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THOMAS ROHKRÄMER, Eine andere Moderne? Zivilisationskritik,
Natur und Technik in Deutschland 1880-1933 (Paderborn: Schöningh,
1999), 404 pp. ISBN 3 506 77268 6. DM 98.00

Despite a large number of recent publications about ‘cultural criti -
cism’ and the ‘conservative revolution’, Thomas Rohkrämer’s work
succeeds in putting forward an original and convincing thesis. In
themselves, most of the principal characters of the book—Walther
Rathenau, Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, Oswald Spengler, and
Ernst Jünger—have already been researched in considerable detail.
Similarly, studies of modern technology, and intellectuals’ reactions
to it, are hardly new. Rohkrämer’s claim to novelty lies both in the
scope of his monograph and in the consistency and depth with which
it investigates criticism of mechanization. By extending his study
back into the nineteenth century, he provides a much fuller explana -
tion of the ambivalent adoption of technology by ‘reactionary mod -
ernists’ such as Jünger. Furthermore, by translating questions about
the reaction to technology, which are more usually posed by histori-
ans of the inter-war period, into an analysis of pre-war cultural criti -
cism, which has been depicted by some historians as out-and-out
anti-modernism, he demonstrates that much of the supposed rejec -
tion of industrialization and rationalization was, in fact, internal crit-
icism by intellectuals who, for the most part, accepted the necessity
of Technik.

According to Rohkrämer, it is possible to make an ideal-typical
distinction between those who thought that they could control tech -
nology by subordinating it to civic ethics, those who attempted to
reconcile technology with nature by adopting more natural forms of
life, and those who strove to overcome the manifest problems of soci-
ety and technology by perfecting technology itself. Broadly speaking,
notwithstanding a significant degree of overlap and contradiction,
there was an uneven and avoidable movement from critics like
Rathenau, who continued to believe in ethical control, via propo -
nents of nature and Lebensreform like Ludwig Klages, to enthusiasts
of Technik like Jünger, who wished to use the power of technology to
counteract the decadence of society. The implications of this thesis
are extremely significant, effectively tying the Wilhelmine, Weimar,
and Nazi periods more closely together and relativizing the cultural
shift produced by the First World War. Like many other historians of
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that war, of the conservative revolution, and of Nazism, Rohkrämer
correctly recognizes the centrality of technology to German politics in
the modern era, particularly to right-wing politics. His achievement
is to have made German attitudes to technology during this period
more easily comprehensible.

The starting-point of Eine andere Moderne? is the enthusiasm for
technology which had developed during the latter half of the nine -
teenth century and remained ‘the dominant attitude’ (p. 38) during
the imperial era. Rohkrämer draws heavily on an extensive, but often
ignored, literature on Technik to show that this was the case even in
the alleged bastions of anti-modernism. Thus, he points out that
landowners, farmers, and farm labourers, who continued to com -
prise almost one third of the workforce before 1914, had come to rely
on the utilization of technology and, in the words of the Bund der
Landwirte, had come to deny the existence of a conflict of interest
between agriculture and industry, claiming to support the ‘mainte -
nance of the independence of artisans and small businessmen, indus-
try, solid commerce, manual labour and the agrarian sector’ (pp. 43-
4). Likewise, the Mittelstand and the Bildungsbürgertum, both of which
suffered less in economic terms than farmers during the cycles of
recession after 1873, continued to believe in the overall benefits of
mechanization and rationalization. Such belief sustained the growing
numbers of visitors to the world exhibitions and the overwhelming
popularity of technical innovators like Graf Zeppelin. It was also
reflected in William II’s predilection for wireless telegraphy, modern
battleships, and electricity, with the imperial palace becoming one of
the first buildings in Germany to use electric lighting. Given this level
of popular wonderment at the marvels of technology, the debate,
contends Rohkrämer, had not come to rest on a stark choice between
mechanization and a pre-industrial idyll, but rather had come to turn
on the question of technology’s cultural significance. Whereas many
members of the landowning élites and of the educated middle class -
es were convinced that they must preserve the sacred domain of cul-
ture from the deleterious spiritual consequences of Technik, some
engineers, technicians, and industrialists started to argue that tech -
nology had a cultural value of its own.

The limits of such thinking are examined by referring to the works
and life of Walther Rathenau, president of the AEG and organizer of
the War Ministry’s Raw Materials Section during the First World
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War. Rathenau is proof, writes Rohkrämer, ‘that a critical attitude to
civilization could be combined with an affirmation of economic and
technical progress’ (p. 83). Thus, the industrialist’s first major publi -
cation, Zur Kritik der Zeit, which came out in 1912, evinced the neces-
sity of a division of labour, mass production, scientific knowledge,
and a technical exploitation of nature, on the one hand, and the spir -
itually damaging standardization of all areas of society and culture
through the encroachment of mechanization, on the other. In Zur
Mechanik des Geistes, which appeared one year later, Rathenau looked
at these spiritual effects of Mechanik, by which he meant the univer -
sal imposition of rational forms of organization, and suggested ways
of defending the ‘realm of the soul’, by which he understood the
threatened but discrete sphere of culture and art. Mechanization, he
claimed, had already begun to liberate parts of the upper stratum of
society, and would eventually free the rest of society too, from the
requirements of labour and ever-increasing consumption. What was
needed, therefore, was an ‘inner renascence, a transformation of
human striving (Wollen)’ (p. 94), rather than a restructuring of
Germany’s political institutions. During the First World War, in Von
kommenden Dingen, Rathenau came to champion political change and
state intervention, but still partly as a means of creating ‘a new, less
materialistic society’ (p. 107). From the start, he had distinguished
between an increasingly efficient organization of technology and a
capitalist economy. After 1914, he came to look to the state, even at
the expense of certain private economic interests, to combine organi -
zation and ethical regeneration.

The other main pre-war form of regeneration, which was also crit-
ical of civilization, was advocated by diverse, largely middle-class
movements for Lebensreform, such as those for Natur and Heimat-
schutz and that of the Jugendbewegung. Such loosely connected sets of
movements, which extended from large-membership organizations
like the youth associations, with a total of 60,000 members, to small
but influential communes of artists and bohemians is best character-
ized, according to Rohkrämer, by the ideas of the philosopher and
doctor of chemistry, Ludwig Klages. Like Rathenau, Klages is held to
represent, in extreme form, a much broader tendency within German
society, particularly within the  Bürgertum and within the right.
Standing at the intersection between popular revulsion at the condi -
tions of urban, industrial society and the post-Nietzschean, anti-

63

‘Zivilisationskritik’ in Germany, 1880-1933



Enlightenment tradition of Lebensphilosophie , Klages was derided by
socialist contemporaries like Ernst Bloch as a ‘Tarzan philosopher’,
searching for a primordial way of life. Rohkrämer, however, shows
how Klages ‘saw the impossibility of withdrawing from the technical
system’ (p. 172). Rather, the philosopher was worried about the way
in which the natural sciences and technology, which had permeated
all spheres of society, effectively severed humans’ links to nature and
to a full life. Thus, dreams, visions, and ecstasies were the best means
of re-establishing a sense of reality, since in this state ‘we are … pas -
sive, without will, abandoned to our external situation’ (p. 182).
Certainly, the natural sciences only gave one narrow view of reality,
and yet were believed to explain and encompass it in its entirety.
Moreover, ‘just as natural sciences wanted to establish the domina -
tion of the mind ( Geist) over external nature, so ethical rules wanted
to establish domination over the inner nature of humans’ (p. 194). As
a result, argued Klages, contemporaries should not trust in social
ethics to control science and technology, but in nature in all its forms.
This did not mean, however, as Rohkrämer rightly points out, that
scientific method and technological advances should be given up
completely, merely that their limitations and consequences should be
recognized.

The First World War did not destroy pre-war perceptions of tech-
nology and civilization. The strands of thought which Klages and
Rathenau represented—and the writers themselves—continued to be
influential after 1918. Accordingly, the willingness of the conserva -
tive revolution to utilize technology did not constitute a fundamen -
tal break with the past, but rather extended the uses, especially on the
right, to which technology would be put. Rohkrämer illustrates such
differences of degree within the German right, culminating in the
works of Ernst Jünger, by examining the ideas of a variety of conser-
vative intellectuals, from the economist Werner Sombart and the his -
torian Oswald Spengler to the sociologist Hans Freyer and the con -
stitutional lawyer Carl Schmitt. Thus, the writings of Arthur Moeller
van den Bruck are explored in order to show how the publicist advo-
cated a strong new state—Ein Drittes Reich , in the words of his most
famous book—which was to found its imperial mission on a merito-
cratic hierarchy, and on ‘machines and factories’ (p. 284). Spengler
agreed with most parts of Moeller van den Bruck’s project, but added
that a technologically efficient dictatorship, which is what he pre -
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dicted for Germany, was the last and irreversible stage of a dying
European culture. This view of historical development allowed
German conservatives to yearn for the past, since, to Spengler, the
latter constituted a higher stage of German culture, yet, at the same
time, it encouraged them to look to the future, since past glories
could not be restored. Schmitt pointed out that such a future,
although it seemed to be dominated by ‘neutral’ technology, in fact
emphasized the necessity of politics and political enemies, for pow -
erful ideologies alone would be able to control the technical instru -
ments of state and society. Finally, Jünger combined all of these ideas
by means of ‘heroic’ and ‘magical realism’ (p. 319). Through the
human use of technology, he claimed to have reconciled military and
civil society, individual heroism in war and the necessary use of
rationalized industry at home, the need for frenzied, irrational intox-
ication and for a ‘conservative-technocratic world of planning’ (p.
323), and a renunciation of the Kaiserreich and contempt for the
Weimar Republic. Like many other conservative revolutionaries,
Jünger believed that the First World War had demonstrated the hol -
lowness of backward-looking right-wing romanticism. Under the cir-
cumstances, he wrote, conservatives had to accept the harshness of
reality, which had been evinced by trench warfare. The ruthless use
of technology would allow the realization of a new conservative state
and society, which were strong and hardened enough to cope with
such harshness.

Nazism, of course, constituted the end-point of such right-wing
attempts to harness technology and criticize civilization. Rohkrämer,
like Jeffrey Herf, Stefan Breuer, and others, implicitly extends his
study backwards from investigations into modern and old-fashioned
aspects of the Nazi party, state and ideology. Occasionally, this
seems to lead to an inadequate contextualization of both specific
thinkers and broader movements of ideas. In particular, the left-lib -
eral milieu in which Rathenau moved, the precise connections
between Klages’ Lebensphilosophie and the movements for
Lebensreform, and the distinction between Kultur and Zivilisation
within circles of conservative revolutionaries are not examined in
sufficient detail. More significantly, the reader is left without a clear
sense of exactly how important technology was, when compared to
other themes such as the economy or nation, within late nineteenth
and early twentieth-century political, social, and philosophical theo -
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ry. All the same, such minor weaknesses in no way undermine the
impressive construction of the book as a whole. Rohkrämer presents
an eloquent, coherent, and plausible thesis about the enduring sig -
nificance of technology—often deliberately separated from capitalist
industry and scientism—for German attempts between 1880 and
1933 to find ‘eine andere Moderne’. His ideal types, and his account
of the historical interplay between them, are likely to stimulate fur -
ther research into the reflexive understanding of modernity during
the imperial and Weimar eras.

MARK HEWITSON is Lecturer in German Politics at University
College London. His publications include a number of articles on for-
eign policy, nationalism, and the German economy, as well as
National Identity and Political Thought in Germany: Wilhelmine
Depictions of the French Third Republic, 1890-1914 (2000).
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