a small number of Polish nationalists, thought it untoward that the second largest city in Prussia was Warsaw. As late as 1800, there was no reason to make political space in the German lands match so-called nation-space.

The second breakthrough, largely occurring in the decades between 1770 and 1790, can be observed by noting what people saw when they traveled. Using the profusion of late-eighteenth-century travel reports, chapter 5, “The Surface and the Interior,” begins by portraying travelers as they looked at cities, scrutinized the physiognomy of people, inspected churches and buildings, admired vistas, marveled at gardens, and viewed works of art: in short, as they saw the nation’s surface. It then charts the transition whereby travelers came to seek out the nation’s metaphorical interior: the country’s basic rhythms in rhymes and folk songs, in the power of poetry, and in the feeling of the landscape, melancholic and tragic in turn. By the 1790s, young intellectuals, who would soon be called Romantics, were beginning to bring the two ways of knowing the nation together, creating a novel and interiorized sense of the country. This was a paradigm shift of immense importance. If nation was once something on the outside, a patch of earth to which one belonged, or an emblem of a culture one was proud of, it became during the era of early Romanticism something immanent, or inside, a statement of who one was. This breakthrough was no less significant than when Germany, around 1500, was first conceived as a two-dimensional mapped space. The new epistemology of nationhood, as it came into focus around 1770, is often mistaken for early nationalism. It certainly laid the foundation for nationalism. It was not yet, however, the thing itself.

Nationalism, the third shift, transformed the existential categories that had previously defined the nation in almost every fundamental way, altering how Germans imagined the past and future of their nation, redefining who belonged to the nation and who did not, and reordering conceptions of social hierarchy. Put schematically, nationalism changed the very notion of before and after, inside and outside, and above and below.

We can see the temporal dimension—redefining the relation of before, during, and after—of these fundamental shifts with greater clarity when we consider the long view. In 1500, when we began our story, nation describers evoked the distant past of Tacitus but projected virtually no idea of the distant future. By 1800, in contrast, nationalism infused nation thinking with a new sense of possibilities, especially with respect to the future. Delivered in Berlin in 1807–1808, Johann Gottlieb Fichte’s famous Addresses to the German Nation drew their immense force from the attempt to galvanize a small coterie of intellectuals—die Wissenschaft —to train and rouse a nation to great deeds, which Fichte imagined would eventually culminate three centuries later in a nation-state called “the Republic of the Germans.”9

The question of inside and outside was no less fundamental. Around the year 1500, inclusion and exclusion was mainly a spatial or geographical question. Was Trier a French or a German city? Johannes Cochlaeus asked in this time. We may recall that he answered himself, as if addressing an ancillary detail, by noting that “most ascribe Trier more to France than to Germany, although German is the local language.”10 In the early articulations of nationalism, some three hundred years later, such casual demarcations were no longer viable. The question of inside and outside, who and what belonged, was now of basic importance, turning on a conception of a coherent people, and not merely a space with diverse people in it. When Ernst Moritz Arndt appealed to the fatherland “as far as the German tongue sounds,” he had in mind an aggregation of individuals into a group, and not a mere geographical space. Conversely, the other, the outside, was no longer thought of in additive terms—as side-by-side nations, as sixteenth-century humanists insisted that they were on maps and in the plan of God. Rather, nationalism projected emotions of love and hate onto one’s own and other nations, making “inside” a limited “imagined community” that brought forth passion, devotion, and sacrifice, while “outside,” or the “other,” elicited curiosity or admiration, but as often aversion and even hate.

Finally, nationalism, as it developed around 1800, conceived of the social order as a horizontal kinship, the precise opposite of the early-modern caste system that could hardly imagine the peasant—the lowliest figure in this vertical order and in many places existing in states of bondage—as the repository of national virtue. Before the age of nationalism, Germans were pictured and labeled in costume books, on the margins of maps, and in descriptions of the world, as nobles or town dwellers. Only during the twilight of the old order would German intellectuals begin to conceive of the simple, rural Volk as standing for, and representing, the best of the nation.

Chapter 6, “De l’Allemagne,” demonstrates that nationalism came late to the German lands. In Germany, it actually had a limited sociological base, and became a genuinely popular way of thinking only when states, primarily Prussia, backed it with significant military and financial resources. Contrary to popular understandings, nationalism played virtually no part in the actual anti-Napoleonic war, and war was not the experiential ground of nationalism. Defeat was. The humiliation of a partitioned nation—Prussia—set nationalist intellectuals in motion, just as the larger context of nationalism was the dissolution of states and the fact that nearly 60 percent of the people in the German lands changed rulers in the course of the Napoleonic Wars.11 Movement, change, the collapse of old structures, defeat in war more than victory: these were the essential conditions allowing German nationalism to flourish for the first time. Austria, in this period, would never know the same humiliation. Although a small group of German nationalists gathered around the Habsburg court, their brand of German nationalism, typically more strategic than deeply felt, lacked the added force of trauma. This cannot be emphasized enough. While isolated articulations of German nationalism existed prior to Napoleon overrunning Prussia in 1806, it was the defeated fatherland of Prussia that brought the new nationalism to the fore.

As a whole then, Part II, “The Copernican Turn,” tries to explain how this dramatic change in the very meaning and significance of the term “nation” came about, and how it is that nationalism did not “engender nations,” as the philosopher and social anthropologist Ernest Gellner famously argued, but rather emerged as a new and powerful answer to the old question of what a nation is.
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PARTITION AND PATRIOTISM

c. 1700–1770

What pity is it

That we can die but once to serve our country!

— JOSEPH ADDISON, CATO, ACT IV, SC. IV

[image: images]

The patriot can only seldom by death be useful to his country.

— THOMAS ABBT, ON THE REASON FOR WRITING HIS BOOK ON MERITS

THE PRUSSIAN ARMY ENCOUNTERED RUSSIAN AND AUSTRIAN FORCES in Kunersdorf, a village just sixty miles east of Berlin, on August 12, 1759. Amid deafening cannon shot and blinding smoke, Major Ewald von Kleist rode at the front of his battalion directly into a line of grenadiers. A shot hit his right hand, another his left; then three more shattered his leg and peeled him from his horse. In the night, Cossacks robbed him of his clothes and boots, leaving him to lie half naked and deserted in the mud of the moors of the Oder River. The next morning a Russian officer clothed him and ordered him carried to town, where a surgeon attempted to clamp together Kleist’s shattered bones. In the night of August 22, Kleist’s spliced bones split apart again, fatally rupturing an artery.1

A distant relation to the later and more brilliant Heinrich, Ewald von Kleist had achieved fame for “The Spring,” a rococo poem that depicted life in a happy time, and for Cissides and Paches, an epic poem written in 1758. Ostensibly recounting a Macedonian battle against a far stronger Athens after the death of Alexander the Great, the poem was in fact meant as an allegorical reflection on the Prussian predicament during the Seven Years War.2 It tells of the two warriors trapped in a fortress, fighting to the death, when Paches gives the dying, wounded, exhausted, and thirsty Cissides blood, drawn from the bodies of fallen fellow fighters, to drink, making the army into a band of blood brothers. It was this quasi-aristocratic brotherhood, extended to the ordinary soldiers, rather than a chain of command, that held the beleaguered army together.3 By the end of the poem, Cissides and Paches, as well as all their soldiers, die heroic deaths. Impressed with their courage, the victorious Athenian leader “has the ashes of the two friends preserved in an urn, and has for them an impressive monument built.”4 The leader then returns to Athens, but with his army so weakened that Macedonia survives. “And so was through the courage of the two friends,” Kleist concludes, “the destruction of the Fatherland avoided.”5

II

The Seven Years War was the last of a series of armed conflicts that had begun in 1740, when Maria Theresa assumed the Habsburg throne, and predatory rulers contested the ascension. Sensing Austrian vulnerability and seeing an early chance for attaining glory, Frederick II, who was soon to be known as “the Great,” immediately marched into Silesia, a conquest that effectively doubled Prussia’s population and dramatically increased its economic power.6 Prior to the invasion, Prussia had the fourth largest standing army on the continent (behind France, Russia, and Austria) but was tenth in terms of area and thirteenth in population.7 By all measures save one, Prussia was a power of the second rank, Austria of the first, and Silesia was one of Austria’s most valuable lands. The resulting War of Austrian Succession, the bloodiest encounter on German territory since the Thirty Years War, dragged on for most of the decade, and concluded in 1748 with the Peace of Aachen, which granted to Prussia the territory of Silesia and to Maria Theresa the recognition as the legitimate heir of the Habsburg crown. Henceforth, however, Austrian political and military strategy would aim at regaining its lost territory and reducing, as the Austrian statesman Wenzel Anton von Kaunitz later put it, “the House of Brandenburg to its primitive state de petite puissance très secondaire .”8

For Prussia, the certainty of renewed war after the Peace of Aachen accelerated the militarization of its society. Whereas many states spent half of their peacetime income on the military, Prussia spent more than 80 percent in that way, and fielded two times as many soldiers per capita as Austria, four times as many as France, and five times as many as Bavaria.9 Even in peacetime, more than 4 percent of Prussia’s male population was in the army—a figure surpassed only by the mercenary polity of Hesse-Kassel, whose dukes sold some 6 percent of the country’s men off to serve what were often life terms in the armies of other states.10 When measured as a fraction of the economy, the overwhelming force of the military in Prussia was daunting. One scholarly estimate puts the percentage of Prussia’s national income devoted to the military at 35 percent in 1760—an enormous sum, far larger than that of any other major power.11

Prussia also bound its country to its army, a fact especially decisive for the scions of its noble houses. Whereas in other countries, the nobility constituted an independent power base and the officer corps remained an international mix, in Prussia the nobility found in armed service a calling, becoming, as Frederick II never tired of repeating, the “foremost and most brilliant estate of the state.”12 Throughout the eighteenth century, more than 90 percent of Prussian army officers were noblemen, almost all of them from Prussia itself. As a result, the Prussian officer corps enjoyed levels of social cohesion found nowhere else in Europe, and it was soon emulated, in spirit if not degree, in France, Savoy, and eventually, if less successfully, Austria.13 Militarization also powerfully shaped the general ethos of the Prussian nobility. In the late eighteenth century, the majority of Prussian noblemen had served in the army, with the sacrifice of some families already severe. For example, when Ewald von Kleist fell at Kunersdorf, he was only one of twenty-three members of the Kleist clan who would die in the course of Frederick’s Silesian wars.14 And the Kleists were hardly alone: some fifteen hundred officers, almost all Prussian nobles, sacrificed their lives for Frederick, an immense aristocratic bloodletting.15

In Prussia, the sacrificial ethos of its aristocratic class, the Junkers, was reinforced by a rigidly militarist social order.16 Since 1733, military recruitment had been at least in part organized according to the canton system, with all men between sixteen and thirty subject to conscription, roughly for twenty years, although actual military time was restricted to only two to three months and the rest of the year was spent in unpaid leave working the land of the noble estates. This “military-agrarian complex” allowed noble families to replicate in the military sphere social structures of agrarian domination on the heath, whether as lord over serf or capitalist farmer over hired hand.17 In either case, the families who gave marching orders were also the bosses on the farm. If the system did not blanket all of Prussia with the same intensity, the militarized barrack state proved crushingly oppressive to the Prussian-born conscripted day laborers, craftsmen, and former bonded serfs who made up the rank and file.18 In addition, it placed Prussia in the company of Russia, which had also developed a territorially based recruitment system, if with less efficiency and more draconian military service; together, these two countries formed something of an eastern zone of military states whose power depended on their ability to extract human rather than financial resources.19

Given this oppressive system, it comes as no surprise that the patriotism espoused by Kleist did not reach down the ranks. On the contrary, the Prussian army registered roughly eighty thousand desertions in the course of the Seven Years War.20 Prussian tactics took ample cognizance of this fact by insisting on rigid formation (exact postures, broad lines three deep, and precise synchronization when holding and reloading rifles) and inhuman punishment (such as running the gauntlet, where a man is slowly walked through two rows of soldiers who take turns whipping him). Frederick the Great himself wrote, in his Instructions for the Commanders of Cavalry Regiments, that “the common soldier should have more fear of his officer than the enemy in front of him.”21 This was saying a great deal. In the course of a battle, roughly a third of the soldiers would be lost, some killed by musket balls that pierced far less cleanly than today’s rifles, others by the unsanitized scalpels of overwhelmed and ill-trained surgeons.22 Moreover, unlike Ewald von Kleist, few of the soldiers received proper burials. Instead, their corpses were placed in large pits and covered with dirt, or placed in a pile and burned, as if soldiers were no more honorable than witches or forgers, as one eighteenth-century military manual complained.23 In this context, it should hardly surprise that no one stopped to count battlefield losses. Commanders just guessed at them. There were no detailed statistics, no letters or records, and the names of fallen commoners were not recorded.

Despite its militarization, Prussia was still no match for the coalition of countries that came together in 1756, when France, Sweden, and Russia joined forces with Austria. It is hard to overestimate the profound impact of the new alliance. Since the Thirty Years War, the duel for European dominance between Austria and France had determined the main lineups in the continental wars. For more than a century, Catholic France had sided with Protestant Prussia in order to weaken Catholic Austria and gain influence over the religiously mixed western areas of the Holy Roman Empire. As a result, continental warfare rarely replicated the religious division of the Reformation and Austria could act as the principal protector of the German Empire against an aggressive France. A great deal of the pro-Austrian sentiment, especially in the vulnerable western principalities, derived from the centrality of Habsburg arms to imperial defense against the powerful and rapacious neighbor across the Rhine. The reversal in 1756—with France now on the side of Austria—proved all the more decisive.

Sensing himself encircled, Frederick invaded Saxony that August, commencing a war whose campaigns ranged from Quebec to the Caribbean and from the coast of Africa to the plains of northern India. No one expected Frederick to win. Even in his limited European theater, sheer ruin seemed the most likely outcome. This was also what almost happened. “Je crois tout perdu,” the great king famously wrote after the Battle of Kunersdorf.24 As the short road to Berlin lay virtually undefended and his army dispersed, successful pursuit by Austrian and Russian troops would have meant certain defeat and the subsequent partition of Frederick’s lands. Likely, this meant East Prussia being ceded to Russia, Pomerania to Sweden, scattered territories in the west to France, and Silesia back to Austria.25 According to the calculations of the famous historian Jacob Burckhardt, Prussia would have retained only the Mark Brandenburg, a sandy territory the size of Saxony (but without that duchy’s wealth), and its capital, Berlin, a city half as large as Vienna.26

But Frederick’s enemies failed to take advantage of his debacle at Kunersdorf. Hobbled by the requirements of continental warfare and concerned about Prussia’s remaining forces, they refused, like the Athenian king in Cissides and Paches, to pursue.27 It was to be one of the many miracles of the House of Hohenzollern. Another occurred in 1762, after the sudden death of Empress Elizabeth of Russia, when Czar Peter III, a pro-Prussian Frederick enthusiast, ascended the throne and ordered the withdrawal of Russian troops. The fatherland, as the poem presaged, was thus saved.

III

In the era during and after the Seven Years War, “my fatherland” sometimes referred to a locality, sometimes a region, and sometimes the nation. Increasingly, however, it evoked the attachment of elites to a modern territorial state.28 In the course of the eighteenth century, the most important of these states—Austria, Prussia, Saxony, Bavaria, and Hanover—had become increasingly sovereign relative to the Empire. Each pursued power for its own sake, not for a religious or national cause. In time, it bears repeating, these territories might have become German-speaking fatherlands, countries, even nations, of their own.

Such fatherlands were especially important in the eastern half of the Empire. If a contemporary of Kleist had folded a map of the German Empire in half, creasing it at a line passing roughly through Augsburg, Erfurt, and Lübeck, the states of Prussia, Saxony, Bavaria, and the lands of Austria would practically take up the whole of the east. To the left of the fold there would be Hanover and Württemberg, with only the latter’s ruler not having the status of one of the seven princes who elects the Emperor. In the northern part, western Pomerania north of the river Peene belonged to Sweden, while Holstein, including the city of Altona, belonged to the Kingdom of Denmark. In the southwest, close to 300,000 subjects lived in Anterior Austria under Habsburg control.29 Modern, medium- and large-scale territorial states would, in other words, cover much of the map. Moreover, the great territorial states also housed the majority of the population. In the 1780s, Austria (within the Empire), Prussia, the Electorates of Bavaria and Hanover, the Kingdom of Saxony, and the Grand Duchy of Württemberg already accounted for nearly 20 million of the Holy Roman Empire’s roughly 28 million people.30
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“Germany in the 18th Century,” in Gustav Droysen, Allgemeiner Historischer Handatlas (1886).

Much of the rest of the population lived in smaller states, like Hesse-Kassel and Hesse-Darmstadt, the Electorates of Cologne and of Mainz, the two halves of Mecklenburg, the Electoral Palatinate, and the Margraviate of Baden—all territories with an estimated population between 200,000 and 400,000 subjects. Below them was a string of smaller territories, and only a few of them were capable of financing significant standing armies. They were, however, wealthy enough to pursue enlightened projects and employ intellectual luminaries. Anhalt-Dessau, for example, was lauded and admired throughout the enlightened world for the stunning gardens at Wörlitz; Braunschweig-Wolfenbüttel employed the dramatist and apostle of tolerance Gotthold Ephraim Lessing as the curator of the Herzog August library; and Weimar hosted Goethe and Schiller.31 All had a population of between 50,000 and 200,000. Below these territories were the patches of land ruled by the “free imperial knights,” some 350 noble families whose properties domiciled as many as 400,000 subjects.32

Finally, there were the free imperial cities. Hamburg stood out, with a population of around 100,000; Nuremberg remained important, with a population of 50,000. Cologne and Bremen each had 40,000 inhabitants, and Frankfurt am Main and Regensburg, roughly 35,000. Thereafter the numbers dwindled. Augsburg, once a great humanist center, had become a provincial city of some 32,000 people. Ulm had half as many denizens, and Speyer half as many again.33 Many of the fifty-one free “cities” had devolved into small towns, like Isny im Allgäu, or Gengenbach in the Black Forest, and collectively they had become specifically associated with the Empire. In Goethe’s early version of Faust, written in the 1770s, a student in Auerbach’s cellar in Leipzig calls out to the doctor, “You come from the Empire, one sees it in you,” by which the student meant that he came from south Germany, the land of imperial cities.34

At least in the middle-sized and large states, territories assumed sharper, more pronounced contours. One index of this transition was the changing kinds of advice Veit Ludwig von Seckendorff gave in his influential Teutscher  Fürstenstaat (German Princely State), a handbook for rulers and their officials first published in 1656 and then reissued in a dozen new editions over the next century. A Dutch-influenced official of the Principality of Saxon-Gotha, Seckendorff admonished German rulers not to be satisfied with the rough geographic coordinates of the cosmographers, but to discern “how the [principality] is bordered, how the principalities and other lands are called that abut it, and at which localities of the principality such boundaries occur.”35 Seckendorff also insisted that princes ensure that borders are marked, whether “with rivers, stones and other boundary markers” that are permanent and “not with transient ditches, trees, and such things.”36

His advice was seldom taken. Deep into the eighteenth century, many principalities continued to emphasize boundaries along routes, not peripheries, so that people imagined the extent of dynastic domains in linear terms, as length and width along roads, with borders serving merely as jurisdictional limits. Mapmakers likewise rendered borders imprecisely, essentially by drawing a pleasingly curved line around the outer edges of the farthest towns within a state’s domain.37 Descriptions often followed this inexact procedure. An eighteenth-century geographer described Thuringia as an “Earldom that borders toward the east on the Margrave of Meißen, but toward the west against the land of Hesse and on the so-called Eichsfeld.”38 Even the Universal Encyclopedia of Johann Heinrich Zedler, published in sixty-eight volumes between 1731 and 1754, described territorial states as a ruler’s patrimony over a land that “at some time stops.”39

As the eighteenth century progressed, however, a novel sense of territorial space set in. Anton Friedrich Büsching, a cutting-edge geographer and author of a tremendously influential Description of the World, argued that when evaluating the size of states, surveyors should calculate area rather than measure the distances traversed by intersecting diagonals. “Most useful to bring the state, as represented in the best land charts, into a square, or many squares,” Büsching urged, “and to calculate its surface content according to geographic miles.”40 The splintered nature of German territories posed serious challenges to this procedure, because it required one to know the precise bow and bend of a territory’s political borders, and most mapmakers chose the easy-to-outline imperial circles as the fundamental unit of analysis.41

An important exception was Nuremberg’s Jean Baptiste Homann. He engraved nearly six hundred maps in folio size, half of them delineating territories in the Holy Roman Empire, and every one of them following the outlines of states or administrative units.42 Homann’s coloring schemes reinforced the strictly political image, darkly coloring the maps of political territories around the edges. The actual territory was washed in a lighter version of the same color, so that the territorial unit was highlighted on the sheet. The prominence of political toponyms, typically in uppercase letters for states, reinforced the importance of territorial divisions and suggested a Germany marked by a maze of interior borderlines.43 Even Homann’s city views, like his “Illustration of the imperial and commercial city of Frankfurt am Main, with its area and its borders,” subordinated engraved skylines to depictions of the actual territories.

People also came to see states in depth, resulting in changing understandings of what territories contained. Seckendorff had suggested that each territory be divided into administrative units, and from there counted and appraised according to bailiwicks, towns, marketplaces, villages, individual farms, forests, rivers, and lakes; thereafter individual buildings, and only then the people, divided into the three principal estates: nobility, townsfolk, and peasants. The early editions of the posthumous “Seckendorff,” as his handbook was called, celebrated the delicate equilibrium of the feudal order. But in the course of the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, absolute rulers registered significant gains at the expense of the various estates beneath them, and by 1720 the editor of “the newest” and “with diligence improved” edition of “Seckendorff” excused the seemingly apologetic tone of the first edition, which urged balance.44
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Jean Baptiste Homann, “Illustration of the Imperial and Commercial City of Frankfurt am Main, with its Area and its Borders,” early eighteenth century.

Rulers, partly as a consequence of adopting innovative ways of evaluating their realm, began to shape their territories anew. Digging mines, draining rivers and marshland, winning back arable land, and constructing streets, they spurred economic activity and settled people.45 The state itself became larger and more significant. If it once sufficed to have a handful of courtiers taking care of territorial business, specialists were now required, leading to the growth of genuine bureaucracies. One should not overestimate their size. Excluding armies, even great powers remained small. In 1762, some 7421 officials in the direct employ of the crown administered the Austrian-Bohemian territories (excluding Tyrol and Anterior Austria), while in 1786 roughly half as many officials watched over Brandenburg-Prussia.46 If modest in numbers, officials nevertheless tried to follow the advice of professors in the emerging field of Polizeiwissenschaften, or policy studies. Some scholars, like the Viennese Joseph von Sonnenfels, argued that the visible hand of the state should provide the order for society; others, like the influential Göttingen professor Johann Heinrich Gottlob von Justi, contended it was best to bring together the state’s guiding hand with the mysterious workings of commerce. States, they both believed, could harness and control the passions and energies of the people while the land could yield wealth and the population soldiers.47

As the number of subjects a state possessed became more important, states began to count individual people. The novelty of this seemingly simple step bears underscoring, because in the long arc of human history, most people were never counted, registered, or even listed. The Church of Latter-Day Saints estimates that of the 26 billion people born between 1500 and 2010, only the names of 8 billion were ever recorded, while before 1500, all but the names of exceptional people have disappeared.48 This is because at the beginning of the modern era, states and cities counted people only sporadically. Some German cities, usually before a siege, tallied their inhabitants once, as did Nuremberg as early as 1426 in anticipation of war with the Hussites.49 Other cities counted subjects intermittently: for example, Speyer did so in 1470 and 1530, in order to regulate disputes over domains, and Cologne in 1570, to assess the number of religious refugees.50 Religious institutions also did not count people. It was not until the sixteenth century that parishes began to keep records of baptisms and burials, first in Protestant lands, then—after the Council of Trent in 1545 and 1563—in Catholic territories as well. Yet the early parish registers remained patchy and unsystematic, and many were destroyed during the tumultuous Thirty Years War.

States began to count people because people mattered—not for themselves, but for the state. Sweden, Denmark, the Netherlands, France, and England had already calculated their populations, and in the course of the eighteenth century, major German states followed suit: Hesse and Prussia counted their subjects in the 1740s; the Habsburg monarchy (in the German-speaking lands) in 1754; Saxony in 1755; Württemberg in 1757; and Bavaria in 1777.51 In this time, the term “statistic,” first used in print by Gottfried Achenwall in 1749, came into general use, deriving its name not from numbers but, as the word itself betrays, from the description of states.52 Achenwall depicted territorial states as ruling over land and people, and counted caste—the nobility, clergy, townsmen, and peasants—only with respect to political representation.53 By the end of the eighteenth century, scholars who described states, like August Friedrich Wilhelm Crome, compared their territorial sizes with their population densities. The ratio of land to people was the best indicator of a country’s civilization, Crome argued; he later extended this analysis to include financial resources and military might. Crome also devised tables that provided readers with a “sensory impression” of the relative population, wealth, and strength of the countries of Europe.54 States, as the new science of statistics made clear, had become something more than merely the symbolic and spatial extension of dynastic houses. They had also become expressions of land and people, wealth and power.
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“Size and Population Map of Europe According to [August Friedrich Wilhelm] Crome,” redrawn and expanded by Franz Johann Joseph von Reilly, 1794.

IV

A young enlightener, barely twenty-three years of age, revealed the precise sinews of this new state-centered sensibility. Thomas Abbt was already a “professor of worldly wisdom” at the University of Frankfurt an der Oder, where the Battle of Zorndorf had raged just to the north, and the Battle of Kunersdorf just to the east. On the occasion of his daily walks, Abbt visited Ewald von Kleist’s grave in the burial yard of the city church, and the postbattle atmosphere gave a sense of urgency to the scholar’s work. Two years later, in 1761, he published On Death for the Fatherland, a clear-eyed work that rendered in prose sentiments what Kleist had already expressed in the more metaphorical language of poetry.

In his book, Abbt countered the opinion, first espoused by Montesquieu in 1748 in The Spirit of the Laws, that true patriotism was possible only in a republic, not in a monarchy. Abbt began from a different starting point: love and death—love for “the well ordered monarchy” and death, even a joyful death, of the sons for the fatherland. In a fatherland where the monarch is beneficent and the glory of the kingdom is dependent on the welfare of the subjects, these very subjects come to identify with the state, Abbt contended. If a war is then defensive and just, as seemed to him the case with Prussia, an intensified love for the fatherland followed, and this love—both natural sentiment and duty, both for the state and its regent—provided the source of the passion, even enthusiasm, that allows the individual subject to overcome the fear of death. Like the Spartans of old, the individual even perceives “the enjoyment of death” as a liberating sacrifice. As Abbt put it, echoing Cissides and Paches, it is “the blood, pulsing through our arteries, that our groaning fatherland drinks, in order to let it live again.”55 Moreover, the willingness to die for one’s country had a crucial secondary effect: it transformed servile subjects into active, participating citizens.56 Abbt did not make the point explicitly. Rather, Moses Mendelssohn, who being Jewish belonged to a religious group denied equal rights and privileges, underscored this “completely different standpoint.” In his review of On Death for the Fatherland, Mendelssohn wrote:


The evil that [war] brings with it is tied to an important advantage. . . . The distance between the different estates is reduced, and the citizens [Bürger] are brought close to a republican equality. In a warring monarchy, all are citizens, merit and not birth determines the estates, and the state becomes like a republic, which has elected the king as dictator.57



With mere argument, one had always to obey. But the deeds of war leveled the social edifice and opened the door to the participation of independent and willing citizens.

Criticism of Abbt’s position did not surface until the conclusion of hostilities in 1763. The most prominent objection came from Friedrich Karl von Moser, a Württemberg Pietist and the eldest son of a distinguished jurist of the Holy Roman Empire. He argued that there was a narrow fatherland—“the land to which [the patriot] owes his sustenance and daily existence”—and a wider fatherland: the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation.58 In a tract entitled On the National Spirit, published in 1765, Moser wrote: “We too are a people of one name and one language, under one common ruler and one constitution, subject to the same body of law which determines our rights and our duties.”59 In the most vigorous statement written in the era of the Enlightenment detailing the general idea that Germany constituted a fatherland, Moser nevertheless admitted that Germany was beset with weakness: “Our constitution has been a puzzle for centuries, we have been the spoil of our neighbors, the subjects of their ridicule, a great and at the same time despised people.”60 Moser feared that Germans had become estranged from one another, cold and without empathy. He also worried that since 1740, when Frederick marched his troops into Silesia, the possibility of secession from the Reich threatened to tear the band that held Germans together.61 At the core of the decline in German national sentiment was, then, according to Moser, the “military spirit of our time” and the “monstrosity of a military-patriotic governmental system”—in a word, even though he desisted from writing it, Prussia.62

The anti-Prussian thrust of the essay was, however, evident to Moser’s contemporary readers. Unknown at the time was that Austria had paid for it.63 Graf Johann Anton von Pergen, a protégé of Kaunitz, offered Moser a yearly pension of 1500 guilders, which Moser readily accepted despite his “shame.”64 Austria had also been instrumental in helping free Moser’s father, who had languished in prison since 1759 for his outspoken opposition to the absolutist policies of Duke Carl Eugen of Württemberg. Even the title of Moser’s tract, with the term “national spirit,” was likely an Austrian invention suggested by Pergen.65

In the “national spirit debate,” allegedly followed in “every half respectable tavern,” the Prussians immediately fired back.66 Abbt replied to Moser that there are Prussian and Austrian, but not German subjects: “When their princes have different interests, then it is no longer the duty of the Prussian or Austrian subjects to ask what the German Reich requires of him: but only what he owes to his fatherland, that means to that land, the laws of which protect him and make him happy.”67

The qualifier “no longer” is revealing. In the period spanning the aggressive personal rule of the French king Louis XIV (1661–1715), or during the Second Turkish Siege of Vienna in 1683, the German Empire had once commanded a more unifying kind of allegiance and loyalty. But the “diplomatic revolution” of 1756 had forced Austria into an alliance with France, the traditional enemy of the Empire. When Prussia invaded Silesia immediately thereafter, the Empire failed to issue an imperial ban. And when imperial troops did fight against Frederick, they fared miserably. By 1761, many of the states that had contributed to the Imperial Army had drawn back their forces, crippling the Empire as a force for peace. As a result, a genuine patriotism for the Holy Roman Empire (Reichspatriotismus) fell to its nadir.68

V

The Seven Years Wars ended with a stalemate and a horrific toll of bloodletting. During its course, the war claimed the lives of well over a million people; in Prussia alone, more than 180,000 soldiers fell, and nearly twice as many perished due to privation and disease, bringing the total loss to roughly 10 percent of the population.69 The other major combatants also bled profusely. Austria’s military losses, which were at least as severe as Prussia’s, included an estimated 32,600 killed on the field, another 93,400 who died from their wounds or from disease, 19,600 who were listed as missing, and 17,400 as crippled.70 Saxony too was decimated.

Between the bloodletting and the exhaustion, the war also wrought a dramatic shift in the balance of power on the European continent. Before the war, there had been three major powers: Great Britain, France, and Austria. Now, significantly, there were five.71 Russia and Prussia, hitherto powers of the middling order, advanced to powers of the first rank. Russia benefitted from its large population, abundant resources, skilled leadership, as well as the decline of both Poland to the west and the Ottoman Empire to the south. Prussia moved forward because of its military efficiency and sheer audacity. But Frederick the Great had lost his young-man’s thirst for war, and Austria now became an increasingly volatile country. Frustrated at the loss of Silesia, Austria searched for compensation while a mountain of debt and the cumulative casualties of war pushed it to a more coercive, Prussian-style system of fiscal-military extraction. The result was the swift postbellum remaking of Austria into a menacing military might.72 This shift occurred, moreover, as a power vacuum emerged in central Europe. France, which had previously acted as a financial and military counterweight to Austrian and Prussian aggression, amassed crippling military debts by the war’s end, while Great Britain, having become master of the North Atlantic, decreased its overall continental engagement.73 If there were now five powers, only three were active on the continent, and two of them, Prussia and Austria, had significant stakes in Germany, while the third, Russia, was pushing farther and farther west.

For the Holy Roman Empire, the external situation was nothing if not precarious. Internally too, ominous portents gathered. In the postbellum decades, the size of Austria’s standing army grew to some 300,000 soldiers and Prussia’s to just under 200,000; meanwhile, the next largest fighting force, the Bavarian army, mustered only 20,000 men, and Saxony—diminished and struggling with its debt—maintained a still smaller force. By 1777 the combined power of Austria and Prussia had become six times what the other German states put into the field, and, by 1790, this discrepancy increased yet again.74
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The might of Austria and Prussia, and the relative decline of the rest of the German lands into political and military powerlessness, set the parameters of the course of high politics and diplomacy. But culture has a force of its own that does not always align with military might, and amid this heavily armed competition, a new public sensibility arose. Critical, enlightened, pacific, this new sensibility turned away from absolutist states and standing armies and looked instead to the small and medium-sized states, and even to the people of the countryside, as a source, however idealized, of social rejuvenation.

The historian and jurist Justus Möser of Osnabrück exemplified this postwar sensibility. “Where do we find the true German nation?” Möser asked rhetorically in a review of Friedrich Karl von Moser’s On the National Spirit, and answered: “We certainly do not find it at the court of princes.”75 Instead, he started with the local—his Osnabrück, then a provincial city of 9000 souls and the capital of a territory of 120,000—and desired to write “a history of the people and its form of government with the ruler as an accidental circumstance.”76 Often portrayed as a conservative thinker, Möser in fact narrated history as if the people mattered more than the princes.

Beginning with the honor of independent landowning men, Möser sought to render “a complete moving painting” of the history of Osnabrück, emphasizing the value of mixed rather than absolutist constitutions, and showing the worth of local militias over the obedient soldiers of standing armies.77 With great felicity, he also described the territory’s natural landscape—the moors and heaths, the hills and rivers, and the flora and fauna—as well as the structure of local agriculture, the settlement of towns, and the customs of the peasant population.78 He even gave an account of a typical Osnabrück woman, who from her hearth “keeps an eye on horses and cows, guards cellar and pantry, spins and all the while cooks.”79 Throughout the rest of the Osnabrück History, which remained unfinished during his lifetime and reached only to the middle of the thirteenth century, Möser traced the relationship between property in the countryside and forms of military and state organization—“the natural history of a nation’s original contract through all its actual changes,” as he put it in a letter to the enlightener Friedrich Nicolai.80

It is impossible to read Möser’s posthumously published Osnabrück History without the Seven Years War as a backdrop. The work makes repeated reference to the ruinous impact of military recruitment on local populations and to the baleful effect of the historic shift from independent militias to standing armies of servile soldiers. As the middle-aged but still relatively unknown Möser researched and wrote the work, he also corresponded with the young and well-connected Abbt, who had likewise come to realize that “he should write about life for the fatherland, because the patriot through death can only seldom be useful to his country.”81 Abbt’s “immortal” work, On Merits (Vom Verdienste), was written in constant exchange with Justus Möser, who in turn sent the younger man concepts and drafts from his Osnabrück History. The two became so close, Möser later recounted, that Abbt “had his own room in my house and was treated like a son and brother when he visited us.”82 It is difficult to know what direction Abbt’s thought would have taken next: he died unexpectedly in 1766, at the age of twenty-seven. Möser saw Abbt’s death as an “irreparable damage to the sciences” and regretted that he did not reach the age when experience and talent come together to form a great work.83 Friedrich Nicolai and the young philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder also wrote moving reflections about his death, with Herder calling for a memorial for “the man Abbt, as a second Kleist.”84

VI

After the conclusion of hostilities in 1763, Europe enjoyed nearly three decades of relative peace—or, to be more precise, the absence of a general European war involving more than two countries. But the rapaciousness of the great powers did not abate, and one power emerged as especially aggressive, even militaristic. This, as contemporaries understood, was Austria. To be sure, it was Prussia, not Austria, that set the standards for military-fiscal efficiency in the eighteenth century, and it was the challenge of the Prussian model that motivated Austrian reform.85 Yet by 1780, when Joseph II ascended as the single regent to the throne (he had shared it with his mother, Maria Theresa, since 1765), “the Habsburg monarchy,” as new research underscores, “was a highly militarized war machine, second only—if at all—to Prussia.”86

The key to this reversal was Joseph II himself. In 1761, as the Seven Years War was winding down, he had advocated doubling the size of the Austrian army. Even when the conflict was over, he urged increased military spending, and looked to the Prussian model for how this could be done. In a memorandum on domestic reform, written at the age of twenty-four in 1765, he proposed that Austria introduce a cantonal system, with stricter discipline and a mandatory three-year service for nobles who expected to work in the state administration. Joseph was also the first to regularly wear a military uniform in court society, and he scarcely concealed his admiration for Frederick.87

But to others in Vienna, the militarization of the Habsburg monarchy was misguided if not downright dangerous. To Kaunitz, the state chancellor since 1753, this new militarization threatened to cover the monarchy with “a new kind of slavery” that would snuff out “industry” and undermine true patriotism.88 As the engineer of the strategic reversal, Kaunitz argued passionately that it was the dilettantism of the Austrian leaders in the field, not the size of its army, that had caused setbacks, and that finances had first to be put in order before any enlargement of the military could be considered. Economic development depended on maintaining a balance between the civilian and the military spheres, he insisted, surmising that the ideal balance worked out to be a ratio of roughly 1 military person per 100 subjects. (By this standard, Austria’s ratio was slightly worse, Prussia’s ratio was much worse at 1:30, and Hesse-Kassel’s outright deplorable at 1:15.89 ) Armies, Kaunitz argued further, are primarily shields and should not oppress what they are meant to protect. Since the peasants paid taxes and supplied soldiers, they were the starting point of Habsburg wealth and power.

Yet Joseph II, determined and tenacious, was not to be deterred, and by February 1770, he had persuaded his mother, Queen Maria Theresa, to order a census of all people and draft animals with the clear intention of introducing a new military conscription similar to the Prussian cantonal system. Accordingly, the census counted only men, tabulating their age, occupation, and height as well as noting whether the counted men were heads of their households. As if to reinforce the connection between the census and conscription, Austria began to affix numbers to houses, which had previously been distinguished, if at all, by a painted front illustrating a trade or given a name (such as “at the Black Eagle”). Initiated in the Austrian and Bohemian lands in 1770, the new enumeration of houses met with considerable resistance from nobles, who considered the undignified numbers affixed to their houses distasteful, and from peasants, who saw through its tie to the new military draft.90 But the resistance remained sporadic, and the census revealed that the Habsburg crown had nearly as many subjects as France.91

The system of conscription, first introduced in the Austrian-Bohemian lands in 1770–1771, divided Habsburg territories into districts, each responsible for supplying troops for a regiment. It targeted men between seventeen and forty, allowed for fewer exemptions than in Prussia, and placed the onus of the draft on landless peasants too poor to pay taxes. As in Prussia, conscripts served for life, but with significant amounts of time in furlough, so that the rural labor pool was not decimated. The army would eventually designate nearly 40 percent of the male population in the Austro-Bohemian provinces and in Hungary as potential cannon fodder, resulting in an unprecedented militarization of rural society.92 In one important respect, however, Austria did not follow Prussia’s lead. A noble military elite, ready to spill blood for the crown, failed to materialize, causing at least one Austrian general to complain “of more a poverty than a surplus of young, patriotically minded people in the state.”93

Joseph II oversaw all of this—quite literally. No European monarch traveled as assiduously. Covering some thirty thousand miles, he at first was accompanied by a royal retinue; later, there was less fuss, and he often preferred to ride saddle rather than coach. His first official journey was to Frankfurt am Main for his coronation as emperor—an office he dismissed as “disagreeable and useless” and the ceremony “a veritable comedy.”94 Then he undertook scores of trips to such places as Temesvár, Rome, the town of Neisse in Upper Silesia (where he met with Frederick despite Maria Theresa’s misgivings), Budapest, and Prague.95 Recording his observations in detailed reports, the young king used the information he gleaned from his travels to shape the reform policies he would implement in the 1780s. Royal travel, which once functioned as a mobile display of majesty and power, now served as a source of governmental knowledge. Unlike the itinerant Maximilian I, who in the early sixteenth century had to be seen in order to properly rule, nearly three hundred years later Joseph II needed to see the realm in order to properly rule it. The shift in the style and the purpose of travel also testified to a larger transformation from an Austrian conception of Hausmacht, dynastic power, to an understanding of rule centered on a territory and its populations, with the ruler following Frederick’s example, as the first servant of the state. Moreover, the lands of Austria, not the German Empire, determined the coordinates of Joseph’s journeys. If the routes and destinations of his travels show us what he cared about, then it is clear that the northern reaches of the Holy Roman Empire interested him little. From east to west, he reconnoitered almost every corner of the Habsburg lands; when he did travel abroad, he went to Holland, France, Italy, and Russia. Only on a few occasions did he pass through southern Germany, suggesting that Austria and Europe, not Germany, were the focus of this monarch’s attention.
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Austria was indeed in the process of becoming a modern territorial state, “a clearly defined empire with fixed boundaries and a distinct geographic shape,” as one historian describes it.96 The punishing trial of the Seven Years War had accelerated this territorial consolidation and, as a result, had also encouraged more sustained mapping efforts. After the war, Maria Theresa commissioned a detailed cartographical survey of the monarchy, which took twenty-three years to complete and ended by assuming the name of her son. The Josephinische Landesaufnahme, as it came to be called, covered nearly all of the monarchy in more than 4000 separate sheets at a scale of 1:115, and constituted a cartographical enterprise second in Europe only to the more scientific French efforts. The map reflected the centralizing dynamic of the Austrian government, and the monarchy’s evolution into a territorial unit: a country, much like Frederick’s Prussia, of its own.

VII

In 1769, when Frederick the Great and Joseph II actually did meet, in Neisse, the encounter augured troubled times, especially for the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth. Stretching from just east of the Oder all the way to the gates of Kiev, and from the Baltic Sea in the north to the Carpathians in the south, the Commonwealth was ruled by a king beholden to Russia and by an assembly of nobles that refused any and all concessions to centralized, fiscal-military policies. It thus happened that the third largest country in Europe, with the fourth largest population, had a standing army of a mere 26,000 soldiers. The balance of power had kept Poland’s heavily armed neighbors from ripping it apart. But now Russian expansion brought Austria and Prussia together, as they hoped to both satisfy and halt Russia and gain territory of their own.
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Allegory of the First Partition of Poland.

The result was the First Partition of Poland in 1772, one of the most controversial acts of diplomacy in modern European history. During a time of peace, with no succession crisis on the horizon and without heed to questions of legitimacy, the three major eastern powers robbed Poland of nearly a third of its territory. Austria appropriated western Galicia and nearly 2.5 million subjects along with it. Russia took the largest but least valuable slice of territory (a major strip of land stretching from Latvia to the Ukraine), and Prussia seized the Netze district, the smallest, least populous, but economically wealthiest part of Poland.

VIII

The importance of the partition for the history of Poland, and for Polish-German relations, is well documented. Less appreciated, though, is its significance for the German Empire and the major states within it. Presciently, Edmund Burke, the great eighteenth-century British conservative, noted that “if the partition of Poland takes place in utmost extent, the existence of the Germanic body in its present form, for any length of time, will be a matter rather to be wished for than expected.”97 Germany’s medium-sized states, each with armies more modest than Poland’s, also recognized the danger, and turned to one another as well as to new protectors, generating feverish activity among the courts of Saxony, Bavaria, the Palatinate, and Württemberg. Some states, like Bavaria and the Electorates of Mainz and Trier, turned to a depleted France. Hanover at least had the protection of Great Britain (whose king, George III, was also the duke and prince-elector of Hanover). But throughout the Empire the question was where Berlin and Vienna would turn next.

The question was not misplaced. Prince Henry, a brother of Frederick the Great, immediately hatched plans for new partitions in the militarily “soft areas” of the Empire, while Joseph II, who played an initially passive role in the First Partition of Poland, turned to the possibility of sharing parts of Bavaria and Franconia with Prussia. Frederick proved reticent, however, worrying about his ties to England and the consequences of enticing France into a great-power feast of German territories.98

Then, another opportunity arose. In December 1777, Maximilian III Joseph, Elector of Bavaria, passed away without an heir, which ended the Bavarian line of the Wittelsbachs. The throne passed to Charles Theodore of the Palatinate branch of the family. In the eighteenth century, under the system of primogeniture, the deaths of childless rulers were welcome opportunities for rapacious territorial states and therefore primary causes of war. Austria, Maria Theresa’s reticence notwithstanding, challenged the Bavarian succession and pushed the newly crowned Charles Theodore to cede significant parts of Bavaria in exchange for Anterior Austria, an archipelago of territories in southwest Germany, and a handsome sum of money. Bavaria, it was thought, could compensate for the loss of Silesia by adding to the Habsburg crown a contiguous block of territory rich in resources. The acquisition of Bavaria would have drawn Austria closer to Anterior Austria, and thus deeper into Germany. Given the pressure to consolidate territory, this would have brought Austria westward, with expansion across southern and western Germany a likely outcome. When Charles Theodore agreed, Austria sent troops through the Inn Valley and into Bavaria.

The action brought forth a hue and cry throughout the Empire. Seeing its chance to counter, Prussia, aided by the Saxons, sent its forces south to confront Austria. As a result, more than 400,000 soldiers faced one another in Bohemia, raising fears, as the British ambassador in Vienna put it, that “the two most formidable armies that have ever been seen in Europe for some centuries must decide the matter.”99 Ultimately, the War of the Bavarian Succession, as this episode in high-stakes brinksmanship came to be called, ended in a battle-less stalemate. In the subsequent Peace of Teschen, Austria received only a strip of land known as the Innviertel, whose most distinguished town was Braunau (the subsequent birthplace of Adolf Hitler), while Prussia received future rights to the principalities of Ansbach and Bayreuth. In the war of public opinion, Prussia certainly came out ahead, seeming like a David fending off an overweaning Goliath.

The matter did not rest there. In 1785, Charles Theodore considered exchanging the whole of Electoral Bavaria for the Austrian Netherlands, which comprised Flanders, Brabant, and Luxembourg, and included the cities of Antwerp and Brussels. The exchange would have considerably increased the size and power of Austria, and it would have created a significant country in the western part of the Empire. In the end, however, the combined military threat of Prussia, Saxony, Hanover, and a series of mostly Protestant middling and minor powers (known as the League of German Princes) put a stop to this project. Some might argue that this Prussian-led alliance of mainly Protestant states against the Catholic house of Habsburg seems to foreshadow nineteenth-century developments. Yet at issue in 1785, as in 1778–1779, was not the eventual unification of Germany, but rather the question of how to curb the absolutist aggression of Austria.

IX

Throughout Europe in the second half of the eighteenth century, the aggressive politics of enlightened absolutism shifted borders and carved up countries. This feverish partitioning, whether as a threat or an actuality, also called forth patriotism. Starting with the Seven Years War and intensifying during the American Revolutionary War, new forms of patriotism were especially marked in the Netherlands, where in the wake of the disastrous Fourth Anglo-Dutch War (1780–1784), a group calling itself the Patriots temporarily ousted the Orangist stadholder. The Patriots would have established a state based on national-patriotic principles, had not Prussian and British troops intervened in 1787, forcing many of the Patriot leaders into exile. Still more dramatic were developments to the east of Germany, where the First Partition of Poland brought forth radically new forms of patriotism. In 1788, when a parliament known as the Great Sejm first convened, this newfound feeling had left behind older conceptions of Poland based on the gentry republic and embraced policies far more revolutionary than anything found in the German lands at the time.100 Animated by partition-inspired, radical-democratic nationalism, Polish reformers extended representation to the propertied classes, abolished tax exemptions for the nobility, moved to create a standing army of 100,000 men, and, on May 3, 1791, passed a constitution that held that “power in human society derives from the will of the nation.”101 Unfortunately, a brutal Russian invasion, and the Second Partition of Poland, quashed this new constitution, the first in Europe and the second in the world (after the United States). There followed the costly Kos´ciuszko uprising of 1794, in which thousands of townsmen, aided by many more peasants brandishing scythes, fought and perished in pitched battles with the absolutist armies of Russia and Prussia.

Poland, literally wiped off the map, was the feared prototype. And just as the partitions of Poland ignited national agitation there, the possibility that Austria might simply annex Bavaria brought forth the first stirrings of Bavarian patriotic sentiment. Catholic, reform-minded, mainly based in Munich but with some representation in provincial towns, enlightened Bavarians portrayed the Bavarian people as their true countrymen. Johann Georg von Lori, a high-ranking official associated with the newly formed Patriot Party, argued that while other nations were built upon dynasties, Bavaria had its roots in the folk, and was indeed primary among those nations, “which in Germany appeared as a primal people [Urvolk ].”102 Lori dedicated his Chronological Excerpts of the History of Bavaria of 1782 to his Bavarian countrymen, hoping it would bring forth “a certain pride, which ennobles the sentiments . . . and firms the national character.”103 Lori also offered a barely veiled critique of the new sovereign, Charles Theodore, who was all too eager to swap territory and people. Lori’s contemporary Lorenz von Westenrieder likewise criticized the plans of the unpatriotic ruler. “The people see the disloyalty to the country as that for which every nation ought to see it, as a thing contrary to nature,” Westenrieder wrote.104 Deeply influenced by Justus Möser, Westenrieder composed his Letters of Bavarian Mind and Customs (1782) in order to celebrate the virtuous Bavarian, “who with a few thousand of the same could turn away the army of a Xerxes.”105 Unlike Prussia or Austria, which were artificially soldered together by dynastic marriage and military conquest, Bavaria, according to Westenrieder, was rooted in the permanence of a people, the uniqueness of its language and customs, and the natural beauty and bounty of the land. History and folklore—not dynastic power politics—held the keys to what these patriots ardently called the Bavarian nation.

These Bavarian intellectuals, most of them in the employ of the courts, first began to invent their nation in the 1770s and 1780s. They were hardly alone in their efforts. Throughout Germany, enlightened intellectuals constructed fatherlands, with Justus Möser as their guiding light. There appeared histories of Hamburg, Schleswig-Holstein, and the Duchy of Oldenburg. There was also a history of Hesse, written with the intention, as its author, Helfrich Bernhard Wenck, put it, of “making the subject more at home.”106 Ludwig Timotheus Spittler was surely the most noteworthy of these fatherland historians. He wrote analytically precise histories of his native Württemberg as well as of Hanover, in whose service he stood as a professor in Göttingen. “The Empire lives mainly in its territories,” Spittler proclaimed. The medium-sized states, which he called “little states,” were guarantors of “German freedom” in a system of states, the Holy Roman Empire, essentially defined by the balance of power.107

But would the balance of power hold? For the German states, there was another possible future; it involved the westward expansion of the superstates and the ultimate division of the German lands into two spheres of influence. As early as 1770, Austria and Prussia had discussed partitioning and dividing Germany between them.108 But the mutual mistrust of the two powers, the threat of outside intervention, and residual loyalty to the institutions of the old Empire militated against partition. Prying Germany into two parts, one Prussian, the other Austrian, would have in any case involved gigantic compensations to France, Russia, and Great Britain, and may well have called forth an unsettling degree of state-based patriotism. Would it have called forth Reichspatriotismus at a time when national patriotism seemed, as the poet Friedrich Gottlieb Klopstock complained, like “a dying little daughter”?109 It remains doubtful. Even Johann Stephan Pütter, the star of the Göttingen jurists and the erudite author of a three-volume account of the constitution of the Holy Roman Empire, conceded in 1787 that the “distinct and separate states, which stand almost in the same relation to each other as the different states of Europe,” had acquired so much weight that the unity of the German Empire was “only immediately obvious” at the Emperor’s court in Vienna, at the Reichstag in Regensburg, and in the Imperial Chamber in Wetzlar.110 The German Empire, in this realistic assessment, had become a traditional political order held together by agreements of convenience among great powers.111 Could it outlast another bout of concerted Austrian or Prussian aggression or survive a revolution in the organization and deployment of military force? Or would Germany go the way of Poland, ceasing to exist?


INTRODUCTION
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THIS BOOK IS ABOUT NATION AND NATIONALISM IN GERMANY from 1500 to 2000. Its primary argument is that across five centuries, there were radically different ways of knowing, representing, and experiencing the German nation. It contends that nations, like many other historical phenomena, are neither timeless verities nor arbitrary historical inventions. Rather, they are real or true in different ways in different periods. Put simply, there was no transhistorical concept of the German nation. There was only a nation in its time. German nationalism mapped onto these changing constellations, but it was not the thing itself. There was a Germany before, during, and after nationalism.

This argument implies that the conception of the German nation—not the ideology of German nationalism—is the larger story, with the longer history. In chronological terms, German nationalism had a later beginning; it has gone through an extremely devastating middle phase; and, as is defined here, it may yet have an end. Crystallizing in an unambiguous form for the first time after the French Revolution, German nationalism was an explicitly political ideology that conceived of self and country as one, argued that allegiances to the nation should supersede other loyalties, and bound the male citizen in an unspoken, almost contractual obligation to sacrifice, die, and kill for his country. In the twentieth century, in its radical form, it brought about national cohesion through the persecution, and even expulsion and murder, of others.1

Against the grain of a significant interpretive tradition, this book asserts that German nationalists did not engender or invent the German nation.2 Rather, they transformed its very meaning. The transformation came late in the nation’s time line. From our starting point of 1500 (when German humanists first defined Germany as a nation, pictured it in two-dimensional space, and created a significant number of artifacts that showed it existing among other nations), to our end point of 2000 (when history, at least for now, begins to cede to current affairs), nationalism appeared well beyond the halfway mark of the long and changing history of how Germans imagined and experienced their nation. Encompassing the century between the later part of the Napoleonic Wars and the outbreak of the First World War, the age of nationalism, as this period will be called, was characterized by a social and cultural deepening of the nation on one hand, and nationalism as a powerful set of political ideas defining the nation on the other. Yet even in Imperial Germany on the eve of World War I, nationalism, as we will see, was a crucial but in many ways not yet dominant ideology. Nationalism became the dominant ideology of the age later still, in what we will call the nationalist age, when it provided a compelling if ultimately flawed justification for the sacrifice of life that Germany had required of its citizens during World War I. In its radical variant, nationalism in this period demanded the sacrifice of groups within the nation in order to achieve what to us seems a dystopia of ethnic homogeneity. During World War II, that dystopia ended in the death spaces implied in the Nazi idea of living space. In plain words: it ended with genocide. German nationalism, in this way of seeing it, was not the dark culmination point of a long and destructive history of Germany. Rather, it was a crucial, ultimately devastating, but also historical chapter in that history.

The second argument of the book is about the balance between war and peace in the “longue durée ” of the German past. Shelves of books have been written on the military history of the German nation. Yet for long stretches of history, Germans conceived of their country as essentially pacific, and their neighbors have often concurred, sometimes in the form of a complaint. “Martial spirit and love of fatherland hardly exist for contemporary Germans,” a dismayed Madame de Staël wrote in 1810. But when her brilliant book, De l’Allemagne, finally appeared after the defeat of Napoleon at the Battle of Nations in Leipzig in October 1813, her insight seemed out of step with events, and it is hardly necessary to recount that no small part of Germany’s subsequent history occurred in the shadow of militarism, military destruction, and violence. Today we know a very different Germany—one concerned with social stability and economic growth rather than military might and territorial expansion; one that no longer requires its male citizens to serve in the army; and one in which death, to cite the historian Michael Howard, is “no longer part of the social contract.”3

Yet peace does not leave us only with blank pages, as Hegel once said of happiness. Rather, in both an absolute and a relative sense, peace has been as important to the long historical arc of the German nation as war. Consider the measure that political scientists use to gauge bellicosity: the so-called conflict catalogue.4 It charts major and minor conflicts of the last half millennium and estimates their lethality and duration. If one takes 1000 deaths as the threshold for war, filtering out smaller skirmishes, the German lands experienced roughly twice as many years of peace as of war between 1500 and 1914. Overall lethality (even when calculated against estimated population levels) remained low for decades in certain periods, like the eighty years after the Peasants’ War of 1525, the late eighteenth century (after the Seven Years War), and for almost a hundred years after the conclusion of the Congress of Vienna in 1815. Skeptics will no doubt point out that Prussia, a martial state, unified Germany in 1871, and this fact inevitably skews the whole history. Yet this approach commits the error of the “small-Prussian school,” which narrowed German history into an appendage of Prussian history, and forgot that for many decades, Prussia, as has been shown recently, was a weaker and less bellicose power than is often imagined.5 The message of the conflict catalogue comes still more forcefully to the fore when Germany is considered in comparison with other European nations. It reveals, for example, that in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Great Britain and France were the great martial powers; that in central Europe, Austria was a more menacing military might than Prussia; and that the German lands, often thought to be in a vulnerable central position, actually enjoyed more years of peace than many of the neighboring countries.6

The third argument of the book is about realism and tragedy. It is perhaps the most abstract of the three arguments, but it nevertheless might open a conceptual door to new ways of thinking about nations. It derives from a line of inquiry pursued by Erich Auerbach, a German-Jewish literary scholar who, between 1942 and 1945, wrote a remarkable work, Mimesis: The Representation of Reality in Western Literature, while in exile in Istanbul. In Mimesis, Auerbach argued that social realistic ways of seeing are achieved when the age-old, Aristotelian separation of literary styles, according to which only the high- and noble-born are fitting subjects of tragedy, is broken down and the everyday, the common, the low, become the object of “serious, problematic, and even tragical representation.”7 Auerbach’s test—when a subject or group is capable of eliciting genuinely tragical representation—may also, it is argued in the pages that follow, be seen as a defining moment of compassion implied in national belonging.

The test forces us to think outside the conventional German nationalist narrative and to bring different literary and artistic works—sometimes in the canon, sometimes not—into focus, as well as directing our attention to other, often more ordinary kinds of cultural artifacts of nationhood. One could, for example, construe the hundreds of postwar German communities that commemorated destroyed or damaged synagogues as a turn toward the tragic element of their own hometown landscapes, and as evincing compassion for a group the Germans had persecuted.

It should be stated, as Walter Benjamin once did, that the catastrophes of the twentieth century left only “a ruin, a fragment,” and offered only unfinished insights into the abyss.8 Yet ruins and fragments can also be the foundation for new growth. In what follows, the focus rests on the possibilities that the past has created for a genuinely new understanding of what the German nation is. For while the argument that the postwar period reveals a “broader repudiation of nationalism,” as one historian writes, rings true, the repudiation was always only partial so long as the fate of Jews and countless other victims of the genocide were not capable (as Auerbach might have put it) of being depicted with tragic seriousness as part of Germany’s own history.9 This is not a claim about a genre or about a specific literary or artistic form. It is an argument about how a nation summons compassion.

II

In lectures delivered in 1941 in a German prison camp near Lübeck, the great French historian Fernand Braudel likened history that arcs across large swaths of time to “a very long journey.”10 For such a journey, he might have added, it is helpful to have a map hinting at what to expect, telling how rugged the terrain will be, and what to find where.

This book has five parts, and each part, except the first, begins with a preface that seeks to outline how the world has changed and to put forward the arguments that follow. The first part, “The Nation Before Nationalism,” depicts the discovery and description of Germany for the first time and chronicles the changing representations of Germany up until the Thirty Years War, while Part II, “The Copernican Turn,” narrates the great shift in the very understanding of what constitutes a nation, analyzing this pivot in three dimensions. It addresses the advent of modern, state-based patriotism in a period when Germany was likely to devolve into separate German-speaking fatherlands; examines new forms of seeing and describing the nation as evidenced in travel journals; and investigates how unambiguous German nationalism crystallized in the context of military defeat.

The third part is called “The Age of Nationalism,” a term borrowed from Immanuel Kant’s famous and often cited question, first posed in 1784, of whether we live in an enlightened age—an idea he negated while conceding that, instead, “we live in an age of enlightenment.”11 Following and altering Kant’s formulation, “The Age of Nationalism,” covering the years 1815 to 1914, describes Germans seeing, shaping, and representing the nation in new ways, asking what it is, who belongs to it, where its borders are, what its symbols mean, and what the nation might yet become. As with Kant’s use of the term “enlightenment” for the age he lived in, nationalism’s preponderance is still not assumed. As historians of the subject realize, many people remained indifferent to nationalism’s allures, and it divided as much as it unified the nation. Nevertheless, the German nation, which formed as a state in 1871, shaped possibilities, defined identities, and suffused the landscape with objects that made the nation seem, as it were, objective. While war was certainly important to the formation of the German nation in this period, it bears pointing out that a remarkable peace reigned for most of this era.

Part IV, “The Nationalist Age,” is about the period 1914–1945, when two wars cast their shadow over peace, nationalism became the dominant ideology of the age, and radical nationalism came to power, as it did in 1933. In the Third Reich, this form of nationalism brought forth new, albeit destructive, forms of inclusion and exclusion, ultimately shaping Germany into a genocidal nation. Finally, Part V, “After Nationalism,” addresses the attempt, mainly in the Federal Republic, to cultivate a compassionate, empathetic realism about belonging. The history concludes with an epilogue, in which the rise of a new nationalism in our own time is set into a larger context.

Some of what readers will find in the pages that follow will be unfamiliar. Other parts of the book belong to a known story. Before embarking on the journey, to use Braudel’s term, it is perhaps helpful to recall our own situ. Despite globalization, we live in a world where precisely mapped countries occupy more than 95 percent of the inhabited surface of the earth, and roughly 97 percent of the world’s people will die in the nation of their birth.12 In 1500, when this book begins, porous empires, indistinct dynastic territories, and small city-states blanketed the land. Nearly three hundred years later, in the middle of our story, this was still true. Political and ethnic units were rarely congruent, and nationality counted for so little that states, when putting together statistics, did not even count it. Indeed, two of Germany’s most famous poets, Goethe and Schiller, could still ask, “Germany, but where does it lie?” And in the first line of a jointly written distich reply: “I do not know how to find the country.”13

This book seeks to answer their question. In its quest, it pays particular attention to descriptive geographies, travel journals, maps, and other kinds of spatial evidence, even plotting points using Geographic Information Systems (GIS) in order to see that nations, unlike the distant mountains that seem to float in late Ming paintings, actually have epistemological and experiential ground. In the end, though, it answers the question of Germany, and where it lies, by appeal to temporal frames, and sees Germany as a nation in its time.


CHAPTER 11
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SACRIFICE OF

c. 1933–1941

The problem, the personal problem, was not what our enemies did but what our friends did.

— HANNAH ARENDT

WHILE RECUPERATING IN A POMERANIAN MILITARY HOSPITAL, Corporal Adolf Hitler overheard fellow comrades speak of the perfidious November criminals. As the Revolution of 1918 raged, and Hitler faced the possibility of permanent blindness due to a gas attack, he made a decision that would change his life and the historical destiny of his country. He resolved to go into politics.

This was Hitler’s story about himself. The evidence does not support it. Instead, as recent research shows, Hitler was in desperate straits during the turbulence that marked early Weimar, and only his demobilization unit kept him from falling into complete and utter penury. As an artist he had been a failure, as an architect he had promise but did not get far, and as a soldier, he was actually only a dispatch runner. Moreover, his regimental comrades, far from lauding his bravery, described him as an “Etappenschwein ” (literally, a rear area pig) who was exceedingly covetous of military distinctions and constantly badgered his superiors, one of whom was Jewish, in order to get them.1 At the end of the calamitous war, Hitler was no doubt disappointed about the fall of the Empire and the abdication of the Kaiser. But these events did not keep him, as it did others, from briefly working for Kurt Eisner’s revolutionary government in Munich, and even putting himself up for election as his military unit’s representative in the Republic of Councils (he came in second).2 Then, after the collapse of the leftist regime, Hitler was transferred to a new regiment, the Bavarian Reichswehr Group Commando No. 4, which was to watch, inform on, and reeducate the army. In these tasks, Hitler succeeded, and it was the first genuine success of his life. Moreover, he was particularly successful in one aspect of this new existence: that of giving speeches.3

Hitler became foremost an orator with a keen sense for telling his audience what they wanted to hear. And his first audience was the radically truncated army, the Reichswehr, reduced from 500,000 to 100,000 men, making it smaller than the new army of Poland, or the fighting force of tiny Belgium. Brimming with resentment, bursting with fantasies of revenge, the young men of the Reichswehr became convinced of Communist treachery and the role of Jews in stabbing Germany in the back. And it is, in fact, from a report on a speech to these disgruntled soldiers, which Hitler delivered on August 25, 1919, that we have the first unequivocal evidence of his racial anti-Semitism.4

Hitler, it seems, did not develop this form of anti-Semitism before or even during the war. Instead, new research suggests that this racial anti-Semitism emerged in the venomous echo chambers of a postwar radical nationalist milieu in the Munich of the Weimar Republic. In its precise blueprint, it first appears in a letter of Adolf Gemlich, who was also employed in reeducating soldiers, from September 16, 1919.

In this letter, Hitler insisted that there is anti-Semitism based on emotion and anti-Semitism based on facts, and first among the facts is that “Jewry is absolutely a race and not a religious association.”5 By race, Hitler meant nationality determined by what he imagined to be immutable genetic characteristics. Jews have lived among Germans “as a non-German, alien race which neither wishes to nor is able to sacrifice its racial character,” Hitler averred, even as they “possess all the political rights we do.”6 The first object of a rational anti-Semitic policy must, therefore, “lead to the systematic legal combating and eliminating of all privileges of the Jews.”7 Thus, Hitler already conceived of a program in which Jews would be subject to so-called exceptional laws (laws that apply to one group only). In addition, he wrote of an “ultimate objective.”8 In the letter to Gemlich, he called it “the irrevocable removal of the Jews in general.”9

Hitler developed his radical nationalist ideas, and the racial anti-Semitism on which they rested, in the course of hundreds of speeches he delivered between 1920 and 1923. He then explicated these ideas in the first volume of Mein Kampf, written in 1924 in the “comfortable hotel” of Landsberg Prison, where he was incarcerated after the abortive Beer Hall Putsch of November 9, 1923, and in Mein Kampf’s second volume, written mainly in Obersalzburg in 1926.

Hitler began with a truism: “The domestic mouse pairs with the domestic mouse, the wolf with the wolf, and so on.”10 He then proceeded to apply it not to different animal species, but what he claimed were genetically distinct populations of individuals, which he called races, within the same species. To this conceptual error he added an additional falsehood: namely, that nature will punish any variation of racial purity with weakness, for when higher beings, as he called them, bred with lower ones, reduced resistance to disease and loss of fertility would result.11 As the Germans were the higher race and Jews the lower, it followed in Hitler’s twisted logic that inbreeding or mixing was the principal cause of German decline, which only the physical removal of Jews could arrest.

Hitler wrote Mein Kampf primarily for his radical nationalist base. The initial print run of the first edition of volume one, published in July 1925, was a modest 10,000 copies. It sold out in a few months, and a second printing was needed. The second volume, published in December 1926, did less well; it took two years for a second printing to appear in 1929 (It would not be until 1930 that the two volumes would be published together in a less expensive popular edition).12 Mainly, he wrote the book to reassert his claim to lead the nationalist right. Reassuring his base after the ill-conceived Beer Hall Putsch of 1923, Hitler essentially put together a manual showing the way forward, with himself at the center. This is why he stressed the power of the spoken over the printed word, announced the importance of propaganda for manipulating the masses, and offered ever more grandiose visions of German destiny.13 He was ranting to his base, not speaking to the nation as a whole.

Yet when the two volumes of Mein Kampf came onto the market, Hitler’s aggressive poses stood in awkward contrast to the actual impotence of Hitler and the National Socialists. In the Reichstag election of December 1924, the Nazis barely received 3 percent of the vote, and for the next five years, they would do no better.

II

As the modest initial sales of Mein Kampf suggested, there was nothing inevitable about the rise of National Socialism. However, the rise of the Nazis was part of a larger drift to authoritarianism and radical nationalism that came to define European politics in the interwar years. According to one count, twenty-six of twenty-eight European countries were parliamentary democracies in 1920—yet by 1938, thirteen had become authoritarian regimes.14 In roughly the same period, according to another count, sixteen right-wing coups occurred, dramatically altering the political map of the continent.15 Of those countries that remained democratic, all but two, Czechoslovakia and Switzerland, belonged to the comparatively rich northwestern Atlantic rim of Europe. Of those that fell, every country except Germany was in the relatively poor east and south.16

Of the countries that turned away from democracy, Germany was the greatest power, with the most educated population and the most dynamic economy. Moreover, its new nationalism, poisoned by social Darwinist racial theories, enjoyed higher levels of popular support than anywhere else in Europe, outstripping the Iron Guard of Romania, the second most popular radical nationalist party, by a margin of two votes to one.17 The National Socialists, it is true, never won a majority of the votes in a free election. But the German political system did not require this—just as in the United States the final tally of the popular vote is immaterial to the election for the presidency. The Nazis did, however, receive the second highest voter tally in the Weimar Republic’s brief history when, in June 1932, they captured 37.3 percent of the vote. They also drew support from a wide array of social classes. Ranging from the working classes, especially skilled workers, to white-collar workers, Nazi voters also included the solid bourgeoisie and a significant percentage of Germany’s upper class. While polling better among Protestants than Catholics, the Nazis nevertheless bridged religious divides more successfully than any other party. Women, who were scarcely represented in the Nazi Party’s various organizations, voted for Hitler in nearly the same proportion as men, while students supported the National Socialists in overwhelming numbers.18

Like other radical nationalist parties, most of whom flourished among the vanquished of World War I, the Nazis appealed to frustrated nationalism, and to the prevalent desire to recapture Germany’s status as a great power. They also appealed to militarism, although not of the old kind. The Nazis glorified the unheralded commoner who had fought on the front line and given his life to the fatherland, not the generals embodied in the stone monuments of Imperial Germany. They also reveled in the myth of the front generation, imagining soldiers who had been steeled by the experience of war and who emerged with deeper insight into the true meaning of modern life. Finally, the Nazis underscored the personal dimension of the sacrifice, suggesting that only they understood that without Germany’s return to great power status, the sacrifices of so many young men would have been in vain.
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This National Socialist propaganda poster reads, “National Socialist / Or the Sacrifices Were in Vain.”

The allure of National Socialism was not just ideological, however. The Nazis also exploited middle-class fears of socialism, rural hopes for agricultural subsidies, and lower-middle-class anxieties about falling further down the social ladder. Like a hall of shifting mirrors, Nazi electoral appeals seemed to allow each group to see its own interests reflected in what the Nazis said they stood for. In the context of the Great Depression, with unemployment hovering around 30 percent, the Nazis offered hope, perhaps more than any other party. To a divided and immobilized society without a compass, they radiated future, authenticity, and power.

Finally, National Socialists incorporated a virulent brand of anti-Semitism into their campaigning. Leaving little doubt that they believed Germans and Jews were locked in an existential struggle, the Nazis proclaimed that if Germany were to reclaim its status as a great nation, it would have to marginalize and ultimately get rid of the Jews. By approving, condoning, or ignoring the brutality of the movement’s hatred of Jews, a wide sample of Nazi voters signaled their willingness to accept this conception of Germany, including the degraded place to which the Nazis intended to consign the Jews. Outside of those who shared the vitriolic anti-Semitism of the Nazis, many Germans would come to believe that there was, indeed, as the Nazis never tired of explaining, a “Jewish question.”

III

The Nazi seizure of power on January 30, 1933, is one of the most minutely documented events of modern German history, but it was, in a narrow sense, a transition from one authoritarian regime to another. For more than two years, the Weimar Republic had already been governed in an authoritarian fashion. The three previous chancellors—Heinrich Brüning, Kurt Schleicher, and Franz von Pappen—had all governed through the emergency decrees stipulated in Article 48 of the Weimar Constitution, and they were thus essentially shielded from the pressures of a democratically elected Reichstag. Moreover, the majority of the German people had come to feel indifferent about the Republic’s slow slide into authoritarian rule. In the elections of July 1932, the two explicitly antidemocratic parties—the Communists and the Nazis—received more than 50 percent of the votes. In this sense, Hitler did not put an end to Weimar: it had effectively committed suicide already.

Still, the death of democracy and the descent into dictatorship are two different things, and the Nazi takeover is an object lesson in what can happen when democracies allow those who intend to subvert it to assume power. January 30, 1933, may have marked a transition from one authoritarian regime to the next, but that night Hitler’s followers, carrying torches and marching on the street, announced a new brand of politics based on terror and lawlessness.

The new politics began in earnest a month later, when the Reichstag went up in flames, and the Nazis used the conflagration as justification for a new, and more permanent, emergency decree. The so-called Enabling Act, valid for four years, essentially allowed Hitler to govern without the Reichstag and to set aside any number of basic rights and legal protections. Wasting no time, the Nazis proceeded to arrest thousands of Communists, whom they blamed for the fire, as well as ransack the Communist Party headquarters and suppress Communist newspapers.

Virtually no one, outside the Communists and some Social Democrats, protested. On the contrary, Hitler held an election soon after, on March 5, 1933, in which the Nazis won 43.9 percent of the vote. It was not the overwhelming majority the new chancellor had hoped for. The votes of the Socialist and the Catholic Center parties held firm. However, a mere six weeks after the seizure of power, the liberal, moderate nationalist vote completely migrated to the Nazi camp. The crackdown on the left, it seems, was welcomed. And in the absence of public protest, this consensus gave Hitler tacit permission to dismantle what remained of Weimar’s threadbare democratic institutions. That July 14, less than six months after the Nazi seizure of power, Hitler banned all parties save for the National Socialists themselves.

The German descent into dictatorship was marked by brutality, mainly directed at the left and applauded by the right. Only days after the seizure of power, Hermann Göring, the new minister of the interior, deputized as an auxiliary police force some 50,000 men from the SA (Sturmabteilung, or stormtroopers), the SS (Schutzstaffel, or Protection Squad) and the Stahlhelm (Steel Helmet, a right-wing organization of former front soldiers), and in the coming months and years, these men would be responsible for a horrific amount of unofficial violence.

Moreover, in the first year, the Nazis arrested, detained, and imprisoned some 200,000 people. This fact immediately distinguished Nazi Germany from other fascist countries, like Italy, and from populist regimes, like Poland, though not from the Stalinist Soviet Union, whose Gulag harbored a much larger population of political and class “enemies.”19 Like the Communist behemoth to its east, Nazi Germany quickly became a carceral state; it expanded police prefects and ordinary jails, converted workhouses into holding prisons, and created all manner of detention centers. In Berlin, the Nazis set up some 170 camps alone, according to the historian Nikolaus Wachsmann.20 Members of the SA and SS, men who had typically not fought in World War I but only in the internecine strife of Weimar, served as guards and beat and brutalized prisoners, most of whom were Communists and Socialists. In the early years of the regime, the Nazis arrested few foreigners, few women, and few Jews, except in their capacity as members of left-wing groups. Because the camps were extremely brutal places, knowledge about the cruelties that occurred behind their walls seeped out, albeit selectively. More people knew about the abuses in the cities, where most camps were set up, than in the countryside; the working classes knew more than the middle classes, who often dismissed news of beatings and torture as Communist propaganda; and Germans on the left knew more than those on the right, if only because released prisoners talked.

The camps were the most extreme, violent, and visible mechanism of repression. Less spectacular yet more public were the executive decrees and discriminatory laws, especially those targeting Jews. A monthly time line of these discriminatory laws—drawn from the most extensive (if still far from complete) corpus of anti-Semitic ordinances, laws, and decrees—shows that during the first six months of Nazi rule, there was a veritable onslaught of measures, largely focused on the expulsion of Jews from positions in federal and state bureaucracies. The most important of these was the Law for the Restoration of the Professional Civil Service, which dismissed Communists and Jews from their positions as judges, professors, and teachers in the employ of the state. Especially for Jews with advanced education, the measure was devastating. Victor Klemperer, a professor of French literature and one of Germany’s most insightful diarists during these years, missed the worst of it because the law provided exemptions for former front soldiers.21 But others were hit very hard. Roughly half of all state-appointed Jewish judges and prosecutors lost their jobs overnight, as did a third of all Jewish lawyers.22 Moreover, the onslaught did not remain confined to the halls of federal and state governments. There were also local anti-Semitic ordinances, not counted in the timeline below. Among the hundreds of such ordinances, one finds such a decree as in Cologne that denied Jewish athletes access to public sport arenas, or an ordinance in Frankfurt am Main stating that Jewish-owned stands could not display Christian symbols during Christmas.23 Nongovernmental entities issued their own exclusionary statutes. Needing little encouragement, professional organizations, such as the German pharmacists and the German lawyers, introduced “Aryan” paragraphs into the requirements for membership. So too did all varieties of social clubs, like the Singers’ Union and the Pan-German Chess Club.24

The historical time line, as seen below, shows peaks and ebbs of anti-Semitic legislation. Just as accelerations—in early 1933, late 1935, and throughout 1938—reveal intense phases of persecution, there were slower periods that sent mixed signals. The first round of anti-Semitic persecution was, for example, hardly an unqualified success.25 During the government-sponsored boycott of Jewish businesses in April 1933, many non-Jewish Germans continued to shop at Jewish stores, even going out of their way to patronize shops menacingly guarded by paramilitary thugs.26 Nor was the ultimate trajectory of Nazi policy self-evident. In November 1933, a report compiled for the Württemberg Ministry of the Interior speculated about how the Nazi government in Berlin would approach the “Jewish complex.” The author dismissed the possibility of pogroms and what he described as transplantations to other countries, and he assumed the Jews would be consigned to a “special form of civic existence similar to that of a national minority.”27 Part of the reason he thought this likely was that exclusionary laws were hardly unprecedented, and other countries, like the United States, had them as well. In any case, by the last quarter of 1933, the pace of anti-Semitic legislation had indeed slowed down, and for a brief period, the regime’s attention seemed to lie elsewhere.28
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The provenance and pace of anti-Semitic decrees, February 1933–October 1938 (according to the inventory in Joseph Walk, Das Sonderrecht für die Juden im NS Staat, 2nd ed.).

On January 30, 1934, Hitler announced he would triple the size of the army; five months later, he ordered the slaughter of hundreds of regime supporters, including Ernst Röhm, his main rival and chief of the Nazi stormtroopers, and Gregor Strasser, a prominent Nazi advocate for a more thoroughgoing social revolution. The Night of Long Knives, as this purge of June 30 to July 2 is called, was reassuring to army leaders, who saw the stormtroopers as a growing threat to its monopoly on the state’s legitimate use of force, and to conservatives who feared the anticapitalist, populist wing of the Nazis. On August 2, 1934, the day after Paul von Hindenburg, the aged president, World War I hero, and the very embodiment of old monarchical Germany, passed away, Hitler united the offices of chancellor and president in his person, becoming the de jure as well as the de facto supreme figure of the Third Reich.

Yet Hitler remained beholden to the adulation of his radical nationalist supporters. One result, especially evident in the first years of his rule, was the constant back and forth between his attempt to consolidate more power and the pressing demands of his anti-Semitic base. In 1934, as he focused on rearmament and curbing the influence of the SA, Nazi activists became increasingly impatient that Hitler seemed to be doing so little to address the “Jewish question.” Their discontent soon took the form of “individual actions,” which, as Interior Minister Hermann Göring complained in December 1934, “have recently multiplied to an exceptional extent throughout the Reich.”29 In fact, these actions were still mostly confined to Hesse, an area with a history of anti-Semitic politics dating to the 1880s, and to Franconia, another region in which anti-Semitic rivers ran deep.

What began in a small cluster of communities in Hesse and Franconia was soon replicated in multiple towns and cities, often taking the form of public anti-Semitic demonstrations, locally staged boycotts, and wanton desecration of synagogues. The actions were often downright frightening. In the Hessian town of Wehrda, not far from Marburg, a band of nearly twenty masked people armed with clubs barged into the synagogue on March 22, 1935, and bludgeoned a group of praying Jewish men, injuring a number of them critically.30 In Breslau, the SA marauded through the city carrying posters with the names and addresses of German women who were involved with Jewish men, while in Karl Marx’s hometown of Trier, according to a June 1935 report, people smeared Jewish “windows and store fronts with human excrement.”31 Traveling through Germany in the summer of 1935, an astonished Virginia Woolf noted with dismay that in some areas, “every village had a painted sign, ‘Jews are not wanted here.’ ”32

The anti-Semitic actions, which spiked dramatically in 1935, elicited few public expressions of solidarity with Jews. It is true that Gestapo reports still made occasional reference to the lack of support for anti-Jewish measures, especially in Catholic areas, and noted with chagrin that in some rural communities, Christians still attended Jewish funerals.33 There were also individual shows of support—a visit to the house of a Jewish neighbor, or someone crossing the street to talk to an acquaintance. In Germany, Jews quickly learned to distinguish between non-Jews who went out of their way to shake hands or buy at Jewish stores and those who were deliberately unkind. By 1935, however, fewer and fewer vestiges of elementary kindness and civility could be discerned.

Instead, violence, both real and symbolic, polarized communities, sharpened separation, and forced people to take sides. It had the desired effect of separating Jews from local communities. The Berlin rabbi Joachim Prinz called this state of affairs a new kind of ghetto—different than the medieval one, because Jews now felt completely isolated on the open streets and in the busy market squares. “The fate of Jews is,” he stated in a lecture delivered in April 1935, “to be neighborless.”34

IV

This powerful anti-Semitic surge “from below,” as one historian calls what were literally hundreds of “individual actions,” activated Hitler’s radical nationalist base, made neighbors into strangers, and pushed leading Nazis in Berlin to consider reformulating, with Hitler’s approval, the legal codification of German national citizenship.35 The Nuremberg Laws of September 1935 were the outcome.

The first Nuremberg Law defined citizenship in terms of “racially related blood” and made non-Jewish Germans “the sole bearer of full political rights” (Staatsbürger), while stripping Jewish Germans of their status as Reich citizens and degrading them to second-class “members of the state” (Staatsangehörige ).36 The second Nuremberg Law criminalized extramarital intercourse and forbade marriages “between Jews and nationals of German blood”—no small intervention considering that roughly a quarter of Jewish men and 16 percent of Jewish women were married to Christians.37 Indeed, precisely because of this high rate of intermarriage, the framers of the Nuremberg Laws had to admit distinctions, and for this they looked to the United States, “the global leader,” as one scholar has recently called it, “of miscegenation law.”38 Noting that the American “one-drop rule” was too extreme (it stated that anyone with one “non-white” ancestor was black), radical Nazi jurists nevertheless wanted a definition akin to “one quarter colored,” which would make a person with one Jewish grandparent Jewish in the eyes of the law. Ultimately, the makers of the Nuremberg Laws compromised and settled, in the main, on three Jewish grandparents, and added two categories of Mischlinge —Jews with two grandparents (first degree) or with one grandparent (second degree).

The Nuremberg Laws thus produced two kinds of laws, one that drew its legitimacy from the national community, the other that defined the diminished legal status of outsiders. As the distinguished German-Jewish jurist Ernst Fraenkel observed in 1941: “The conception that the community is the sole source of law corresponds with the teaching that there can be no law outside the community”—an understanding, he further noted, that creates a duality between “peace, order, and law” for those inside, and “power, struggle, and destruction” for those outside.39

The laws also shaped how non-Jewish Germans documented national identity. If Germans wanted to marry, they had to prove their so-called Aryan status to a justice of the peace, much as those who wanted to join the Nazi Party had to document non-Jewish lineage. A genuine craze for genealogical research resulted, one that went far beyond what the law required. Germans eagerly bought up literally millions of “ancestor passports,” small, inexpensive booklets in which to fill out the names and vital information of one’s family tree. Almost overnight, genealogy became one of the most popular pastimes of the Third Reich, as virtually every middle-class household raced to document their bloodlines in these passports, while archivists everywhere worked hard to help non-Jewish Germans prove their racial purity. In the new legal and mental templates, Germans began to conceive of nationality as something one could calculate in fractions and percentages, and marital ties to Jews in terms of racial defilement.40 Indeed, denunciations for race defilement poured forth the moment the Nazis criminalized intercourse between Christians and Jews. In Berlin, they soared from 35 denunciations in 1935 to 1242 in 1936.41

V

In the years subsequent to the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws, a surprising number of prominent or soon-to-be prominent writers traveled to the Third Reich. For example, Albert Camus, then still a young student, came to Germany with his new wife in July 1936. He still admired the “little Gothic cemetery of Bautzen” and the “long, relentless, barren plains of Silesia,” but the student, who would become one of the most astute observers of the human predicament in the age of extremes, generally felt the “dizziness of those who have gazed too long into a bottomless pit.”42 Thomas Wolfe, the American author of the dazzling semiautobiographical Look Homeward, Angel, spent the summer of 1936 in Berlin. Germany was “the geography of my heart’s desire,” Wolfe wrote. Yet after he witnessed the Gestapo apprehending a Jewish man on a train, he was happy to be “out,” as he put it in his novella I Have a Thing to Tell You.43 For many writers, it was, in fact, the noisome air of a society based on persecution that shocked them.

Among the most trenchant commentators was W. E. B. Du Bois, the author of The Souls of Black Folk and most recently of a scathing historical indictment entitled Black Reconstruction in America. Departing in early June 1936, from New York on the not yet infamous MS St. Louis, Du Bois crossed the Atlantic to the English port city of Southampton, and from there traveled, via London and Brussels, to Berlin, which he reached in the early hours of July 1. Ostensibly there to research industrial organizations and institutions of higher education, and to draw lessons for African-Americans, Du Bois also went to Hitler’s Germany in order to see what had changed from his visit thirty years earlier.44

Du Bois reported a vast and deep consensus behind the Führer, and pegged Hitler’s support at 90 percent of the population—certainly an exaggeration, but a telling one nevertheless.45 After a lost war, a failed revolution, a tumultuous experiment with democracy, and repeated bouts of economic calamity, the fervent German desire, Du Bois believed, was for order.46 A brilliant sociologist, he also emphasized Hitler’s ability to satisfy the workers with what he called “the Russian method”: low unemployment, homes, roads, public health, old-age insurance, and state-sponsored vacations.47 It was however propaganda that enabled Hitler to weave a new philosophy into German consciousness, with the superiority of the German race, the menace of the Jews, the threat of communism, and the necessity of world empire being its ideological mainstays. “The majority of the German people believe these propositions,” Du Bois claimed, even as they hated certain aspects of Nazi rule, especially its spying and the loss of liberty.48

Despite his liberal philosophy and his own experience with subjugation, Du Bois still counted Germany as one of the few countries in the modern world—France and to a lesser extent England were the others—where “colored citizens are appearing as citizens with equal rights at least on certain occasions.”49 In a widely discussed and criticized newspaper article, he insisted that he had “been treated with uniform courtesy and consideration” and that “it would have been impossible for me to have spent a similarly long time in any part of the United States.”50 He did note that Nazi anti-Semitism constituted an example of a public campaign of prejudice that “surpasses in vindictive cruelty and public insult anything I have ever seen, and I have seen much.”51 He even compared it to “such horrors as the Spanish Inquisition and the African Slave Trade.”52 Nevertheless, Du Bois retained an essentially positive impression of a society that had embraced him in the 1890s, and, it seemed, did so again. “I cannot get over the continual surprise of being treated like a human being,” he wrote toward the end of his report on his five months in Nazi Germany.53 Perhaps he felt that the record of his own country—where African-Americans were lynched and their basic rights denied—was still worse.

VI

While the Nuremberg Laws had redefined the very meaning of the terms “German” and “Jew,” the pogrom of November 1938 irrevocably altered German-Jewish relations. A changed diplomatic context—the Anschluss with Austria in March and the invasion of the Sudetenland in the same month—set the stage. When foreign governments, most prominently Neville Chamberlain’s Britain, reacted tepidly to Hitler’s aggression against Czechoslovakia, the Nazis realized they could act with impunity toward their own citizens. In late October, the Nazis actually deported some 17,000 Polish Jews, sending the “expellees,” as one survivor, Jacob Littner, called his group, into a future in which “most of us only vaguely comprehended what was in store.”54 By this time, individual acts of violence against Jews in the small cities and towns of central and southern Germany had noticeably increased. Just as widespread anti-Semitic acts in 1935 had brought about the promulgation of the Nuremberg Laws, this new spike in anti-Semitic violence foreshadowed the destructive pogrom of the second week of November.55

On November 7, Herschel Grynszpan, a young Polish Jew whose parents had recently been deported, shot Ernst vom Rath, a German attaché in Paris; two days later the diplomat died of his wounds. This was the alibi the Nazis needed. Gathered at the famous Hofbräuhaus in Munich to celebrate the fifteenth anniversary of the Beer Hall Putsch, the leaders of the Party took the opportunity to unleash the first nationwide pogrom in the German lands since the late Middle Ages.

Virtually no city, town, or village with Jewish residents was exempt from the reign of terror. Contemporary reports listed 191 synagogues burned, of which 76 were totally destroyed; historians have now documented at least 1200 synagogues that were either destroyed or desecrated.56 The extent of destruction and the degree of desecration remain difficult to determine. In Bavaria, some 41 synagogues were partly or fully destroyed, and 134 desecrated, which typically meant Torah rolls torn apart, sacred objects defiled, and furniture demolished.57 The Nazis also damaged a great many businesses, broke into scores of houses, and bludgeoned, kicked, beat, and humiliated Jews; and in communities throughout Germany, neighbors simply watched, often cheered Nazi thugs on, or participated in the violence.
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This physical violence, and its widespread approbation, was more prevalent than historians, who have long worked with official statistics, have allowed. Nazi figures, which listed 91 Jews killed, did not take into account those who eventually died as a result of being brutally beaten, or those who committed suicide during and soon after the pogrom—one historian, Raphael Gross, has counted between 300 and 500 suicides for November alone.58 The official figures also do not give a sense of the sheer terror of the pogrom. In a significant number of places throughout Germany, Nazis with hammers and axes broke into people’s houses, pounded and demolished tables and chairs, smashed windows, tore fixtures from the ceilings, and ripped paintings from the walls, while Jews, who were hiding and huddled inside, had no idea “if we would survive the night,” as Marga Silbermann Randall from a small Rhenish town put it.59 The violence did not even spare old people. In Neustadt an der Weinstraße, stormtroopers chased the elderly out of an old age home, and then torched the building, while in Emden in East Fresia, they forced the seniors to march past the burning synagogue and then perform gymnastic exercises in the schoolyard.60 Parentless children were also targeted. In Esslingen, west of Stuttgart, men bearing axes and clubs stormed the local orphanage, while Nazis destroyed another orphanage in the Rhenish town of Dinslaken, and then made sure that the Jewish children, some thirty-five of them, were deported.61

On the night of November 9, the vast majority of perpetrators belonged to Hitler’s base—Nazi Party activists and the SA. The next morning, however, the circle of culprits widened to include a great many young people. Even whole classes of schoolchildren sometimes participated in the attacks, as was the case in Großen-Linden, a Hessian village in which some two hundred children, encouraged by their teacher, joined in.62 Weaned on nearly six years of propaganda and overtly racist and anti-Semitic instruction, teenagers formed a particularly large contingent who tormented Jews and damaged their property. Looters, young and old, also made up a large number of the participants. Despite prohibitions, they eagerly pillaged private homes, taking away carpets, furniture, silver, linen, men’s and women’s clothing, paintings, mirrors, candlesticks, and toys of all kinds.63 They also plundered stores—with some reports recounting that women fought over lingerie and shoes.64

The role of women in these violent crowds is difficult to pin down. In subsequent testimonies of German Jews, very few non-Jewish women actively engaged in the physical act of destruction are mentioned. One exception was in the village of Freudental in Württemberg, where women of the National Socialist Women’s League, the women’s arm of the Nazi Party, participated in the violence and stole sacred objects from the synagogue.65 While there were other cases as well, the existing documentation points to less enthusiastic participation by women.66 However, this aversion to physical violence did not stop women from looting or from taunting Jewish men subsequently arrested and sent to concentration camps. It also did not prevent women from actively cutting off ties to Jews whom they knew. “We somehow lost contact” was a typical, passive formulation.67

In reality, ordinary Germans responded in a variety of ways to the November pogrom. Some internal sources suggest strong disapproval of the wanton destruction of property and at the spectacle of people, especially women, children, and old people, being beaten.68 This dismay seemed especially noticeable in Catholic regions, where, according to a summary report of the SD (Sicherheitsdienst or Security Service), there was “a clear rejection of the entire operation.”69 Some priests even landed in prison or in concentration camps for evoking the Sermon on the Mount on the following Sunday.70 There were also reports of Protestant pastors who prayed for the Jews and reminded their parishioners of the imperative of neighborly love.71

Nevertheless, the paucity of such documented resistance suggests that disapproval was a minority response. Closer to the mark was one Jewish witness who reported that “the population spoke out against it in isolated cases and only in secret.”72 Certainly, state terror rendered the German population quiescent, but their passivity also resulted from a widespread resignation that had increased in the nearly six years since the Nazis came to power. Moreover, during the November pogrom, more Germans than ever before crossed a threshold of violence, participating, actively or passively, in the brutalization of a minority population. Once this threshold was crossed, it became hard to step back and articulate anti-Semitic measures as intrinsically wrong. Instead, many Germans justified them.
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Burning the furnishings and ritual objects from the synagogue in Mosbach in Baden on the town square, as a large audience watches, on November 10, 1938.

For German Jews, the lack of public resistance became the writing on the wall, even for the most patriotic among them. One was Willy Cohn. Born in 1888 and named after the Kaiser, he came from an assimilated Jewish family in Breslau and fought at the Battles of the Marne and the Somme.73 In chronicling his experience of war, revolution, economic and political turmoil, and the rise of National Socialism, Cohn’s diary also presents the story of a patriot who gradually loses his sense of belonging. Like other Jewish veterans, he had joined the Reichsbund jüdischer Frontsoldaten (the Jewish war veteran association and the second largest Jewish organization in Germany), and had marched in parades, wearing his Iron Cross proudly. For Cohn, the Nazi seizure of power cut deep into his sense of self. “What goes on in one’s mind after having sacrificed so many years for Germany cannot be expressed,” Cohn wrote at the end of March 1933. He was equally shaken by the anti-Semitic surge of early 1935, reflecting that “on the one hand this is the land in which we were born, whose development we have followed over the decades, on the other, we have been excluded from it and made alien.”74

Cohn knew, however, that the “Novemberpogrom was a turning point of a different kind.”75 And he was hardly alone. “I always thought, now we have reached the worst point,” Luise Solmitz, a conservative Hamburg schoolteacher married to a baptized Jewish man, conceded: “But now I see it was always just a prelude to the next thing.” Her husband, Fredy—a civil servant even before World War I and a soldier who had fought in thirty-three separate battles during the war—“also admitted it: we are destroyed.”76

During the next few days, the regime rounded up Jewish men and marched them in broad daylight to train stations and from there sent them to concentration camps. Surviving photographs present images of rows and rows of onlookers, some with cameras, documenting the trek of mainly older, established men, who had clung to an illusion that their standing would shield them from persecution. In all, some 26,000 Jewish men were sent to concentration camps, with only those with war injuries and holders of the Iron Cross First Class exempted, if only after the ordeal of their arrest.77 Together, these arrested men constituted roughly 20 percent of the male Jewish population, and overnight they doubled the number of inmates in the camps.78 Previously, Jews, mainly of the left, had constituted some 5 percent of the camp population. Now they made up the majority, and in short order overcrowded the holding capacities of Dachau, Sachsenhausen, and Buchenwald.79 Violent and corrupt guards tormented the new prisoners and killed some 469 Jewish men in November and December alone. In order to hide perimortem beatings and torture, the concentration camp guards sent only urns with ashes back to the wives and families.80

Yet within a few weeks of the pogrom, the camps began sending recently arrested Jews home, starting with the disabled, elderly, and sick; then war veterans were released, followed by men who agreed to relinquish their businesses or emigrate immediately. By the outbreak of the war in September 1939, the Jewish population of the camps had actually decreased to 1500 people, roughly 7 percent of the some 22,000 inmates.81

The incarceration of Jewish men after the pogrom was never meant to be permanent, but rather to shock and humiliate, and if emigration rates in late 1938 and the beginning of 1939 are an indication, they did precisely that. Realizing they were unwanted and extremely vulnerable in their own country, the remaining German Jews tried to escape as fast as they could. Not all made it. After being roused from her house and lined up outside, Rosa Hecht Weil, an elderly woman in Fürth, asphyxiated herself by forcing her head into an oven on Christmas Day 1938; she was unaware that two British visas, one for herself, the other for her husband, who would successfully flee, had just been mailed from London. Such heartbreaking stories abounded, most never to reach the public eye. Even for those who did escape, the sadness was profound. “We loved Germany, as one can love only one’s home,” an émigré named Elisabeth Freund wrote from Havana in early 1941, yet “we had to leave the country, whose language we speak, whose songs and poems we grew up with, and whose forests and mountains we wandered through.”82

This last wave of German Jews left mainly for other European countries, especially England, the Netherlands, France, and Poland. They also departed in great numbers for North and South America.83 As the situation became increasingly desperate, the United States took on fewer refugees—a fact underscored by the dramatic voyage of the MS St. Louis in May 1939, the same transatlantic liner on which Du Bois had crossed the Atlantic three years before. Departing from Hamburg with 937 passengers, almost all of them German Jews, the St. Louis arrived in Havana on May 27, but only a few passengers were allowed to get off, and when the ship turned to the United States, it was denied refuge. Eventually, the St. Louis was forced to return to Europe, with most of its passengers still on board. Of them, 288 were allowed to disembark in England, while the rest—620 passengers—were forced to return to the Netherlands, Belgium, and France. In the end, 254 of these German Jews, ranging from children of six to old men of eighty, would be killed in the genocide.84 Perhaps more remarkable was that so many survived, often by sheer chance. For instance, young Rudi Dingfelder, upon being ripped out of the trains at the ramp on Auschwitz, lost his glasses and could hardly see—but because the Nazis sent all Jews with glasses into the gas chambers, Rudi counted among the 2 percent of Jews on that particular transport who were selected to work, and did not meet imminent death.85

VII

The Jews, moreover, were hardly the only group targeted. By September 1939, some 300,000 people within Germany had been sent to the camps, although fewer than 5000 people, mostly men, had died as a result of “starvation, freezing, shooting, or the effects of abuse,” as one camp survivor described it.86 In the early years, Communists and a significant number of Socialists constituted the largest number of concentration camp inmates. In addition, there were more than 10,000 gay men in the camps, and several thousand Jehovah’s Witnesses, while Christian clergymen, most of them Catholic, numbered in the hundreds.87 Before the outbreak of war, there were also roundups of “social outsiders,” and their death toll, totaling more than 1200 men between January 1938 and August 1939, was disturbingly high.88 By this time, the Nazi regime had forcefully sterilized some 300,000 men and women whom the Nazis diagnosed with hereditary illnesses, which ranged from “chronic alcoholism” to the “congenitally feeble minded.”89 The regime had also abrogated a series of diplomatic treaties, had brought Europe repeatedly to the brink of war, and had placed the German economy in the service of massive rearmament.

However, as the historian Christian Gerlach reminds us, in the first half of the twentieth century, Germany was one among a number of extremely violent societies and, in fact, “at that time, many much bloodier regimes ruled in Europe and elsewhere.”90 The Ottoman Empire had already persecuted the Armenian population to a degree as yet, in 1939, unknown in Germany. Likewise, the Soviet Union was already guilty of far greater persecution, having forcibly starved whole populations and incarcerated millions of people in Gulag prisons. The brutality of the Japanese occupation of China, culminating in the Nanjing massacre of 1937, already outstripped the crimes amassed by Nazi Germany by the summer of 1939. The point here is not to practice what the historian Peter Gay once dismissed as “comparative trivialization,” whose “historical function is to cover over the special horror of German barbarity between 1933 and 1945 and to divert attention from studying that barbarity in its own—that is to say, its German—context.”91 Instead, it is to draw attention to a stark fact: of Jews killed in the genocide, more than 99 percent were murdered after September 1, 1939.

VIII

The Second World War, unlike the First, began solemnly. “On the streets one does not notice any kind of patriotic enthusiasm, as in 1914,” noted Willy Cohn in his journal on the evening of August 28, 1939.92 Instead, Nazi Germany invaded Poland with an overwhelming force of 1.5 million men, and within six weeks the military campaign was essentially over. By October 7, Cohn even conceded a “certain greatness” to Hitler for his ability to dramatically reshape world politics.93 Cohn followed the news closely in the subsequent weeks and months. He had read that the Nazis had begun to transfer populations and settle Poland with ethnic Germans. He had also heard rumors of atrocities.94 Yet Cohn hailed from a German-Jewish family whose service record dated all the way back to the Battle of Königgrätz in 1866. The grim forebodings—“of these things that are happening in Poland—did not come from the military,” he assumed.95

Unfortunately, Cohn’s confidence was woefully misguided. From the start, Hitler had encouraged all the branches who took part in the occupation to take a merciless course, and in a closed-room speech to his generals on August 22, 1939, he laid bare his radically new concept of occupation. “Destruction of Poland in the foreground, aim is to remove living forces,” Hitler told his military leaders, adding, “hearts closed to empathy . . . extreme severity.”96 From the diary of General Franz Halder, we know that on that day Hitler insisted on the “physical annihilation of the Polish people,” and from the notes of Field Marshal Fedor von Bock, that he vowed that “Poland would be depopulated and settled by Germans.”97

Hitler intended to eradicate the Polish elite and to reduce the remaining Poles to an uneducated mass of servants to their German overlords. Having long ago abandoned what he considered old-style Germanization, which entailed assimilating minorities to the dominant culture, Hitler aimed to create a social order with Germans as masters, Poles as helots, and Jews as the banished. Hesitantly floated as an idea before 1914, the expulsion and transfer of peoples in order to create ethnically homogeneous spaces had gained traction, as we have seen, during the First World War and remained a popular idea among radical nationalists in the 1920s. Hitler’s views were in this regard unoriginal. Only now there was the possibility of actually putting them into practice, especially as a phalanx of eager administrators saw their own advancement in terms of the progress made toward the Germanization of space in the sense that Hitler envisaged it.

Arthur Greiser, the Gauleiter (party leader and district governor) of the Warthegau, the new German province created from parts of the Polish provinces of Poznan´ and Łódz´, was such an administrator. “A model Nazi,” as his biographer calls him, Greiser eagerly turned the annexed area into a testing ground for population policies and the remaking of ethnic space.98 He ordered street signs changed into German, renamed parks and squares, and tore down statues and monuments that valorized Polish history.99 In order to enforce strict segregation, he commanded that beaches, pools, public baths, playgrounds, and park benches be separated; he also divided restaurants and hotels along lines of nationality, and staggered food-shopping times so that German consumers could enjoy easier access to meat and vegetables. Cultural institutions like museums, concert halls, theaters, and libraries became off-limits to Poles. Greiser even considered making it mandatory that Poles deferentially bow to Germans on sidewalks. Basic symbolic practices and rituals that accompanied birth and death were not spared either. Just as Jews were forced to add “Israel” and “Sara” to their names, all newborn Poles were to have their names supplemented with “Kazimierz” or “Kazimiera,” so that they could be identified as belonging to a subservient ethnicity. And beginning in October 1941, Germans and Poles could not be buried in the same cemeteries.100

Although not widely used as a term at the time, this was nothing less than legal apartheid, institutional segregation reinforced by terror. Its aim was not to protect an existing discriminatory society, but to create an entirely new order defined not only by separation, but also by hierarchy and subjugation. To achieve this new order, the Nazi occupiers resettled roughly a quarter million Germans from eastern Europe into the Warthegau and nearly 200,000 Germans from the Reich, some of them, like the young Martha Michelsohn, full with “youthful pioneer spirit.”101 Because the Nazis had no intention of building new houses, the new settlers occupied the homes and requisitioned the furniture and goods of Poles and Jews who had been expelled, or in some cases murdered. During the war nearly a half million Poles were sent west as forced laborers from the Warthegau to the Reich, while nearly 300,000 Poles and about a quarter million Jews were pushed east into the General Government, the part of Poland occupied but not annexed in 1939.102 This, however, did not make the Warthegau the “blonde province” of Nazi Germany that Greiser had hoped for.103 It would eventually change the province’s ethnic balance though, from roughly 6 percent German in 1939 to 23 percent in 1944.104

Throughout annexed and occupied Poland, the number of people expelled and transferred actually dwarfed those who were killed by orders of magnitude. The killing was nevertheless considerable, and from the very start it accompanied the ethnic reshaping of space and the forced movement of peoples.

In the first two months of the invasion, the German army accounted for the murder of at least five hundred non-Jewish civilians, sometimes in brutal fashion, as in the village of Longinówka, where the army burned some forty Poles in a building and shot those trying to escape; or in the city of Cze˛stochowa, where soldiers herded a large number of Polish men into a park and executed them; or in the small town of Złoczew, where the military murdered some two hundred civilians, including women and children.105 Much of the killing resulted from exaggerated reprisal, and sometimes these reprisals targeted Jews. On September 12, 1939, in the small town of Kon´skie, north of Kielce, snipers shot four German soldiers, and the army forced twenty-four Jews to dig the graves, and then, when a few Jews tried to leave the scene, shot them all.106 A horrified Leni Riefenstahl, who was there to make a movie about the war, witnessed the atrocity.107
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The Nazi filmmaker Leni Riefenstahl witnesses a massacre of Jewish men in the Polish town of Kon´skie, September 12, 1939.

It was, however, not the army but the so-called self-defense units (Volksdeutscher Selbstschutz) of Germans living in Poland that decimated Polish and Jewish civilian populations with particularly disturbing impunity.108 Working closely with the SS, these ethnic German militias sometimes killed Poles immediately, and sometimes arrested and incarcerated them in makeshift concentration camps, taking them later in trucks to killing sites (usually woods or a ravine) and shooting them. Few recall these killing sites today. But they demand our attention. The massacre in Pias´nica Forest—where ethnic German militias shot some 13,000 Poles, Kashubians, Jews, and handicapped people in the winter of 1939–1940—was, for example, arguably the first mass killing of the European theater of the Second World War. (It was more than half the size of the infamous Soviet massacre of Polish officers at Katyn Forest in the spring of 1940.) Some of the killing in other places was of similar dimension. In the fall of 1939 and into the first months of 1940, self-defense units killed at least 10,000 “Poles and Jews” at the edge of gravel pits near the small town of Dragacz (Dragaß), and with the complicity of the German army, they murdered around 8000 people in woods fifty kilometer south of Chojnice (Konitz).109 There were also many smaller murder events; one study counts more than 350 separate killing sprees.110
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In the months after the invasion, the German army also engaged in the wanton destruction of religious structures and symbols. Although historians have paid less attention to such desecrations, their impact on the rural communities of Poland cannot be underestimated. German soldiers torched, burned, detonated, or otherwise razed at least seventy synagogues. They chopped up historical wooden houses of worship and used the boards for firewood. They desecrated other synagogues by making them into horse stalls or marketplaces. They also demolished cemeteries, and in a number of towns crushed the stones and used them to pave roads. Reminiscent of the November pogrom of 1938, this second destruction, carried out in the fall of 1939, was mainly the work of the German army, although in some instances the Gestapo or the SS drove the destruction forward.

These rampages hardly stopped with synagogues. In dozens of places, German soldiers sought out Orthodox men and shaved their beards and side locks. They forced Jews to collect and then burn their tallis and tefillin, beating those who resisted. These assaults often occurred on Jewish holidays. On Rosh Hashanah (September 14, 1939), Germans forced Orthodox men in the town of Mogielnica into the market square, shaved their beards and locks, made them dance and sing songs, and lit bonfires to burn holy books and Torah scrolls—all the while, according to one testimony, the German and Polish witnesses laughed and applauded.111 Similar scenes transpired during Succoth holidays in Sochaczew, west of Warsaw, and in Sierpc on Yom Kippur.112 Even Christian holidays failed to give respite: on Christmas Eve 1939, the army set the synagogue in Siedlce ablaze, and the soldiers stood by, watching it burn down.113

In this context of violence and desecration, the Nazis began to erect Jewish ghettos. There had not been a specific order to create them, and they were not a planned stage in the unfolding genocide. Prior to the Nazi invasion of Poland, the Nazis hardly even mentioned the word. In Mein Kampf, Hitler had referred to ghettos only as a historical phenomenon. In the nearly four thousand surviving secret Nazi reports measuring popular opinion in Germany, the term itself appears fewer than ten times.114 When the Nazis rolled into Poland with tanks, there was no order to surround Jewish streets in cities, towns, and villages with barbed-wire fence. Even Reinhard Heydrich’s infamous Schnellbrief of late September 1939, often seen as the beginning of the ghettoization process, only gave the Einsatzgruppen guidelines for moving Jews from the countryside into the larger cities and for setting up Jewish Councils. It referred to a ghetto just once, and then only as an urban concentration of Jews in a certain area, from which it might be necessary, for reasons of security, to restrict Jews from leaving in the evening hours.115

The preponderance of historical research has focused on the two largest ghettos, Łódz´, sealed in April 1940, and Warsaw, cut off from the surrounding city in mid-November. Housing roughly 20 percent of the Jewish population of Poland, these ghettos were shocking experiments in human segregation, economic exclusion, and control. The Warsaw Ghetto, for example, pressed 30 percent of the city’s population into less than 3 percent of its area, isolating Jews behind walls ten feet high and topped with barbed wire. The Nazis forced the Jews inside to endure soul-destroying hunger, allowing the general Jewish population of the ghetto just over a thousand calories per day and the less fortunate even less, so that by the end of 1941 thousands were literally dying in their rooms and in the streets. “In the public assistance shelters, mothers are hiding their dead children under the beds for eight days in order to receive larger food rations,” noted Adam Czerniakow, the head of the Jewish Council in the Warsaw Ghetto, in his diary on November 19, 1941.116

The vast majority of Jews—some 80 percent—were, however, in smaller ghettos. Some of these ghettos were open, while others were sealed with barbed wire and fences. The first ghetto of any significant size was set up in the central Polish city of Piotrków Trybunalski, de jure by decree on October 8, 1939, de facto with fences and wire by January 24. Many more followed over the next two and a half years, with the pace accelerating in the summer of 1940 and the spring of 1941.117 When these ghettos were guarded, it was typically to keep Jews from trading with the local population, or else to prevent typhus, a bacterial infection carried by ticks, lice, fleas, and mites, from reaching the contiguous communities.
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This process of enclosure should be seen not as planned but as gradual. It began with the establishment of the Jewish Councils, the Judenräte, typically set up in Poland in late 1939 and in the first months of 1940. Composed of a few men of authority in the local Jewish community, the councils struggled to ameliorate the severity of Nazi measures designed to demarcate, dispossess, demean, and demonize Jews. Its leaders worked, often heroically, to stave off the worst consequences of Nazi barbarity. As in prewar Germany, persecution often began with identification—the requirement, for example, to wear the yellow star. This was generally followed by the confiscation of Jewish-owned shops and businesses, the imposition of arbitrary and onerous levies, the recruitment of Jews as slave laborers, the stealing of their personal property (especially furs and gold), and the restriction of movement in and out of communities.

A severe harshness came to cloud every facet of daily life, spurred on by the unpredictability of German authorities, and the satisfaction that Germans and Poles derived in lording it over Jews. Such brutality often took the form of arbitrary beatings and killings. Sometimes it involved sexual violence and rape, a more widespread phenomenon of Nazi occupation than previously supposed. These cases rarely found their way into the documentation. Yet we know that in dozens of Jewish communities, SS soldiers, German police, and Polish auxiliary forces took advantage of their power over Jews and raped Jewish women and girls.118 We have only scattered evidence of this during the first year of occupation, but as the conditions of the ghettos deteriorated, rape became a regular occurrence, finding its way into the historical record.

The early ghettos were not, however, mere anterooms to destruction. It was only in the second half of 1941 that ghettos would take on this still more sinister purpose. By then, the Nazis had begun to separate ghettos into two parts, with those capable of working for the Nazis crammed into the one, small children and the infirm packed into the other. The purpose of the division was all too evident.

IX

Unbeknownst to the outside world, a secret clause had accompanied the Nazi-Soviet nonaggression pact that allowed Hitler’s troops to march into Poland unopposed by Russian military forces. Signed in Moscow by foreign ministers Joachim von Ribbentrop and Vyacheslav Molotov on August 23, 1939, the treaty, and the codicil that accompanied it, partitioned Poland and indeed much of eastern Europe into German and Soviet spheres of influence. Essentially, it had opened the door first to Nazi, then to Soviet aggression, with the Wehrmacht invading Poland from the west and the Red Army from the east. Both occupations, as the historian Timothy Snyder has underscored, were extremely brutal, involving a great deal of civilian killing.119

Yet from Hitler’s standpoint, the arrangement was always only temporary. While historians may debate whether Mein Kampf laid out genocidal policies directed against Jews, its programmatic implications for Russia were clear enough. In the penultimate chapter of Mein Kampf, “Eastern Orientation or Eastern Policy,” Hitler states:


Germany will either become a world power or it will cease to exist. . . . We are stopping the perpetual Germanic march towards the south and west of Europe, and turn our eyes towards the lands of the east. . . . We are shifting to a future policy of the soil. . . . When in Europe we speak today about the new policy of the soil, we have in mind, in the first order, Russia and its vassal border states.120



There was little ambiguity in these words, written in the mid-1920s. In June 1941, Hitler would amass the largest invasion force ever recorded, some three million men, in order to invade the Soviet Union. Stalin could not believe they would launch the invasion without winter gear.121




IV
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THE NATIONALIST AGE
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IN 1949, ERNST KANTOROWICZ, A CONSERVATIVE-MINDED GERMAN-Jewish émigré to the United States, delivered a characteristically erudite lecture at Mills College in Oakland, California, entitled “Pro Patria Mori in Medieval Political Thought.” In feudal Christianity, Kantorowicz explained, one sacrificed for an eternal fatherland, a patria aeterna, not the temporary fatherland of the here and now. When a knight gave his life defending a seigneurial lord, the sacrifice was personal, not public. It was for the individual king or prince, not for his property, land, or territory. The crucial turn, Kantorowicz argued, came at the end of the thirteenth century, when King Philip IV of France taxed “for the defense of the native fatherland” (ad defensionem natalis patriae ).1 The new emphasis on sacrificing for a territory as opposed to a person was not merely a classical borrowing, as might be supposed. Rather, Kantorowicz contended, this novel concept of sacrifice derived from the martyrdom of Crusaders, who were usually thought to be defending the Holy Land, and from the territorialization of the Christian community. These deep religious connections, according to Kantorowicz, elicited profound emotional resonances, although only in wars that were thought to protect the Holy Land, or the fatherland, or in some other way to be just. “If the soldier’s death in action—not to mention the citizen’s death in bomb struck cities—is deprived of any idea encompassing humanitas, be it God or king or patria,” Kantorowicz insisted, “it will be deprived also of the ennobling idea of self-sacrifice.”2 “It becomes,” he emphasized, “a cold-blooded slaughter.”3

Chapter 10, “Sacrifice For,” documents the centrality of sacrifice to the experience of World War I, Germany’s first cataclysmic war in nearly three hundred years. It shows that the dynamic center of the nation shifted to the question of how to conceive, represent, and live with the sacrifice given it, and maintains that this question dominated not just the four years of the war, but even more profoundly the subsequent period of peace. Weimar culture, which the sociologist Karl Mannheim would in retrospect compare with the flourishing of literature and art in Periclean Athens, was, it is argued, in no small measure an extended reflection—in literature, painting, sculpture, and film—on the meaning of war and the sacrifices it demanded.4 It was, moreover, in the postwar mediation of the war, less than from the direct experience of the war itself, that a form of nationalism developed that had little to do with dying ad defensionem natalis patriae, and centered instead on völkisch categories infused with racist logic. While not without roots in the nineteenth century, the new radical nationalism represented an ideological departure that deprived, in Kantorowicz’s words, “the ennobling idea of self-sacrifice . . . of any idea encompassing humanitas .”5

Nationalism, then, became the dominant ideology of the age not during the First World War but in a Germany shattered by its fallout. As we have seen, the period roughly between 1815 and 1914 was an age of nationalism in the sense that Kant famously defined his time as an age of enlightenment and not yet an enlightened age. In the early and mid-nineteenth century, nationalism had taken hold in some places and among some groups of people—but it had yet to unfold its full destructive dynamism.6 Even in the Second Empire, “nation,” a term largely absent from the constitution, did not serve as the legitimating ground of state power. Moreover, despite Otto von Bismarck’s famous claim to have forged the nation in “iron and blood,” Germany, when considered comparatively, had not experienced a truly major war.7 On the German side of the Franco-Prussian War, for example, some 40,000 men died, as compared with more than ten times that number in the American Civil War. World War I, defeat, and collapse would change that. Before 1914, perhaps even before 1918, Germans lived in an age of nationalism. After 1918, they lived in a nationalist age.

In essential ways, then, war shaped and defined this nationalist age. Between 1914 and 1945, actual war took up only one decade of three but the effects of large-scale killing dominated the other years of so-called peace and blurred the line separating the two, making at least the early years of Weimar Germany less an anteroom to the Third Reich than a postwar society in which high levels of violence persisted.8 Although the war ended in western Europe in 1918, it continued in the east with brutal ethnic, political, and even international warfare. It is true that the victims of postwar violence in the newly constituted Germany numbered in the tens of thousands rather than, as in eastern Europe, in the hundreds of thousands, or in Russia, where civil-war deaths ranged in the millions. Yet in many ways Weimar was closer to the eastern experience of violence than the western story of gradual recovery. A loser of the war, an occupied country, an economic calamity, with secessionist movements prevalent, Weimar struggled—economically, politically, and culturally—with the consequences of the war. Indeed, it took five years, until 1924, before the Republic fully satisfied Max Weber’s famous, if rather martial, definition of a viable state, articulated in 1919, as a “human community that successfully claims the monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.”9 Conversely, in its ideology, social and economic priorities, and front-generation rhetoric, Hitler’s Germany was to a significant degree structured by the fallout of the First World War, along with the preparation for the Second. If much of Weimar may be considered a postwar society, it seems hardly amiss to think of the first six years of Nazi Germany as a prewar society. Nor is the emphasis on the peacelessness of the age a present-day interpretation alone. The years 1924 to 1929 were “the only genuine period of peace that my generation in Germany has experienced,” recounted the jurist and journalist Sebastian Haffner in his pseudonymously and posthumously published memoirs, but this period of peace, in which Germans were enjoined to concentrate on their private affairs, “was not,” according to Haffner, “what was wanted.”10

The bleeding of war into peace was also expressed in the foregrounding of the military state. Clichés about militaristic Prussia aside, the new centrality of the military state was a reversal of a historic trend. In the first half of the long nineteenth century, Prussian military spending had actually declined in relation to both civilian outlays and as a percentage of GNP, reaching a low plateau in the 1840s, and rising slightly after the Revolution of 1848.11 As was true of other European countries at the time, Prussia had ceased to be a state whose main purpose was fighting and had become instead a state in which the civilian tasks of government outweighed the military. Although this process of demilitarization was interrupted by the wars of the 1860s, the military outlays of Prussian-dominated Imperial Germany remained rather average by contemporary standards for another half century, with the military constituting some 30 percent of the federal budget, and trending from 3 to 4 percent of GNP.12 The arms race immediately prior to World War I registered a palpable increase in military outlays.13 But an altogether higher and persistently significant level of spending did not occur until the First World War.14 After “the great seminal catastrophe of this century,” as the diplomat-historian George Kennan called the war, Germany’s military expenditure remained high. Close to half of military outlays went to pay benefits to the disabled and injured and to the widows of fallen soldiers.15 Not until 1928 did the military budget actually decline, but the downturn was reversed in 1934, when Hitler began to rearm. The result was a thirty-year fusion of state, war, and economy. By 1944, the cost of the war exceeded German productive capacity, even when aided by some eight million foreign laborers, many subsisting in slavelike conditions.16 Only by stealing, robbing, and emptying the occupied territories of their livelihood could the National Socialists sustain this civil-military polity.
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The destructive fusion of the military with the modern state resulted in an immense amount of death. With the exception of the 1630s, when war, plague, and famine conspired to rapidly depopulate vast areas of northern central Europe, the death toll of the first half of the twentieth century was simply unprecedented.17 When combined, the two world wars were five times deadlier than any series of armed conflicts in modern Europe, and the proportion of those who died from the primary violence of war, and not its secondary effects (such as disease and unintentional famine) was much higher than in earlier centuries.18 Moreover, soldiers fell at roughly the same rate across the two world wars, if somewhat higher in the first. One estimate places the daily death toll for German soldiers at 1303 per day in the First World War and 1083 in the Second.19 At the start and end of the First, and at the end of the Second World War, the numbers were higher still. For German soldiers, the highest mortality came in the summer of 1944, especially August, and in the first months of 1945, when between 10,000 and 15,000 German men died per day, mainly fighting against an advancing Soviet army.20 In earlier wars, battlefield casualties had been comparable—but the great battles of the past usually lasted a day or two. The Battle of Nations, fought in Leipzig in 1813, was an exception. It raged for four long days, and prior to the First World War, it was the deadliest confrontation in European or North American military history. During World War I, however, battles continued on for months, making the Battle of Verdun in 1916 nearly ten times more lethal than Leipzig, and the Somme deadlier still.21 And when total deaths, military and civilian, are counted together, the Battle of Stalingrad, to take the most lethal single encounter on the eastern front during World War II, exceeded the death toll even of the Battle of the Somme.

The new conditions of war also shaped the profiles of those who died. In World War I, the young died in disproportionate numbers. Roughly half the soldiers who died in the German armies were between nineteen and twenty-five; and in the last two years of the war, boys eighteen to twenty years old accounted for a fourth of those killed.22 The male death toll among the soldiers of World War II was also a lament for the young. Roughly a quarter of a million German men perished in almost each of the birth years of those who were fourteen to thirty when the war began. For those men who were nineteen when the Second World War started, 40 percent fell to their deaths as a result of the war.23

As the character of German society changed, so too did the ranks of those who sacrificed their lives. In the First World War, it was still primarily men from the countryside who fell.24 While the rows of industrial workers who died ranged dismayingly long, rural people were drafted in greater numbers and died disproportionately. By the Second World War, this was no longer the case, as employment in German industry was by then nearly twice as large as in agriculture. But both wars reflected the conditions of the industrial era, including callousness toward human life, mass formations, rapid-fire weaponry, and soldiers who understood their roles as industrial laborers whose “work,” as Ernst Jünger put it in 1925, “is called killing.”25

It was, in fact, the industrial dimension of the wars that made them so lethal. In World War I, men fell to the relentless patter of guns shooting five hundred rounds a minute, with artillery fire causing over 70 percent of deaths in the German army. By comparison, the light arms of the infantry brought about less than 20 percent of all deaths, and hand-to-hand combat—with knives, sables, and bayonets—less than 0.1 percent.26 World War II was fought in a more advanced industrial period. Air warfare, armored vehicles, and radio communication broke up rigid formations and made rapid mobility possible. Especially in the east, where the most intense fighting occurred, the war was fought in vast battle spaces, in which the distinction between the front and rear army was not always clear, zones of conflict stretched across huge territories, and the decisive fighting formation was not the long line of men in trenches but small groups, constantly in motion, with a great deal of cohesion and the ability to strike the enemy in close quarters.

The greatest difference between the two world wars was not, however, technology or battlefield formation. Rather, it was the centrality of civilian killing to the Second World War. In one estimate, 58 percent of all dying in World War II was civilian death on the Allied side—with Nazi Germany by far the greatest killer of civilians. World War II, at least in eastern Europe and in China, was a war of peoples, not just armies, and one in which civilian deaths were not merely unfortunate and incidental by-products of war.27 Certainly, in eastern Europe, civilian death tolls induced by Nazi Germany were startling: in Yugoslavia, at least a million civilian deaths; in Poland some two million non-Jewish civilians and some three million civilian Jews; and in Russia, the epicenter of the civilian catastrophe, some sixteen million civilian deaths, including over a million Jews. Genocide occurred precisely in, and was a part of, this mass killing of largely defenseless civilians. Too often thought of outside the context of the Second World War, the Holocaust alone accounted for more civilian killing than occurred in all countries, on all fronts, during World War I.

II

Two German terms help illuminate the brutality of this new epoch and allow us to differentiate what we are calling “sacrifice for” and “sacrifice of.” The first is the noun “Volksgemeinschaft ” (“national community”), the second the adjective “völkisch ” (depending on context, translated as “ethnic,” “racial,” or “popular”). In the first decade of the Weimar Republic, Volksgemeinschaft constituted an appeal to national unity—it was placed on the banner of almost all major political parties, ranging from the Socialists to the Catholic Center and the progressive democratic parties, and in the Republic’s first years even to segments of the overtly nationalist parties.28 Initially, it suggested that a nation that had sacrificed in World War I remained unified across differences of politics, region, religion, and class. In early Weimar, the term had yet to assume ethnic or racial meaning. Instead, it simply stressed how sacrifice for the nation solidified the community. Völkisch, by contrast, divided, and was meant to divide. It was a prewar term that experienced a spike in popularity in 1917, and radical nationalists employed it during the Weimar Republic to distinguish their particularly hard-edged positions from conventional, moderate, nationalism, centered on Volksgemeinschaft.29 One of the most often used qualifiers in Hitler’s early speeches, the adjective “völkisch ” also counts among the terms he most often employed in Mein Kampf. With regards to the radical nationalist scene, the word “völkisch ” functioned as a flag, or a signifying practice; it was essentially an early-twentieth-century dog whistle.30 Within the radical nationalist milieu, it was understood as meaning that a racially pure German nation could be achieved only by the sacrifice of groups within it.

The ascendancy of the adjective “völkisch ” over the noun “Volksgemeinschaft,” and the infusion of the latter term with the ethnic and racial meaning of the former, signaled the beginning of Germany’s descent into a new kind of exclusionary politics. The descent began in Weimar, with the introduction of Aryan lineage statutes in a series of radical nationalist organizations, including the enormously influential Stahlhelm, originally an organization of former frontline soldiers. These statutes, which basically served to exclude Jews, undermined the principle that sacrifice in war guaranteed national belonging. However hesitantly pursued at first, the National Socialist persecution of war veterans—if those veterans were Communist, Jewish, or confined to psychiatric hospitals—likewise showed that “sacrifice of” had taken on greater weight than “sacrifice for.” It was, however, when radical nationalists seized power, as they did on January 30, 1933, that the descent gathered momentum.

This new, radical-nationalist politics can be traced along three conceptual axes: before and after, inside and outside, and above and below. This interpretive grid is adopted from the insights of the late historian Reinhart Koselleck; it allows us to see something of the fundamental structure of German nationalism during the Nazi era.31

The first axis, the temporal dimension, refers to radical nationalism’s simultaneous derivation of the nation from a deep past and its projection forward to a dystopian future. Radical nationalists of this era thought in genealogies and geopolitics, the inheritance of race and the ethnic reordering of continents.32 They were not interested in arguments about the here and now; realism, which focuses on the immediate, was not their optic. Mein Kampf, for example, did not explain Germany’s distant past, or the actual present, or even much about Hitler’s own life. The deep past had only mythic value for Hitler, the proximate past served as a battleground for debates with other nationalists, and Hitler’s life history, as told in Mein Kampf, was, as we now know, largely a fabrication. For radical nationalists like Hitler, the temporal stress fell, instead, on the future—and not some very distant future (as Fichte had imagined “The Republic of Germans at the Beginning of the Twenty-Second Century”), but rather the proximate, ostensibly shapable, future. Despite the millennial grandiosity of Third Reich rhetoric, Hitler thought in decades, not centuries, in continents, not the world. His Second Book, written in 1928 and not published during his lifetime, brimmed with practical prescriptions about how to remake German foreign policy to achieve its ultimate goal, the securing of living space for Germany’s growing population. To Hitler, this meant continental hegemony, not the imperialist empire as conceived before 1914. If Hitler had a model, it was the vast tracts of land possessed by the United States in the American west, which Germany would pursue with the aim of enabling Germans “to lead a life comparable to that of the American people.”33 In the near future, Germany was to be a land empire “in the one and only place possible: in the East.”34 Thus, Hitler’s agenda was expansion and dominion, and the conquering of vast if still delimited spaces in eastern Europe. This is what he aimed for, and what he believed he could accomplish.

The second axis—inside and outside—points to processes of inclusion and exclusion in the construction of the national community. Like no other political party in German history, the National Socialists understood how to bind people across a broad stratum to coalesce around collective goals. From fostering participation in its state-run leisure organization, “Strength Through Joy,” to the sense of purpose encouraged by the Hitler Youth, the Nazis engendered a compelling sense of community. Yet while these integrative initiatives were pursued with vigor, they remained essentially static in their social impact.

By contrast, exclusion, especially of Jews, radically changed society, overturned its laws and rules, and made ordinary Germans complicit in the persecution of their neighbors. This was because Nazi Germany did not defend, modernize, or reinvent a past racial order, as occurred in South Africa and the Jim Crow South of the United States. Rather, it created a new racial order where no such order existed, or where segregation based on religion had been abolished at least half a century earlier. To achieve their aims, the Nazis literally had to tear apart a modern society. They had to identify Jews as Jews and stigmatize them as separate. They had to strip them of their status as German citizens and deprive them of protections. And they had to marginalize Jews into social spaces where they were often at the mercy of others. All of this left virtually no institutions untouched, and no neighborhoods unaffected. Even integrative activities, like draping the German flag from one’s balcony, took on exclusionary meanings, especially after laws barred Jewish participation.

The corrosive quality of Nazi exclusion policies—creating personal, social, and spatial distance between non-Jewish and Jewish Germans—cannot be underscored enough. In the personal dimension, these policies entailed conceiving loving relations between Christians and Jews as miscegenation. In the social sphere, they meant making neighbors into strangers, and placing them outside ties of human empathy and solidarity. An “inclusive exclusion,” to use the philosopher Giorgio Agamben’s term, such exclusions involved the active abandonment of a group inside the community to the mercy of their oppressors.35 The active abandonment formed a national “we” in relation to a banned, denationalized “they.” It also constructed a new relation between inside and outside in a space outside law, in which dominion over the abandoned culminated in the ability to kill without committing homicide.

Chapter 11, “Sacrifice Of,” considers radical nationalism in power primarily in its exclusionary logic and practice. It focuses on Germans eliminating Jews from personal, social, and community space, severing ties of friendship, solidarity, and compassion, and tacitly coming to a consensus that there was a “Jewish question,” and that expulsion was its “final solution.” By the time of the November pogrom in 1938, commonly known as Kristallnacht, the logic of inclusion and exclusion had already come to take on important elements of hierarchy. In more than 1200 communities throughout Germany, a ritual of denigration was played out, with a well-known impact on the lives of German Jews. Less reflected on is that the event also initiated hundreds of thousands of non-Jewish Germans into a brutalizing ritual of German domination and Jewish submission, inaugurating a transition from persecution fueled by processes of inclusion and exclusion to one centered on the third axis in our grid, vertical relations of power.

This third axis, above and below in Koselleck’s scheme, came more prominently to the fore during the war. The occupation of Poland in 1939 saw repetitions, with greater violence, of patterns of power and domination established during the November pogrom, including the destruction and desecration of a large number of synagogues and the humiliation and sometimes murder of local Jewish populations. But in this initial phase, ethnic Poles (especially of the intelligentsia)—not Jews—were the primary target of Nazi Germany’s murderous policies. In the first mass killings of the Second World War, ethnic German militias (made up of Germans resident in the Polish territory of 1919–1939), typically aided by the Nazi SS, murdered a large number of their fellow Polish citizens, targeting especially lawyers, doctors, officials, clergy, and an enormous number of schoolteachers. Then, as the occupation deepened, Nazi occupiers pushed Jews into ghettos, restricted their access to food, and exposed them to sickness and disease. As spatial confinement narrowed, the brutality of the vertical relations of power and domination intensified, leaving Jews vulnerable to the ravages of German occupiers and their auxiliary forces.

If, to borrow from Max Weber, power over another is the ability “to carry out one’s will even against resistance,” then Nazi military occupation represented an extreme form of power over others.36 Moreover, it was a form of power in which killing constituted the only further extension of that power—although with the paradoxical effect that in the moment the other is killed, the relation of power, defined by the ability of one person to lord it over another, necessarily vanishes.

III

The genocide of the Jews, the subject of chapter 12, “Death Spaces,” began unequivocally in the summer of 1941, and occurred in the context of other mass killings. Best known are the so-called euthanasia killings, the murder of the mentally ill. The Nazis murdered some 70,000 at designated killing facilities and at least as many in helter-skelter murders in occupied Poland before Clemens August von Galen, the Catholic bishop of Münster, publicly called for their cessation. Larger still were the number of non-Jewish Poles murdered. By June 1941, the SS and ethnic German militia groups had gunned down close to 200,000 Polish civilians.37 The invasion of the Soviet Union brought about killings of an entirely different dimension, however. Between June 1941 and January 1942, the German army eradicated some two million Soviet prisoners of war, while the death rates of all Soviet soldiers, including those POWs, reached as high as 600,000 per month.
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The genocide of the Jews, as can be seen in preceding chart, began in the context of an enormous increase in wartime lethality, and included an unprecedented amount of killing of captured soldiers. It also began with bullets. In countless (and in fact still now not fully counted) cities, towns, villages, and out-of-the-way hamlets throughout the Soviet territories of eastern Europe, the Nazis and their accomplices killed Jews by shooting them. In the first six months of the invasion of the Soviet Union, the Einsatzgruppen, the mobile killing units of the SS, alone murdered at least a half million Jewish men, women, and children.38 This means that genocide had already taken place before the German government made a centralized decision, typically thought of as Hitler’s order, to kill all the Jews of Europe. Moreover, by December 1941, when this centralized decision likely fell, new ways of killing had already altered the operational logic of the genocide, shifting its focus and increasing its daily lethality. In addition to killing Jews in the places they lived, Nazis now also sent Jews to killing centers, the so-called extermination camps. By mid-1942, the pace of the killing had increased dramatically, and by mid-February 1943, some 75 percent of all Jews who would be killed in the Holocaust were already dead. When as many as four million Jews had perished, Auschwitz-Birkenau began to take in unheard-of numbers of transports, and became, in the final year of its operation, before the liberation of the camp, the largest factory of death the world had ever seen.

No single, satisfactory answer exists to explain the emergence of the Nazi genocide of European Jews. Yet two kinds of explanations, when braided together, bring us closer. The first involves the proximate context of war. Almost all the Jews killed—more than 99 percent—were murdered during wartime. “No war, no Holocaust,” as the historian Yehuda Bauer has observed.39 War provided an alibi and a cover to mass killing, not just of Jews but of a whole range of civilian groups in the “bloodlands” of eastern Europe, where National Socialist killing broke through all norms of civilization.40 Nevertheless, while the genocide occurred in time of war, it did not result from direct combat, threadbare justifications about fighting partisans notwithstanding. Instead, it was mainly a phenomenon of a military occupation.

The second explanatory strand involves the dynamics of occupation and Nazi conceptions of racial hierarchy. Hitler had long insisted that only conquered land, not conquered people, would be made a part of the racially conceived, territorially expansive German nation. A new and portentous concept, Hitler’s “land policy of the future,” as he termed it in Mein Kampf, envisioned for non-German populations only expulsion, slavery, and extermination. Sometime in the period between August 1941, in the midst of Nazi jubilations of early victory, and December, when the eastern front began to falter and the United States entered the war, Nazi leaders came to see only the latter two of these two possibilities, slavery and extermination, as viable for Jews.41

Slavery is a relationship of domination over an individual, implying the ability of one person to determine the name, educational level, work, location, conjugal relations, and procreation of another person; it also involves the right, reinforced by law, of the master to inflict bodily harm on the slave and, in limited cases, to kill him or her. It may seem self-evident, but it is also important to underscore that the relationship presupposes the personal presence of the master and the slave in the same place. This holds for postslavery systems of racial domination as well. Despite legal codes of segregation reinforced by violence, neither white South Africa in the era of apartheid, nor the white southerners of the segregated parts of the United States could afford black flight. Racial domination of this kind required proximity, because it implied a personal and an economic relationship, and, from the standpoint of the masters, economic dependency on the subordinate other.

Nazi Germany was, in this sense, different. Radical nationalists wanted Jews ineradicably out. And they wanted Jews out from the very beginning. To the radical nationalists of the early Weimar Republic, the Germanic race, far from being an abstract category, essentially meant Germans, with Jews excluded. Point four of the Nazi Party’s twenty-five-point program of 1920 put it candidly: “Only a member of the race can be a citizen. A member of the race can only be one who is of German blood, without consideration of creed. Consequently, no Jew can be a member of the race.”42 In Mein Kampf, Hitler downplayed the importance of the Party’s original program—but not on this matter. By answering the question of who was German ex negativo, the vocabulary of race significantly sharpened nationalist discourse and made Jews into the dialectical opposite of Germans. The arcana of the word “Aryan” only underscored this exclusion; Hitler began to use the term as early as August 1920, first as an adjective, paired with “blood,” then as a noun, set off against “Jew.” “Aryan” was hardly a descriptive term, especially because few people agreed on who was included. Rather, it just signaled exclusion. “The most powerful opposite of the Aryan is the Jew,” Hitler wrote with unmistakable bluntness in Mein Kampf.43 Policies that derived from the opposition were also clear enough. They entailed unmixing, beginning with segregation and denaturalization laws, and ended with expulsion.

Expulsions, whether from official positions, organizations, or communities, constituted the basic template. This made Nazi Germany different from other societies based on racial domination. In the months after the November pogrom of 1938, as Jews left the communities where their forefathers had often lived for generations, one after the other local mayor gleefully announced his village or town to be free of Jews. During the war, in the many communities of eastern Europe, the dynamic was similar. The Germans came in and established new ethnic hierarchies, and Ukrainians, Lithuanians, Latvians, Poles, and others participated, pushing Jews to the lowest rung, and confining them to ever smaller, more constricted spaces. In the context of war and occupation, the Nazis considered whether Jews, like Russian POWs, were even worth feeding. Eventually, Nazi starvation policies created a Jewish population “unfit to work,” outside the law, and utterly without protection—in a word, killable.44 At the local level, when the Nazis introduced the term “unfit to work,” extermination was near. Whether Chełmno, Bełz˙ec, Sobibór, or Treblinka, the early death camps were essentially regional killing installations, decimating, in the main, the Jews of Poland. Auschwitz, the ultima ratio of radical nationalism, was intended on a larger scale for the Jews of Europe.

Part Four attempts to understand Germany during the nationalist age, and to take measure of the catastrophe it wrought. It is animated by the conviction—as Primo Levi, a survivor of Auschwitz, wrote in The Drowned and the Saved —that “the greater part of historical and natural phenomenon are not simple, or not simple in the way we would like.”45 The following three chapters nevertheless try to advance a coherent interpretation of the turbulent years 1914–1945 by emphasizing the dynamic between the mass sacrifice for the nation and the eventual sacrifice of groups within the nation. It also attempts to use the categories of Koselleck—before and after, inside and outside, and above and below—to understand the essential structure of radical nationalist thought and practice. Finally, it looks closely at the contexts in which Germany became, during World War II, a genocidal nation.

