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Preface



Personal experience apart, the origins of this book lie in a study begun several years ago and suggested by my friend Professor Gwyn Williams. The study proved both enlightening and depressing, for it revealed how Herder’s concept of the Volk, which offered an alternative approach to popular democracy from that provided by ‘the ideas of the French Revolution’, changed – in fact mutated – year by year and decade by decade until it became one of the component strands of National Socialism.


My original intention had been to call this book ‘Youth in Bondage’, for it ultimately required the cataclysm of the Second World War to break Germans, and especially Germany’s youth, from what was the last and strongest perversion of the concept of the Volk. This perversion was very much part of the ideological make-up of the Hitler Youth and other German nationalist youth movements. (Whether of course the end of National Socialism has liberated German youth in general from ideological shackles is doubtful, for in our own day the ideological landscape is littered with very much the same elements as is the consumer market: namely substitutes and synthetics.)


No pretence is made here of supplying a definitive history of the Hitler Youth. For one thing the sources are far from satisfactory. Such as there are help us to gain a fairly coherent outline, but although the bureaucratic apparatus of the Hitler Youth was as inflated as that of any other NSDAP organization, its administrative methods, certainly at the regional and local level, left much to be desired. Thus knowledge of what happened in a Hitler Youth Gebiet in part depends on how dedicated an administrator its head was. Furthermore much material must have fallen victim of the systematic destruction that took place shortly before the arrival of the Allies. Whether the latter collected all they could of the remainder is doubtful. In the late autumn and winter of 1945–61 transported home several cartloads of files which were scattered over the administrative premises of the Gebiet Hochland. Alas, this action was not carried out in the interests of historical investigation but simply in order to keep the stove going in temperatures of about −30°C. However, in recent years I have been fortunate in acquiring a number of relevant documents from private sources. These and other materials will in due course be made available to the Bundesarchiv in Koblenz.


I have deliberately omitted any detailed treatment of the relations between the Hitler Youth and other German Youth Leagues. To have done this would have meant writing a different book as well as adding immeasurably to the length of this one. As it happens the entire complex of the Bündische Jugend will receive treatment in a different volume.


One major problem concerned the translation of a number of terms. Since many of these proved virtually impossible to translate they have been left in the original. Thus, for example, the significance of Hitler Youth ranks can easily be established by looking at the diagram on page 271 setting out the organizational structure of the Hitler Youth at the Obergebiets level and below. A distinction has been made in the use of the terms ‘Hitler Youth’ and ‘HJ’, the former applying to all youth organizations within the NSDAP, the latter only to the ‘senior branch’ of the Hitler Youth, to those aged 14 to 18.


Obviously I am indebted to many people for their help, advice and assistance. First I must express thanks to those friends in Germany’s other half who have been kind enough to supply me with relevant materials which otherwise would not have been accessible to me. But it is – for the time being–in their interest and in compliance with their wishes that they shall remain nameless. Herr Dr Bauer, Frau Dr Schlichting and Frau Bayer of the Bayrisches Hauptstaatsarchiv, were helpful to a degree far beyond ‘the call of duty’, as were Frau Dr Kinder, Herr Dr Haupt and Herr Regler of the Bundesarchiv. I must also express my gratitude to Dr Schwebel of the Staatsarchiv Bremen, Dr Johe of the Forschungsstelle für die Geschichte des Nationalsozialismus in Hamburg and Herrn v. Löwis of the Textarchiv der Süddeutschen Zeitung, Munich. And I doubt whether anyone working in the Institut für Zeitgeschichte has ever come away from a conversation with Herr Dr Anton Hoch without considerable profit. The Bayrische Staatsbibliothek, and the Library of the University of York have also been of considerable assistance. For editorial help I must thank Mr and Mrs Terry Beechey.


Then I must express thanks to my maternal friend Frau Karla Zapf of Munich, whose Wurstsalat and Bierle kept occasionally flagging energies going. My thanks are also due to the Sailer families of Haag and Kirchdorf who provided the necessary tranquil environment for work; in fact I should extend my thanks to the people of Haag/Obb generally for their hospitality.


I am grateful to Eyre & Spottiswoode (Publishers) Ltd for permission to quote from Nazi Seizure of Power by W. S. Allen; to Rowohlt Verlag GmbH for the extract from Die Letzten Tage der Reichskanzlei by Gerhard Boldt; and to Deutsche Verlagsanstalt GmbH for the quotation from Fazit by Melita Maschmann.


Above all I am indebted to my wife and family, including of course my daughter Freya who helped prepare the diagrams.






	York/München 1973


	H.W. Koch











I Traditions



It is 10 November 1914, three months after the outbreak of the First World War. On the Western Front the German advance on Paris has been halted at the Marne; the race to the Channel ports has been settled at Ypres; the war of movement is about to end. In a desperate attempt to evade the approaching stalemate the German Fourth Army has been given the task of smashing through the defensive line established by the Allies between Ypres and the Channel. And on this November day the 26th Reserve Corps of the Fourth Army has been sent into battle, ordered to take the village of Lange-marck, the heavily-defended core of the British position.


The attempt is doomed from the start. Whoever ordered it is guilty of a military blunder – a crime even. For the task of seizing Langemarck – which would have dampened the spirits of the hardiest veterans – has been entrusted to some of Germany’s youngest and least-experienced troops. There are few regular soldiers in the Fourth Army; it is made up largely of regiments of young volunteers, among them apprentices, university students and 40,000 grammar-school pupils who have had part of their last year at school remitted. It is these boys – the flower of German youth: no other way to describe them – who are dying under the guns of Langemarck.


A last desperate assault is called for. The decimated units of the 26th Reserve Corps move forward. It is hopeless, clearly hopeless, everyone can see that. But suddenly, above the battle roar, a young voice breaks into song, and the tune is taken up quickly by his comrades. It is the Deutschland Lied – ‘Deutschland, Deutschland, über alles’ – not yet Germany’s national anthem but famous since the 1840s as a patriotic and nationalist song. Singing now, and with passionate courage, the volunteers attack the British lines time and again. The slaughter continues; the attacks grow weaker; so does the song. By early afternoon it is clear beyond all possible doubt that this battle is lost for the Germans. The landscape around Langemarck has been transformed into an arena of death, littered with corpses and wounded men, with stretcher-bearers and medics doing all they can among the moans and groans and the shouts of ‘Kamerad!’


Yet suddenly, even in that hell of desolation and despair, once again an unknown young soldier intones the Deutschland Lied. And again it is taken up by his comrades across the battlefield. Groups of drifting soldiers, deprived of their officers, many of them wounded, mostly without helmets, but still clutching their rifles, without orders, acting on irrational compulsion alone, turn back to renew the attack.


To those who watched them advance they must have seemed no longer men or boys but singing maniacs as they rushed futilely once again into the terrible fire of the British machine-guns.


As well as these doomed young men, something else was destroyed at Langemarck and on the other great battlefields – Dixmoiden, Birschoote, Paschendaele, Beclaere, Hollbeke, Messines – that mark the agony of the volunteer German armies of 1914. A generous idealism died there too. In large part German youth had rushed to join the colours in 1914 out of a vague, wild belief that by this war – the supreme act of national will – the old, staid, bourgeois society would be brought crashing down. The war, so many young Germans believed, would sweep away despotism and capitalist plutocracy inside as well as outside Germany. The battle between the forces of materialist civilization and the spirit of culture seemed at last to have been joined, and in the first flush of enthusiasm they had no doubt which side would triumph. But in the carnage of Langemarck they learned that they were mistaken, that the hope of changing the world and their society by one mighty exertion was doomed. The First World War showed its real face, and the armies settled down to the atrocious business of mass-slaughter.


Yet if one myth died at Langemarck, another was being brought into full-blooded life there, one that was of incalculable danger for the future of German youth, exercising its morbid fascination over the younger generation for decades to come. It was the myth of obedience to orders even if their purpose was highly questionable, and of self-sacrifice even unto death in the cause of the German people and the German nation. The myth was not born at Langemarck. It very clearly had its origins in one form or another in the complex cultural, intellectual and political history of Germany over the hundred years and more that preceded 1914 – as indeed did the naïve idealism and optimism that perished in that year – and we now have the task of exploring that history to trace if we can the development of the youth movement and youth outlook that produced such a complicated and fertile mythology. But in the end we shall have to return to the battlefields. For if the myth of self-sacrifice and unquestioning loyalty was not born there, it was certainly weaned into a lusty maturity on the blood of the singing martyrs of Langemarck. And the whole tragic German epic of death and defeat in the First World War is the great catalyst in the process that saw the patriotic, idealistic, utopian traditions of young Germany in the nineteenth century dwindle away into the excesses and cruelties and fatuities of the Hitler Youth in the third decade of the next.


Though the origins of the organized German youth movements can be traced back as far as the mid-sixteenth century1, it must be emphasized that ‘youth’ as a social group, in Germany and elsewhere, was not an organized body or a force in its own right until the end of the nineteenth century. The slow process which in time produced a genuinely autonomous youth movement began with the French Revolution and took its course gradually throughout the following century-though events like the Napoleonic invasions and the revolutionary movements of 1848 supplied short but intense bursts of energy which helped to accelerate the process.


As in so much else, Napoleon is the key figure here. At the end of the eighteenth century young Germany, fired by news of the exciting events in revolutionary Paris, was in revolt against the enlightened rationalism of the day, which, it was contended, was suppressing human spontaneity within its artificial boundaries. In this period of Sturm und Drang youth proclaimed its inalienable right to be young; to be themselves, not copies of a fossilized parent-generation which was only the product of a fossilized social system. Where young men had previously joined student organizations which were based on regional loyalties, many of these groups underwent a transformation into ‘fraternities’ whose common aim was the realization of some future utopia, the precise nature of which remained for the most part rather vague though tending towards the future achievement of universal brotherhood and peace. The words of a young librarian of Mainz, Georg Forster, in 1792 express the typical yearnings of his time and age-group: ‘The world is my fatherland, and all men are one people united by one language. And that language is the sight and tears of the people. . . . Is it necessary for mankind in order to be happy to be locked up in states in which everyone is the serf of the other and none free?’2


The emergence of Napoleon in France and his triumph as the liquidator of the revolution brought about the rude awakening of German youth from its romantic and utopian day-dreams. When Napoleon’s seemingly invincible legions crossed the Rhine and, with powerful blows delivered at Austerlitz, Jena and Auerstädt, Eylau and Friedland, forced their will upon the population of Central Europe, ideas like that which saw the German mission in terms of propagating world citizenship and brotherhood were shattered. The question of individual and national survival now moved to the fore. The factor of power asserted itself, against which the idealism, the art and the poetry of the Sturm und Drang period proved very feeble and ineffective weapons. Though the principles of the French Revolution had found favourable reception among German youth, their abuse at the hands of Napoleon and their application in the national interests of the French state caused many young Germans to begin an urgent reappraisal of the intellectual premises they had previously accepted without question.


In fact an ideological weapon that could be used against Napoleon was already at hand. Quite unconscious of the purpose to which it would ultimately be applied the philosopher Johann Gottfried Herder (1744–1803) had already forged it in his concept of the Volk.3 While to the rationalist of the Enlightenment society is the sum of its members, to the religiously-inspired romantic the members dissolve in the whole, into the community. The community, be it religious, be it national, was considered to constitute a natural organism, and in national terms this organism, in Herder’s view, was the Volk. Herder argued that the individual can only fully realize his potential within the Volk, just as the Volk can only fulfil its God-given mission as the equal of other national communities – other Völker. Without his Volk the individual is nothing, any more than the Volk is anything without its state. Hence in Herder’s view the realization of the Volk could in many instances only be achieved in opposition to the existing state – supposing the state did not correspond with the true interests of the Volk – and especially when that state was occupied and dominated by a foreign power. This kind of religiously-inspired patriotism tended to transform all rational aspects of politics into what Hegel later called a ‘stew of the heart’.4 Yet in spite of its inherent emotionalism, the political situation of the German lands during the first decade of the nineteenth century compelled many Germans to give serious thought along the lines proposed by Herder to the structure of the state, once a truly national community had been achieved.


Herder himself strictly opposed the egalitarian tendencies of the Enlightenment which had intrinsically contradicted his organic world view, dominated as it was by its Christian belief in divinely ordained differences in human beings.5 Following this theme, a nation divided into its several estates, with each capable of being of service to the whole community, corresponded in Herder’s view with earthly necessity and divine will. Each estate and all estates are equally necessary for the common good of the national community, though they are not equal with one another. Nevertheless their contribution is equally needed by the community as a whole and they are therefore equal before God. They form one link in the many interconnected links of a whole chain or organic being. If the church is the community of saints, so the nation is the community of service and service to the nation is the duty of all.6


Herder also opposed the spokesmen of the Enlightenment in his definition of liberty. His concept is also based on the Christian ethic according to which man can only be completely free in God by subjecting himself unconditionally to His will. Herder interpreted Germany’s specific liberty as the liberty of conscience, a concept which the philosopher Kant later took a stage further by defining as the right and ability to dedicate oneself to the fulfilment of duty.


That Herder was not ‘nationalist’ in the derogatory sense of the term is borne out by the evidence. But he too was susceptible to a more militant patriotism when confronted by the political and territorial ambitions of Napoleon.7 However, it was a patriotism which had its roots in the old universalist conception of the Reich – the ‘Holy Roman Empire, the German Nation’ – rather than one which envisaged a new German nation. He did accept that in defence blood would have to be sacrificed ‘on the altar of the fatherland’ for the organism called Volk and nation however, not simply for the state, because, once again, in his view the state does not produce the nation, but the nation the state.8 To Herder the entire rational concept of the state was too mechanistic, devoid of the vigour, the virile impulses generated by the Volk. The state represents a herd held together by brute force, while the Volk is the natural family, an organism of nature embedded in the mainstream of the divine will.9 In fact the state, as it existed in Herder’s time, is the very antithesis of the Volk. It is an artificial entity, while the Volk is perfectly natural and harmonious. It follows therefore that a state is what a nation desires it to be and that consequently a nation’s, or a Volk’s, major constituent element is its history, which in the final analysis represents an organic process, the unfolding of a divine design. Herder, viewing God as the source of all organic strength, interprets history as one facet of the much larger organic development of the cosmos – an historical view of profound influence upon German historiography in the nineteenth century.10 If Herder does not view history as the march of human progress, he views it nevertheless as a progression towards human salvation in Christ, Salvation in place of infinite progress, history in place of reason. History not only reveals God’s design for the nations but reveals the nucleus of a higher form of life for man, leading towards his salvation.11


While history is the nation’s major ingredient, the key to its character, its unique manner of expression, is the nation’s language. Again, Herder was not the first to place the emphasis on German language and German folklore, an emphasis which was part of Germany’s cultural renaissance during the latter half of the eighteenth century. Among others Opitz, Spener, and Francke had endeavoured to revitalize the German language in order to prevent it from declining into obscurity in the face of the dominance of the French language. But to Herder the language of the Volk is not merely a means of communication, but also an emotional spectrograph: it communicates factual detail but also conserves the spirit of an epoch. It is the memory of the Volk, and like the Volk it represents an indigenous organic growth without which there would be neither Volk nor fatherland, without which the nation would be deprived of its individuality.12


It is important not to overstate Herder’s message; it is potent more in its later applications than in itself.


Herder propagated his ideas in an era in which the process of secularization had made immense strides, secularization in which, even so, religion was still a vital part of the German cultural and social fabric. Therefore his emphasis upon national individuality is without any qualitative connotations. The suffering of Christ is still the central event of mankind, Christianity the bond which conciliates and holds together all men. The fulfilment of the individual – that is, the development and full exercise of his faculties – can take place only within the Volk, just as each Volk can fulfil its divine destiny only in association with other nations. Humanity is still regarded as one entity;13 Germany’s mission is a mission of service, not a mission of domination.14


On the eve of the Napoleonic invasions, then, German patriotism was not absent, as Herder and a host of other examples show. What needed clarification and clearer definition was the object of that patriotism. Was it to be the Reich, the Empire, which Herder and many of his contemporaries desired to see rejuvenated, and which they hoped would project a cultural universalism? Or was it to be the nation, the Volk plain and simple, the concept which Herder had articulated at great length?


The intellectual climate in Germany was changing. At first the propagation of greater human liberties in Germany had received a major impetus from the French Revolution, but the growing resistance to French occupation generated militant German nationalism. Suddenly the realization dawned that it was the absence of a powerful united state which had allowed France to deal with Germany piecemeal; that Germany needed not only unity but an ideological raison d’être with which to oppose French revolutionary ideology.15


Napoleon crystallized the issues. In the intellectual armoury mustered against the French dictator, Herder’s concept of the Volk represented the most potent weapon available, because with its help the transition could be achieved from a generation of German intellectuals who had considered themselves ‘world citizens’ to a generation of fanatical enthusiasts for a German national state. ‘To be a Volk . . . that is the religion of our time,’ wrote Ernst Moritz Arndt (himself not a subject of any of the German dynasties but a Swedish one) in order to raise Germans from their apathy to rise against Napoleon.16 Arndt was the first who, still unconsciously though, endeavoured to isolate Herder’s concept from its amalgam of Christianity and patriotism. But unlike the French Revolution, which in one of its phases deliberately attempted to replace Christian with non-Christian substance, in Germany the evolution of nationalism amounted to gradual dilution of the Christian substance, a gradual process of secularization of which the Germans as a whole were largely unaware. For German nationalism in general this meant that until the first decade of the twentieth century religion and patriotism were apparently concomitants, while in fact by the eve of the First World War the latter had fully replaced the former.


Though ultimately his work was hostile to religion, Arndt himself expressed his patriotism primarily in religious forms. He had travelled through France in 1798 and 1799, at a time when the German part of the left bank of the Rhine had already been annexed by France. He remained impressed by the revolutionary fervour of the French, but was somewhat sceptical about their attempts to bestow its blessings upon other nations, freely or by means of systematic oppression. Conscious of the individuality of nations, a consciousness clearly derived from Herder, he wondered whether the reaction to French policy would not actually produce results ultimately detrimental to French interests. As for Germany, he was certain that, fragmented and divided though she was, any further French inroads would only help her to recover her national consciousness.17


In that recovery he himself played a major role as the propagator of a militant national Protestantism, which found a ready response especially among the youth of Germany’s Protestant regions. By identifying Luther with ‘the German cause’ against that of ‘Rome’ (France) it was ultimately Protestant Prussia which he thought stood for the cause of the German Volk against the foreign foe. Because the national language was a main ingredient of the völkisch ideology, Luther as the first translator of the Bible into the German vernacular was considered by Arndt as the founder of German literature. If, as Herder had formulated and as Arndt believed, the spirit of the Volk is revealed in its language, was not Luther the genius of the German language? In turn, like Luther, so Prussia would become the genius of the German Volk, forging it into one organic unity. Exponent of the Romantic movement as Arndt was, his vision of the future Germany was one of the rural past, rather than of the commerce and industry looming on the horizon or already reality in some parts of Prussia. In fact one of the main charges he levied against the concept of liberty as espoused by the French Revolution was that by furthering industrial growth it was destructive of the organism of political, economic and social life.18


In Friedrich Ludwig Jahn too we find the combination of religious and völkisch thought, and fervent conviction in the resurrection of the German Volk.19 As a Prussian clergyman, the fulfilment of religious and of national duty was for him identical. His personality and his teaching particularly attracted young people. He left his mark on early nineteenth-century German history as an indefatigable propagator of German nationalism, and was particularly influential in the organization of gymnastic associations for training patriotic fighters and in the formation of the military Freikorps of German volunteers. After hostilities with France were concluded he continued to imbue student fraternities with nationalistic enthusiasm. He also coined the term Volkstum, which essentially connotates an image of an organic community, and thus differentiated between the romantic concept of nation, – the Volk, – and the rational concept of nation – ‘artificially’ combined territories ruled over by a dynasty which Jahn, like Herder, condemned as unnatural. Napoleon’s ambition to combine all European nations into one Empire under French supremacy he abhorred; it would be tantamount to the rule of anti-Christ, it would mean the end of the divinely-created organic unity of the Volk.


Friedrich Schleiermacher was also a clergyman, and like Jahn he superimposed his religious frame of reference upon a political environment in which the national community represented the only legitimate and divinely-ordained institution. In his sermons Schleiermacher outlined the entire structure of religious and nationalist thought, which on this earth culminated in the ‘Volksstaat’, which was man’s ‘greatest work of art’ allowing him to climb to the highest state of humanity.20 That there was an inherent contradiction in Schleiermacher’s view between the state as a ‘work of art’, and the organic theory of the Volk and human institutions, appears to have escaped him. The true patriot is equally at home in church and Volk; both are part and parcel of the same organic whole, an organic whole best described by Jahn’s term Volkstum. The ideal citizen and the fully harmonious and autonomous human being are in fact one and the same. The national community represents the divinely inspired order within which man can fully develop his faculties; outside which, however, his growth must inevitably remain stunted. This of course stands in direct opposition to the rational social contract theory; since society alone makes human existence possible in its sublimest form, the question of whether one obtains value in return for surrendering part of one’s inherent rights to society is irrelevant. As in Christian doctrine true man does not exist outside the grace of the Church, so, to those who adapted Herder’s ideas to their own purposes, man as such cannot really exist outside his Volk group.


Herder’s definition of liberty had been one of the liberty of conscience, but a liberty enjoyed ‘in the shadow of the throne’ in which he could also enjoy the fruits of his labour, his comforts, his friends, his children, ‘a moderate liberty which nowadays every patriot desires’.21 Kant’s definition was much more sophisticated but in essence also described a liberty of conscience in the shadow of the throne, or the liberty to dedicate one’s entire abilities towards the common wealth which, when allied with an essentially Christian world view, tended to endow the state with metaphysical qualities similar to those of religion. The natural scientist and philosopher Heinrich Steffens considered the existence of the state as a precondition for individual liberty, because, as to many of his contemporaries, the state appeared to him coterminous with the Volk, and the highest liberty of all is to realize the depth of the national spirit to its fullest extent.22


It was natural that, in opposition to the Enlightenment and its product the French Revolution, with whose perversions Napoleon was equated, Germans should develop a different concept of liberty. In the absence of a firmly rooted and specifically German-developed political theory, they therefore had to fall back upon the one major tradition left: that of religion. Liberty is thus attainable only within the national community which ideologues, deriving their premises directly from Herder’s thought, equated with true Christianity. Service to the national community is indispensable for its life, and is tantamount to fulfilling one’s duty as a Christian. But besides the general there was also the need for the particular, namely the need for sacrifice to liberate the national community from the French oppressor. For that reason the war against France in 1813 is in German history distinct in kind from any of the wars of the eighteenth century: it is the first ‘popular’ war, a ‘crusade’ against Napoleon, the intensity of which was greatly heightened by the writers and poets of the period, and which in its expressions of blind hatred was equal to that of the Crusades of earlier days.23


Looking at the idealistic poetry of men like Körner, Kleist and Rueckert it is quite obvious that one inherent ingredient of the new ‘crusade’ was a sacrificial ethos which found its expression also in the visual arts, though frequently with much less taste than in literature.24 The early Herder had already made reference to the theme of sacrifice for the Fatherland, but the poets of the War of Liberation were to outdo him greatly.25 Particularly Arndt, who during the war officiated in Prussian general Blücher’s headquarters as a kind of official propagandist. And like him, others too interpreted death in the crusade for the Fatherland as being akin to the passion of Christ.26


History, too, was put in the service of the crusade. A heightened, exaggerated glorification of Germany’s national history emphasized the sense of obligation to their homeland that Germans were expected to feel. National history became a revelation of national glory from which to derive new strength for the trials of the present and the plans for the future. But again, it was argued, the understanding of history requires the individual’s complete surrender to and immersion in the national identity. Only that would ensure the full understanding of the Volk as a unit of historical continuity – the understanding that would equip the individual to serve the national community.27


Linguistics too was brought into the struggle against the invader. Herder had emphasized the importance of the language for the character of the Volk. Others took his teaching much further. Fichte, in his ‘Addresses to the German Nation’, seems to have been the first to lift patriotism and the concept of the Volk from a religiously influenced context into a mainly secular political one. Above all he stressed time and again the need to preserve the individuality of the German language because only through it did the German Volk exist.28 The German language as opposed to the Romantic languages was, so he argued, largely unadulterated by foreign influences, and that gave it immeasurable depth and a virile force of expression, whereas other Northern European languages, heavily latinized, were capable of expressing the surface of life only. They were dead languages. Hence, he went on, the attempt to compare these languages with German is futile – one cannot compare life with death. Germany, as the sole unique possessor of a living language, represented the original Volk, the Urvolk, the only one with an original language. It did not matter in this view that the German nation was politically disunited – as long as it maintained the integrity of its language. For sooner or later this common language would resurrect the nation, the German Volk, as one political unit.29


Such exaggerations of cultural nationalism ignored the warnings and qualifications with which Herder had originally studded his own discourse.30 For him language was merely one of the indigenous expressions which are part of a diversity through which mankind represented its essential unity.31 But this mild and universal viewpoint had been overtaken by harder philosophies in the great national emergencies of the War of Liberation. This is best borne out by contrasting Herder, to whom mankind is still one organic entity and whose philosophy envisages the Volk as part of a cosmopolitan unity, with Schleiermacher, who rejected the humanism inherent in cosmopolitanism.32


Schleiermacher, and with him many of the patriots of 1813, accepted the diversity of mankind but also introduced a qualitative valuation which Herder had explicitly excluded at all times.33 The younger philosophers taught that as in an organic state all components are required to function in an integrated fashion, so this in turn requires that some lesser functions should be carried out by certain individuals and higher ones by others.34 This introduces a qualitative differentiation amongst individuals. The same, so it was argued, was the case between nations: some were of greater value than others, even though lip service might still be paid to the idea of the entity and equality of the whole of mankind before God.35 Another dangerous twist was then added to Herder’s message: in the same way as it is imperative for the individual to realize that the greatest and most important part of him is his membership of the Volk, so in the relations between several national communities the most profound fact is their individual existence, their life as a Volk, and to secure it and to perpetuate it requires the rejection of any attempt at intermingling or mixing of respective national communities.36 Each individual has received from God a distinct and separate task and so has each nation. Intermixture would therefore mean interference with divine providence. National separation and definition are the prerequisites for the survival of the national community and it is this principle which throughout the nineteenth century was to have a profound influence in the political development of Central Europe.


The task of the preservation of national individuality was of course widely preached before and during the War of Liberation, and the whole propaganda of that period is based upon the religious ethos of war for liberty. It should be noted that in the writings of Schleiermacher, Jahn, and Arndt wars for the increase of power, which were thought to have been typical of the eighteenth century, were condemned as immoral again and again. War in fact is only justified in their view if the existence of the national community is threatened.37


Even so, there was much potential danger in their teachings. Their full acceptance of an organic theory and application of it to international relations inevitably led to the belief in an established hierarchy among the several nations. To accept that each nation had a specific, divinely-ordained mission could still be harmless; however, to add qualitative distinctions placing some nations on a higher, others on a lower level, raised more serious implications. Jahn saw in Germany the founder of eternal peace in Europe and the ‘angel of protection of mankind’;38 together with the Greeks, they were the holy nations of mankind. Others were even more explicit in advocating European federation under German auspices and as this idea had had some political reality during past centuries with Charlemagne and the Holy Roman Emperors, it held considerable attraction for many.39 For Fichte, of course, to be the Urvolk and to remain it constituted the mission itself. To be a German, in his eyes, was not merely an accidental characteristic but already a sign of perfection – a perfection on behalf of which Arndt passionately preached the complete and merciless destruction of the morally inferior foe.40


With Fichte, Schleiermacher, Arndt, and Steffens we enter the era of German political romanticism during which Herder’s cultural nationalism was systematized – forged into a coherent ideology which subsequently was to be one major element influencing German political thought. Within a span of less than fifty years Germany had made the transition from an essentially universalist cosmopolitan ideology to a specific brand of nationalist ideology. Herder’s intention had been to draw attention away from the mechanistically-orientated views of his time to the process of actual growth as expressed in the development of national culture. The ‘state’ played a small part in his thought, until its tranquillity was disturbed by the foreign invader. Herder’s concept, it turned out, was capable of mutating into an ideology directly confronting and countering the libertarian ideas of the French Revolution, on behalf of which Napoleon claimed to march and conquer. It was a shock therapy which created a new perspective, allowing the observation of the evolution of mankind to be transformed into an ideology of national defence. In so doing it changed the early indifference of many who suffered the French invasion into a passionate hatred of the foreigner, making them only too eager to seize any instrument handed them, which would allow them to assert and preserve their identity, and to rediscover in the process the supposed glory of the past which was to be resurrected in the future.


German nationalism of the time was then not the product of the reason of the Enlightenment but of political romanticism. From the outset it was loaded with highly emotional and therefore explosive charges. And perhaps in consequence it made a particularly strong appeal to German youth. This could already be seen during the first decade of the nineteenth century. Students were among the first to believe in – and to act upon – the principle that by drastic action Germany could be liberated from the oppressor. Ludwig Stabs, a student of law at the University of Göttingen, was one of several who in 1808 sacrificed their lives in vain in an attempt to assassinate Napoleon. The poet Heinrich von Kleist, in his drama Die Hermannsschlacht, used the example of the slaughter of the Roman legions of Varus at the hands of Arnim the Cheruskan in the Teutoburg forest as an appeal to all Germans to rise against Napoleon and drive him from German soil: ‘Schlagt ihn tot, das Weltgericht fragt euch nach den Gründen nicht!’ – ‘Kill [Napoleon], the universal court will not ask you for the reason!’41 A remarkable proportion of German students and journeymen participated under Andreas Hofer in the Tyrolean rising against Napoleon, which twice in 1809 succeeded in driving out his forces from the Tyrol.42 When in the same year Austria decided to resume arms against Napoleon she did so accompanied by a proclamation to the German Volk.43 The call did not go unheeded. In spite of Prussia’s official reluctance to aid Austria, the Prussian Major von Schill took the law into his own hands, hoping that the Prussian crown would follow his example. He led his unit (containing a substantial number of student reservists) to war against the French unaided, hoping that Austria would be blessed with victory. Since they were not, and his monarch publicly disowned him, he failed in his attempt to link up with a popular rising in Westphalia under Colonel von Dörnberg. The simultaneous uprising of the ‘Black Band’ of the young Duke Frederick William of Brunswick failed for similar reasons. There was nothing left for them but to fight their way out to the ports and find refuge on British ships, which the Duke of Brunswick and Dörnberg succeeded in doing. Schill, however, was killed in ferocious street fighting in the city of Stralsund on the Baltic. Of the eleven officers subsequently shot on Napoleon’s explicit orders the oldest was barely 20 years of age.44


Four years later the proper time had come. The Prussian General Yorck von der Wartenburg’s signature of the Convention of Tauroggen with the Russian forces helped to force his monarch’s hand. Napoleon’s defeat in Russia provided the opportunity. Frederick William III of Prussia, solidly backed and prompted by the military and civilian members of the Prussian reform movement, declared war on France and simultaneously appealed to the people to rise against the French usurper. The response was overwhelming. The Prussian forces in the twelve months from March 1813 to March 1814 drew more than 50,000 volunteers from all parts of the German lands, and of all occupations.45 The poet of the War of Liberation, Theodor Körner, was a Saxon occupying a position at the Vienna Hofburg theatre when he heard of the Prussian mobilization. He immediately left his position and made his way to Breslau where, as an ordinary soldier of the light infantry, he entered the Freikorps Lützow – one of several units which did not consist of regular soldiers, and which made a point of being a German rather than a purely Prussian unit. The colours of its uniform – black, with red piping and golden buttons – were to provide that tricolour combination which gave the men of 1848 their national colours, black, red, and gold. Körner in many respects was the ‘ideal’ man of his time, a fighter and poet whose stature attained heroic proportions after his early death in action in August 1813. His poems set to music remained among the favourite songs of Germany’s youth for well over a century. They are still sung by the armed forces of the DDR, as are many others which originated in the War of Liberation. Perhaps the line of Körner’s poetry that was to become most famous, or rather infamous when it was used by Goebbels 130 years later, to conclude his ‘Total War’ speech in Berlin’s Sportpalast, was ‘Now people rise and storm break loose’.


It has been part of German historiographic mythology, right up to the present, to interpret the volunteer movement of 1813–14 as originating mainly in the middle classes and especially among the academic youth. No doubt students played an important part and compared with other occupations were proportionately very highly represented. Nevertheless students and grammar school pupils together amounted to no more than 7% of the volunteers (students 4.9%, pupils 2.1%), while artisans, manual labourers, and peasants represented a total of 59.5% (artisans 41.2%, manual labourers 14.7%, farmers and peasants 3.6%). The areas traditionally under the Prussian crown before the reign of Frederick the Great brought forth 53.7% of the volunteers; the rest, slightly less than half, came from all other parts of Germany including those of the states of the Confederation of the Rhine. In other words it was not simply the educated academic middle class youth which rushed to the colours in the struggle against Napoleon, but Germany’s broadly based young generation, its representation cutting across class lines, and geographic borders.46


Waterloo put an end to a period that had begun with the fall of the Bastille. Europe’s governments were now endeavouring, as much as was possible, to re-establish the status quo ante bellum. In Germany’s official vocabulary the term German Volk quickly disappeared, as did that of the German nation. The ideology of the Volk was there though, and the call for a greater political unity than that established at Vienna could not be silenced. For thirty years and longer it was Germany’s young generation particularly which kept the glowing embers of German nationalism alive.47 From within and without they attacked the restoration of the ancien régime until they finally clamoured for revolution. Prisons registered an increasing intake of political ‘freethinkers’. Youth kept on protesting until finally it went to the barricades. It is in this context that Germany’s academic youth gained real prominence. Having fought for the liberation of their country, they now felt that they had also the right to help to determine its political future.


On 12 June, 1815 at the University of Jena, and under the patronage of the liberal Duke Karl August of Weimar, eleven students formally founded the Burschenschaft, a students’ association that aimed at breaking down the regionally-based student clubs at Germany’s universities.48 At this university, where students from all parts of Germany gathered, the new national consciousness could be combined with the ideas of university reform of Humboldt and the nationalism of Jahn. Of the eleven founder members of the Burschenschaften, nine had been members of the Freikorps Lützow. In their constitution they announced that at every German university the Burschenschaft should represent and further the cause of liberty and the ‘independence of the fatherland’. They chose a ceremonial dress based on the uniform of the Freikorps Lützow and a year later they showed for the first time their flag, the tricolour of black, red, and gold. From Jena where by 1816–17 500 out of 650 students were already members of the Burschenschaften, the movement spread rapidly to other German universities, especially in southern and central Germany. ‘We desire among the individual states in Germany a greater responsibility for the common good, a greater unity in their politics, no politics at all to be conducted by the individual states . . . we desire that Germany shall be treated as one country, and the German Volk as one Volk,’ wrote one of its prominent members, Heinrich von Gagern.49 However, divisions soon became noticeable, such as that caused by the radicals, led by a lecturer of law Karl Folien of the University of Giessen, who demanded unitarian policy and the establishment of a German republic.50


For the time being though the liberal-constitutional wing dominated, with its romantic idealism, probably most eloquently expressed at the first meeting of the German Burschenschaften at the Wartburg (the Thuringian castle where Martin Luther had once found refuge and time to translate the Bible) on 18 October 1817, the 300th anniversary of the Reformation and the fourth of the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig. More than 500 students from Berlin, Erlangen, Giessen, Göttingen, Halle, Heidelberg, Jena, Kiel, Leipzig, Marburg, Rostock, Tübingen, and Würzburg assembled at Eisenach and their first meeting was introduced with the words, ‘You are not to discuss what shall and shall not happen in the state, you are to consider how you shall act in the state once called upon and how to prepare yourself for this task’.51 In the evening, however, disappointment was freely aired about the old establishment’s misuse of idealism in the cause against Napoleon, and some members went as far as publicly to burn reactionary law treatises as well as the Code Napoleon.52 Exactly a year later the General German Burschenschaft was founded, ‘based on the relationship of Germany’s youth to the growing unity of the Fatherland’. Soon after, a sensational event turned the movement into an item on the agenda of European politics. Among Follen’s radical wing was a student by the name of Karl Ludwig Sand, who on 23 March 1819 assassinated the poet August von Kotzbue, who was an informer in Russian pay and who seemed to Sand to epitomize the reactionary establishment.53 The ultimate result of that action was the Karlsbad Decrees, which enacted sharp political controls of the universities, prohibited the Burschenschaften and introduced ‘preventive censorship of the press. The movement towards German unity among Germany’s young generation had been contained and it was no longer able to articulate its political aims openly. But it had not been vanquished. In fact, it gained additional support from outside quarters, from other sectors of German society, particularly from the growing German working class, many of whose ‘workers’ associations’ actively supported the aims of the Burschenschaften.54 When, in the wake of the revolutions of the 1830s, members of the Burschenschaften as well as journeymen of various crafts met at Hambach – where as an expression of sympathy with Polish national aspirations the Polish colours of white and red fluttered side by side with the German black red and gold – the Diet of the German Confederation renewed the Karlsbad Decrees against the universities, and prohibited all political assemblies.55 The only political forum left was that which formed itself round ‘young Germany’ abroad, but all its publications were officially banned soon afterwards. Thus the only opportunity for political expression lay outside Germany. Heinrich Heine wrote in Paris that he foresaw the consequences of a situation when the forces that were now held back had grown stronger than their controllers, and when the moment would come when ambitions frustrated for decades would be suddenly released: ‘then a German thunder will reverberate such as the history of the world has never heard before’. Germany’s eventual national anthem, ‘Deutschland, Deutschland über alles’, was written by Hoffmann von Fallersleben in 1841, when, having been expelled from Prussia because of his political activities, he went to live on Heligoland, then a British possession. In fact, the majority of those who at one time or another had been actively engaged in changing the political face of the German nation now lived in Switzerland, France or Britain.56


The events of 1848–49 did little to change that. The wave of revolutions which spread through Europe at the time, driven forward by the political aspirations of the middle classes and the economic grievances of workers and peasants, differed in its effects from country to country. In the states of the German Confederation it produced serious anxiety among the upholders of the political and social status quo, but really no more than that. True, the revolution of 1848 also produced the first German parliament, but those honourable men who assembled as the first German parliamentarians in Frankfurt’s Paul’s Church lacked one important instrument – that of power. Without it the parliament was, however idealistically motivated, reduced to the role of an impotent debating club. If anything, it is a sad epilogue to the high expectations of the reform movement of 1807–15, a movement which was in composition less Prussian than German and found itself in possession of real power, though for fear of emulating the excesses of the French Revolution it proved too reluctant to use it for the purposes of internal change. Many of those who were delegates at Frankfurt had in their youth been the volunteers of the Freikorps, but now, with the revolutionary movement all over Europe in decline, they returned with few exceptions to their studies and libraries.57


What remained was a tradition, by now almost a century old, of youthful political activism, an unquenched desire for a political unity that was not artifically created but that would be the product of organic growth in the form of the Volk, radiating the spirit of German Kultur, the true German Volksgeist, a Volk which in its institution would reflect not the divisive class characteristics of a society, but the integrating forces of a national community. The ideas making up this tradition developed in the course of time into an ideological bondage which for more than a century was to keep the greater part of Germans in spiritual captivity. None more so than her youth.





II Beginnings



After the abortive attempt at revolution in 1848, Germany’s youth on the whole reconciled itself for the time being to the existing state in all social and political matters. Presuming itself released from what it had once considered to be its political obligations, it adopted an attitude of mind in which resignation replaced the former political activism. The one important political heritage of 1848, the newly-established political parties, took on the tasks which had once been those of the élite of Germany’s political and literary youth, and in the person of Bismarck a unique individual emerged on the German political scene, who virtually alone solved most of the ‘national’ problems which had been the concern of the German unity movement since shortly after the turn of the century. The post-1848 generation, though deeply attached to the Prussian and German causes, and ultimately to Kaiser, Chancellor and Reich, seemed devoid of the ability to develop political initiatives of its own. ‘The state’ was the yardstick, the measure of all things; its almost god-like position in the hierarchy of values sapped the very energies which had in previous decades generated much of the political élan of the youth. National celebrations appeared to replace national agitations. Formality and conformity, especially as demonstrated in German student associations (once again regionally grouped and divided), determined the outward appearance of these celebrations. The stages in which Germany was unified between 1862 and 1871 were duly celebrated, and beery jubilation accompanied the increasingly institutionalized annual jubilees: the Reformation jubilees, the jubilee of the Battle of the Nations at Leipzig, the Burschenschaft jubilee, the Wartburg Festival jubilee, and the jubilees of the universities.1 It was a time when the unveiling of monuments to esteemed artistic, literary, political, and military figures became almost a national hobby. In Germany between 1850 and 1900 more public statues were erected and unveiled than in the total of the preceding 1850 years.2


National monuments and national celebrations seem somewhat contradictory, at least before 1871 when no national state existed. But the absence of unification does not imply the absence of any national consciousness or any national feeling, particularly at a time when across the Alps a unified Italy was taking shape and providing new impetus to the German national idea. Even the workers’ associations, which after 1848 had been temporarily forbidden, but which during the course of the 1850s resumed their activities, followed the nationalist trend as before 1848.3 It was only a matter of years before the barricades of 1848 seemed almost of mythical substance and no longer part of the nation’s real experience – though a mythology nevertheless influential on behalf of the national cause of a unified Germany. The demand for that unity was there among the young generation; opinions diverged only over what form it should take – a socialist, imperialist Caesarism integrating all classes of the nation into the national community, as Ferdinand Lasalle proposed, or a German Socialist republic, or a German Empire in the form of a constitutional parliamentary democracy, or simply a German Empire, irrespective of the form?4 And even those who spoke of Empire, meaning the Reich, were far from unanimous in their interpretation of this term, which ranged from the greater German notion of a German national state embracing all Germans to an updated version of the supranational medieval Reich, only now being interpreted as a German-dominated Central Europe. While the debate continued, the armies forged by Roon and commanded by Moltke, and the political course determined by Bismarck provided the solution. Three strong men achieved by ‘iron and blood’ what national-minded socialists and nationally unitarian liberals had failed to produce: they at least partially unified Germany.5 However, over the long term one of the most serious legacies of the Bismarckian solution was that it produced neither a proper nation state nor the Reich of days gone by. But for the time being there was no more need to argue, let alone fight for the national cause. Bismarck would do it alone. There is a good deal of truth in fact in the argument that the generation after 1848 represents in modern German history the only generation devoid of widespread attitudes of protest against the society in which it lived, devoid of the will to translate its own vision of the world into reality.6


Basically it lacked inspiring leadership. The ideas of Marx had not as yet blossomed, let alone borne fruit, and the youthful followers of Lasalle, Bebel, and Liebknecht were too few to have any impact. This in turn reflected the state of Germany’s industrial development, which was still in its relative infancy and had yet to produce a class-conscious working class of a size significant enough to make it a decisive political factor.7 Even German literature of the period reflected this state of political passivity on the one hand and excessive indulgence in patriotic sentimentalism on the other.8


The majority of Germany’s students of that generation came from the prosperous middle classes. Particularly after 1871 they profited from the general economic boom initiated by their fathers; the industrial revolution was under way in Germany.9 Yet it was precisely this rapid, thorough-going industrial and technological change that was to be the major factor during the last quarter of the nineteenth century in introducing a new air of unease among youth. Books and pamphlets flooded the market prophesying the doom of civilization as a result of industrialization and its by-products in the social sphere, such as the growing depersonalization of the individual in the organizational structures of corporate industry and commerce.10 Polemics against ‘mass society’ became widely read, such as Gustave Le Bon’s work The Psychology of the Masses, which forecast the gloomy results of a purposefully directed manipulation of the masses. In retrospect, the contemporary observer may be inclined to think that such pessimistic prognoses about the future of Western society were, measured by the historical experience of our own century, not so far off the mark after all.11 However, in the main the growing wave of arguments against industrial modernity possessed more of the character of an emotional outburst than a rational analysis of the condition of society. And in that emotional reaction against industrial modernity lay, besides much else, the origins of the German Youth Movement, and ultimately, in its most perverted form, of the Hitler Youth.12


It is a history easier perhaps for the social psychologist to analyse than for the historian, for its motive forces were predominantly irrational and emotional. It is a history of bold dreams of social liberty and individual independence being ultimately squeezed into the framework of tight and militant organization, a history that leads from extremes of individualism to the extreme of militancy. In many respects it mirrors the history of the Germany of the period, marked by a rapid decrease of reliance on reason and rationality, a history leading from the bold, calculating, but nevertheless cautious policy of Bismarck, through the anachronistic daydreams of the Wilhelmine empire, to the unscrupulousness and criminality of Adolf Hitler. A history leading from illusions to obsession.


The alienation of the individual within the framework of the new organizational structures of industry was, in retrospect, inevitable.13 In place of the former personal relationship between master and journeyman or apprentice, appeared a relationship in which the worker ultimately knew his employer as little as the private knows his commanding general. But while the new industrial system, dependent upon the unpredictable fluctuations of a world market was full of insecurities for the individual, ironically enough the army was free from such handicaps and therefore more secure. Its inherent inhumanity and forcible depersonalization were more than compensated for by its secure and hierarchic structure. Here everything was as it should be. One could not fail simply by making a wrong decision. The army provided firm and clearly-defined boundaries, a definite yardstick, instruction, order, and discipline. The army represented a community that appeared to contrast well with the ‘anarchy’ of industrial society. Little wonder therefore that even formidable intellects such as the elder Moltke denigrated the materialism of the new age, considering war as the only God-given instrument that would cleanse the world from the abominations of an industrial society. Consequently to many Germans the antithesis of a liberal free-enterprise economy was the army, a tendency which furthered and accelerated the already existing trend towards the militarization of German society.14 Others reacted by trying to escape from reality. Repelled by a Germany which was no longer that of the thinkers and the poets, in which Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony was drowned by the cacophony of steel mills and forges, they turned to an age gone by, epitomized by the misunderstood and misinterpreted romanticism contained in most of Wagner’s operas.15


But common to both reactions was the demand and the quest for a firm substance to the form of the Fatherland.16 And here again it was youth which assumed a significant role. Surrounded in their childhood by the reality or pretence of harmony, they now demanded its further refinement into patriotic substance; they endeavoured to become what Max Weber in one of his early letters described as ‘Bismarck sans phrase’ – that is, without the Byzantine trimmings of Wilhelmine Germany.17 In that period of intense spiritual crisis, Nietzsche, dismissed and ignored during his most creative period, experienced a renaissance; the socially-critical plays of Ibsen and later of Gerhard Hauptmann found an ardent and passionately committed audience, particularly among the younger generation. In Germany one author gained importance who under different circumstances would very likely have been ignored, and whose book might never have found a publisher.18 Julius Langbehn’s Rembrandt als Erzieher offered an answer to the question which La Rochefoucauld once asked: ‘What is Youth?’, to which he himself replied, ‘it is eternal intoxication, reason conditioned by high fever’.19 Langbehn emphasized the role of race and asserted that blood determined men and that inborn qualities were more important than acquired ones. Sturm und Drang had been followed by the Burschenschaften and Jung Deutschland; then came the emergence of the German Youth Movement, which provided a ready readership for Julius Langbehn’s book, that ‘rhapsody of irrationalism’ as it has been described, not without justification.20 That generation, intoxicated by the rhapsody, carried its enthusiasm like a torch in the last two and a half decades before the First World War. It was an enthusiasm which rejected the rootless objectivism of the intellectual and the matter-of-fact methodology of the natural sciences, since theirs – so it was alleged – was the responsibility for the ugly factory system which had once again reduced the free individual to a state of impersonal servitude, more demoralizing and degrading than the serfdom of the feudal age. Fervently believing this, young people all too readily escaped from the artificial norms of their society into the cult of a Landschaftskultur.21 At weekends or during holidays they left home, school, university, or factory floor, with tent, rucksack and guitar, to hike through Germany, north to south, east to west, discovering for themselves the exquisite beauty of the German countryside which was so much in harmony with Beethoven’s ‘Pastoral’ Symphony and Schiller’s Ode to Joy, and contrasted so strongly with the tenement flats, the industrial slums and factory chimneys of the urban centres.22


More than that, the German Youth Movement protested against the values of the apparently saturated yet never satisfied bourgeoisie of Wilhelmine Germany.23 It was a protest movement from beginning to end, a protest against a society which had nothing to offer but to live for the present, and which was careless and complacent about the future: ‘our glorious Kaiser will look after that’. They derided the bric-à-brac façade of Wilhelmine Germany, a derision which had its equivalents among youth movements throughout the nations of Central and Western Europe. Wilhelmine, as well as late Victorian and Edwardian society, seemed unable to accept the fact that childhood and youth are stages in the development of each human being, each stage representing a step which is itself fully autonomous. The idea that an individual could develop his personality largely under the influence of personal experience and the power of imagination was too radical a notion for a German parent to consider at the turn of the century. Instead the parent, and adults in general, considered themselves – as they had always done – as prototypes worthy of emulation by their own children and by the younger generation generally.


In many respects, on the surface at least, this insistence by the older generation that they were setting the only proper example did have plausibility. Germany had become a satisfied country which could look back to unparalleled recent military successes and the consequent unification of the largest part of the country. Prosperity, even riches, existed among the new empire’s middle class and, compared with the standards of other Western countries, the working classes too had little to grumble about, at least from a material point of view. Almost inevitably people thought that the young generation could hardly fare better than by emulating their parents and continuing in the tried-and-tested ways. The same attitude governed the general views of the political and industrial establishment. Late nineteenth-century Germany was an authoritarian and bureaucratic state, a piece of relatively smoothly-running machinery which a large portion of Germans thought could hardly be improved upon. Others, a minority, were provoked to criticize the impersonality of the state in which the people comprising the nation played only a very small part in the political decision-making process. On the whole, though, Wilhelmine society appeared to be reconciled to leaving things as they were, in the hands of experts, be they professional academics, engineers, or part of that vast annual output of German universities: graduates of jurisprudence. The affair of the ‘Captain von Köpenick’ illustrated the more ludicrous aspects of the system, when Wilhelm Voigt, a shoemaker by trade, tried to twist the arm of fortune by donning a captain’s uniform. In this capacity he commandeered some soldiers from their barracks and marched on to the town-hall of Köpenick, a Berlin suburb, hoping to raid the office of the treasury. This abortive attempt at first caused a public outcry in Germany which was quickly followed by universal laughter. The Kaiser himself pardoned the Hauptmann von Köpenick – but not before the latter had led the whole military and bureaucratic system of Germany ad absurdum.


However, a strong insistence on the preservation of the status quo in all spheres of life was impossible to maintain indefinitely. Influences were at work which challenged the values and assumptions of the older generation and the generations of the past. Social Darwinian currents of thought, originating in Great Britain and the United States, were popularized in Germany by Ernst Haeckel and others and permeated social and political thinking, although many found them repellent at first.24 Friedrich Nietzsche, especially, appealed to Germany’s youth, not so much for his cult of the superman as for the manner in which he mercilessly confronted the German middle and upper classes with the hypocrisy of their cultural pretensions, their worship of Mammon, and their adulation of the ‘state’ as the omnipotent source of true German happiness.25 This contempt for the status quo and the classes who upheld it is best summarized by the most brilliantly erratic scholar and moralist of the period in Germany, Paul de Lagarde,26 who five years before the nineteenth century drew to a close wrote, ‘I do not complain that our youth is lacking idealism. I accuse the men, above all the statesmen, incapable of offering ideals to our youth by which means the idealism existing in great measure among our youth could be transformed into ideality. Germany is under the spell of the conviction that the state represents the highest form of human existence. . . . I believe in this youth, I believe in the future of our Fatherland, but I do not believe in the suitability of the present ruling system, in the calling of those men who want to satisfy the desires and the requirements of their sons and grandsons with the trash that has remained in their hands as the remnants of their earlier days, the remnants of the old’.27


Lagarde appealed to a generation which even without his gifted pen was attacking those two institutions whose oppression they felt most directly. Despite the considerable achievements of the German educational system of the nineteenth century it nevertheless displayed glaring defects, the major one being its failure to develop and form independently-thinking personalities.28 The German school, like the Protestant church, was a state institution whose personnel were primarily civil servants and only secondarily teachers. No doubt they were well-trained specialists in their respective fields, but they also performed the role of purveyors of state piety, of nationalistic and militaristic propaganda. Religious instruction, the one avenue by which these more sinister currents of the age could have been counteracted, had declined into a routine of uncritical Bible reading, the saying of prayers in the fashion of a Tibetan prayer wheel, and the learning by heart of the catechism.29 Indeed, the two main denominations, which monopolized religious instruction, had themselves become mere state functionaries by their utilization of Christian teaching to cement further the political and social status quo. Those pupils who rebelled openly against this educational system were dismissed as simply rather twisted, maladjusted individuals. And though many even so were prepared to disagree with the system, by the majority it was considered wiser to accept it and get it over with as smoothly as possible.


If the school was felt to be oppressive, so too was the family, with its all-powerful father at the head and docile mother in the background. The emphasis was on children being seen (forever neatly and tidily dressed) but never heard voicing their own opinions, most certainly not any that differed from those of the head of the family. Little wonder then that a generation should emerge which judged the religiosity practised in school and home as mere hypocrisy, which, as passive bystanders, witnessed disapprovingly the unscrupulous and dishonest transactions of industry and commerce, and which dismissed the politics of the day as irrelevant to the needs of the time. The primacy of conformism did not end there. The arts were dominated by patriotic kitsch and sentimentality, full of insincere pathos, an intellectual and artistic environment which sooner or later was bound to precipitate a reaction. And that reaction came in the form of the German Youth Movement and had its principal support precisely among that sector of German society which was most exposed to the hypocrisy of Wilhelmine Germany: the German middle class.30


Among the major influences at this time upon German youth, especially middle-class youth, must be ranked German idealism, with its roots in the Sturm und Drang period.31 The ‘longing for absolute beauty and the charisma of historically or artistically significant individuals’ was really a longing for larger-than-life examples on which to model one’s own life with the aim of achieving ‘the good, the beautiful and the noble’. The idealism expressed, for instance, in the poetry of Theodor Körner was by the end of the nineteenth century no longer so genuine. The examples epitomizing this idealism were drawn in almost equal proportions from an uncritical idealized version of Prusso-German history and from the German classics, particularly Goethe and Schiller. Significantly the German army was idealized in history textbooks and literature as the ‘shining armour’ and ‘Prussia’s Glory’, and the volunteers of 1914 can be said to have been conditioned by this educational process. In place of the civilizing humanism of an earlier period pupils were subjected to the stifling pedantry of grammar, and discipline rather than education was the watchword and guideline up to matriculation. The living forms of German culture were ignored in favour of the study of a history which stopped at the Franco-German war of 1870–1 and a literature which ended with Goethe, Uhland and Kleist. Similarly in the natural sciences the emphasis lay not on contemporary scientific developments but on the progress achieved yesterday and the day before. The textbooks of the time showed a definite anti-industrial bias.


In this oppressive atmosphere fostered by the educational establishment youth naturally tried to free itself by escaping from adolescence into the pretence of adulthood, for instance, by stowing away or joining the Foreign Legion (Count Luckner and the writer Ernst Jünger are prominent examples of many such runaways), or by way of the youth movement, such as the Wandervogel, hoping by such means to create the Reich of youth. In the field of the visual arts the German expressionist school can be seen very largely as one form of youthful escapism.


On the whole, however, these characteristics and attitudes applied only to one sector of Germany’s pre-1914 youth – the lower and upper middle classes – a youth only vaguely familiar with economic shortage and the misery of slum housing. For working-class children the school-leaving age was fourteen and from then onwards their lives revolved around factory or workshop; the fine arts, literature and the theatre were inaccessible to them, so that their mood was less abstract, more practical and directly political.32


The German Youth Movement, in the form of the Wandervogel, began to emerge during the last decade of the nineteenth century when a Berlin student, Herman Hoffmann, founded at his grammar school at Berlin-Steglitz a study circle for shorthand, which on occasional weekends went on outings into the surrounding countryside.33 Steglitz, a Berlin suburb, represented at that time an area of ‘social transition’. It was neither genuinely working class nor properly middle class. Men and families aspiring to middle-class status could be found there, on their way up, so to speak. Equally, those on their way down the social ladder would find a home there in their decline, which, if not arrested, would lead them ultimately into working-class districts like Berlin-Wedding or Moabit. Steglitz was referred to as the ‘stiff-collar-proletarian suburb’. Hoffmann, without having a firmly-defined programme, had notions about what did and did not represent a reasonable life. He was aware that industry and commefce had come to stay, but he was equally convinced that the individual, instead of passively surrendering to the impersonal and atomizing forces of industrialism, should actively control them. And in order to do this he had to be made aware of his natural environment in the first place. Youth had to rediscover nature, the fields, woods, brooks, lakes, and meadows from which the city dweller had been alienated. Nature, Hoffmann felt, had to be experienced in the raw: the burning scorch of the sun, the whiplash of the rainstorm and the snowstorm. Travelling through sunshine or storm in a protected railway carriage was no substitute for marching on the open country road (if necessary battling with the elements), rucksack on back, uncertain of the comfort of the next night’s shelter. A haystack was preferable any time to a well-made bed, fresh air to nicotine, and water to alcohol. Only by an awareness of pre-industrial forms of life would man, and then society as a whole, appreciate the good in the past and use it to alleviate the abominations of the present. In order to be free one had to break the existing conventions; in place of the prevailing greeting of a simultaneous bow and clicking of heels, Hoffmann thought it sufficient to raise one’s right arm in the ancient form of salute, accompanied by a ’HeilV The style of clothes had to fit this way of life. Creased trousers, starched shirts, and ties were hardly suitable attire for cross-country hikes. Instead shorts, dark shirts, a waterproof, and hobnailed boots were indispensable.


Karl Fischer, a contemporary of Hoffmann and for a time his close associate, seems by all accounts to have exercised a considerable charisma over those who followed him. ‘Everyone who came into contact with Fischer or enjoyed his friendship felt inevitably that here was someone capable of achieving more than oneself.’ And it is really Fischer rather than Hoffmann who was the born leader, capable also of devising the WandervogeFs programme. It was not an ambitious programme at the start. The small group of Berlin youths ventured out first only into the countryside surrounding the capital. But ambitions grew from year to year. In 1897 they hiked through the Harz mountains for two weeks, a year later along the banks of the Rhine, and in 1898 through the Bohemian forest.34 In order not to be dependent upon parents or relatives they rented a room once a week in which to meet, a place they called their ‘nest’. Reviving past traditions that they believed had been abandoned, they sang old folksongs, mainly those collected earlier in the century by Arnim von Brentano and published under the title Des Knaben Wunderhorn. The obligatory instruments of piano and violin in the parental home were ignored. Instead they played on the guitar, the mandolin, or the mouth organ. On their hikes they discovered new folklore and folksongs, a friend of Karl Fischer, Hans Breuer, compiling the latter, composing new tunes where necessary, and publishing them under the title Zupfgeigenhansl (the Zupfgeige being a dialect term for the guitar or the mandolin). This collection has enjoyed great popularity with German youth groups to the present day, bridging classes, parties and denominations. The renaissance of the German folksong in the late nineteenth century was not without its sociological significance either, for it explicitly rejected the growing cult of the ‘hit’ and the ‘pop-song’ which had reared its head among the younger age groups of Germany’s adults.35


At the turn of the century Karl Fischer completely took over the leadership of the Wandervogel from Hoffmann and under him it became not merely a movement for escaping the urban and industrial world, but a protest movement too against the inroads of technology into everyday human life, a protest movement that within a matter of a few years had spread from a Berlin suburb throughout Germany and had also found its equivalents elsewhere in Europe.36 Despite its vagueness and absence of firmly-fixed objectives, it represented an attempt to shake off the artificial veneer of civilization and to return to the panacea of all social ills: a truly German culture, a return to the Volksgeist. The idea of a specific Jugendkultur (a culture of youth), had already been coined by Gustav Wyneken, one of the most influential reformers of German education. ‘A synthesis must be found, a reconciliation of youth with that culture which, as it happens, is preserved and tended by adults. But this kind of synthesis cannot mean the return into the fold of the family, it cannot mean the subjugation of youth by the conventional style of life of the old.’37 Wyneken, rather like some sociologists of our own day, denied and rejected the all-embracing claims of family life. Youth, as he saw it, should develop among youth, youth should lead youth, with adults providing ultimate guidance as imperceptibly as possible.


The early members of the Wandervogel movement liked to consider themselves the pioneers of the youth mission, yet not until November 1901, in the Steglitz town hall cellar, was the Wandervogel, as an association, formally created. The origin of the description Wandervogel is perhaps symbolic for many of its members, and for many members of other elements in the German Youth Movement, including the Hitler Youth: the name was discovered on a tombstone and means, literally, ‘wandering, or migratory, bird’.38 And truly tombstones were to be young Germany’s milestones, from Flanders to the Volga, from the Polar Circle to Africa, from the tombstones of Königsberg and Breslau to those of Berlin.


Fischer and the writer Heinrich Sohnrey drew up the Wandervögel’s first constitution and its growth thereafter was very rapid, its dynamism so strong indeed that soon splinter groups made their appearance. But however much these groups proliferated, they differed from one another only very marginally. There were, however, certain questions which cast their dark shadows on the problems of the future: questions such as the admission into the Wandervogel of German youths of the Jewish faith. Besides the Wandervogel, the Bündische Jugend was making its appearance, youth leagues organized for or against diverse causes, for the prohibition of alcohol and nicotine, but also for the cause of nudism, and another burning issue was whether girls should be allowed to join such groups – until the girls took the initiative, forming their own organization and adapting the Dirndl (a Bavarian folk costume) as their uniform. But boys and girls did find a means of coming together – as they were inevitably to do in any case – in the revival of folkdancing.39


The process of breaking hitherto accepted norms and conventions had other consequences. The escape from parental authority was bound to bring to the fore not simply the rediscovery of the physical beauty of the landscape but logically also the physical beauty of man’s body, thus breaking the taboo which had surrounded the entire problem of sexuality. Freud’s theories had little to do with this, for Germany’s youth was hardly aware of his existence. It needed no scientific theory to recognize what was so patently obvious. The call to the return to nature was bound to produce the ultimate confrontation between the individual and his own sexuality. (The contention, however, that the German youth movement was essentially a homo-erotic movement, or more crudely a club for homosexuals, is blatant nonsense, for which there is no evidence whatsoever.) The German Youth Movement, middle-class as it was in origin, also confronted the task of trying to win other social groups to its cause and for its ideals. For working-class youth the conflict was at first one not so much between generations as between classes. It must be said at the outset that the gulf between middle-class and working-class youth never disappeared, but it could be bridged.40 Organized socialist youth movements, though apparently wedded to the concept of the class struggle, had their own inter-party struggles as well. Youth reacted against a socialist party which had fossilized into an institution, and which, like the all-powerful, all-embracing state, had degenerated into a way of life which determined the pattern of the lives of its members from cradle to grave. The German Social Democratic Party, the SPD, on the eve of the First World War could look upon four decades of development in which it had increased its vote in the Reichstag elections from 124,000 in 1871 to 4,250,000 in 1912, by which time it was also the largest single party in Germany. However, along the way most of its early revolutionary élan was lost, and the SPD had become as bourgeois as the bourgeois parties it opposed. To all practical intents and purposes the rank and file of the party membership had become integrated into the Hohenzollern Empire, illustrated by the example of 1914 when the great majority of SPD deputies in the Reichstag voted in support of the Government at the outbreak of war. For Socialist youths there seemed to be little that distinguished their fathers from the rest. The generation problem affected them as much as other German youths. Face to face with their middle-class contemporaries, working-class young people did not feel completely at ease, but it became increasingly apparent that at least both sides were beginning to understand one another’s problems.41


The proletarian youth, like his middle-class contemporary, hated industrialization, mechanization, and rationalization of all spheres of everyday life. But instead of viewing this as a process of ultimate destruction of all values, working-class young people reacted against the immediate consequences as felt by them on a day-to-day basis. In the long term, so Marxist dogma promised, the dialectical process would culminate in the victory of the disinherited. However, in the truism that in the long term we are all dead, that what matters is not only the distant future but life here and now, a basis of common understanding between all youth was provided, irrespective of class origins. Working-class youths too desired an improvement in the quality of life. Although socialist youth movements and those of the German middle classes had their fundamental differences, for a time it appeared that if they were marching in separate columns, at least they were both going in the same direction up to 1914.42


Even the German government found the atmosphere of restlessness among its youth strong enough to merit detailed investigation which resulted in sweeping recommendations for the institution of a youth social welfare programme. Its implementation, however, was cut short by the outbreak of the First World War.43 The army too thought it a problem worthy of attention and suggested absorbing the excess energy of youth in paramilitary training on the barrack squares of Germany’s military garrisons.44 The churches soon followed suit. In the Catholic Church it had always been a maxim that adolescent boys and girls were in need of guidance, more so than any other group of the population, and that any neglect would yield results very detrimental to the position of the Church. The Catholic youth organizations in their outward appearance differed very little from that of the Wandervögel except perhaps that the sexes were more rigidly segregated and that the general supervision always remained in the hands of the church authorities.45 Soon they too discovered long-forgotten Christian songs of the Middle Ages which found their way into the pages of the Zupfgeigenhansl, in company with the anti-clerical songs of the peasant rebellion of the sixteenth century. The Catholic youth groups enjoyed the advantages of international connections – an advantage which was also shared by the youth organizations of the Protestant church, though diminished somewhat by the innate sectarianism of that body.46


And in fact sectarianism seemed to become a general feature of the German Youth Movement during the first decade of the twentieth century. The Boy Scout movement spread from Great Britain to the European mainland, indeed entered into direct competition with the Wandervögel.47 Also trade and professional associations directed more attention to the youth within their ranks, creating special youth associations for them. The total picture then appeared as a highly complex mosaic of movements, leagues, and associations, none of which, with the exception of the socialists and the Catholics, had any connections with the existing political parties of Wilhelmine Germany.48 It is surprising that although government, army, and the churches had realized the importance of drawing youth into their ranks and obtaining its support, most of the established political parties ignored it, leaving the impression that the country was run by old men with little or no understanding of the younger generation in a continuously changing environment. It can be legitimately argued that it was precisely their lack of interest in youth that was one of the major factors leading to the formation of the German Youth Movement in the first place.49


Possibly the indifference shown by the politicians owed much to the fact that the Youth Movement’s leaders were not particularly good at articulating specific aims, preferring to give vent to a feeling of general discontent, particularly discontent about the older generation, which very often was expressed in the form of escapism. Negation rather than affirmation, elusion rather than conclusion were the characteristic marks of those who in the age-group between twelve and nineteen formed the main body of the Youth Movement. From the lack of a clearly-formulated programme the step into irrationalism was very often all too easily taken. There were instances where members of the Youth Movement never really found their way into the adult world, running around with shorts, hobnailed boots, and lumbershirts well into their fifties, frequently pretending to be and to represent youth.50
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