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GEORGE L. MOSSE, The Crisis of German Ideology. Intellectual Origins of
the Third Reich (New York: Howard Fertig, 2nd edn. 1998), xii + 373 pp.
ISBN 0 86527 426 6. $16.95

George Mosse, who died on 21 January 1999, was one of the greatest
experts on the intellectual origins of the völkisch movement and of
National Socialism. His comprehensive analysis of all the relevant
material, in particular, numerous contemporary intellectual publications
on the subject, remains unsurpassed. The reader will constantly make
new discoveries about the ramifications of völkisch-nationalist ideology
in nineteenth-century Germany, and George Mosse deserves great
respect as a genuine expert in this field.

However, it is difficult to say whether it was really a good idea to
produce, in 1998, a new, and virtually unchanged edition of this book,
which was highly acclaimed when it first appeared in 1964 and was also
translated into German. Mosse himself admitted that were he to write
the book today, he would place greater emphasis on the First World War
as the crucial period when anti-Semitic tendencies acquired unpre-
cedented political impact and virulence.

The early sections of the book, which deal with the dissemination of
the völkisch-nationalist ideology, contain a wealth of useful and stimu-
lating information. But here, too, the criticism could be made that Mosse
lumped together as völkisch all intellectual trends that were against
liberal traditions. This creates the impression of an inner cohesion in the
complex intellectual developments of the last third of the nineteenth
century which did not really exist. The attempt to synthesize it artificially
into a ‘German ideology’, ranging from the Deutschkonservativen to the
reform movement, seems somewhat contrived. Of course, this attempt
has something seductive about it, but such a unilinear presentation of
German intellectual history from Romanticism to the First World War
as the incubation of National Socialism is in many respects too mono-
causal.

In Mosse’s treatment of the period between 1918 and 1933, taking in
the history of the political parties and associations, the striking drawbacks
of having neglected what international research has produced in the
intervening period become really obvious, whether we are looking at
the history of the Stahlhelm, the NDVP and the ADV, the DHV and the
Deutsch-völkischer Schutz- und Trutzbund, or the DAP and the NSDAP.
For Mosse thus continued to perpetuate many errors of judgement and
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factual mistakes which may have been forgivable or unavoidable when
the book was first published, for example, the use of Hermann Rausch-
ning’s Gespräche mit Hitler as a reliable historical source, or the allocation
of Friedrich Naumann to the anti-Semitic parties.

The main argument of the book is that Hitler instrumentalized
various aspects of völkisch ideology that had crystallized into a ‘German
ideology’ and transformed them into an ‘anti-Semitic revolution’. Mosse
admitted that this was not always primarily anti-Semitic, particularly
in a racial sense. None the less, he stressed that anti-Semitism had
penetrated all national questions and had had a crucial influence on the
nation long before Hitler took the political stage. Most important in this
respect was the tendency to ‘dehumanize the Jews’. Against this back-
ground Hitler just appears as the person who adapted to these tendencies
and redefined them for his own ends.

Ignoring all secondary literature that suggests otherwise, Mosse
greatly overemphasized the strength of anti-Semitism in both the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Apart from that, with this interpret-
ation that ascribes the decisive role in Hitler’s seizure of power to anti-
Semitism combined with the völkisch ideology, he proves to have been
one of the intellectual precursors of Daniel Goldhagen, for example, in
highlighting the murderous characteristics of anti-Semitism since the
nineteenth century. He overlooked the fact that during the phase when
the Nazis were coming to power anti-Semitic propaganda was clearly
reduced, that the DHV, for example, did not allow itself to be gleich-
geschaltet just like that, that the extremely anti-Semitic wing of the
DNVP had broken away from the DVFP, that the bündische Bewegung
cannot be equated with the völkisch splinter groups, and that the
Freikorps did not embody the form of a Bund. Even Hitler’s self-styled
claim that he was the one to bring about the ‘greatest Germanic racial
revolution in world history’ requires some interpretation.

All in all, Mosse was one of the grand old men in the field of German
intellectual history. His reprinted book is a document of the critical
evaluation of the German mind in the post-war period and under the
impression of the Holocaust, and to this extent, it is important for an
assessment of the historiographical constellation of the early 1960s. It is
especially interesting for the attempt to pinpoint the origins of the Nazi
Weltanschauung, reaching back into the nineteenth century, against an
apologetic interpretation depicting the Nazi dictatorship as an unfor-
tunate accident of German history.

Book Reviews
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