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Dedicated to Robert Weltsch

THE ROLE OF the German Jew in the First World War has
been analyzed often—the hope that the “spirit of 1914” would
lead to a more complete union of Germans and Jews, and an
end to the discrimination and suspicion which dogged Jews
even in wartime, There were those German Jews who recalled
Gabriel Riesser’s remark that only blood spilled in the struggle
for fatherland and liberty would lead to emancipation,! and
there were other German Jews whose faith in such baptism
of fire decreased in the course of the war. It is time to go
beyond such attitudes in attempting to illuminate certain
fundamental problems in the German-Jewish dialogue which
the war laid bare and which cannot be subsumed under the
familiar dichotomy of assimilation and antisemitism.,

The war provides us with a glimpse of the position of the
Jew in Germany under extreme conditions. The life of soldiers
in the trenches must be our concern, a unique world isolated
not only from the normalcy of home and family life, but also
at war with its military surroundings, such as the base camp
or the regimental headquarters. Typically enough, at the end
of the war a guide for returned veterans was. published (1918)
“because for the most part veterans are completely alienated
from bourgeois existence.” Through their overwhelming war
experiences they ha"‘ve‘.-lost any sense of the so-called “necessi-
ties of life.”2 Soldiers at war had.indeed left the ordered
society they knew and had to make a new life for themselves
in the trenches; largely underground and exposed to constant
discomfort, danger and death.

From the winter of 1914 to the spring of 1918 the trench
system was fixed, belligerents’ positions moving only a few
yards or miles over terrain covered with the bodies of dead
and wounded combatants. This new “world of myth,” as
Paul Fussell has called it, had its own rules, superstitions,
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miracles, legends and rumors.3 The personal issues at stake
were indeed momentous: the expectation of death, injury and
disease, and yet there was also a certain exaltation in battle
and in that camaraderie which was vital for any survival at all.

The war experience created patterns of thought which were
to last into the post-war world. Myths and symbols, cults
such as that of the fallen soldier became central to the self-
understanding of the nation. The necessity of transcending
the horror of trench warfare created a new world of myth
which affected German-Jewish relations in a multitude of
ways. Jews had to take part in this world, though it demanded
a still more thorough assimilation. A new ideal of manhood
grew out of the war, providing a stereotype which was not
new but which became more firmly rooted as a German ideal.
The Jew was to become the foil not only of this ideal of
manhood but also of the myth of the front line soldier.

WAR, ONE COMBATANT WROTE, “compresses the greatest
opposites into the smallest space and shortest time.”4 Rainer
Maria Rilke was not unique in viewing the outbreak of the
war as a new release of primeval energy, an intrusion of
supposed reality into the realm of illusion.5 Rilke wrote under
the spell of the “spirit of 1914” but while he himself grew
disillusioned with war, others fled from reality to myth. With
heightened sensibility a new appreciation of nature rose from
the mud of the trenches, together with all sorts of supersti-
tions, prophecies, signs and portents. All of these reactions
to an unparalleled confrontation with the horrors of war
were integrated into myths and symbols which would explain
the present and give hope for the future,

At this point Christian patterns of belief gained new vitality,
not only as safeguards against danger, but also in making the
close proximity of death to life bearable. Christian belief
under such circumstances tended to be neither Protestant nor
Catholic, but rested upon shared myths and symbols. The
difference between Protestant and Catholic troops in the
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reception of the war experience remains to be examined, as
military units from Protestant and Catholic German states
fought separately from each other. The sources for this essay
are Protestant rather than Catholic. However this may be, the
war became infused with Christian meaning and vocabulary.

The initiation into the world of the trenches was so momen-
tous that it became natural to speak of the “baptism of fire.”6
Death was so close, with bodies all around, that it made men
think about Christ’s passion and resurrection, an analogy
basic to the cult of the fallen soldier. The one celebration
in the year which seemed most meaningful was Christmas, a
symbol of peace, family and home, for one moment breaking
the isolation of the trenches. These basic patterns of myth
and symbol will occupy us, for they are relevant to the place
of the Jew in the war and to the peace that was to follow.
As we shall see, many Jews accepted the structures of Christian
mythology without their specific religious content.

Christian analogies were everywhere. The most popular writer
of wartime Germany, Walter Flex, stated in 1914, that “the
sacrifice of the best of our people is only a repetition willed
by God of the deepest miracle of life . . . the death of Christ.”?
Ludwig Ganghofer, another best-selling author, likened Ger-
mans to the Three Kings who are led by the star to Bethlehem.8

We must focus upon such Christian themes which informed
the new “world of myth” of the trenches, for without realizing
their impact the Jewish position cannot be understood. More-
over, in order to make our point we will deal with detail,
even with trifles, the perception of which dominated the daily
life of the trenches. The trench experience was taken as
representative of human experience.® Of course, it needs
stating that we are dealing here with only one major theme
of the war experience, but one which throws an important
light upon the position of jews in Germany. After we have
analyzed these themes and their consequences for Jewish
integration, we will have to evaluate whether the attitudes
of some important Jews towards the war did not in fact differ
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from those of non-Jewish Germans, even if Jews by and large
accepted the new world of myth trench warfare created.
Finally, the adversary habit of mind and the stereotypes the
war advocated helped to transform apparent differences
between Germans and Jews into a racial reality by the end
of the Weimar Republic.

Mass death was central to the First World War, a new experi-
ence for most Germans and therefore a reality difficult to
confront. The only possible confrontation was to transcend
it, and this was done by the analogy of death for the father-
land to the passion and sacrifice of Christ. This was not new
but strengthened a tradition going back to the wars of
liberation against Napoleon. German poets had likened these
wars to a German Easter and later Christ’s holy blood was
harnessed to German legend in several of Richard Wagner’s
operas. The Holy Grail was said to be in the custody of the
German Volk. When Walter Flex called the First World War
the “Last Supper” he was refurbishing this tradition. Now it
was projected upon the fallen comrades and on one’s-own
imminent death: “Christ’s wine consists of German blood.”10

ONE MEMORIAL BOOK may stand as exemplary for a great
many others: the fallen have found no rest, they return to
earth in order to rejuvenate the Volk. “To fight, to die, to
be resurrected that is the essence of being. From out of your
death (in the war) the nation will be restored.”t Such senti-
ments are not merely typical of the Right, but can be dupli-
cated from the official guide to war monuments issued by
the Weimar Republic.!2 Clearly, a Christian theme became
symbolic of sacrifice for the nation. Moreover, Germany was
not unique in proclaiming such a synthesis: across the channel
the 4. August 1914 which marked England’s entry into the
war, was often depicted as the nation’s crucifixion and resur-
rection.’? Life and death became united linked by the
Imitatio Christi, pictured after the war through the “cross of
sacrifice” in military cemeteries or even in frescoes showing
the fallen soldier resting in the lap of Christ. Decades of
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secularization had not markedly affected the symbolism and
the iconography surrounding heroic death. It was still the
saviour who drew death’s sting.

That sometimes Jews were buried under crosses on the battle
field becomes meaningful in this context, and so does the fact
that one Jewish officer immediately connects his presumed
death with the plain wooden cross under which he will rest,
and this in a poem published in a Jewish wartime pamphlet.14
Moreover, even where Jewish graves were marked with the
Star of David they were apt to rest in the shadow of a giant
cross of sacrifice or in that of a chapel which stood as a symbol
of the resurrection of Christ. Soldiers’ burials were roughly
the same in all warring nations. For example, the United
States Monument Commission also at first automatically
placed crosses on the graves of Jewish soldiers. When eventu-
ally the Star of David was substituted, one American Jewish
leader protested against this “mischievous act.” Matters of
faith were irrelevant as “. . . Jews and Christians fought
shoulder to shoulder, actuated by the same patriotic im-
pulse.”15 The cross became a national symbol for a war which
was regarded as holy by all combatants. War graves became
part of this myth: for Ludwig Ganghofer traveling along the
front, individual graves with their crucifixes were not places
of death but “verdant temples of resurrection.”16

We are apt to take Jewish acceptance of certain Christian
symbolism for granted, the Iron Cross of valor if not the cross
over the grave. But this was not always the case. During the
Wars of Liberation the Prussian government, hesitant to
offend Jewish sensibilities, sometimes withheld from Jews the
Iron Ctoss or the Luisen Cross, the medal of valor for women
on the home front. Thus a Jewish banker’s wife merely
received a medal instead of the decoration, whereupon she
protested that she was proud to wear a cross. For, in any case,
eventually she would be buried next to her son who had
fallen in battle—and whose grave was marked by a cross.!?
As late as 1853 Carl Meyer Rothschild received the Prussian
Red Eagle in a form especially designed for Jews which substi-
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tuted a round base for that in the form of a cross.!8 But such
times were past. The common war experience meant accepting
a shared symbolism.

To make such a statement does not deny that for the most
part Jews tried to make use of their own religious symbolism
in order to confront the war. In fact, during the Wars of
Liberation, Prussian rabbis had already justified enlistment
through the use of biblical analogies. Following this tradition,
in the Great War, Russia became Goliath, while the president
of one German-Jewish community proclaimed that “German
courage and the heroism of the Maccabees are one and the
same.”"19 We shall discuss Jewish reservations about the war,
which sprang from a still vigorous ethical tradition, later in
this essay. But here it is important to point out that the shared
camaraderie of the trenches did mean a further assimilation.

After all, the Jewish soldier was a part of this comradeship,
even though Julius Marx believed that this was only true
during times of danger.2 We have no concrete knowledge of
what such comradeship actually meant to the front line
soldier. To be sure, officers wrote about it, writers like Walter
Flex and propagandists behind the front. But there is no
survey in Germany such as that taken in France in 1917, and
even in this case only some 50 soldiers replied and attempted
to formulate the meaning of wartime friendship. Often this
was assumed to be instinctive, based upon common affinities,
and these in turn were thought to be both products of a
shared hatred of the enemy, and also of shared traditions
reaching back into the past. Religion and regional ties usually
defined such traditions.2! This survey comes to us from the
Right, from admirers of Maurice Barrés, and must be viewed
with suspicion: but in Germany glorification of shared
hatreds and common religious and volkish ties was carried
into the post-war world. For the National Socialists, but not
for them only, this Bund of males was the cell from which
all states have their origins.22 The post-war tendency to endow
the war with dramatic unity was especially effective in making
the myth of the camaraderie in the trenches symbolic for the
fate of the entire nation.
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Tm«: IMMEDIATE SYMBOL of the wartime camaraderie was
the military cemetery: linking the living comradeship of the
trenches with the fallen comrades. Already in 1915 the distinc-
tion was made between bourgeois’ and soldiers’ cemeteries.
Bourgeois’ cemeteries are materialistic in the boastfulness of
their monuments; in soldiers’ cemeteries “‘gravestones through
their simplicity and uniformity lead into a serious and
reverential mood.”?? The camaraderie in life is continued in
death. The historical background of this kind of cemetery
cannot concern us, except to mention that it owes something
to the classical revival of the eighteenth century, and that the
simple row graves date from the quest for equality in the
Enlightenment and during the French Revolution. But now
a myth grew up around the simple, uniform graves with their
serried crosses: they symbolized Germany. As we read in the
previously cited war memorial published by the Republic, it
is from these graves that the fallen are said to rise and visit
the living in their dreams in order to command them to
continue the battle. War cemeteries are the symbols of war
turned to stone.

Uniformity was crucial here, and so were the walls which
enclosed the war cemeteries. They were meant to form a
sacred space, analogous to a Church, centered upon a cross
or a chapel. Jewish cemeteries did not of course entirely
follow this plan, though the separately enclosed space was
kept and so were the row graves. Instead of crosses these
resting places sometimes adapted another German tradition
which had become an alternative to crosses of sacrifice, if
not in military cemeteries, then in war memorials. Huge
boulders, symbols so it was said of primeval power (Urkraft)
exemplifying reverence, exaltation and iron force. These, so
we are told, had been used by ancient Germans to represent
an Ehrenmal. Jewish cemeteries were, at times, centered upon

such a boulder; in the Jewish cemetery of Nuremberg it took
the form of an altar.24

The iconography of death in war was similar among Jews
and gentiles, though of course there were no crosses or chapels
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of resurrection among the Jews, Yet, more often than nqt,
Jews and gentiles were buried in a common cemetery in
Flanders or in the east. Sammy Gronemann tells of the diffi-
culty of persuading a Jewish parent that his son should be
torn from his comrades and buried separately in Jewish soil.?*

The war produced one new form of military cemetery: the
Heldenhain or heroes wood, first proposed in 1915. War
heightened the sense of nature: from out of the trenches
soldiers stared at a ravaged no man’s land, and looked for
an enemy they could never see. But what they did see were
the woods of Flanders which seemed to suffer much like them-
selves. “The murdered wood” is the title of a story in Die
Feldgrauen (The Field-Grey), a journal written by soldiers
at the front. “This wood, battered and beaten like myself
nevertheless lives on.”26 Walter Flex's Wanderer Between Two
Worlds, that most famed of war books, is filled with descrip-
tions of nature. For Flex, nature is a means of transcending
the war experience; for example, fields full of flowers directly
behind the trenches are reminders of beauty and hope. Here
typically enough, nature is Christianized, as it were, and Flex's
hero reads the New Testament even as he admires “‘a breath
of religious spring.”27

The image of the crucifixion was very much a part of the
Belgian and Flemish landscape: the numerous calvaries visible
at the crossroads. Paul Fussell has pointed out the role that
these calvaries played in the imagination of British soldiers
who coming [rom a Protestant country were much impressed.
The sacrificial theme, in which each soldier becomes analogous
to the crucified Christ was not confined to English war
poetry.28 Walter Flex spoke to his friend Wurche for the last
time in the shadow of just such a calvary: a few days later
Waurche was killed while on patrol.2? The heightened feeling
for nature was infused with such Christian symbols which
seemed an integral part of the countryside.

The Heroes’ Wood, however, while linked to the heightened
sensibility towards nature in wartime, was based upon the
tradition of the Germanic landscape with its sacred trees and
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forests. “Emperor’s oaks” (Kaisereichen) had already been
planted as a thanksgiving for the victory of 1871. The renewal
of a Germanic nature was now seen as symbolic of the resur-
rection of the dead. The German wood itself should form the
sacred burial space. Field Marshall von Hindenburg in prais-
ing this new concept of burial wrote about the “German tree,
gnarled and with solid roots, symbolic of individual and
communal strength.”3¢ “Oaks of honor” were common in
Jewish as well as Christian military cemeteries. Heldenhaine
were ecumenical, fusing Germanic and Christian symbolism
for all of those who had made the ultimate sacrifice.3!

A coMMON Moop united Jews and gentiles, but it was a
mood subsumed under Germanic and Christian symbolism.
Sermons preached on days of mourning by Christian ministers
and rabbis might well be compared. Such a comparison made
on a very limited scale emphasized once more i jointapproach
to the fallen heroes. The day of mourning was conceived as
a festival: a worthwhile death has climaxed a worthwhile life
in the service of the fatherland. Such themes are hardly
surprising. But some sermons of Jewish chaplaing show
confusion of Christian symbolism and Jewish identity, especi.
ally as services at the front were sometimes held in Churches.
Thus was Bruno Italiener carried away when he praised the
combination of organ music, bright light falling through the
Church windows, and the power of ancient Germanic song.
In such a moment, he said, there exist no Jews, Catholics or
Protestants but only Germans.32 Ecumenical cooperation
between all faiths was the rule during the war, communio
sanctorum as a Protestant court preacher called it,3? but here

such a community is found within a specific Germanic and
Christian context.

Christmas in the trenches became the festival which best
symbolized the longing for an end of isolation, for home and
family, for camaraderie and a return of the fallen. It is curious
that this festival has never been analyzed, though the “war
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Christmas” became a cliché in both world wars: it was accom-
panied by an outpouring of poetry and prose claiming to be
symbolic of the true national spirit. Christmas was a festival
of peace, a “secret armistice” as it was called, which in the
first year of the war did in fact become real, as enemies met
in the no man’s land between the trenches. But when such
fraternization was stopped (in 1915 anyone repeating such
fraternization was ordered shot), Christmas in the trenches
still mimicked times of peace: the decorations, the Christmas
tree, presents from home and the festive board. “Everyone’s
face lit up at the thought of home.” Yet a short sermon by
an officer was supposed to exhort the men, to strengthen
their will to fight in the realization that peace can only be
attained through war. Moreover, once more thoughts of home
were mixed with memorials to the fallen.34

Walter Flex, that great myth maker, in his “Christmas fable”
has a war widow drown herself and her son. They are restored
to life through an encounter with the ghosts of dead soldiers.
“Christmas night the dead talk in human voices.”35 Flex
likens the fallen to the angels who brought the news of Christ’s
birth to the shepherds—a repetition of the motif which
Ganghofer made symbolic for the role of Germany in the war.
Small wonder that a rabbi justified his leading such a Christ-
mas celebration: it also symbolized to him a camaraderie
which knew no barriers of faith, it was a festival symbolic of
German unity and the bonds of friends and family back home.
His rejection of the belief that the saviour was really born
on this day was of little importance, he tells us, compared
to the wartime meaning of Christmas.?¢

We might see in the war Christmas as in the other symbols
and myths discussed a secularization of Christianity: an
ecumenicism which was so broad as to lose its specific Christian
relevance. It is indeed possible that the references to Christ
and Christianity were rhetoric, a shorthand for dilemmas and
longings shared by everyone at the front. Certainly they could
become form without content, as, for example, in the constant
Nazi use of Christian vocabulary which transferred terms
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like “apostles” and “evangelical” to their own substitute
religion. But there was no such substitute religion in the
trenches; worship of the nation was expressed through the
passion and resurrection, the national landscape was replete
with Christian symbolism. As the Christian metaphors of war
were transferred into the post-war world, nationalism increas-

ingly took the lead in a badly defeated and disorganized
nation.

Yet if it had not been for the crisis that followed the war,
Jews might not have been affected by the mood and piety
we have analyzed. As it turned out, the details and even the
trifles which have concerned us opened a deep gulf between
Germans and Jews because they operated on the level of
myth and symbol, within an extreme human situation. The
Volk community, the camaraderie, were wrapped in a Chris-
tian analogy which had to be accepted.

Not all Jews went so far in their acceptance of this as Walther
Rathenau. During the war he wrote that he was taking his
stand on the Acts of the Apostles. But this did not prevent
him from going his own way and remaining a Jew, just as
his pious Christian friends believed in religion without dogma.
“I want a Christian state,” but without state power or a state
Church.3” In fact, many important Jews attempted to dis-
entangle themselves from the German mood, or at least to
mitigate its affects,

AMIDST ALL THE ENTHUSIASM there were reservations. One
need only read Leo Baeck’s sermons or his official reports as
field Chaplain to the Jewish community, to feel his love of
peace and hatred of all wars.38 For Leo Baeck the war was
a necessary evil, and there can be no greater contrast between
his thoughts and those of the Protestant Chaplains. Chauvin-
ism of any kind is rejected by Baeck, but accepted by nearly
all of his official Christian colleagues. The ethical ideals of
Reform Judaism held fast in this case.
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On the home front, where on the one hand enthusiasm ran
high but on the other hand voices of dissent did exist, some,
though by no means all Jewish publications, were remarkable
in their outspokenness. Not only did Leo Baeck’s reports and
articles in the Gemeindeblatt bear witness to this fact, but
so too did certain Zionist papers. For example, after first
sharing the “spirit of 1914" the Jiidische Rundschau empha-
sized that the war proved the importance of nationalism, but
immediately qualified this statement by referring to the
brotherhood of man.3? Robert Weltsch clung to his ideal that
the nation was but a step towards the unity of mankind. In
the midst of the myth of the fallen soldier, the Herzl-Bund
of young Zionist merchants stressed the awfulness of death
and war, and the burdens which they impose upon life. In
the halcyon days of the “spirit of 1914,” even as it defended
the Jews against the charge of cowardice, Ost und West
exclaimed that the moral grandeur of a people is not only
revealed in war, but above all in the solid accomplishments
of peace. This is certainly a unique dissent in the chorus of
German voices.40

To be sure, all Jewish papers exhorted young Jews to do
their best and called upon them to volunteer for the colors.
Yet there is enough meaningful difference that we can talk,
even if not consistently, of an ethical imperative which
remained intact. If Jews were prone to accept Christian
metaphors because ideas and rituals taken from the non-
Jewish environment had penetrated to the heart of Judaism
during the process of assimilation, so the ideals of the
Enlightenment lasted longest among the Jews. The Israeliti-
sche Wochenblatt as early as September 1914, warned against
“unhealthy chauvinism” and appealed to reason instead.!

We can cite as additional evidence for the attitude of large -

parts of the German-Jewish and Zionist establishment, their
rejection of Ernst Lissauer’s hymn of hate against England.
This poem became for some time the most popular war poem
in Germany. It received praise from the Emperor and the
Crown Prince of Bavaria, but not from many of his fellow
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Jews. When Binjafnin Segel surveyed 60 important Jewish
personalities they unanimously rejected the Hassgesang as
un-Jewish.42 Ost und West, once more in the forefront, wrote
a whole article against Lissauer called “Education in Hate.”
Jews generally, it asserted, have rejected Lissauer, towards
whose poem one can feel only revulsion and horror.13

Here, then, there was no easy acceptance of the new world
of myth of the trenches, and this in spite of the acceptance
of the common mood. This persistence of ethical attitudes,
of a refusal to join in the symphony of hate and the deification
of the nation, separated some important Jews from most
Germans. Once more, we face a phenomenon which will
continue into the post-war world, when Jews in their liberal-
ism and cosmopolitanism will face ever greater isolation in
a Germany where the war experience led to a heightened
chauvinism. This alienation worked hand in hand with the
covert rather than overt exclusion of Jews from the communio
sanctorum of the embattled fatherland.

At the same time, the war led to several other attitudes which
were to prove dynamic in destroying the precarious German-
Jewish relationship. The hatred Leo Baeck rejected domi-
nated the war. The adversary relationship led to a state of
mind which craved an enemy, and which was ready for the
politics of confrontation in post-war Germany. The crises of
the Weimar Republic took the form of an undeclared civil
war which the Nazis eventually exploited and won. The Jews
became the real victims of the continuation of war in peace-
time. Just so, the war deepened an already present German
stereotype of manliness. This “totally new race” as Ernst
Jiinger -called it,* and which emerged from the war, was to
take the Jew as its foil.

Eventually all the ideals we have discussed: the glorification
of sacrifice and the reward of resurrection, the exaltation of
simplicity and equality as the essence of comradeship, and
the love of home and of nature, were turned against the Jews.
What started as Jews coming to terms with national Christian
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myth and symbols, ended with the expulsion of the Jew from
participation in the national myth. He became the enemy
who had to be destroyed.

o g

THE HATRED OF THE ENEMY in wartime needs no documen-
tation. To be sure, there was at times respect for the adversary
as well as fraternization during the first war Christmas.
Whatever the soldiers may actually have felt, the barrage of
propaganda and the loss of their comrades can hardly have
left them without moments of hate. As the entire war experi-
ence was constantly lifted into a world of myth and symbol
so the adversary relationship was transformed into a general
principle of life by influential writers and poets. Ernst Jiinger
was the most famous of these, and his war diary, The Storm
of Steel (1919) which sold 244,000 copies in 26 editions, and
which was translated into 7 languages,s put it bluntly: “For
I cannot too often repeat, a battle was no longer an episode
that spent itself in blood and fire; it was a condition of things
that dug itself in remorselessly week after week and even
month after month.”46 This was a total confrontation for,
so we are told, “War means the destruction of the enemy
without scruple and by any means. War is the harshest of
all trades, and the masters of it can only entertain humane
feelings so long as they do no harm.”47 Such passages seem
to anticipate the Nazi future, and indeed Hitler greatly
valued The Storm of Steel. But then the book was received
with universal praise by the Tagebuch on the moderate left
as well as from the Right where the welcome was warmest.48

Jiinger revised his book from edition to edition during the
Weimar Republic. It is not without significance that he now
omitted the beginning of his diary and took the acceptance
of war as a necessary and higher reality for granted. Within
the diary itself personal experience is changed into the shared
experience of comradeship in the trenches and in battle.4?
Such an emphasis upon camaraderie brought Jiinger’s work
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into line with many other books about the war, but also
reflected the search for a new nation which would restore
German power and glory.

Junger, despite his rejection of the Nazis, must have approved
of the words which Joseph Goebbels addressed, in the midst
of the victories of the Second World War, to the dead of the
First: “Germany is beginning to glitter in the dawn of your
sacrifice.” Already in 1928 he wrote that the young Nazi
movement was led by the fallen soldiers.5® Not only the Nazis
annexed the myths of the war and its aggressive attitude of
mind. The political Right under the Republic fed and grew
fat on it, while much of the left proved unable to cope with
the war experience although it also dominated the lives of
its followers.

Jiinger did not stand alone. War novels and war poetry
echoed the constant refrain that Germans must remain hard
as steel, that sentimentality, even during Christmas, must not
sap the fighting spirit. It is no accident that these hackneyed
sentiments dating from the First World War were repeated
by Himmler in the midst of the Second World War. Telling
his SS execution squads in 1943 that they must know what it
means to see a hundred Jewish corpses lie side by side, or
five hundred, or a thousand, he continues: “To have stuck
this out . . . to have kept our integrity, that is what has made
us hard.”s! This comparison does not telescope history, but
tells us about one consequence of the First World War: the
adversary relationship, the acceptance of mass death, led to
an ever greater brutalization of the human mind.

This brutalizing effect was noticed in the first year of the
war by a psychologist who otherwise fully shared the “spirit
of 1914.” “The marvelous enthusiasm, heroic courage and
willingness to sacrifice . . . which sprang from a shared devo-
tion to the fatherland,” wrote Otto Binswanger, “have been
sadly perverted into degrading . . . feelings of cruel hate, of
lust for revenge and desire to ruthlessly exterminate the
enemy.”>2 The confrontation politics of the Weimar Republic




continued this trend. Yet such brutalization was not merely
the product of the enthusiasms Binswanger cited, but also of
the efforts to transcend the horrors of war through the myth
of the fallen soldier and the other myths and symbols which
we have discussed. They made it easier to confront mass death:
not merely for soldiers to face their own death, but also the
task of killing the enemy. '

THE CONTRAST BETWEEN “we” and “them” was used as the
spearhead for the post-world-war attack against liberalism.
Liberalism, so Jiinger tells us, relativizes everything on behalf
of its business interests, and the political philosopher Carl
Schmitt praised decisiveness without giving quarters, which
alone was said to be worthy of the sovereign state.’> Such
attitudes gave solid support for the onslaught upon the
Weimar Republic’s ideals of freedom and pluralism. That
not only the Republic but its Jews as well were victims of
such antiliberalism needs no demonstration, Jewish existence
had always depended upon the pluralism and liberalism of
society. That such an onslaught was made in the name of
the war experience gave it a irightening dimension. That
the Republic was watering down the myths of the war was
one of the most fundamental accusations made against the
freedom and tolerance it championed.’*

The veterans organization, Der Stahlhelm, for example,
opposed the Republic in order to transmit the “spirit of the
front line soldier” to future generations.>> According to the
Stahlhelm, the new nation was to be built upon the “camara-
derie of the trenches.” Yet the Jewish soldier was now
excluded from such comradeship. As Jews formed their own
veterans’ organization, the cooperation between all faiths
which had taken place on the front collapsed—Christianity
had become too Germanized, an integral part of the Volks-
gemeinschaft embattled against the enemy.

It is all the more significant that the Stahlhelm leader, Franz
Seldte, was no passionate antisemite. His novel, Vor und
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Hinter den Kulissen (In Front of and Behind the Scenes, 1931)
praised one Jewish officer as an exemplary German patriot,
modest and of pleasing appearance. At the same time Seldte
demanded a clear-cut division between German and Jew.’6
While he regarded the Jews as a separate people, many of his
followers came to regard them as a separate race as well. In
1982 when it was revealed that the Stahlhelm’s deputy leader
had some Jews in his family tree, a vertitable storm broke
over Theodor Duesterberg’s head in spite of his own unques-
tioned volkish allegiance. In vain Duesterberg gave his word
of honor that he was not related to any Jews himself or
through his children, that he never borrowed money from
Jews, nor had Jewish clients.’” Nothing can demonstrate more
clearly how exclusive the Frontgeist had become: a clean
separation between Germans and Jews was now part of the
“spirit of the trenches,” in spite of Seldte’s noble Jewish officer,
or the Stahlhelm delegations which appeared at memorials
to the Jewish fallen.

Such a separation might have been inherent in the mythology
of the war, but it became explicit only after the war. To
what degree the Jewish war veterans’ association attempted
to re-establish the lost comradeship, and to what extent they
attempted to revitalize a shared myth once more—now volkish
rather than Christian—must be left to further research. But
it is possible to trace the German-Jewish dialogue based on
shared Germanic and Christian myths,8 just as it is possible
to trace the ethical imperatives which separated important
Jewish leaders like Leo Baeck from the commonly accepted
war experience.

Hatred of the enemy, the adversary relationship, became a
total commitment for important and powerful segments of
the population. Hans Oberlindober, the leader of the disabled
veterans’ organization, wrote that though the First World
War was finished, the war against the German people con-
tinues, and that 1914-1918 was merely its bloody beginning.>
The politics of struggle, of clear and unambiguous decision
making, was thought to be the consequence of facing an
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enemy, foreign or domestic. Great revolutio.ns are decic.ied
by blood and iron, wrote Oswald Spengler, w.1thout the kind
of hesitancy about violence which characterized many left-
wing revolutionaries as well as many Republicans. .The
German revolution, he continued, must go forward until the
nation bacomes once more a community like that of the
trenches. Typically enough, Spengler belit.e\fed that such
politics was the politics of power, the only pOllt.lCS thz%t counts,
Power belongs to the whole nation, the individual is merely
its servant.6o

THOSE WHO WROTE about the trenches often stressed the
primitivism of such a life, glorifying it as the breakthr.ou.gh
of elemental forces which had slumbered within an artificial
civilization. The rage of which Jiinger and othc:rs spoke as
they went over the top was exalted as an ectasy which revealed
the true nature of man. The myth of the storm troopers
existed during the war and was not merely a creati‘on of the
post-war world. Such men were endowed with certain charac-
teristics, so it was thought, which went beyond mere courage
and the will to fight. Contemporaries believed that this stereo-
type was new: the iron hard man of decision, slim and lithe,
with fair skin and clear eyes. In reality this was a stereotype
present in European aesthetic consciousness ever since .the
eighteenth century; sinking still deper into the German mind
through its reaffirmation during the war.6!

Such stereotypes were not confined to Germany. In. England
Siegfried Sassoon described George Sherston’s friend, the
young officer Dick Tiltwood, in almost the identical terms
with which Walter Flex characterized his hero Ernst Wurche:
“He had the obvious good looks which go with fair hair and
firm features, but it was the radiant integrity of his expression
which astonished me.”62 Wanderer Between Two Worlds
began with a description of Wurche, student of Christian
theology, whose outward appearance mirrors his inward
beauty. Wurche’s integrity is symbolized by his light and clear
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eyes, his good looks and slender and well-proportioned body.¢3
When Sassoon followed up his description of Tiltwood by
writing that “His was the bright countenance of truth . . .
incapable of concealment but strong in reticence and mod-
esty,”®¢ without knowing it, he duplicated the ideal of
manliness which Walter Flex popularized in Germany.

Wurche, however, loved nothing better than his naked sword
and rejoiced in battle, If the English ideal type included
vulnerability and innocence, as Paul Fussell tells us,65 the
German model was hard, wise and invulnerable. There exist
vital differences in national traditions which surface in times
of deep stress and anxiety. Dick Tiltwood is not particularly
religious and his patriotism was tempered by his gentleness.
Wurche, who reads Goethe and the New Testament even
while rejoicing in his sword, is reconciled to a heroic death
as part of his joyful duty to the fatherland and to his men.
And so is Otto Braun, the Friihvollendete (one who dies
young) who, unlike Flex, cannot be counted on the political
Right. The body, so he tells his war diaries, must become
hard, steely, grave and austere, pregnant with future deeds
and manly beauty. For Otto Braun this ideal warrior corres-
ponded to the stereotype of Greek beauty which had formed
the Germanic ideal ever since the eighteenth century.66

Ernst Jiinger once more summed up this stereotype in all its
mixture of brutality and beauty, so common in Germany.
“This was a totally new race, all energy . .. slim, lithe and
muscular bodies, finely chiseled faces . . . These were men
who overcame, natures of steel, ready for any struggle how-
ever ghastly,” and Jiinger thought that such a struggle was
a permanent condition of life. The foils of this hero were
the philistines, the bourgeois and the liberals, the “retail
merchant and the glove-makers” as Jiinger characterized
them.6” It was the Jewish stereotype which became the foil
of this manly ideal. For like the new race of which Jiinger
spoke, the Jewish stereotype had over a century of history
behind it and was quite ready for use. Werner Sombart’s
contrast between merchants and heroes (Héindler und Helden,
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1915) projected the opprobrium of the anti-heroic upon the
English enemy, but it was easily transfered back to the Jew.
It is not necessary to cite further proof that the Jew was
excluded from this heroic ideal.

THF, SPECIFIC MONUMENTs to the fallen which we ﬁer in
the Heroes' Woods often present the dying young Sieglried,’®
a figure thought especially effective when jlfxtaposed to the
darkness of the trees. We have already mentioned earlier t}‘le
role played by massive boulders as war monuments, but in
this case the symbolism was not so limited that Jews co‘uld
not follow, in spite of the frequent references to ancient
Germanic tradition. Young Siegfried was another matter. The
emphasis in such monuments was on simplicity and ).louth.
Simplicity, as we have already seen, was thought essentxa.l for
military cemeteries because it was said to reflect the manlm.ess
of the comradeship of the trenches. Greek ideas were operative
here, re-enforced by the stress on youth. The young hero was
modeled on Greek sculpture whose concept of beauty had
determined the German stereotype ever since J. J. Winckel-
mann wrote in the eighteenth century. In 1931 looking back
over the war memorials of the last decade, Karl von Seeger
was moved to wonder about the persistence of the ideal of
Greek art. The “. . . naked, lithe, muscular youth, filled with
spirit and will, still represents our ideal of humanity.”® The
eros which was always part of the camaraderie of the trenc}}es
was worshipped as youth. Poetry and prose were filled th}:
admiration for “youthful steps” and “youthful -exubc?ranc?.

Much of the best English war poetry was also erotic, w1t!1
its delight in blond and tender youth, but in Germany .thxs
kind of eroticism became politicized. Such heroes’ memorials,
so we are told in 1915, are symbolic of the eternal youth of
the people. Siegfried was a young Apollo, and so was Ger-
many.’0 The struggle between young Germany and the old
nations of the West was popularized by Moeller van den
Bruck, but it subtly drew much of its strength from the image
of heroic youth during the war.
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The Jews were considered an old people, and the Jewish
stereotype was consistently one of age not of youth. In German
literature even young Jews usually have old faces.”? This
Jewish stereotype is once again a part of a long tradition
which cannot be analyzed here. The epithet “old” had become
attached to the image of the Jew, but now this confronted
a nation which adopted the symbol of heroic youth.

Not only the Germanic stereotype received renewed impetus
through the war experience, but also the ideals of simplicity
and modesty which were a part of the myth of camaraderie
as symbolized in the resting places of the fallen. Once more,
the Jewish stereotype.ran squarely counter to this ideal. The
Jew as arrogant and showy was a myth over a century old
by the time of the war. But now it was heightened by the
supposed qualities of the front-line soldiers so contrary to
what the Jew was meant to represent. Finally, the concept
of beauty and eros which symbolized the ideal German con-
fronted a Jewish sterotype which was its opposite: small and
puny, ill-proportioned and with shambling gait. The clash
of stereotypes is well enough known, but the war gave it a
dimension unknown before this time, To be sure, without
a long tradition behind them neither stereotype would have
acquired the force given to it by the war and the defeat which
followed. The commonplaces of antisemitism received a new

importance when transposed upon the myths and stereotypes
of the war.

Germany saw itself defending European civilization. The
myths and symbols we have discussed were thought to be
specifically German. Germany in turn was the guardian of
Europe, and more than that, God's instrument to pass judg-
ment upon the world. As Klaus Vondung has shown, ideas
of the Jewish and Christian apocalypse became one means
of interpreting the war: Germany is lifted from an instrument
through which God judges to the executor of the Last Judg-
ment. Jewish war sermons, at times, echoed such thought.”
Through this self-appointed task some racism penetrated the
war experience: not directed against Jews but against blacks.
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The Entente was accused of importing inferior races to
Europe in order that they might fight God’s chosen people.
Such racism strengthened German feelings of exclusiveness
and mission which later flowed into Weimar racism and
antisermnitism. Indeed, when the Entente used black troops to
occupy Germany after the armistice (1919-1920) the cry that
culture was being raped coincided with the first and as yet
merely social restrictions against the Jews because of their
race.” Walter Bloem, writing in 1916, had already likened the
black and colored troops used by the English to Hagenbeck’s
famous circus.”¥ War literature and war memoirs show a
special hostility to blacks, and no fine distinctions were made
between the Moroccans, Indian Sepoys or Africans from
Senegal. Stefan George, from his ivory tower, pontificated
against the “Blutschmach,” that is the destruction of the
white by black and yellow races.” The war not only furthered
the stereotype of the German hero, but also encouraged racial
myths. France and England were not yet seen in racial terms,
but the war helped Germans see the world as a struggle
between races. By 1939 it was the Jews who also became the
victims of this inheritance of the war.

GERMAN jEws like Leo Baeck shared a common German
tradition but bent it to different purposes. They continued
to combine German idealism with the heritage of the Enlight-
enment. Leo Baeck, with some justice, blamed the Lutheran
tradition for the worst in German thought and thus connected
it with the destructiveness of the war. The Lutherans had
created a paternal police state, a tradition Baeck contrasted
to that of the Prussian Enlightenment. This Enlightenment
put the state in the service of morality and attempted to
improve all that was human. Significantly, looking at the
destruction of the war, he added in 1919: “Prussian idealism
with its optimistic belief in the future of all mankind has
retained a home within the Jewish communities.”76 Histori-
cally that was a true observation, and one which helps to
explain Baeck's own attitude towards the war, the more so
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as he saw such enlightenment as part of the essence of Judaism,
But this mixture between German idealism and the Enlighten-
ment also influenced Zionists like Robert Weltsch who wanted
to give nationalism a human face,

To be sure most German Jews succumbed to the almost
irresistible temptation to share to the full the German war
experience. But after the war many had a rude awakening
and recaptured the liberal and Enlightenment tradition. At
that time establishment figures like Baeck had more in com-
mon with the left-wing Jewish intellectuals than they might
have cared to admit. Both believed that man must be the
er.ld and never the means, and that war perverted the inherent
virtues of man. It must be left to another time and place to
sh‘ow the similarity of thought between Baeck and the young
Lion Feuchtwanger, between Robert Weltsch and Kurt Eisner.
All that needs to be stated is the existence of a certain
German-Jewish tradition, widely shared among Jews of differ-
ent political persuasions, retaining ideals the war experience

" had helped to defeat. It is hardly surprising that so many

Jews were willing to pay a high price in order to complete
the process of assimilation, even if it meant accepting foreign
and inherently hostile myths and structures of thought. But
that a quite different German-Jewish tradition existed, which
though it thought of itself as loyally German, opted t;) stand
aside—this should fill us with pride and wonder.
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