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BEYOND HISTORICISM: UTOPIAN THOUGHT IN THE 
“CONSERVATIVE REVOLUTION”

Robbert-Jan Adriaansen

The “Conservative Revolution” presents a paradox to contemporary 
scholars, as the idea of a revolution seems to challenge the very 
foundations of conservatism. “Conservative Revolution” is a col-
ligatory concept; it does not refer to any particular historical event 
but to a current in intellectual thought that gained prominence in 
the German Weimar Republic.1 Comprising a broad array of right-
wing authors, thinkers, and movements, the concept of “Conserva-
tive Revolution” was introduced as an analytical category by Armin 
Mohler in his dissertation Die Konservative Revolution in Deutschland 
(1949). He defi ned it as “that spiritual movement of regeneration that 
tried to clear away the ruins of the nineteenth century and tried to 
create a new order of life.”2 Covering vö lkisch authors, Young Con-
servatives such as Oswald Spengler and Arthur Moeller van den 
Bruck, National Revolutionaries — like brothers Ernst and Friedrich 
Georg Jü nger — and also two more organized movements, the 
Landvolkbewegung and the Bü ndische Jugend, Mohler presented a 
taxonomy of a heterogeneous array of thinkers and organizations that 
did not regard itself as a unifi ed movement but shared a common 
attitude to life, society, and politics.

Because this attitude comprised a rejection of core values, ideologies, 
and theories (such as rationalism, liberalism, and capitalism) that 
dominated nineteenth-century politics, historians have mainly focused 
on the Conservative Revolution’s opaque relationship to modernity, 
with an emphasis on its political consequences. These analyses have 
oft en treated the Conservative Revolution as an oxymoron. To Jeff rey 
Herf, for example, the backward-looking rejection of modernity com-
bined with the embrace of technology generated a Weltanschauung 
peculiar to the Conservative Revolution and Nazism, which he tried 
to capture in the notion of “reactionary modernism.”3 According to 
Stefan Breuer, the Conservative Revolution was not really conservative, 
as its proponents saw the dissolution of the premodern world as an 
irreversible fact and did not argue for its restoration. They did, how-
ever, imagine a great variety of German futures—the only consensus 
being the overall rejection of political liberalism as a force alien to the 
German soul.4 The absence of “real” conservatism combined with the 
lack of coherence in its political and social imagination caused Breuer 
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to dispose of the concept altogether in favor of the notion of “new 
nationalism.” Peter Osborne, discussing the conceptions of time and 
history of the Conservative Revolution, goes even further in claiming 
a particular modernism for it. In its radical rejection of modernity, 
Osborne argues, the Conservative Revolution could not but reaffi  rm 
the central tenet of modernity — its understanding of time as a lin-
ear progression. Regardless of whether its images of the future were 
derived from mythology or some primordial national essence, the fact 
was that by radically rejecting modernity, the Conservative Revolution 
actually resorted to the temporal logic of modernity, which pits a new 
stage in history against an old one in a logic of progression. The fact 
that Conservative Revolutionaries dressed up their expectations of the 
future as “return” or “recovery” is a simple misrepresentation of their 
own modernism, according to Osborne.5

The scholarly discussion on the extent to which the Conservative 
Revolution was modern or not opens up the possibility of an analysis of 
its utopian dimension, especially if we agree with Peter Fritzsche that 
the Weimar Republic was an era with an open horizon, a “workshop” 
in which “more or less fi erce versions of the future were constructed” 
rather than an era that was characterized by the birth and fall of 
democracy.6 It was in this context — born out of the traumatic experi-
ence of a devastating, lost war that triggered the unforeseen political, 
economic, and social destabilization of Germany — that the Conserva-
tive Revolution opened up a mode of imagining the future that relied 
on a radical rejection of the present. As Osborne rightly indicates, 
an understanding of its imagination of the future needs to be paired 
with a study of its understanding of time. However, we may question 
Osborne’s assessment that the Conservative Revolution was a modern 
phenomenon because it supposedly echoed modernity’s progressivism 
by longing for a new future. If we agree with Wolfgang Reinhart that 
the “modern period” was the only era that truly existed as it was the 
only one that thought of itself historically, then the Conservative Revo-
lution can only be modern if it imagined the future as a new historical 
era. But it is the question of to what extent the Conservative Revolu-
tion does this.7 Therefore, in this essay I will discuss its utopianism 
by analyzing the conceptions of history that underlie its imaginations 
of the future. I treat conceptions of history as assumptions of the rela-
tionship between the three temporal dimensions of past, present, and 
future on which imaginations of either of those dimensions implicitly 
or explicitly rely.8 I will not focus closely on the contents of the future 
imagination of the Conservative Revolution, as existing literature pays 
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suffi  cient attention to notions such as Volk, Rasse, Reich, Gemeinschaft , 
and Technik, around which such imaginations evolved,9 but I will look 
at the temporalities that inform such notions.

The Conservative Revolution and the Crisis of Historicism

In the temporal sense one of the main tenets of the Conservative 
Revolution was the rejection of belief in progress. This disbelief was 
largely rooted in the experiences of the First World War, infused by 
the fall of the German Empire and the subsequent revolution and 
hyperinfl ation that uprooted the old social order and demanded 
the installation of a new one. But the rejection of progress was also 
intellectually rooted as it built on a longer tradition of critique of the 
modern conception of history. This critique can be traced back to the 
last decades of the nineteenth century and reached its peak aft er 
the First World War in the so-called crisis of historicism.

Historicism is a broad term that has been used in many ways, but 
generally the concept appears in reference to either the Rankean 
school of historical thought or to the broader modern conception of 
history of which Rankean historicism is only one expression. Karl 
Mannheim called this the “worldview” of historicism, which refers to 
the all-encompassing understanding that all human values and ideas 
are historically conditioned and can only be understood as such.10 As 
a worldview, historicism was — and perhaps still is — an inescapable 
precondition of modern existence, an idea widely shared in bourgeois 
circles in the Weimar Era.11 According to Kurt Nowak, this worldview 
revolved around the notion of individuality, on the one hand, and 
continuity, on the other. As individuality referred to the uniqueness 
of individual and collective historical actors and ages, it functioned 
as a precondition for the experience of change and otherness and, 
thus, for the experience of historical distance. The otherwise atom-
ized individual entities were brought together by understanding 
their relationship in terms of continuity. Historiography is only one 
example of the many ways in which modern historical cultures con-
fi gure coherence out of discontinuities.

The “crisis of historicism” roughly spans the decades between 1880 
and 1930, with Friedrich Nietzsche as one of the early critics of 
German historical culture. His Vom Nutzen und Nachteil der Historie 
für das Leben [On the Advantage and Disadvantage of History for 
Life] (1874) furthered a sharp critique of historicism as a worldview, 
which — Nietzsche claimed — would eff ectively mean the end of 
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history if it were to grasp of all aspects of life. 
If mankind understands itself purely in his-
torical terms, as the product of a historically 
evolved society, the demands put forward by 
history create a burden for individuals to act 
creatively and obstruct putting history in the 
service of life.12 

In the Conservative Revolution, Oswald 
Spengler’s Untergang des Abendlandes [The 
Decline of the West] (1918) struck a sig-
nifi cant blow to historicism. Or — better 
put — the book took followed the logic of 
historicism to its ultimate conclusion. In 
his book, Spengler provided a comparative 
morphology of eight civilizations, with an 
emphasis on the Classical (Greco-Roman), 
Magian (Arabian, Syrian, Jewish, Byzantine, 
and Islamic), and “Faustian” (Western Euro-
pean) cultures. Criticizing linear notions of 
progressive history that culminate in West-

ern Civilization as Eurocentric approaches, Spengler emphasized that 
cultures are units with their own worldviews, logic, mathematics, and 
notions of time. Spengler studied these cultures as independent units 
with no greater plan than their rise, decline, and fall — analogous to 
the life cycles of organisms. High cultures, he maintained, thrive on 
vitality and creativity and are organic in nature; they pass the stages 
of birth, development, fulfi llment, decay, and death, and for every 
high culture, “civilization” is the fulfi llment, conclusion, or fi nale of 
its goal orientation. But with the onset of the stage of civilization, 
the culture starts decaying as its creative potential has been played 
out and now results in decadence and ossifi cation.

By seeing civilizations as incommensurable units, Spengler avoided 
imposing a Western, “Faustian,” linear notion of historical time upon 
other cultures. Rather than creating a narrative that ties all cultures 
together into a single causal explanation of the course of history, 
he emphasized something “that has never before been established: 
that man is not only historyless before the birth of the Culture, but 
again becomes so as soon as a Civilization has worked itself out fully 
to the defi nite form which betokens the end of the living develop-
ment of the Culture and the exhaustion of the last potentialities of 
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its signifi cant existence.”13 Once the soul of a culture dies out, its 
population becomes invisible on the stage of world history, fi ghting 
perhaps for power, but no longer for greater ideas. Spengler thus 
eff ectively defi ned world history in terms of great cultures and their 
interrelationships. By doing so, he challenged the Eurocentrism of the 
West and of its historical understanding, in which the West had given 
itself a privileged position as the bearer of civilization and understood 
this in terms of moral, technological, or other forms of advancement.

But Spengler went even further when he stated that this historicist 
self-understanding was an indicator of the decline of Faustian cul-
ture. The rigid state of civilization had been reached, as belief in 
progress, technology, and mechanics ruled, and classical ideas of 
Faustian culture, such as nobility, religion, art, and honor had lost 
their relevance. In this light, historicism can be read as a character-
istic of the decline of a Faustian culture that reads itself not in terms 
of creative becoming but in terms of having become.14 However, by 
radicalizing historicism as a characteristic of Faustian culture, Spen-
gler eff ectively historicized historicism and did away with its pretense 
of being able to transcend its historical position in the understanding 
of remote pasts and cultures. What was left  was the task of map-
ping the morphology of the history of cultures, in analogy to nature, 
a process in which historical consciousness is itself embedded in 
Faustian civilization, a destiny it cannot escape. Spengler hinted that 
his own work — “a comprehensive Physiognomic of all existence, a 
morphology of becoming for all humanity that drives onward to the 
highest and last ideas; a duty of penetrating the worldfeeling not only 
of our proper soul but of all souls whatsoever that have contained 
grand possibilities and have expressed them in the fi eld of actuality 
as grand Cultures” — was the last great task of Western philosophy, 
a work that was only comprehensible to the Faustian mind, and as 
such to be the last and fi nal philosophy of Faustian culture.15

Beyond Nostalgia

Although the conception of history Spengler aired in the Untergang 
des Abendlandes did not off er possibilities for fruitfully establishing 
utopian expectations for a future Germany, Conservative Revolu-
tionaries got a diff erent message out of the widely read book. First 
of all, they read it as a diagnosis of a passing age, and understood 
that building a new culture, which harbors new creative dynamics, 
should not be based on historicism since historicism was one of the 
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hallmarks of the decaying civilization. And Spengler, while holding on 
to historical individuality, had taken earlier critiques of historicism’s 
historical relativism to its fi nal conclusion by promoting a morphol-
ogy of cultures over universal histories.16 

As Spengler’s diagnosis indicated that a lack of vital creativity made 
the downfall of Western civilization inevitable, the crucial question 
was how to reinvigorate culture so that the future could become 
more than the shadow of past glory. This question was urgent for 
all conservatives, especially for those who rejected the fatalism and 
determinism inherent in Spengler’s conception of history. Arthur 
Moeller van den Bruck, for example, debated Spengler in the Juni-
Klub in early 1920, and fully agreed with Spengler’s rejection of a 
linear and materialistic conception of history even as he challenged 
his monadism.17 Based on this agreement, Moeller advocated a spiral 
understanding of history in which possibilities for the rejuvenation 
and regeneration of nations existed.18 Nonetheless, he did not refute 
Spengler’s rejection of historicism. Moeller argued that Spengler 
had written his book during the war in the expectation that 
Germany would win. The German defeat diminished the expectation 
that Germany would succumb to Spengler’s stage of civilization 
aft erward. Without a homogenous West, there could be no homog-
enous decline. While acknowledging Spengler’s overall morphology, 
Moeller retained an optimism for the national regeneration of vital 
young nations such as Germany and Russia, which were not built 
upon corrupted rational and liberal ideals like the old Western 
nations, because the outcome of the war had separated them from 
the fatal destiny of the West.19 In this vision of rejuvenation, an 
artifi cial reenactment or revival of past glories would not suffi  ce, 
because that would be exactly the type of vainglorious expres-
sion of nostalgia that a decaying culture would resort to. This is 
where the Conservative Revolution parted from nineteenth-century 
conservatism.

In his well-known book Das Dritte Reich (1923), Moeller set out to 
map the conditions of German national regeneration. Although 
this book has widely been interpreted in political terms, the overall 
narrative is one in which he positioned conservatism in Germany’s 
historical culture. The major part of the book is not about the estab-
lishment of a Third Reich but contains an exploration of how vari-
ous political movements corresponded to opposing conceptions of 
history. Moeller regarded the four most important positions as the 
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revolutionary, the liberal, the reactionary, and the conservative, the 
last of which he considered the most — and indeed only — positive 
force. The backdrop to his analysis was the question of which concep-
tion of history — and thus which political movement — was most 
apt to take on the national regeneration of Germany in the context 
of the lost war, the German Revolutions of 1918 and 1919, and the 
young Weimar Republic.

Moeller argued that a return of the German nation to vitality was to 
be expected from conservatives, and not from liberals, who — he 
claimed — blatantly denied the necessity of change and strove to 
achieve individualist personal gains in the present world. The re-
turn to vitality was not to be expected from revolutionaries either, 
as they held on to the ill-founded belief that the world would forever 
be governed by their own revolutionary principles. Nor could proper 
change be expected from the type of conservatives whom he dubbed 
reactionaries. Reactionaries considered themselves to be conserva-
tives, but they naively clung to the image of the bygone world which 
they aimed to restore, lumping together what was worth preserving 
and what was not. The true conservative, however, retained the his-
toricist acknowledgment of the everlasting contingency of history, 
as he tried to balance a preservation of what was valuable from the 
past with the acknowledgment that catastrophes and revolutions 
necessitate change. While the reactionary lost himself in nostalgia, 
the liberal kept believing that democratic progress continues in spite 
of war and revolutions, and the revolutionary contended that the 
world had always been amiss until the moment of his revolution. The 
conservative, on the other hand, balanced between these views. He 
acknowledged the fact that the world had gone astray and “seeks to 
discover where a new beginning may be made.”20 But the conservative 
refrained from falling prey to the revolutionary’s hubris and asked 
himself the question of what was worth conserving. In answering that 
question, he had to remember what conservatives had forgotten in 
the course of the nineteenth century, that is, that “a conservative’s 
function is to create values which are worth conserving.”21 Retaining 
what is valuable in the light of necessitated change is thus always a 
conscious action taken in the present, and it is not the past as such 
that dictates importance.

But one question remains. Moeller embraced the historicist notion 
of historical contingency or individuality, and saw the conservative 
as the mediator between past and present. But does this idea of me-
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diation not imply that he also embraced the second component of 
Nowak’s defi nition of historicism, continuity? Would that not make 
his theory fully historicist? Aft er all, Moeller had rejected Spengler’s 
insistence on discontinuity. In order to answer this question, we 
must move beyond the focus on the understanding of history within 
the Conservative Revolution and include an assessment of its under-
standing of temporality. 

Eternity and Temporality

In temporal terms, Moeller’s strategy of positioning conservatism 
vis-a-vis other ideologies relied on tying their ideological outlook to 
one of the three temporal dimensions of past, present, and future. 
The reactionary, he argued, was backwards-oriented to the past, 
and the revolutionary was merely future-oriented to the extent 
that he denied the relevance of all that came before beyond being a 
cause for revolution. But in order to imagine such a revolution, the 
revolutionary relied on the legacy of the liberal, who invented the 
notion of linear progress that fueled the revolutionary’s conception 
of history. The liberal, in turn was “the reactionary of Yesterday’s 
revolution seeking to enjoy his Today.”22 Mainly linking liberalism 
to the victorious countries of the First World War, Moeller stressed 
that they were enjoying the spoils of war in denial of the need for 
revolutionary change. The liberal had outlived his own revolution and 
was now seeking to reap its harvest in an individualistic manner. The 
temporal concerns of the liberal, therefore, were not directed at the 
past or future but at the present. Moeller positioned the conserva-
tive in this fi eld of temporal orientations not by linking him to either 
of the temporal dimensions, but by linking him to all. In doing so, 
however, he introduced “eternity” as something that conservatism 
had “on its side.”23

While the reactionary saw the world as he had known it, “the conser-
vative sees it as it has been and will always be. He distinguishes the 
transitory from the eternal. Exactly what has been, can never be again. 
But what the world has once brought forth she can bring forth again.”24 
Moeller here made a distinction between what was worth preserving 
and what was not: those elements from the past that are eternal in 
nature and are the result of creative acts that brought what is time-
less to temporal form — that is, that exceed themselves — are worth 
preserving. Whatever is transitory in nature because it is not concerned 
with eternal principles, but with self-containment and with short-term 

22 Ibid., 229.

23 Ibid., 201.

24 Ibid., 181.
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interests, is not worth preserving. The act of preserving implies that 
the choice of what to preserve from the past entirely depends on an 
agent in the present who chooses what to preserve. When this agent 
wants to creatively establish a new foundation for society, then the 
choice of what to preserve must be based on what alluded to eternity 
in the past. Only then can the past meaningfully inform and inspire 
the future. This procedure entails a conscious mythifi cation, and, in 
Moeller’s case, led to the utopian postulation of a “Third Reich” based 
on conservative-revolutionary values and, as such, embodied both 
Germany’s destiny and Europe’s salvation.25 This Germany for him was 
to be the Germany of “All Time, the Germany of a two-thousand-year 
past, the Germany of an eternal present which dwells in the spirit, but 
must be secured in reality and can only so be politically secured.”26

Eternity is a category crucial to understanding the Conservative Revo-
lution’s conceptualization of history, but the concept is surprisingly 
excluded from the theoretical frameworks present-day scholars of 
historical culture use.27 “Eternity” typically has one of two meanings, 
both of which are derived from and mobilized in diff erent traditions 
of thought. In the fi rst tradition, which relies on Aristotle’s under-
standing of time as the number of the motion of (celestial) bodies, 
eternity represents an infi nite row of “nows” — that is, eternity is 
thought of as time with infi nite duration. The second, Platonic, 
defi nition understands eternity as a mode of being unconditioned by 
time, and as a timelessness that transcends time. This conception 
made it possible to imagine God as the timeless and absolute ground 
or foundation of Being.28 

The use of the notion of eternity was not unequivocal in the Con-
servative Revolution. As the concept spread widely in Conservative 
Revolutionary discourse throughout the 1920s, it became a com-
monplace that required little conceptual elucidation. The notion was 
explicitly used to challenge positivist epistemologies that reduced 
life to objects of cognition, but this did not help to explain or clarify 
its meaning, either. It is, aft er all, the very nature of eternity that it is 
unbound and therefore cannot present itself objectively to cognition.

In his studies of fascist ideology, Roger Griffi  n calls the tendency to 
tie references to eternity to future imagination a “palingenetic” vision 
of a new era. Palingenesis refers to a rebirth, but “not in the sense 
of restoration of what has been, which is an archetypal conservative 
utopia, but of a ‘new birth’ which retains certain eternal principles (e.g. 
“eternal” Roman, Aryan, or Anglo-Saxon virtues) in a new, modern 
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Aristotle,” The Philoso-
phical Quarterly 14, no. 
54 (1964): 35–52, 35, 
doi:10.2307/2955440.
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type of society.”29 Although Griffi  n acknowledges that such visions 
are not bound to specifi c eras or cultures, he argues that for the study 
of fascism, the notion off ers more clarity than concepts like “apoca-
lyptic” and “millenarian,” the religious dimension of which can easily 
be misapprehended. It was the combination of palingenetic visions 
with a racial and organicist ultranationalism that made up the typical 
“mythic core” of Nazism and fascism.30 Griffi  n stresses that there was 
a kinship between fascists and Conservative Revolutionaries because 
both shared a core of palingenetic nationalism, and because authors 
such as Moeller van den Bruck and Ernst Jünger helped to inspire 
National Socialism.31

Michael Seelig advocates an analysis of the Conservative Revolution 
as a form of “palingenetic and synthesizing ultranationalism,” arguing 
that it strove for a national rebirth, “the goal of which was not a reac-
tionary return to the past, but a ‘progressive’-modernist journey ‘back 
to the future,’ in which the contrasts of past and present are dialecti-
cally removed.”32 Although the fi rst part of the sentence is absolutely 
correct, the latter introduces a Hegelian logic that did not resonate in 
the Conservative Revolution. The historicist idea of historical individu-
ality was not structurally challenged in the Conservative Revolution, 
and was — as Osborne argues and as my analysis of Moeller van den 
Bruck indicates — oft en used to necessitate a disruptive revolution. 
It was exactly because of the essential diff erence between past and 
present that the need for renewal or revolution was recognized. The 
idea of morphology prescribed that when social and cultural forms 
(ranging from customs, art, law, and political organization to religion) 
had outlived the spirit or ideas that gave rise to them, they became 
meaningless and needed to either be removed or reinvigorated. The 
idea of confl ating past and present does not make sense in the context 
of conservative-revolutionary thought. What does make sense is past 
and present forms existing in their individuality, and being preferably 
invigorated by eternal values and ideas. One could say that the goal of 
conservative thought was not a sublimation into the eternal, but an 
incarnation of the eternal in history. What I mean by this could best 
be explained with an example of how the past was concretely made 
relevant to the present in conservative-revolutionary thought. 

The Middle Ages as a Utopian Category

In 1922 the 21-year-old student Paul-Ludwig Landsberg published a 
booklet called Die Welt des Mittelalters und wir.33 In the book Landsberg 
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presented a cyclical philosophy of history, which argued that the his-
tory of the West had developed in three stages: order, habituation, 
and anarchy. He defi ned the fi rst stage as the state in which “a part 
of the objective, divine world order has become a notion and a life 
form.”34 In this stage obedience and commitment to God provides a 
guiding principle in individual and collective life. Historically, Lands-
berg connected this stage primarily to the Middle Ages, where the 
world was governed by a divine metaphysical or cosmic order. While 
fl ora and fauna served mankind, mankind in turn lived in the social 
structure of the estates in which each estate had its own purpose and 
contributed to the common good. God, whose glory was refl ected in 
the world through devotion and obedience, reigned above all things. 
The stage of habituation, Landsberg held, encompasses the situation 
in which the social and cultural forms of the old order became ossifi ed 
and maintained in a state of anxiety, as its original spirit and meaning 
faded through habituation and customization. Finally, anarchy prom-
ised to put an end to society being governed by empty forms from the 
past. Anarchy stood for an active and creative Sehnsucht [longing] to 
seek and establish a new order. According to Landsberg, this cycle 
had repeated itself twice in the history of the West. The order of 
Antiquity resulted in the habituation of old forms in Late Antiquity, 
which in turn was overhauled in the transition period of anarchy of 
the Early Middle Ages, to settle in the new order of the High Middle 
Ages, only to become habitual again in bourgeois modernity, rep-
resented in negative counter currents such as the Reformation, the 
Enlightenment, Romanticism, socialism and liberalism.35 

To Landsberg his own era represented the anarchy-seeking new order, 
and he presented his book as an attempt to achieve that order. In terms 
of content, his argument entailed a revision of Jacob Burckhardt’s 
famous thesis that the Renaissance had laid the foundations of mo-
dernity, as it emancipated the individual from both the bonds of family 
and community and from the authority of faith.36 Landsberg saw the 
burgeoning modernity not as representing the rise of individualism 
but the demise of what he called the “ordo-consciousness” — the 
consciousness of all phenomena representing universal order — 
of the High Middle Ages.37 Thus, he situated the turning point in 
fourteenth-century nominalism rather than the Renaissance. The 
nominalist victory over scholastic realism, he held, was the fi rst sign 
of the demise of ordo-consciousness in favor of a modern worldview 
that upheld the old institutions but no longer believed in the cosmol-
ogy that installed them: metaphysics was traded for epistemology, 
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being was traded for thought, and eternity was traded for temporality. 
Consequently, universality could only be conceived of inadequately 
in modernity as a generalization of individualities, and eternity only 
as a derivate of temporality. 

Landsberg’s answer — much like Moeller van den Bruck’s — did 
not entail a revival of medieval metaphysics — this he deemed an 
impossible task. But he thought the Middle Ages could function 
as an exemplum for the present. “We can only learn from another 
era,” Landsberg noted, “where it is more than itself, where it pro-
trudes into the eternal.”38 He therefore eff ectively dehistoricized and 
mythicized the Middle Ages to the extent that they lost the conno-
tation of being a historical era and became a “possibility of being” 
that appeared most vividly during the historical High Middle Ages 
but would always be potentially present.39 In this way, Landsberg 
attacked the historicist understanding of the remoteness and oth-
erness of the past, because as a “possibility of being” the “Middle 
Ages” was always awaiting realization in a new era in which the 
nominalist tendencies towards individuation that also guided his-
toricism would be overcome. In such an era, he argued, the question 
of Being instead of becoming would be the guiding principle — was 
it not in the tradition of medieval mysticism that the eternal God was 
the ground of Being? — and any form of historicist and rationalist 
thought would be replaced by “medieval” cosmology. Landsberg 
called this dawn of a new order the “Conservative Revolution” or the 
“revolution of the eternal.” It was a “becoming and already being in 
the present hour.”40

There is no Hegelian sublimation of two opposing positions here; 
there is no spirit that is essentially absolute and eternal and mani-
fests itself in and as History in a process of self-realization. There 
are simply dispositions — a timeless absolute one and a temporal 
human one — that can be attuned or choose not to be. Redemp-
tion, Landsberg maintained, was not to come from the absolute 
that would then need anthropomorphisms to become imaginable, 
but mankind could redeem itself through a change in dispositions 
that would repair the broken unity of “form” and “life.” In moder-
nity, life and form had become antithetical, as the order of forms 
had become habitual and life appeared as anarchy, because forms 
no longer expressed life.41 The task for the future was to create new 
forms drawn from life, from inner experience, which could thus con-
tribute to a new order. The historical Middle Ages were proof that 
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this had been possible in that historical context, and could as such 
be a source of inspiration for establishing new forms of order in the 
context of post-World War I Germany.

To Landsberg, the dehistoricized Middle Ages were a utopian cat-
egory, not because the era projected a certain historical golden age 
onto the future to be realized but because it encouraged that what is 
eternal be brought to form in that particular historical context, which 
the High Middle Ages allegedly succeeded in achieving. Modernity, 
however, by defi nition could not understand this because it tried to 
grasp eternity from the temporal and not the other way around. This 
process of bringing eternity to form, Landsberg averred, should be 
repeated over and over again as times change, and whenever this 
vitality is absent the danger of habituation lurks.

This attitude to the Middle Ages was widespread in the Conservative 
Revolution. The period became one of the focal points of utopian 
imagination in the Bündische Jugend, the “free” youth movement 
of the 1920s and early 1930s that comprised many Wandervogel and 
scouting organizations.42 It spurred the Wandervogel Annemarie 
Wächter to write in a letter that one’s task as a human, and the 
task of all mankind, was to shape one’s life in harmony with the 
inner forces of life. For that reason she hiked to Gothic cathedrals 
to sense the medieval spirit of community. In Gothic altarpieces 
she experienced the essence of art, that is, the art of symbolically 
expressing inner powers. Consequently, she argued, the youth 
movement felt drawn to the medieval Gothic. A sensibility that 
“rose from the longing to fl ee the utilitarian, earthly life and discover 
again the powers in man that are beyond the rational.”43 In the same 
vein, the Conservative Revolutionary publicist Edgar Julius Jung 
emphasized that “form and formlessness are two eternal social prin-
ciples”, and whereas historical appearances continuously change, the 
ordering principles remain the same. “Therefore, if we connect to the 
Middle Ages and see the great form there, we not only explore the 
present, but see it as more real than those who cannot look behind 
the scenes.”44 This is not a backward-looking Romanticism, but an 
acknowledgment of the metaphysical principles that govern life and 
history, and which contemporary society should again express in its 
culture and social organization: “We see the world as it is because not 
only are we of this world, but also because we sense the metaphysical 
and the cosmic laws in ourselves. Therefore, our hour has come: the 
hour of the German revolution.”45
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Conclusion

To assess the Conservative Revolution’s utopianism, we must part 
from the general assumption that utopias are attainable or unattain-
able ideal societies that individuals, groups, or societies wish to real-
ize in the future. Such conceptualizations of utopia are themselves 
the product of a modern conception of history and, by defi nition, rule 
out the possibility that the Conservative Revolution’s imagination 
of the future had utopian content, exactly because it challenged the 
linear premises on which that concept of utopia relies. Reinhart Ko-
selleck explains that the concept of utopia lost its spatial association 
in favor of a temporal one under the infl uence of the rise of modern 
historical consciousness with the onset of modernity. A utopia was 
no longer imagined as a remote place, but as a remote future. He 
also stresses that Conservative Revolutionary Carl Schmitt, in his 
1917 essay “Die Buribunken,” satirized this notion of utopia into a 
negative utopia by means of which “readers are situated before an 
alternative that they are scarcely capable of perceiving in the tradition 
of the historical and progressive view of the world.”46 

In this essay, I have explored this Conservative Revolutionary alterna-
tive, but because the “historical and progressive view of the world” 
still informs contemporary historical scholarship, this means that the 
diffi  culties of interpreting the alternative have also aff ected histori-
ography. When Peter Osborne — building on Jeff rey Herf’s notion of 
“reactionary modernism” — argues that the Conservative Revolution 
resorted to a thoroughly modern temporal logic in rejecting a “mod-
ern” past and present in favor of a radically new future, he displays 
his own historicism by assuming that Conservative Revolutionaries 
conceived of the future as a linear extrapolation of the present. The 
alternative, which perceives past, present, and future in relationship 
to eternity, is not imaginable in this conception of history. This means 
that “Conservative Revolution” as a concept only seems oxymoronic 
to those who keep reading it in a historicist temporal framework. It 
is this framework that dictates conservatism’s implied turn to the 
past and revolution’s orientation toward the future. Within this 
framework, Landsberg’s “revolution of the eternal” could then only 
be seen as a “misrepresentation,” as Osborne calls it.47

To avoid these pitfalls, a more existential understanding of utopia 
could be helpful. For Paul Tillich, for example, utopias are rooted 
in the structure of being, as people are continuously projecting 
themselves in time. Such an approach challenges the widely held 
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assumption that utopianism is the property of the revolutionary left  
and the apparent paradox of Conservative Revolutionary thinking. It 
opens up the analysis of the utopianism of movements of societies 
that think unhistorically (not ahistorically!), which rely on “a compre-
hension of history which is born out of something else than history, 
and which consequently attributes no self-reliance, no autonomy to 
history. This comprehension makes history reliant on other forces 
and thereby dissolves it.”48 Such utopias rely on diff erent conceptions 
of history, on diff erent confi gurations of time, and may well give 
priority to the spatial over the temporal imagination. In this way, the 
Conservative Revolution’s utopianism as the spatial realization of 
the eternal in social, political, and cultural forms makes up the core 
of its palingenetic vision. 
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