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PAUL NOLTE, Die Ordnung der deutschen Gesellschaft: Selbstentwurf
und Selbstbeschreibung im 20. Jahrhundert (Munich: Beck, 2000), 520 pp.
ISBN 3 406 46191 3. DM 88.00

Overcoming the division, indeed antagonism, between social classes
within society by creating a harmonious Volksgemeinschaft (commu-
nity of the people) was by no means an idea novel to the National
Socialists. The social question was of central concern throughout the
nineteenth century in Germany, whilst the idea of a national social-
ism began to emerge towards the end of the nineteenth century. In
contrast to Marxism, it aimed to achieve social harmony within one
country. The ideal was not true equality, but ‘organic’ hierarchies,
that is, harmonious structures in which differences remain, but
everybody gets ‘their due‘. Capitalist competition and inequality
were to be reduced to such an extent that every social group would
get what it deserved and needed to maintain a satisfactory life.

These ideas, and the break with them in the 1950s, are the central
focus of Paul Nolte’s book which originated as a Habilitation thesis
supervised by Hans-Ulrich Wehler. It examines what is undoubtedly
a central issue of political culture in Germany from the turn of the
century to the 1960s. The book’s theoretical approach is interesting,
as Nolte wants to enlarge a Begriffsgeschichte à la Reinhart Koselleck
to write a history of discourses about the social question in order to
reconstruct both how society perceived its contemporary reality and
how it envisaged a better future. 

With such a broad topic, there is practically an endless number of
sources one could look at. Thus it is quite legitimate that Nolte main-
ly concentrates on one area. Though he aims to write a general cul-
tural history of society’s ‘language‘ (J.G.A. Pocock) of social thought,
his primary focus is the history of sociology. His justification for this
choice is that he believes sociology to be the prime medium in which
society reflects upon itself. While it is certainly true that it is the job
of sociology to reflect on current social conditions, it is nevertheless
methodologically problematic to assume that its reflections are char-
acteristic for the whole of society, even if Nolte frequently brings in
other voices as complementary evidence. The problem is not only
that the book frequently turns from a cultural history into a history
of sociology, but that Nolte does not reflect on the question of how
sociologists might have differed from, say, philosophers or writers of
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fiction, who also reflect on contemporary society (for example, when
he talks about the move towards empiricism in the 1950s), and how
an intellectual discourse might have differed from ‘everyday con-
sciousness‘ (p. 176). Nolte’s argument would have been much more
convincing if he had selected diverse intellectuals with a high public
profile to reconstruct the intellectual debate, and looked more sys-
tematically at some popular newspapers, party programmes, or
social movements to get a sense of wider public opinion.

The selective choice of sources as well as the concentration on
domestic politics and the social question leads, to mention just the
most important omission, to Nolte largely ignoring one crucial root
of the idea of Volksgemeinschaft : military considerations. Friedrich
Naumann had already argued in 1900 that a successful imperialist
policy demanded the social integration of the workers; in the First
World War Walther Rathenau had stressed the need for an end to
unjustified privileges to achieve total mobilization; and in the wake
of the stab-in-the-back-legend the whole extreme right of the Weimar
Republic, including the National Socialists, was convinced that social
harmony was necessary for achieving success in any major future
war. Furthermore, the directed economy of the First World War and
the concept of Gemeinwirtschaft became central reference points for
visions of a future Volksgemeinschaft in the Weimar Republic.

The Bielefeld tradition shows clearly in Nolte’s treatment of the
subject matter. While the controversial term Sonderweg is not em-
ployed, the book presents a sharp critique of what Nolte sees as a
particularly dangerous concept in German thought. The ideal of a
harmonious society is regarded as the result of a German inability to
cope with the plurality of modern society, as a ‘defence and flight
reaction‘ (p. 12) to modern, capitalist, and democratic conditions.
Until 1945, Nolte argues, plurality and social heterogeneity were
never seen in a positive light. Domestic political divisions and diver-
sity were not accepted, let alone welcomed, but seen as a sign of an
intolerable crisis. As society did not learn to understand and live with
these realities, there was a tendency, on the right as well as on the
left, to develop unrealistic and politically destabilizing ‘utopias of
social harmony and stability‘, which could only be realized by anti-
democratic force and violence. Thus the option for National
Socialism, which promoted the idea of Volksgemeinschaft as a core
component of its worldview, was by no means accidental, as the vast

94

Book Reviews



majority of Germans were prepared to accept violence and repres-
sion rather than to give up their ideal and settle for the inevitable
modern condition of plurality and political conflict. Only after the
war did the German way of thinking change, at least in the West
(Nolte does not deal with the GDR). As a consequence of realizing
the disastrous results of the dream of Volksgemeinschaft, and in draw-
ing on more sober Western traditions, West Germans gradually
broke with their utopian aspirations, becoming more pragmatic and
realistic instead. Thus in the 1950s, a period of important moderniza-
tion, the foundations for the acceptance of pluralism, democracy, and
political conflict were laid.

This is, of course, a very crude summary of an argument that
Nolte develops with much more subtlety and sophistication. The
whole argument is presented in a very impressive manner as Nolte
has a detailed knowledge of the secondary literature, draws on an
immense amount of primary material without losing the main line of
argument, and has the ability to summarize complex arguments con-
cisely. I, personally, learnt a great deal even about areas with which
I feel well-acquainted. However, his ability to draw out the main
strands of multi-faceted developments and encapsulate complex con-
cepts and constellations in snappy, plausible, and suggestive phrases
also leads to over-simplifications. Despite a wealth of important and
original points, which make the book well worth reading, I find the
overall argument unconvincing. Is it really plausible to expect a soci-
ety like Imperial Germany with all its deep class divisions to accept
this kind of plurality? Was the acceptance of social inequality and
fragmentation a realistic option before the general rise in the stan-
dard of living and the emergence of a consumer society after 1945
appeased much discontent? Is it not fully understandable that a
deeply divided society like the Weimar Republic aimed for more
social harmony? Indeed, would not many historians today argue that
the Weimar Republic failed because it lacked the general consensus
necessary for democracy to work? And, while the ideal of social har-
mony might be unrealistic, is it really always dangerous? Nolte uses
the similarities between right-wing, democratic, and left-wing ideals
of social harmony as evidence that they were all dangerous, but can
they really be lumped together? Firstly, in contrast to left-wing
utopias, right-wing ideas of social harmony were always hierarchical
and often involved the idea of excluding groups within society.
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Secondly, one would have to be careful to establish whether violent
or non-violent means were intended and used to realize the ideal.
And thirdly, political words and phrases are frequently contested;
they can be filled with different meanings by different political
camps. While Nolte is surprised that ‘defenders of the Republic held
on to the idea of a “good”, democratic-egalitarian Volksgemeinschaft,
when the term was adopted by the extreme right and the National
Socialists into their vocabulary and given anti-democratic connota-
tions’ (p. 171), one could also argue that it would have been wrong to
leave a term with positive connotations to the political opponent.

More generally, several points are at issue here. The question is,
first of all, whether it is productive to identify so closely with present
opinion when judging the past. While it is certainly an important part
of history to strive to destroy dangerous traditions, a balanced
account (which should be possible about a topic which has frequent-
ly been dealt with, and mainly critically) should also pay attention to
the motivation for, and possible merits of, these ideas. After all, the
dream of social harmony seems quite plausible and legitimate, and
one would thus have to show under what further conditions it
became perverted to the Nazi idea of Volksgemeinschaft. Otherwise
historians end up taking the values of the present rather naïvely as
the measure for all things. As it is, Nolte is highly critical of the
German past, but simultaneously uncritically affirmative of the
whole period after the 1960s, as if all major problems had disap-
peared after West Germany, especially the conservative school of
thought, had learnt to accept modern conditions. While it is clearly of
continuing importance to study the causes of National Socialism,
after half a century historians should also show a critical awareness
of the problems connected with bureaucratization, consumerism,
and the global industrial and capitalist world. Or is the present real-
ly so ideal that we should abandon all thought about a truly different
and better future? 

Paul Nolte would certainly object to being classified a conserva-
tive, but his strong attack on any utopian thought in favour of the
anti-utopianism and new realism of the 1950s (see, for example, pp.
29 and 403) does lead him in that direction. This position, which has
many similarities with Karl Popper’s critique of all utopianism as a
danger for open societies, is not only questionable as an explanation
for the rise of National Socialism, but also seems at odds with devel-
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opments after the 1960s. While Nolte seems right to argue that the
break of the 1950s was too deep to allow a naïve harking back to the
idea of Volksgemeinschaft (at least in academic discourse), the new left
and the new social movements since the end of the 1960s have still
tried to develop and realize ideals of a more harmonious society (as
did Habermas, for example, in the realm of sociology). The important
distinction is that these discourses largely accept democracy, diversi-
ty, and non-violence, but this only goes to show that not all efforts to
overcome the problems of modern society are dangerous. The wish
for more social harmony seems a very ‘natural’ and widespread reac-
tion to the problems of capitalist society, and the crucial historical
question, it seems to me, is how such perfectly acceptable ideas could
turn into the dangerous right-wing and fascist ideal of Volksgemein-
schaft. Despite all the undoubted merits of his book, Nolte’s attack on
all kinds of critiques of modern society is too sweeping to give an
adequate answer to this question.
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