IN DEFENSE OF OLD EUROPE

Hugo von Hofmannsthal

and the Interwar European Right
Paul Gottfried

In the interwar period, a movement
emerged in Central Europe that formu-
lated a particular concept of European
unity. One of this movement’s most promi-
nent spokesmen was the Bohemian noble-
man Karl Anton Prinz Rohan (1898-1975),
a former officer in the Austro-Hungarian
army who founded the Deutscher
Kulturbund in Vienna in 1922. Two years
later the Deutscher Kulturband became
the Viennese outpost of the much larger
Fédération des Unions Intellectuelles,
established in Paris to promote European
cultural unity after the First World War.
Rohan thereafter used the support of the
Parisumbrellaorganization, spearheaded
by the Austro-Japanese nobleman Count
Richard von Coudenove-Kalergi, tolaunch
a magazine entitled Europdische Revue.
Founded in Vienna in 1925, it never sur-
passed 2,000 paid subscribers; nonethe-
less its list included almost every leading
political, religious, and philosophical
thinker in the 1920s.

Rohan’s most conspicuous and fre-
quent contributors were figures of the
intellectual Right, like the great Austrian
playwright and essayist Hugo von
Hofmannsthal, two particularly talented
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Jewish disciples of the poet Stefan George,
Karl Wolfskehl and Friedrich Gundolf, and
a number of thinkers who were close to
Latin fascist movements: Pierre Drieu la
Rochelle, Julius Evola, Giovanni Gentile,
Jacques Bainville, and Marcel Déat. But
there were also liberals (in the European
sense) such as Alfred Weber and José
Ortega y Gasset who contributed to
Rohan’s publication, together with avant-
garde artists and architects like Le
Corbusier and the longtime advocate of
the Franco-German rapprochement of the
post-World War Two period, Coudenhove-
Kalergi. In our ideologically restricted
age, it is hard to think of any magazine
approximating the breadth of views pub-
lished in every issue of the Revue.
Despite the variety of printed opinion,
Rohan had adefinite project in mind when
he founded his publication. His postwar
collection of essays, Osterreichisch,
Deutsch, Europdisch (1973), reveals his sym-
pathy for the Habsburg monarchy. Rohan
considered its dismemberment after the
First World War a tragedy for Central Eu-
rope and for the continent asawhole. The
monarchy, especially in the last century
of its existence, had resisted both the
“Jacobinmodel” of politics, illustrated by
revolutionary France, and the adminis-
trative straitjacket of Prussian bureau-
cratic government. The monarchy was
edging toward a federal structure after a
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temporary—and disastrous—flirtation
with centralized bureaucracy following
the suppressed national revolutions of
1848. It had also resisted the excesses of
modern nationalism, which finally
brought down the dynasty in 1918.
Habsburg rulers had tried to substi-
tute for modern nationalist politics an
updated medievallegacy, “atradition that
in contemporary Europe can find no
equivalent.”! The Austrian dynastyrepre-
sented the imperium sanctum, the impe-
rial dignity going back to Charlemagne
and then extending from the late thir-
teenth century onward into the early
modern period, until Napoleon had fi-
nally called for the empire’s abolition in
1804. Still and all, those who venerated
the Habsburgs as a dynasty saw in them
the legitimate rulers of Central Europe
and a dynasty with venerable roots in the
medieval past. The emperor had also en-
joyed a “paternal relation” to his sub-
jects, a situation that had reached its
zenith during the long reign of Kaiser
Franz Josef in the second half of the nine-
teenth century. The loyalty bestowed on
this patriarchal figure came from minori-
tiesrather than fromthe Austro-Germans,
who largely favored unification with the
newly formed German Empire. These mi-
norities included Ukrainians living under
Poles in Galicia, Croatians who after 1867
had been assigned to the Hungarian part
of the empire, and Jewish minorities ev-
erywhere, who viewed Franz Josef as a
protector of their civil liberties. Like the
Swiss republic, Rohan presented the
monarchy as a force for unity amid na-
tional or regional diversity; he empha-
sizesthat even the vengeful peacemakers
at Versailles in 1919 had voiced concern
about what would fill the role of the mul-
tinational regime that they had helped
destroy. Very quickly the architects of
the postwar order would notice that, con-
trary to Czech and Serb nationalist rheto-
ric, the Vielvolkerstaat (the state with di-
verse nationalities) had been something
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quite different from the despised
Vielvdlkerkerker (a prison house of na-
tionalities).?

Rohan also emphasized the unifying
function of language and legal procedures
in the Empire, characterized by the re-
quired use of German, outside the Hun-
garian administrative region created with
the establishment of the Dual Monarchy
in 1867. The German language require-
ment, which went back to the reign of the
“enlightened” Emperor Joseph II in the
1780s, was not designed to impose Ger-
man national identity. Rather its function
was to assure the operation of a shared
language in the courts, military, and in
most of higher education. German, more
specifically Austro-German (with its pe-
culiar incorporation of French and Ital-
ian phrases), performed the same role in
Central Europe as British Englishhad done
in the Indian Raj during the Victorian age.
It also became equally the passport to
professional and social success for other-
wise culturally isolated ethnic groups.
Reading the novels of JosefRoth, aJewish,
Germanophone author from Galicia who
devoted his life after 1919 torestoring the
Habsburg Empire, conveys the value of
the aforementioned linguistic and cul-
ture exposure. Others of Roth’s back-
ground, and many Eastern European peas-
ants, rose as German-speaking civil ser-
vants and teachers in the Empire. Still
others went on to Vienna, Budapest, or
Prague, all then imperial cities with large
German populations, to distinguish them-
selves as men of letters, scientists, or
academics. The Slovakian Thomas
Masaryk, who became the postwar presi-
dent of the Czech Republic, had been a
professor in Viennabefore the First World
War. Despite his eventual decision to
throw in his lot with the Allies against the
Habsburgs, his earlywork defending Slavic
national distinctiveness had been writ-
tenin German. Masaryk, who camefroma
non-German peasant family, had risen in
the Empire, which stillembraced the prin-
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ciple of “careers open to talent,” because
of his ability as a cultural historian and
because of his assimilation into the preva-
lent Austro-German cultural milieu.

Anotherreason Rohanfavored theres-
toration of the Habsburg Empire was his-
toric:namely, the way the German people
were unified in the second half of the
nineteenth century. The price paid for
this achievement was the exclusion of
Austria from the new German Empire,
which Bismarck had engineered by 1871.
A short war had been fought between the
twomajor German powers in the summer
of 1866, culminating in the victory of Prus-
sian armies over the Austrian forces in
Bohemia, thus removing the Habsburgs
from the project of German unification.
This made possible the Prussian domina-
tion of a German national state. The Ger-
man Empire by its very presence—not to
mention its erratic diplomacy under the
last Emperor, William [l—contributed to
an already explosive international situa-
tion. In addition to Russian expansion
into the Balkans and against Turkey, and
the Franco-English attempts to build vast
overseas empires, there were other fac-
tors that affected late nineteenth-cen-
tury Europe: burning French resentment
against Prussia for defeating France in a
war on the way to German unification;
and therivalries between the two leading
European (Protestant) powers, Germany
and Great Britain. For Rohan, the path to
Europeanruin, one thathad become pain-
fully obvious after 1945, might have been
avoided if an organizational form other
than a unified German state had been
established in Central Europe. As a boy
growing up near Prague, Rohan had no-
ticed how readily the German minority
had flown the black-yellow colors of
Habsburg Austria. This flag flew more of-
ten than the black-white-red ensign of the
Kleindeutsche, the German minority that
favored a uniform German state.?

Rohan engages in a useful exercise in
counterfactual history when he envisions
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Habsburg Austria leading most of
Europe’s German population into a feder-
alized monarchy. This Grossdeutschplan
proposed a power-sharing arrangement,
whereby the German population would
have enjoyed a continuing cultural and
linguistic predominance. This bumptious,
intensely nationalistic, Prussian-led em-
pire would not have destabilized Central
Europe nor lay the ground for the First
World War. Rohan offers the startling in-
formation that until War’s end in 1918, 90
percent of Czech divisions fighting for the
Empire remained loyal. In Bohemia a
power-sharing arrangement between the
Germans and Czechs might well have
worked if the Empire had survived.* The
consolidation of aCzech state, intowhich
the Slovaks were dragged along, in Pitts-
burgh in 1918, impacted disastrously on
the German minorities in Bohemia and
Moravia. Attempts to Slavicize theselong-
settled Germans backfired and led to the
regrettable careers of political adventur-
ers like Konrad Henlein, who later be-
came Hitler’s point man among German
residents of Czechoslovakia.

Rohan and likeminded thinkers were
amply aware of the structural and his-
toric problems of the Empire by the time
of its collapse. Never does the prince
deny that costly mistakes had been made
by the Habsburgs in an earlier age, by
playing off embittered nationalities
against each other. Even less does Rohan
hide the often clumsy attempts to root
out national consciousness that had been
characteristic of Austrianrule, especially
under Prince Metternichin the early nine-
teenth century. It was this dapper Rhenish
statesman and longtime Austrian chan-
cellor who not only worked to suppress
German national movements but who had
also flippantly remarked that “Italy is at
most ageographic expression.” Although
married to a cultivated Hungarian,
Metternich had once observed with some-
thingless than generous sentiments: “Be-
yond the Ringstrasse [in central Vienna],
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one enters Eastern Europe.”

Despite its inherited mistakes, Rohan
believed the empire was not only reform-
able but also the precondition for main-
taining unity in Europe’s heartland.® Like
others who were involved in what be-
came the “Paneuropa” movement, this
Bohemian nobleman, whose father had
served in the imperial civil service, con-
sidered a restored Habsburg imperium
integral to European consolidation. His
eventual plan for a European confedera-
tion or for afederation of European states
referred back to the lost but still retriev-
able opportunity to restore the empire.
Aslate as the 1960s the Paneuropa move-
ment appeared to operate with a dual
purpose, albeit subordinating one to the
another. Talk about a new age of Euro-
pean integration, in which Western na-
tions would be aware of their common
European civilization and would exhibit
heightened political unity, was invari-
ably accompanied by references to Otto
von Habsburg, the now nonagenarian
claimant to the Austro-Hungarian throne.

My longtime friend Thomas Chaimo-
wicz, a Salzburg classicist and part-time
investment banker, had told me in the
late 1960s that Paneuropa was just an-
other name for monarchical restoration.
But it was also one that offended other-
wise receptive listeners to the idea of
European integration. More than once
the Hungarian Catholic philosopher Tho-
mas Molnar has expressed to me his affec-
tion for the Habsburg dynasty and for
Otto personally; nonetheless, Molnar has
also voiced concern about Otto’s puta-
tive attempt to bury European national
identities. A question that needs to be
asked is whether any receptivity for a
traditionalist idea of Europe remains
among the critics of the current project
for European unity. Has theidea dissolved
on the traditional Right in view of the
unmistakably antinational, anti-Christian
directionin which the European Commis-
sion has carried out its work? Would it be
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possible to rally European traditionalists
to a less revolutionary integrationist
project than the one that is now being
practiced in Brussels? The Paneuropa
spokesmen whom I met in Vienna in the
1960s were less eager to bring back the
monarchy than they were to advance the
Habsburg claimant in his possible bid for
the presidency of a unified Europe. Did
these Habsburg loyalists subordinate
their monarchism and their plan for a
non-leftist European unification to a par-
ticular cult of personality?

II

An even better known spokesman for in-
terwar European unity than Rohan, who
showed equally strong Habsburg sympa-
thy, was Hugo von Hofmannsthal (1874-
1929). A distinguished man of letters, and
a member of the Austrian gentry,
Hofmannsthal grew up in an exceedingly
rich social world; it was also one that
provided extensive contacts with such
illustrious littérateurs as Stefan George,
Rainer MariaRilke, and the Swiss-German
biographer of Cardinal Richelieu and ca-
reer diplomat, Carl Burckhardt. Whereas
Hofmannsthal explicitly favored a “cul-
tural counterrevolution” for interwar
Europe, healso exhibited interestin some
of the vexing political questions of the
interwar period. His diaries, for example,
recognize the value of drawing Europe-
ans into a new political framework that
would permit them to prosper without
further strife.”In the 1920s Hofmannsthal
spoke frequently at the gatherings of the
Deutscher Kulturbundthat Rohan had been
building in Vienna. In his addresses
Hofmannsthal dwelled on the shared cul-
tural legacy of the French, Italians, and
Germanophone Central Europeans. Note
that Hofmannsthal had running in his
veins the blood of Austrian Jews, Bohemi-
ans, and Italians. He was a remarkable
romance language scholar and a re-
nowned German stylist. Many of his well-
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known operalibrettos areliterary master-
pieces, starting with his contribution to
Strauss’s “Rosenkavalier,” in which one
findsreproduced theltalianized Viennese
German of the eighteenth century Aus-
trian court.®

Hofmannsthal understood his appeals
to “the will toward European unity” as
being first and foremost a cultural loy-
alty. And like famous acquaintances of
his—such as the French poet Paul Valéry
and the Baltic German philosopher
Hermann von Keyserling

castigated, and he expressed strong sup-
port for the projects of his longtime friend
Hofmannsthal.

Essential to understanding Hofmann-
sthal’s Furopavisionis aspeech he gave at
the University of Munich on January 10,
1927, entitled “Das Schrifttum als Geistiger
Raum der Nation [Literature as the Spiri-
tual Dimension of the Nation].” In this
oration, prepared at the urging of the
rector Karl Vossler, Hofmannsthal makes
strikingreferencestoa“conservativerevo-

lution,” one that he be-

(1880-1946), both of whom
hoped to build bridges be-
tween the French and Ger-
man-speaking peoples—
he focused his main inter-
est on Western and Cen-
tral Europe. The most
widely distributed book
dealing with this interwar
European cultural idea is
Keyserling’s Das Spektrum

lieves will be “of such
magnitude that European
history has not experi-
enced anything of its kind
until the present time. Its
goal will be to form a new
German reality in which
the entire nation will par-
ticipate.”!!

The Munich speech
calls for some examina-

Europas (1928), a text con-
taining the memorable
phrase, “all of Europe is of
one spirit.” Keyserling, who was a widely
traveled thinker married to Bismarck’s
granddaughter, set up a “School for Wis-
dom” in the German city of Darmstadt in
1920. There he brought to lecture a mot-
ley assortment of European philosophers
and creative artists, yet Keyserling seems
to have admired ancient Indian theoso-
phy more than he did the European
thought of his time. Although sometimes
criticized for unkind remarks about Jew-
ish financial practices in his Travel Diary
of a Philosopher, Keyserling was equally
scathing in his comments about his fel-
low-Germans. Unlike Asians, whom he
praised in an overly generalized way for
their metaphysical bent, he found the
Germans to be “matter-of-fact” and un-
imaginative.!” Despite his occasional ver-
bal intemperance, the “Darmstadt phi-
losopher” happily welcomed into his
School for Wisdom even those groups he
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Hugo von Hofmannsthal, 1923.

tion, because of the reso-
nance it had throughout
Central Europe. Hofmann-
sthal’sinvocation of a “conservative revo-
lution” in Germany corresponded to the
idiom of the interwar German revolution-
aryRight.Infact that interwar Right, which
was nationalist and more or less recep-
tive to Italian fascism but generally hos-
tile to Hitler’'s movement, celebrated the
Munich speech from the hour it was spo-
ken. Nationalist spokesmen observed that
Hofmannsthal had appealed to a specifi-
cally German national consciousness.!?
Significantly, the national sense to which
Hofmannsthal appealed was cultural and
linguistic rather than geopolitical. Con-
trary to misinterpretations, his address
was not meant to fuel Austro-German re-
visionist passions after the military de-
feat of 1918. Although Hofmannsthal
would haverejoiced if the pre-War map of
Central Europe had been restored, he left
political concerns out of his discussion
of the Austro-German cultural legacy.
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There werenonetheless passages that
could not have failed to please his conser-
vative revolutionary auditors. Such lis-
teners did not likely miss Hofmannsthal’s
forays, which are reminiscent of
Nietzsche’s, against the “laxness, arro-
gance, and complacency of our learned
philistines.”® Such snide allusions to the
superficial show-learning of the Austro-
Germanmiddle class were common among
conservative revolutionaries; like the
militant Italian fascists, they railed inces-
santly against bourgeois decadence and
looked forward to a new social order that
would be ushered in by a national revolu-
tion. Equally striking is Hofmannsthal’s
portrayal of a new creative type, whose
“productive anarchy” offers hope for the
European future:

Seeking and searching goes on everywhere;
it surges through every word of the higher
spiritual speech that goes on between us. It
is like a giddying sensation under our feet;
the sense of anticipation brings with it dan-
ger and deviation and injects surprise and
questioning into every conversation; the
anticipation fills the atmosphere with the
sense that everything is constantly pos-
sible, with a rattling that portends the col-
lapse of entire worlds, with the hollow ap-
proaching wind of an eternal tomorrow.*

Unlike German political activists of
the 1920s, Hofmannsthal is speaking pri-
marily about “culture” and the “process”
bywhichit was being turned in a different
direction. In view of his speech’s histori-
cal importance, we might consider its
concept of the “German nation” and “the
Counter-enlightenment against the spiri-
tual turmoil of the sixteenth century,
which we are accustomed to designate
under its two names, Renaissance and
Reformation.” Two considerations are
essential for grasping the key terms.

First, thereferences to German national
identity, except in the contemporary
world of Teutonic Political Correctness,
should definitely not be read as a defense
of the founding ideas of the Third Reich.
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The defenders of European unity in the
interwar period placed strong emphasis
on a “Europe of nations.” Moreover, Ger-
man thinkers of the time, including most
on the Marxist Left, took pride in the
cultural achievements of their nation,
extending from the age of Goethe down to
the Weimar Republic. To raise doubts
abouts about those achievements would
have been regarded as pathological, like
the multicultural politics of guilt that has
gripped and is now eating away at the
contemporary Christian West. Interwar
European patriots like Hofmann-sthal
embraced astillrecognizably nineteenth-
century concept of the “nation” as a cul-
tural-linguistic entity. This concept
flowed out of the work of the eighteenth-
century Baltic German historian and an-
thropologist Johann Gottfried Herder
(1744-1803), who had associated nation-
hood with the antiquity of peoples and
their capacity to create and preserve na-
tional literatures. In the following cen-
tury Europeans who were struggling for
political nationhood would cite examples
of long-standing national cultural
achievements as justifications for na-
tional autonomy. The idea of nations as
primarily biological products, compet-
ing with each other would develop later,
inthelate nineteenth and early twentieth
centuries. Such thinking had little influ-
ence on Hofmannsthal or his circle.
Second, Hofmannsthal’s Munich ad-
dress holds up France as amodel cultural
nation. While across the Rhine, “the lit-
erature of the French defines national
reality,” among the Germans, thereis only
“Zerfahrenheit [distractedness],” leading
to cultural confusion and an uncertain
national identity. This for Hofmannsthal
is a critical distinction between the two
peoples. Thus, he says: “wherever a be-
lieved unity of being is present, it is pos-
sible to find reality. The nation, which is
held together by an unbreakable web of
the linguistic and spiritual, becomes a
community of faith, wherein the totality
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of one’s cultural and natural life can be
fitted together; a nation state of this kind
appears as an inner universe and from
epochtoepochitservesasasturdy coun-
terpart to the German tendency toward
distractedness.””® As a Catholic Franco-
phile, Hofmannsthal refused to follow the
German political Right by denigrating the
French enemy from the First World War,
while extolling everything German. He
addressed the cultural gatherings that
met in Vienna in French and German; and
he wrote with bitter regret about the wars
that had been fought between his German
andItalian ancestors. He never lost sight of
a European international perspective
even while stressing the need for a new
German national consciousness.

It might be helpful to distinguish this
addressfromT.S.Eliot’s even better known
call for an Anglo-Catholic restoration in
England. A certain superficial parallel
springs to mind if one looks at Hofmann-
sthal’s speech and then at Christianity and
Culture (1939).'%Like his Austrian contem-
porary, Eliot appealed to the ideal of an
integral Christian society, of the type that
had existed, however imperfectly, in
Europe’s pre-modern past. But a certain
discrepancy between them is clear. Al-
though Eliot and Hofmannsthal were both
equally concerned with social and reli-
gious fragmentation and while each fa-
vored monarchy, only one of them hoped
to reestablish medieval Christianity. Al-
though in a letter to Carl Burckhardt
Hofmannsthal refers to the Catholic
Church as “the only antiquity now re-
maining to us in Western civilization,”
this institution then becomes a “meta-
phor” for all “antiquities” in the modern
age.!” His interpreter Hermann Rudolf
explains that Hofmannsthal applies the
term “antique” to the Greco-Roman as
wellas tothe Christianlegacy.In his more
cheerful moments Hofmannsthal looked
forward to a “new antiquity” as an anchor
for uprooted intellectuals.!®

Unlike Eliot, Hofmannsthal was not
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really reacting against the religious splits
of the sixteenth century; and despite his
remarks about the erosion of community,
he also held up German Protestant tradi-
tions as an integral part of the German
national culture. His own Catholicism was
more about place than theology. As an
Austrian, who had grown up within walk-
ing distance of both Vienna’s Catholic
cathedral onthe Karntnerstrasse and the
imperial city residence, he understand-
ably assumed the forms and “social man-
ners [ Gesittung]” which had shaped a Cen-
tral European Catholic milieu.!

In obvious contrast to Eliot, the Aus-
trian writer was not a transported and
reconstructed descendant of American
Puritans. While his paternal grandfather
had been a Jewish purveyor to the Aus-
trian army, Hofmannsthalhad beenraised
in a world that was Austro-Italian Catho-
lic, and he assumed that as his proper
birthright. In short, he was not reacting
against a culture that he had consciously
left behind; nor was he embarked on a
grand theological journey through life. In
his address, he ridicules spiritual adven-
turers who, like Eliot, “try too hard and
with excessive servility to bring their
blood offerings to inherited orders” and
those “spirits [of an extravagant romanti-
cism] thirsting for the highest duties and
commitments,” without losing their
driven character.?

These driven, questing souls whom
Hofmannsthal seems to be mocking in-
cluded the addressees of his Munich
speech. The Romantic Movement, he ex-
plains, emerged from the tumult of eigh-
teenth-century German life and had there-
after defined German literary culture. But
while this movement had created a “ti-
tanic struggle” over forms of self-identity,
it had also produced “new cleavages”
that had left the individual even further
estranged from a true national commu-
nity. The Enlightenment and the legacy of
the French Revolution had both “aggra-
vated the mentality of the solitary Ger-
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man who had been abruptly torn away
from custom and ancestral belief, and
delivered to an orgy of rootless individu-
alism.” The task at hand was to bring the
uprooted German individual out of his
isolation and “apparent [but not true]
spiritual order” “and lift him toward anew
reality.” This would begin to happen as
the German literary world achieved “suit-
able linguistic forms” and as attempts
would be made to forge deeper cultural
ties between the literati and their co-
nationals. Although this message is di-
rected at the Germans and Austro-Ger-
mans, Hofmannsthal’s words spoken to
cultural and artistic dignitaries from else-
where in Europe call for national commu-
nities, linking thinkers and poets to their
peoples.?!

Hofmannsthal saw nothing incompat-
ible between his appeal to national soli-
darity and his project for a more closely
unified Europe. From his perspective,
which was not that of today’s multi-
culturalists, only self-respecting peoples
could appreciate the “spirit” that united
them to other flesh-and-blood nations:
thus they would see themselves as Euro-
peans without having to abandon their
identities as Germans or Frenchmen. The
destruction of the empirein which he had
grown up caused Hofmannsthal to view
himself as an Austrian even more than as
a Central European—or as a monarchist.
It was in the aftermath of the Great War
that he developed the idea, which he put
into practice with the famed theater di-
rector Max Reinhardt, of presenting each
year at Salzburg his rendition of the medi-
eval mirror play, Jedermann [Everyman].
The announced purpose was to establish
acloser link between Hofmannthal’s Aus-
trian countrymen and their medieval lit-
erary and popular religious heritage.?

Since Hofmannsthal’s entire literary
career featured attacks on what he dis-
missed as “ossified phrases” that domi-
nated “an age of machinery and techni-
cally manipulated electioneering,” lan-
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guage in his mind became a path back
toward community. The term Daseins-
fithrung runs through Hofmannthal’s re-
flections about suitable linguistic forms.%
It resembles the Platonic agoge, a way of
life that requires the teaching of virtue
and wisdom. This prescribed guidance of
one’s being would lead to happiness, but
only if linked to settled and integrated
human relations.

Because such asocial context was now
unraveling, Hofmannsthal stressed the
need for a “counter-experience,” as both
an individual and social imperative. By
“becoming reflective” the traditionalist
coulddiscover what waslostinthe course
of modernization. Paradoxically, an
awareness of modern conditions would
cause him to demand a new antiquity for
those who had lost any trace of an “an-
tiqueimprint.”?* Hofmannsthal placed his
neo-Platonic concept of language in op-
position to any purely functional un-
derstanding of it. Contrary to the view
expressed by Thomas Hobbes, that words
are the mere convenient handles that we
assign to objects, Hofmannsthal viewed
them as the building blocks of human
associations formed over generations.
Human communities depend on the cus-
tomary use of words, in a form that con-
veys a sense of identity. It is not merely
coincidence that today’s German admin-
istrations and academic gatherings pre-
fer English to their onetime national lan-
guage. This practice betokens the death
throes of a nation that has chosen to
render itself extinct, as collective atone-
ment for its Nazi past.

For Hofmannsthal and other Central
Europeans who shared his concerns, the
world arising from the First World War
seemed out of joint. The war had shaken
their society materially and politically,
Hofmannsthal had emerged from that
disaster impoverished and with a lost
social status. He was also wracked by
deteriorating health before dying rela-
tively young. His sense of crisis was there-
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fore something other than rhetoric that
served anarrowly partisan end. Never did
he try torelate his preferred set of values
tothesocial causes of the hour. His sense
of disconnectedness combined with the
quest for continuity, as Rudolph observes,
informed much of what he wrote.”> Be-
cause the fixed points of an older society
had been shaken loose, Hofmannsthal
felt impelled to engage the problem of
estrangement through his art.

If one might apply the term “the poli-
tics ofcultural despair” less censoriously
than the way it was intended by its Ger-
man émigré inventor, Hofmannsthal, and
to a lesser extent Rohan and Keyserling,
exemplified that stance.? Their hope for
anew “Europeanidea” was predicated on
the expectation that if those who shared
their sense of a lost world could be
brought together in creative interaction,
some good might result from this collabo-
ration. Such figures felt repugnance for
“democratic” politics. They associated
this sign of the times with technical ma-
nipulation and public administration,
both of which they viewed as necessary
tools of popular control. They consid-
ered the democratic state an artificial
invention that had come from anti-tradi-
tionalist elites. They further traced this
newfangled regime back to the liberal
bourgeoisie, which had wrested power
from an older government run by social
estates (Stdndestaat).

Our subjects would not have agreed
that what they really deplored were the
beginnings of mass democratic adminis-
tration. Neither the social disintegration
nor the managerial politics they bewailed
was necessarily a function of an older
liberalism. It was largely a product of the
twentieth century, shaped by the effects
of universal suffrage and immigration and
the insatiable demand for “social ser-
vices.”?” But for Hofmannsthal and his
circle, the breakdown of communal struc-
tures was ascribable to the political domi-
nance of a bourgeois urban society, and
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its attendant institutions. In their pin-
pointing of liberalism as the cause of later
social problems, they shared the critical
perspective of nineteenth-century con-
servatives.

This “conservative” orientation should
not be confused with a predisposition
toward established institutions. Unlike
the eminent historian Richard Pipes
whom I once heard style himself a “con-
servative because I believe in institu-
tions,” the Central Europeans under con-
sideration would not have identified with
institutions in general—and certainly not
with modern democratic ones. In accor-
dance with the structural conservatism
defined by German-Hungarian sociolo-
gist Karl Mannheim, they held to a situ-
ational understanding of traditionalism.
They embodied “a politically, socially,
and culturally expressed style of thought
that aroseinaparticular sociological and
historic context and which developed in
immediate contact with a historically vi-
brant past.” The practitioners of this “con-
servative thinking” were explicitly defend-
ing the seignorial, pre-modern structure
of an older Europe that had come under
attack.®® Mannheim argues that such
thinking is inseparable from the situation
from whence it had come; similarly it is
hard to generalize about the political
vision of our Central European subjects
without focusing on its specific point of
reference in the past. A certain “unity of
being” was present in the minds of these
traditionalists even if they considered
the world to which it related as falling
apart before their eyes.

I1I

Do the lessons of Hofmannsthal and his
circle have anything substantive to teach
present-day “conservatives”? Their teach-
ings may in fact apply no longer if Carl
Schmitt was correct that “ahistorical truth
is true only once.” Today’s Western soci-
eties are more fluid and more adminis-
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tered than the Central Europe of the in-
terwar period, and this is doubly true for
the older society that Hofmannsthal
soughttoreturnto. Thetrends hedreaded
have continued to go forward, and in afar
more decisive way than he could have
imagined. The once defining institutions
of human society, and certainly bour-
geois modernity, have become moving
targets for educators and public adminis-
trators. Heterosexual families, gender
roles, national identities, and traditional
Western moral and religious beliefs are
all positions that the European Commis-
sion is trying to weaken or dismantle,
while building a “global society.”
Jacques Attali, longtime advisor to
former French socialist president
Francois Mitterand and a frequent advo-
cate for expanded power for the UN and
the European Union, furnishes in his uto-
pian novels a detailed picture of the
Western progressive agenda. In Une breve
histoire de [l'avenir (2006), Attali confi-
dently sketches the new reality that
awaits us. World governance and the re-
distribution of consumer goods will be-
come our fate together with “nomadism,”
as more and more non-Western popula-
tions come to occupy the European con-
tinent.?? The intended effect will be the
end of Western prejudice and the extirpa-
tion of Christian clericalism (yet presum-
ably not Islamic theocratic pressures).
While such smug, untroubled predic-
tions might upset an old-fashioned bour-
geois Christian, today these views gener-
ate fame and book sales for their politi-
cally influential authors. Is it therefore
possible to generate a “counter-experi-
ence” that would initiate change of a
more traditionalist cast? Whatever the
answer to this speculative question, crit-
ics such as Hofmannsthal can help clarify
how we got to where we are. Their com-
plaints about politics as technique, with
the endless repetition of “ossified
phrases,” such as human rights and anti-
fascism, allows us to grasp how our own
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managed society has come about. The
invasion oflanguage by ideology, masked
as matter-of-fact communication, accord-
ing to Hofmannsthal, made us receptive
to the spread of “scientific” control.

Such linguistic distortion and the rule
ofbogus experts areindeed the prerequi-
sites for something that has just been
revealed at the University of Delaware,
where entering freshmen have been
pushed into a sensitivity course—aimed
at making them accept their hidden ho-
mosexual identities, and pushing them
into rejecting the uniquely “bigoted”
white race. What is most appalling about
this exercise in self-hate is not that crazy
intellectuals have promoted such a plan
but that so little objection to it was heard
from tens of thousands of students or
their parents. Theindoctrination became
an issue because a handful of campus
activists concerned with academic free-
domraised their voices against it. In what
is a more advanced stage of the dena-
tured society that arose on the ashes of
an older civilization, heterosexual Euro-
Americans allow themselves to show no
pridein their past.Infact they seemto be
quite indifferent to being collectively
insulted on behalf of what is no longer
theirs. WhenlIlearned that my studentsin
the humanities had no idea of the lan-
guages in which the Bible had been com-
posed, and that their public school teach-
ers had been apprehensive about men-
tioning “Western religions,” I jumped
immediately from the “politics of cultural
despair” into the “politics of cultural
shock.”

Our traditionalists never underesti-
mated the problems that their historical
situation had bequeathed to them. In
this respect they were light years ahead
of those self-styled American “conserva-
tives,” who celebrate the supposed con-
tinuities in our political society. Such a
practice seems strange indeed to those
ofuswhoarenotimpressed by the extent
of the continuities that we are asked to
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celebrate. Our own experience should
lead us to think that the forebodings of
our interwar subjects may have been jus-
tified. Hofmannsthal left it to others to
talk about how far we have come or to
relate the status quo to an allegedly un-
broken tradition of human civilization.

Like our Central European representa-
tives of “cultural despair,” intelligent,
young Europeans I have met, like the
Flemish nationalist Paul Belien, the Ger-
man historian Karl-Heinz Weissmann and
the Swedish philosopher, Jan Olof
Bengtsson, are not in denial about our
“crisis situation.” In conversation with
me, such European traditionalists have
stressed the need for coping more effec-
tively with the dangerous forces of change
that have been set loose. Europe and
more generallythe West, they argue, must
be freed from the multicultural adminis-
tration and the post-Christian leftist in-
doctrination that is presently besetting
us. All lawful means must be weighed to
achieve this end, and unless the beset-
ting crisis can beresolved, thereisnoway
to restore or purify the culture. Such
spokesmen for the past echo what
Hofmannsthal called “true politics [wahre
Politik]” and what Carl Schmitt styled the
“challenge of the exception.” They under-
stand that what is needed are more than
verbal ornaments designed for electoral
campaigns. These young traditionalists
see themselves engaged in a struggle for
civilization.

One can to some degree find our
present concerns foreshadowed in the
writings of Rohan and Hofmannsthal as
expressed in the Furopdische Revue. There
one notices that these figures eventually
stopped believing that what they did
would lead back to pre-modern political
conditions. Mannheimian conservatism
became for them an exercise in historical
reflection rather than a path into the
future. Were these figures alive today,
they would probably be standing with
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those whom the multicultural press in
Europe considers “the extreme Right,”
that is, with those who are resisting the
invasion of Europe by Islamicists and the
administrative enablers of this transfor-
mation. And they would take their activ-
ist stand as traditional Europeans—and
not as outraged feminists or proponents
of a religion of global democracy. Our
European subjects out of the past might
also be endorsing those expressions of
European cultural traditionalism found
in such magazines as the Salisbury Re-
view, the Dutch Bitter Lemon, the German
Sezession,the Austrian Neue Ordnung, the
[talian online publication Ekpyrosis
(www.ekpyrosis.it) and the French
Catholica.

Thetransitional figures whom we have
depicted pointed beyond the totalitar-
ian horrors of the last century to our own
administrative tyranny and egalitarian
fixations. The future they warned against
has cometo pass and that memorableline
that their poet-friend Rilke wrote in his
DuineserElegien, that “every muffled turn-
ing-about of the world brings forth the
disinherited” describes the fate of our age
as well as theirs. In an existential sense
the rising generation of European tradi-
tionalists is linked to its predecessors of
the interwar years. The challenge of the
present Europe is different in kind from
the Nazithreat—or from the need to with-
stand Soviet invasion that characterized
the Cold War and which brought forth
leaders like Konrad Adenauer. Our own
crisis reveals another face, that of the
social and cultural disintegration that
Hofmannsthal lamented when he looked
at Europe in the 1920s. European tradi-
tionalists should find more in common
with him and other interwar exponents of
the “politics of cultural despair” than with
the generation of European leaders and
journalists who addressed the danger of
Soviet Communism.
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