)
c
(7
£
E
o
2,
2
v
£
=)
£ 2]
©
) 3
O
=
«

Edited by GIreg Eghig

Introduction by John Bornema,




Sacrifice and National Belonging in Twentieth-Century Germany

NUMBER
THIRTY-FOUR:
WALTER
PRESCOTT WEBB
MEMORIAL

LECTURES






SACRIFICE
AND NATIONAL
BELONCING
INTWENTIETH-
CENTURY
CERMANY

by Marcus Funck
Brian E. Crim
Greg Eghigian
Michael Geyer
Uli Linke

Silke Wenk

Introduction by John Borneman

Edited by
Creg Eghigian and
Matthew Paul Berg

Published for the

UNIVERSITY OF TEXAS AT ARLINGTON
by

TEXAS A&M UNIVERSITY PRESS

College Station



Copyright © 2002 by Webb Lecture Series Committee,
University of Texas at Arlington

Manufactured in the United States of America

All rights reserved

First edition

The paper used in this book meets the minimum requirements
of the American National Standard for Permanence

of Paper for Printed Library Materials, Z39.48-1984.

Binding materials have been chosen for durability.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Sacrifice and national belonging in twentieth-century Germany / by Marcus
Funck. .. [et al.]; introduction by John Borneman ; edited by Greg Eghigian
and Matthew Paul Berg.

p. cm. — (Walter Prescott Webb memorial lectures ; 34)

ISBN 1-58544-207-0 (alk. paper)

1. Germany—Historiography. 2. Political culture—Germany—2oth
century. 3. Germany—Ethnic relations. 4. National socialism—
Psychological aspects. 5. Genocide—Germany—History—2oth century.

6. Holocaust, Jewish (1929-1945) 7. War memorials—Germany. I. Funck,
Marcus. II. Eghigian, Greg, 1961— III. Berg, Matthew Paul, 1961—
IV. Series
DD256.48 .E34 2002
943'.007'2—dca1
2002002804



To

Bede K. Lackner
Colleague and Friend
UTA History Department
(1969-2000)






|

Contents

Preface

Introduction: John Borneman, “German Sacrifice Today”

Chapters

Marcus Funck, “The Meaning of Dying: East Elbian Noble Families

as ‘Warrior-Tribes’ in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries”

Brian E. Crim, “‘Was it All Just a Dream? German-Jewish
Veterans and the Confrontation with valkisch Nationalism in the
Interwar Period”

Greg Eghigian, “Injury, Fate, Resentment, and Sacrifice in
German Political Culture, 1914-1939”

Michael Geyer, “‘There Is a Land Where Everything Is Pure: Its
Name Is Land of Death’: Some Observations on Catastrophic
Nationalism”

Uli Linke, “The Violence of Difference: Anti-Semitism and
Misogyny”

Silke Wenk, “Sacrifice and Victimization in the Commemorative
Practices of Nazi Genocide after German Unification—Memorials
and Visual Metaphors”

List of Contributors

26

64

90

118

148

196

227






Preface

This collection of essays first began as papers presented at the 34th Annual
Walter Prescott Webb Memorial Lectures held at the University of Texas at
Arlington in March, 1999. The idea for organizing a symposium and sub-
sequent volume about “Sacrifice and National Belonging in Twentieth-
Century Germany” emerged from a recognition that Germans from vir-
tually all walks of life appear to have been unusually preoccupied with
two interrelated problems over the course of the last century: forging a
sense of national community and coming to terms with widespread suf-
fering. It was within this context that the concept and ideal of “sacrifice”
(in German, Opfer) played a pivotal role in modern German political cul-
ture. What was seen as literally a noble act that carried overtly feudal and
religious connotations into the nineteenth century was quickly democ-
ratized and secularized in the twentieth. As these essays show, once the
value of heroic national sacrifice was invoked during the First World War
in order to mobilize German soldiers and civilians, it proved to be a re-
markably persistent and resilient “mental tool” for understanding and re-
sponding to a variety of social dislocations.

It is not the intent of this volume to be comprehensive; one could well
include essays on National Socialist ritual, the East German ethos of anti-
fascism, or West German ideals of postwar reconstruction, among others.
Rather, it is our interest to offer up possible histories of sacrifice. In other
words, we hope to open new avenues for discussion of the history of Ger-
man political life by suggesting ways of assessing the place of sacrifice in
German discourse over national belonging.

I'wish to take the opportunity to thank the Department of History and
the College of Liberal Arts at the University of Texas at Arlington, the Wal-
ter Prescott Webb Memorial Lecture Series, and Texas A&M University
Press for their generous support and assistance. Thanks should also go to
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David Crew, Deborah Reed-Danahay, Ruth Gross, and Beth Wright for their
participation and commentaries. Last but not least, I wish to single out
Steven Reinhardt for the hard work and dedication that he showed in mak-
ing both the symposium and this volume possible.

Greg Eghigian
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introduction

John Borneman

German Sacrifice Today

M Let us define sacrifice not in a purely religious sense, as an offering to a
deity, but more abstractly and theoretically, as the constitution of a loss
necessary for the creation of the sacred. Characterized in this way, it is
both universal (as humans are always constituting losses in the pursuit of
some purpose or goal) and culturally and historically specific (as this pur-
pose or goal, the sacred, is contingent on place and time). The value of sac-
rifice is also relative in the sense that it varies by perspective—of the sac-
rificer, the sacrificed, and the analyst. The history of modern Germany
presents this contingency and variability in its extremes, both in its most
horrendous form as Holocaust—genocide in the name of the Volk (histor-
ical effects)—and in more benign versions—such as self-sacrifice for the
construction of an inclusive national sozialer Wohlfahrtsstaat (social wel-
fare state) or willingness to sacrifice for the ecological health of the planet.

3
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The sheer weight and intensity of the effects of this term Opfer (sacrifice),
what we might call the Wirkungsgeschichte of sacrifice in this century,
has made Germany into a model of and for sacrifice. Today, of the many
anthropological examples of communal sacrifice, Germany serves as a
limit case: a model of the ways, for both good and evil, in which sacrifice
has been practiced, and a model for other social groups by which they
often measure, for both good and evil, their own constitution of losses and
their own sacreds.

The essays in this volume trace aspects of the history of sacrifice in
Germany from the eighteenth to the twentieth century. They serve as a
kind of palimpsest, not only presenting the front-page stories of contem-
porary German sacrifice, which reached its zenith in World War II and the
Holocaust, but also attempting to go beyond the exposed side to talk about
the relation of the present to past engravings and alternative stories. From
this perspective, sacrifice is practiced in a series of historical repetitions
and displacements. At the end of this introduction, I would like to suggest
one major form of displacement today—election rituals. For now, how-
ever, I might best orient the reader by reviewing three seminal works of
early anthropological theorizing: E. B. Tylor, Sir James Frazer, and Henri
Hubert and Marcel Mauss.

Nineteenth-century British and Scottish theorists of sacrifice were
concerned with understanding its cross-cultural aspects and hence fo-
cused on its morphological dimensions, which they then placed in an evo-
lutionary sequence. Tylor and Frazer are generally credited with uncov-
ering the two fundamental principles of sacrifice: substitution and the
creation of sacred objects through the constitution of a loss. The principle
of substitution, first explicated by Tylor, explained how either a part was
substituted for a whole, such as a finger or a lock of hair for the whole per-
son, or an object of lesser value was substituted for one of greater value,
such as effigies for real victims.! The principle itself, Tylor thought, was
indexical of a developmental sequence from primitive to advanced social
types.

In 1890, Sir James Frazer elaborated Tylor’s thesis and explained how
groups arrived at this principle of substitution. He observed that sacrifice
was a means of absorbing the qualities of a god or gods, in other words, the
primary mode of creation of human sacrality, and he posited three tradi-
tions, or stages, in the evolution of sacrificial rites. The first tradition con-
cerns the sacrifice of kings themselves, a practice designed, he says, to
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spare society the spectacle and effects of the king’s own physical decline.
One of his major sources here were Icelandic myths, which contained the
idea that the king himself was the sacred sacrifice, killed when his sym-
bolic potency declined, usually after a nine-year reign. The second tradi-
tion concerns the custom of child sacrifice, frequently of the firstborn son,
who is substituted for the king and then sacrificed in the name of the so-
cial whole, the function being to propitiate the vengeful gods and to pro-
long the reign of the father.> The third tradition concerns the substitute
sacrifice of the socially expendable, people from the “poorer classes,” “an
ugly or deformed person,” or “a condemned criminal 3

In sum, Frazer traces a movement: from the ancient sacrifice of de-
clining kings, to the substitutions of their firstborn sons, to the sacrifice
of marginal or alienable others. To paraphrase: from gods, to kings, to sons,
to scapegoats. A key contribution in Frazer’s theory is that he transforms
William Robertson-Smith’s image,* developed in work on Semitic religion,
of sacrifice as a gathering of harmonious and communal diners, to an im-
age of sacrificial meals that are violent rites of self-dismemberment. At
such meals “divinities have to take themselves apart to put a world to-
gether’®

French theorists were more concerned with the logical, as opposed to
historical, priority of sacrifice and therefore shifted attention away from
the religious (as in Robertson-Smith and Frazer) to the sociological char-
acter of sacrifice. Accordingly, Hubert and Mauss subsume the study of
sacrifice under a functional analysis of ritual.’ Following Emile Durk-
heim’s lead, they claim that sacrifice consecrates a profane character by
establishing communication between sacred and profane worlds. Sacri-
fices are theatrical and festive, serving the functions of expiation in the
sense of fulfilling an obligation to a god, a plaintive request for rewards or
advantages, or a consecration in service of the momentary unification of
worshipers with powers beyond their own control and comprehension.
This last function, of consecration, heightens the spirituality of the com-
munity (or, by the nineteenth century, “society”) through the sacrifice of
divine blood. Periodic ritual sacrifice becomes a foundational social act, a
means of spiritual sustenance, required by collective life to bring individ-
uals into a relationship with something greater than themselves. Sacri-
fice, then, is a no longer a stage in human history but a universal human
ritual whose social and institutional form can be displaced but which can
be eliminated only at the risk of dissolving the social.
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I. Histories of German Sacrifice

Histories of German sacrifice, as illustrated in the essays that follow,
provide ample evidence for each of these theoretical insights into the
structure and function of sacrifice. But while German history supports the
theses that sacrifice operates through the principle of substitution, and
that it constitutes the sacred through losses, it has not followed any pro-
gressive scheme. Sequence is indeed important in understanding the types
of sacrifice, but in German history the sequence has not followed evolu-
tionary principles. Particularly important to observe are shifts over the
course of the last two centuries in the nature of the sacred and its relation
to the secular state. Increasingly invasive modes of governmentality, and
growing belief in and hence power attributed to the social, paralleled the
centralization of political power at the level of the state. Following the fail-
ure of the Weimar Republic, a religiously imbued and phantasmatic Volk
became increasingly sacralized. And sacrifices entailing losses of ever-
greater magnitude were needed in order to recreate this sacred.

Marcus Funck’s essay, “The Meaning of Dying,” traces the history of
sacrifice through its meaning in East Elbian noble families from the end
of the eighteenth century through World War II. He demonstrates how, in
the course of the nineteenth century, Prussian noble families became pro-

_gressively militarized: reduced to “pure military clans” that acted within

Germany as “war tribes.” Although most military families could trace
their ancestors back several centuries, some to the thirteenth century, the
Prussian “warrior caste” solidified only after 1890, much later than the
Austrian or French. Essential to achieving this castelike solidarity were
marital strategies that restricted spousal choice to members of other mil-
itary families.

The two world wars of the twentieth century fundamentally changed
this warrior caste, in both its internal composition and its function within
German society. Prior to the twentieth century, a disproportionate num-
ber of their sons had entered the officer corps. Hence in World War I, when
officers still led the charges in battles, the male ranks of these noble fam-
ilies were particularly decimated. In fact, the fatality rate of noble military
families in World War I exceeded those from all other wars extending back
to the time of the wars of Frederick the Great.

Military families cultivated the legend of a heroic self-foundation
manifested in a readiness to use violence. Funck argues that the increas-
ing euphoria for World War I was accompanied by the glorification of a vi-
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olent death. Each individual male death in the “Great Sacrifice,” as this
war is called, was associated with the collective life of the family into
which he was born. Surviving members of military families, who thought
of themselves as having engaged in self-sacrifice by giving their men to
the violent deaths of war, recuperated the loss of these individuals for
themselves. They justified their social and political privileges through a
willingness to exchange the lives of individual males. Their economic de-
pendence on this military service reinforced their commitment to it.

Especially in the first phase of World War I, the military clans used the
tremendous losses among the ranks of the officer corps to secure their sur-
vival through integration into a “national-folkish martyr complex.” Pruss-
ian nobility had anchored sacrificial thinking in the individual family
through specific types of memory and forgetting. The Spartanic education
of individuals in the family stressed “overcoming of mental and physical
weaknesses,” learning “to obey in order to rule,” “iron discipline, hardness
against oneself, selflessness, iron fulfillment of duties, martyrdom. This
line of thought led to a new kind of treatment of fallen soldiers during
World War I. Those who lay in hospitals were expected to suffer silently as
they died. After battle, the idea of mass death was avoided and individuals
were always named for use in heroic histories and war legends. Yet, in
commemoration of the losses incurred in the war, there was “undifferen-
tiated remembrances for groups of victims who had died under the most
varied conditions” Mothers and wives were also cast as heroes for their
preparedness to sacrifice sons and husbands. Slogans such as “Sacrifice for
the clan, Volk, Fatherland” reinforced the view that sacrifice was a solu-
tion for the nation.

The battles of World War I extended this logic of sacrifice as a national
solution, and therefore the pain of war, to civilians in a new way, with the
use of new machinery of mass extermination. In this setting, German no-
bility as a class was seen as responsible for “collective memory” of the
folk, a memory structured around hero and death cults. Heroic deaths as
Kriegsopfer (victims of war) were then recuperated by entire families and
integrated into their own histories. Funck demonstrates that the apogee of
the nobility’s death cult was reached in the forty years of peace after 1871,
a period in which the nobility used their memory work to keep their sta-
tus and in which bourgeois writers took them up as heroic characters in
their stories. The subsequent decimation of its numbers in World War I did
not change the nobility’s dependence on the military because its social
prestige and cultural privileges were tied to this institution.
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World War II therefore provided another opportunity for what re-
mained of the nobility to assert its prominence. But, in contrast to World
War I, in World War IT German nobility were not united in the forms of ser-
vice and sacrifice to the Volk. Some were simply victims of allied bombs,
others were killed in action or killed in service in the Waffen SS, and still
others died in resistance to the Nazi cause. Following the war, the nobil-
ity appropriated all these causes without differentiating as to the kind of
sacrifice for the nation. Subsequently, all aristocrats and highborn who
died during the war have been memorialized as fallen national heroes who
fulfilled the noble “ethos and duty regarding sacrifice” That is, regardless
of cause or circumstance of death, all highborn deaths were recuperated as
sacrifices and their deeds honored within genealogical archives. Funck
concludes that because of its intimate links to military privilege and sac-
rifice, German nobility was unable to transform itself from a warrior caste
into a “civil aristocracy” This family strategy resulted in decimating their
ranks and has ultimately led to their demise.

Essays by Brian Crim and Greg Eghigian carry us deeper into the mean-
ing of sacrifice in the interwar period, following the crushing defeat in
World War I. Crim considers sacrifices of German Jewish veterans in light
of the discourse on sacrifice during the interwar period. He is interested
in how the memory of wartime experience is employed for arguments of
inclusion or exclusion in the nation. German Jewish veterans appealed
to their own sacrifices in the Great War to justify their claims to member-
ship in the Volksgemeinschaft (folk community). Crim demonstrates that
these veterans shared with other Germans “common values, a reverence
for the war experience, and a desire to translate that experience into a po-
litical reality” In particular, the experience on the front became a sym-
bolic focus around which memories of the war, and of the inclusiveness
that could be claimed from the sacrifices, were structured. Central to this
memory was the idea of “spilling blood [as] the ultimate sacrifice for the
nation.”

National Socialists also glorified the experiences of soldiers on the
front, but they refused to acknowledge the sacrifice of German Jewish vet-
erans. Instead they constructed Jews as scapegoats for the social and eco-
nomic dislocations that characterized Germany in the interwar years.
Common sacrifice of German Jews and Germans in the Great War as an
argument for inclusion was turned into an argument for the necessity of
sacrificing Jews and excluding them. In short, Crim demonstrates how the
function of remembering this front experience was not to reconstruct the
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past accurately, which would have recognized German Jewish contribu-
tions, but to shape the future community as one that required their ex-
clusion.

Eghigian takes up the “ritual of national sacrifice” in the same inter-
war period, but his focus is on analyzing the significance of “resentment”
in structuring German political and moral culture. Specifically, he seeks
to understand the use of “affective registers” in creating a “community
of shared feelings.” Resentment, he argues, is a response to questions
of theodicy: “Who suffers? Why? To what, if any, end? Who or what is to
blame? What is to be done about it?” He demonstrates how Germans ap-
propriated the many meanings of and exploited the ambiguity within the
concept of sacrifice (Opfer)—"victim,” “casualty,” and the constitution of
“a sacred contract between the one offering the sacrifice and the divin-
ity”—to reimagine themselves after the Great War “not as the sacrificers
but as the innocent victims of an impotent ritual of an equally impotent
state”” The sacred object that is sacrificed shifts over time, from external-
ities (the French enemy, the Jew) to the German community itself as the
sacrificial victim. The ensuing resentment, writes Eghigian, was a result
of the “perceived failure of national sacrifice as theodician ritual in the
wake of World War 1.”

In tracing the wider social implications of the link between resent-
ment and failed communal sacrifice, Eghigian draws a novel connection
between the growth of an attitude of social entitlement and “the institu-
tionalization of injury compensation” A key to the successful organiza-
tion of the social welfare state in Germany has been to turn a community
of perceived sufferers, who identify only with themselves, into an identi-
fication with other sorts of victims. That is, individual risk of loss from in-
jury is lessened by the assumption of collective liability by corporate in-
stances, such as the state. At issue here is what others have called the
“socialized management of risk,” an assumption of collective liability that
makes it no longer necessary to assess individual fault or liability. Social
entitlement programs, such as the institutionalization of injury compen-
sation, work precisely in this way, managing risk at the social level which
in turn makes it frequently unnecessary to assess individual liability.

Eghigian points to a further effect of the expansion of social entitle-
ments through protection against injury: it creates identification with
other victims. The assumption of collective liability for injury creates sol-
idarity among those insured. This logic is remarkably inclusive, and it has
been crucial for the efficacy of the appeals to self-sacrifice that have played
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a critical role in all German political regimes of this century. Eghigian
traces the variations in arguments by different political groups (Commu-
nists, conservative, liberal, and eugenic critics, as well as the National So-
cialists) regarding entitlements to compensation by the social welfare
state. All these political groups expressed their values through appeals to
a common mythic narrative of sacrifice and victimization, which in turn
bred resentment because of the absence of actual solutions during the
great economic depression of the time. The success of Nazi appeals to
moral resentment, he argues, rested on their embrace of a promise of so-
cial redemption “through moral renewal via sacrifice and self-sacrifice.”
They exhorted Germans to occupy positions of both sacrificer and victim,
to feel themselves to be both victims and victimizers.

Finally, Eghigian asks, why the radical exclusion of some (Jews, Gyp-
sies, homosexuals, the handicapped) in a community that constitutes it-
self with such an inclusive narrative? In a community organized around
suffering (Leid), what happened to empathy (Mitleid)? Why did this com-
munity based on social suffering end up inflicting such suffering on oth-
ers? Eghigian argues that Nazis used resentment about the failure of sac-
rifices in the Great War to turn Germans away from their affective register
of victimization of the interwar period to one of active sacrificers: “the
national community was represented as a sacrificing community of com-
mon fate”” Compassion for strangers was rejected in favor of “redemption
through politically justified acts of sacrifice. Common struggle replaced
shared suffering, and an ethic of total sacrifice became synonymous with
active membership in the national community”

The significance of the Volksgemeinschaft in motivating sacrifice in
World War II is again taken up in Michael Geyer’s essay. What, he asks,
“compels men and, indeed, entire societies to go to war and fight to
death?” After carefully tracking the rate of death among the numerically
largest victim groups in the war—German soldiers and civilians, Jews,
Russians—Geyer finds that the most killing and death occurred in the last
several years of war, from 1942 to 1945. In fact, “more German soldiers
were killed in action between July 20, 1944, the failed coup against Hitler,
and May 8, 1945, unconditional surrender, than in the entire previous five
years of war between 1939 and 1944

This is remarkable because it presents us with the paradox that the
German leadership mounted a total war with the full knowledge that a
German defeat was inevitable and that their casualties would parallel or
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surpass those they inflicted on others. “The Wehrmacht fought for three
long years,” he writes, “the nation was mobilized in a total war effort
notwithstanding the leadership’s knowledge that this effort would not
make a palpable difference in the eventual outcome of the war” In other
words, only after the war had been strategically lost did the German mo-
bilization reach its “peak numerical fighting power” and did killing fields
proliferate, also reaching the home front. While the first part of the war
“was motivated by haughty racial concepts of superiority and inferiority,
the second phase entailed a systematic war against civilians in which
racial ideology and military tactics fused in a lethal combination.” More-
over, Geyer cites evidence that civilians also fought on, in the midst of
their own deaths and the killing of others, despite knowledge that this
mass sacrifice was futile. The enormity of this slaughter continues to bog-
gle the mind: “Altogether, approximately 19 million men, women, and
children were either killed or died as effect of the war”

Geyer explains this motivation to fight to death in terms of the mean-
ing of sacrifice and defense of the Volksgemeinschaft. Germans “thought
that sacrifice in order to maintain community was a self-evident virtue in
catastrophe, because they felt that survival depended on community and
disaster came with dissolution.” Three themes appear to justify the course
of events in which German civilians, acting as sacrificers, ended up em-
bracing their role as victims: “defense of community, the pursuit of unity,
and self-sacrifice as a survival strategy” The fact that both sacrifice and
victim are expressed in the same German word, Opfer, is no coincidence.
For the leadership, moreover, even if the war and Nazi goals could not be
won on the battlefield, a redeeming sacrifice might become an eternal
source of memory. For them, “if only the sacrifice was great enough, mem-
ory would return to it time and again.”’

The final two essays, by Uli Linke and Silke Wenk, carry the analysis
of sacrifice and community into the postwar and contemporary world. Uli
Linke explores the violence of exclusionary practices in contemporary
Germany through a close reading of metaphors of the body and the sym-
bolics of blood, what she calls a “corporal topography”” This topography is
used to map refugees, immigrants, and those defined as Other. She finds
that in Germany “the body is perceived as perpetually threatened by
contagion . . . visions [of which] are rendered tangible through metaphors
of blood” As blood imagery is frequently related through metaphors of
liquidity to women’s menstruation, misogyny becomes pronounced in the
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German imaginary. As Others are transformed into women in order to ex-
clude them, a particular metaphysics of place and geographical placement
is reinforced.

Like Eghigian, Linke examines ideas of the German social welfare
state. But her focus on the postwar period leads her to consider not com-
pensation for injury but prosperity, which, instead of producing an inclu-
sive narrative of collective liability, generates modes of self-enclosure.
Foreigners are perceived as a threat to the “closed community” and hence
as transgressive. The language of sacrifice is employed for this use, even
when the word itself no longer appears. Linke demonstrates this use even
when this language is at odds with the individual’s own intent, as is often
the case with postwar youths and the contemporary left. As a particular
specification, she takes up the postwar history of nudity as a political prac-
tice, and then links this insightfully to “the commodification of the un-
clothed body” in German tourism. Linke concludes about postwar Ger-
many: “national identity, the sense of national belonging, continues to be
infused by a corporal aesthetic that demands the erasure of difference.” Ul-
timately, then, her essay is a powerful argument for a continuity thesis in
the “German national imaginary” Corporal aesthetics permits Germans
“to exhibit race innocently, without having to publicly (or consciously) ac-
knowledge participation in a racial mythography””

Linke’s argument operates at the level of linguistic metaphors and
demonstrates that there tends to be an unconscious continuity in the
language of sacrifice. It remains to be seen whether this language has the
same meaning in different social settings—whether, for example, sacrifice
has the same referents in discourses about war and the military, taxation,
public services, immigration, and art over time. We might refine this ques-
tion by asking about the possibilities of historical displacement of sacri-
fice, whether and under what conditions in fact its mode changes.

Silke Wenk considers commemorative practices of Nazi genocide after
German unification, with a focus on arguments and proposals over the last
decade for a memorial for the victims of the Holocaust in Berlin. What are
the strategies employed to remember publicly a regime of sacrifice, and
how is this regime to be represented in art and pedagogy after the fact?
Our attention is circled back to that of Funck’s essay, away from private
memory and the organization of victim groups to the creation of public
remembrance: the place of memorials, museums, instruction, and the
political organization of memory. This process of public remembrance is
“deeply intertwined,” she writes, “with the attempt to reconstruct a na-
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tion that is both questioned and called on within the framework of Euro-
pean politics” How does one create a Germany without creating a Nazi
Germany? “The reconstruction of a feeling of ‘belonging’—a national be-
longing—collides with the insurmountable difficulties of constructing a
single, unproblematic vision of a history that does not exist.”

Some proposals for the Berlin Holocaust memorial think that the me-
morial should make “the hardly comprehensible paradoxes in the history
of the city bearable.” This wording, she suggests, indicates the difficulties
and limitations of this task of public remembrance, for what is bearable
or unbearable can never be answered forever and for all. She convincingly
critiques memorials that attempt to create “a universe of victims (sacri-
fices),” where no group is prioritized over another in its suffering, or where
all groups are subsumed under a specific representation, or where the fo-
cus is on the suffering of the Jews alone. Contemporary German memori-
als pose the question of how to re-emplot this history of the organization
of death, of loss, and of sacrifice. Are they to offer the possibility for re-
demption, or are they merely warnings? Or punishments? Or demands for
repentance!?

At base is the choice between a desire to mourn and overcome the loss
or to remember the loss melancholically forever. Of course, this choice
elides the issue of agency: whose loss is to be commemorated? Sacrifice is
purposeful and loss is inflicted by specific groups of people. Wenk cites
a distinction made by the sociologist Michal Bodemann between the
“mourning of a loss” and the “remembrance of a crime” Bodemann in-
sists that because the two purposes are at odds, they cannot be brought to-
gether in the same site. The historical model for such conflated remem-
brance, Wenk argues, is the “Altar des Vaterlandes,” a memorial which
dates back to the time of the French Revolution. It is a model that evis-
cerates both the “loss” and the “crime” in that the state constructs an al-
tar to commemorate sacrifices without distinction. Death in the name
of the country is glorified, military triumphs are celebrated, but, Wenk
writes, no place is available for the memory of loss and crime.

Yet, the Germany of the last decade of the twentieth century, post-
unification Germany, seems precisely not to be caught in a choice be-
tween identifications with either rites of mourning or rites of commemo-
ration. If anything, the two practices, of mourning and commemoration,
are frequently part of the same daily itinerary of German tourists who
come to Berlin to visit their new capital. Indeed in the new Berliner Re-
publik both kinds of sites proliferate and constitute part of the symbolic
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landscape of not only German but European history. Moreover, these rites
appear to have had an especially marked effect on the significance Ger-
mans attribute to the memory of loss and crime. As was especially appar-
ent during the ethnic cleansings of the 1990s in the Bosnian war and in
Kosovo, the German State was extremely reluctant to send German sol-
diers to die in battle on foreign soil. Only after fulfilling a set of precon-
ditions—extended public debate, intra-governmental unity of purpose,
unity with European allies, definition of military missions solely in terms
of prevention of massacre and peace-keeping—could the state again direct
sacrifice in the name of the people.

Indeed, what has emerged from the Balkans conflict is not renewed
national sacrifice or victory for Germans, neither the mourning of a loss
nor the commemoration of a hero, but agreement on sacrifice for “human
rights” for others. Protection of human rights has become the most read-
ily accepted public reason to sacrifice in Germany. In debates about sites
of commemoration, however, what is politicized, as Wenk demonstrates,
are German sacrifices of the past and memories of this past; the ideal of
human rights is never invoked. Perhaps this suggests something about the
different modes in which memory is being deployed, sometimes to atone
for the past, sometimes to assuage guilt in the present, other times to di-
rect future behavior. Each of these modes performs differently while not
necessarily being in contradiction to each other.

Rites of commemoration tend to heroize the past, or, as Levi-Strauss

has argued, bring the past into the present, while rites of mourning may in .

fact lament loss by transporting the present back to the past.

Seen anthropologically, the remembrance of a crime and the mourning
of a loss are not mutually exclusive but mutually communicative. Both
bring the present and past into a dialectical relation with each other. But
perhaps there is a third kind of rite, what we might call “rites of collective
accountability” of which we should be aware—public apologies, restitu-
tion, reparations, retributive acts and trials, investigatory commissions,
the cultivation of critical historiography, public forums for discussion and
debate, public elections. Such rites may also set up a dialectic between
past into the present, but in addition they seek to liberate the present from
history by signifying a caesura, a break from the past. This type of closure
should not be confused with forgetting; rather, it is a particular reorienta-
tion of the past toward the future that affirms a caesura, a reinterpretation
of one’s position in light of a changed historical trajectory.”

In any case, as Wenk writes, “The promise of redemption through sub-
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ordination to the idea of nation seems tenable no longer in a united Ger-
many” Here she is pointing to a singular achievement of postwar Ger-
mans, a displacement in the signification of sacrifice in commemorative
and mourning rites. Germans today are dis-identifying with the most
obvious national agents in their pasts: their grandparents and great-
grandparents who fought and sacrificed for the nation. They are dis-
identifying with the sacrifice narratives of the past depicted by Funck,
Crim, Eghigian, and Geyer that had worked so effectively in both world
wars, and particularly for the Nazis. Indeed, at a time of increasing “Euro-
peanization” of much of national life, why should younger Germans be
asked to identify themselves solely with the murderers of the national
past!?

The fear that such a dis-identification would mean a repression of past
memories and lead to either a repeat of criminality or a shirking of re-
sponsibility has thus far not proven to be well founded. This singular break
in identification, and the development of new rites of collective account-
ability, might in fact be a German contribution to the culture of remem-
brance that other groups with similar histories of victimization might
learn from. It points to a present narrative whose intent is not reproduc-
tion of the group, and as such, it is an innovation in the means of collec-
tive remembrance and the working through of collective liability. Wenk
concludes that the process of debating the Holocaust memorial has called
into question “the fundamental possibility of a representation of the
Holocaust” in Germany. At the level of representation, no single icon will
do and, therefore, “no possibility of positive, unambivalent identification
is to be found in history”

II. Elections as Contemporary Sacrifice

In this section, I suggest one domain in which it would be fruitful to
explore a displacement of sacrificial rites: democratic elections. The his-
torical legacy of the Nazi regime of sacrifice has largely delegitimated cer-
tain ways of constituting loss, but the social functions of sacrifice con-
tinue, though now in displaced forms. Some of this is evident in practices
in domains that do not replicate conventional racial, sexual, or gendered
exclusions. Democratic elections constitute one such ritual domain, and
they correspond to the third type of rite previously mentioned, a rite of col-
lective accountability.

Much has changed in governance since the two great wars, the first of
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which is still called “the Great Sacrifice.” Recall Frazer’s typology of types
of sacrifice: the ancient sacrifice of declining kings, the substitute sacri-
fice of the king’s firstborn son, the substitute sacrifice of marginal or alien-
able others. The trauma of these wars has exhausted the second and third
forms of sacrifice, or, to be more cautious, seriously limited the utility of
the substitute sacrifice of sons or scapegoats. It is highly contentious, if
not impossible, to constitute the Volk through such means. In fact such
sacrifices, when they occur—as in the periodic persecution and murder of
immigrants—appear to provoke a questioning of the sense and purpose
of the Germans as a people, a discussion on the legitimacy of a Volksge-
meinschaft and about possible alternatives to this form of community. In
other words, such substitute sacrifice disintegrates the social instead of re-
substantializing it.

Since 1945, conventional forms of sacrifice appear to have lost their
ability to unite a people, not only within Germany but also within all of
Europe. The link between sacrifices of sons and scapegoats and any sense
of sacred, while not severed, is no longer convincing to most of the people
living in European states. Evidence for this is manifold. For one, within
thirty years of the end of World War II, Western European politicians, un-
der pressure from “the people,” severely curtailed the use of military force
against external “enemies,” and they eliminated the death penalty. For an-
other, by the end of the war, the traditional warrior caste in all of Europe
had lost most of its prestige and status. And then there is the fact of a
marked development and extension of the principles of equality within
the social body itself, defined above all as equal participation in the polit-
ical system and equal access to public goods. Also observable has been a
movement within Europe, true of both sides of the former cold war divide,
toward equality within the highly authoritarian and patriarchal familial
and social systems, a movement that in Western Europe alone cross-cut
private life, civil society, and the state. Nowhere have these changes been
more dramatic than in Germany.

This is not to deny the coexistence of exclusionary principles but
simply to point to a postwar tendency toward elimination of conventional
sacrificial modes within Germany specifically and Europe as a whole. My
hypothesis is that these transformations were in part made possible
through the reintroduction of the first form of sacrifice identified by
Frazer: self-sacrifice of the ruler. In democratic political forms, this older
form of sacrifice, such as when the Icelandic king sacrificed himself after
nine years of rule, is now performed in ritual elections.
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By democracy, I am following the minimalist conception put forth by
Joseph Schumpeter that designates democracies as systems in which
rulers are selected by competitive elections.® Robert Dahl has rightly criti-
cized this conception as an idealization that does not correspond to em-
pirical reality.® Other conditions—such as the equal access of candidates
to voters, time-off to vote, minimal living standards, multi-party systems,
impartial judiciaries, the rule of law—might also be necessary in order to
guarantee that elections are fair and competitive.'® My argument is that
the ideal, even if met only in a minimalist empirical form, institutional-
izes a form of sacrifice that tends to replace the second and third form of
sacrifice previously mentioned. In fact, there is a logical opposition, a per-
manent tension, between the self-sacrifice of the ruler and the substitute
sacrifice (of sons or scapegoats) in the creation of the sacred.

To highlight the historical significance of elections in democratic poli-
ties in relation to other forms of sacrifice, we might recover from the
Greek word holokauston its original meaning, which is a translation of
the Hebrew term for “burnt offering.” A burnt offering was made to pro-
tect the sacrificer from the hostility of the deity. All deities, for the Greeks
as well as the Hebrews, were vengeful gods that required periodic offer-
ings. Since the latter part of the nineteenth century, in Germany das Volk
(in much of the rest of Europe the “nation”) became a new deity, a god of
a “loving” and pleasure-seeking sort; in Durkheimian terms, a Volk that
worshipped itself. Great sacrifices—of sons and scapegoats—were made
to this deity in the two world wars. But the sacrifices were always of a sub-
stitute sort, of sons in wars and racialized Others through demonization
and persecution. Elections, when democratic, institute another kind of
sacrifice where the people sacrifices itself as a body instead of an Other,
and where the ruler/ruling party must eventually sacrifice himself/itself
to the opposition by “losing” an election.

III. Four Elements of Sacrifice in Democratic Elections

In a democratic election, four elements of sacrifice are performed:
(1) the periodic sacrifice of the ruler or ruling party, (2) the periodic disso-
lution of the people, (3) the electorate’s periodic sacrifice of time, and
(4) sacrifice through ritual excess. Let me briefly go into each of these four
elements. First, the ruler or ruling part must regularly risk being replaced,;
the longer the incumbent person or party remains in power, the less “demo-
cratic” a regime appears. The systems theorist Niklas Luhmann has ex-
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plicated the regime particularity of the relation between ruler and ruled,
arguing that democracy distinguishes itself by a particular code, ruling
party/opposition. He writes, “perhaps the most important invention [in
avoiding the arbitrariness of rule and control and in delimiting the domain
of politics] resides in the institution of parliamentary representation with
allowable opposition as the basis of the choice of government.”*! The rul-
ing party remains legitimate only to the extent it maintains itself as dis-
tinct from a viable opposition. If societal interests and issues become po-
litical, they are taken up through this code, of government and opposition,
which cannot be questioned if the political form is to be nominated as
“democratic.”

From Luhmann’s perspective, the governed, or “the people,” are neces-
sarily separated from the state during everyday life, but they must re-enter
the life of the state through the process of delegation in ritual elections.
They enter not as “the people” but as disaggregated monads, individuals
who can rethink—independent of enduring ties of alliance or affinity—
their choice between ruling party and opposition. We can develop this in-
sight by noting that democratic states must hold in tension the notion
that the “people” both precede the state (the state lives for them) and are
empty (a void needing to be continually re-constituted as an intersubjec-
tive group). Elections perform the work of constitution ritually, much like
an initiation rite, by dissolving the people in order to reconstitute them as
the symbolic focus of democratic government (of, by, and for the people).

This leads us to the second element: that in elections the “people” dis-
aggregates itself, dissolves its unity into a display of signs of difference and
social division. For a single day; all individuals are reduced to their “atom-
istic selves” and freed, if only for a utopian moment, from the totalizing
pressures of all social groups and identifications. As Claude Lefort put it
in his masterly analysis of democratic revolution: “the body politic was
decapitated” and “the corporeality of the social was dissolved.”'? On elec-
tion day, the head is put in limbo, if not removed and replaced, and the so-
cial body dissolved.

Following the election, the symbolic focus has been transformed from
“the people as rulers” to the “delegates of the people” who now rule them.
In a masterful essay, Pierre Bourdieu has addressed the function of politi-
cal “delegation,” which he identifies as a universal process of disposses-
sion. He writes, “Individuals cannot constitute themselves (or be consti-
tuted) as a group, that is, a force capable of making itself heard, of speaking
and being heard, unless they dispossess themselves in favor of a spokesper-
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son.”!% His point, undeniably true for any political form other than direct
democracy, is that political groups, such as parties, obtain their power to
represent the individual through an act of willed dispossession.

If we situate delegation within the specific electoral ritual process of
democratic regimes, however, then the meaning of the operation of “dis-
possession” varies. In a democratic regime, the dispossession of voters
through delegation of their power to the representative occurs through
periodic elections. But these elections initially dissolve the social and
thereby re-possess the individual, deliver back to the individual his or her
authority, which means an opportunity to hold the delegate accountable.
This is certainly a different and superior form of constructing representa-
tion to that where the delegate is never required to check-in. Bourdieu’s
universalism here obscures differences between democratic and totalitar-
ian regimes. The major and perhaps most significant difference between
the two regime types is that delegation in democracies articulates with
principles of accountability that apply to the delegates.!* These principles
have developed as the “rule of law;” and they are embodied in codes that
democratic political forms cannot do without.'

One of the most significant effects of constituting the people through
this process of dispossession and repossession by delegation is to reaffirm
the binary code government/opposition. This code represents not a united
Volksgemeinschaft but a dissensual unity. Largely through this technique
of ritual election, “democracy” is produced instead of competing forms
of political organization such as despotism or monarchy. But also, de-
mocracy is produced instead of alternative forms of “systems,” such as
the economy (whose code might be profit/non-profit), or science (the code
truth/falsity), or art (the code aesthetic/non-aesthetic), or sport (the code
winner/loser), or entertainment (the code pleasure/non-pleasure).

Third, all individuals sacrifice “time,” that most precious of modern
commodities, to vote. Since “time” is regularly equated with “money,” and
democratic form exists in a tense relation with capitalist economic form,
this sacrifice of time to vote is a direct valorization of participatory poli-
tics over economy, or democratic political form over capitalism. Hence,
people commonly talk about having to vote as a sacrifice.

Fourth, and last, election rituals are burnt offerings, analogous to pot-
laches. They are rituals of excess that involve not only great expenditures
of wealth but also large armies of volunteers, hired spin doctors, consult-
ants, and pollsters to run a “campaign.” Each campaign season appears
with more social elaboration, requiring ever-greater public and private ex-
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penditures of time and resources. That the content of elections appears to
be less significant than the form, with electoral rhetoric often becoming
merely a series of repeated platitudes, corresponds to a tendency observed
in much ritual: the emptying of meaning through the institutionalization
of repetition. Hence the actual outcome, who wins or loses, is frequently
insignificant in that democratic elections are not legitimated by specific
winners and losers or even necessarily by the subsequent outcomes of the
policies of the victor. Rather, electoral legitimation rests on being loyal to
the form of the performance, a form that requires the production of both
a leader or ruling party (winner) and an opposition (loser) who acknowl-
edge that this ritual of excess has reconstituted the social. The loser is not
humiliated but turned into a worthy opposition. In these four senses, dem-
ocratic elections constitute a loss in order to create the sacred, that sacred
being the contemporary self-determining boundaries of a democratic
polity.

Elections can also be seen as accountability mechanisms. In this
sense, many political scientists understand elections in terms of respon-
siveness or representativeness of the new rulers to the preferences of the
voters. There is an assumed connection between “voter preferences” and
the policy outcomes of the electoral victor. For example, authors in a re-
cent book edited by Bernard Manin, Adam Przeworski, and Susan Stokes
examine the connections between democratic institutions, such as elec-
tions, and the way in which governments act.'¢ They ask whether govern-
ments are “responsive,” “representative,” or “accountable” to the prefer-
ences of an electorate after having won an election. Their conclusions vary
widely, ranging from skeptical to clearly negative or positive assessments
of the accountability or responsiveness of government. Yet, their findings
tend to support my argument that the meaning of the election (its value
or worth) is not directly tied to its outcome, however that is measured.
In their words, the acceptance and legitimating potential of elections is
not directly tied either to responsiveness, representativeness, or account-
ability as measured by the relation between voter preferences and actual
policy.

Wherein then does democracy obtain its value? John Dunn, in an
overview essay to the previously mentioned volume, reiterates that ‘de-
mocracies, like other political systems, are about being ruled as much
as about ruling (or indicating preferences); they are a rich “existential
drama of trust and betrayal, pride and humiliation.” He concludes, “To
suggest that we can ever hope to have the power to make [rulers] act just
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as we would wish them to suggests that it is really we, not they, who are
ruling. This is an illusion, and probably a somewhat malign illusion, ei-
ther a self-deception or an instance of being deceived by others.””

An anthropological account of this “existential drama,” I am suggest-
ing, might focus instead on the temporally specific meaning of electoral
form as a ritual sacrifice. Such a focus might help us to understand why,
despite the obvious limitations of elections—especially their susceptibil-
ity to the corruption of money and the manipulation of images in mass
media—they have such a universal appeal. Why, specifically, are they con-
sidered a necessary mechanism in constituting democratic polities? Per-
haps the answer rests in the promise of replacing more conventional forms
of direct or substitute sacrifice.

IV. Electoral Sacrifice in Germany

In postwar Germany, as in much of Western Europe, elections indeed
appear to have increasingly replaced large-scale substitute sacrifices. The
Nazi regime, 1933—45, was characterized by a dictatorship whose explicit
goal was anti-democratic: the elimination of any opposition. Both succes-
sor regimes, the Federal Republic of Germany (FRG) and the German De-
mocratic Republic (GDR), represented themselves as democratic and in-
stitutionalized multi-party systems with ritual elections. Throughout the
1950s, however, the opposition in the GDR was slowly eliminated, and op-
position parties were asked to serve alibi-roles of opposition under the
leadership of the ruling Socialist Unity Party (SED). The increasingly far-
cical nature of elections was paralleled by a scapegoating (leading in its
most extreme to imprisonment or sending into exile) of internal enemies.

During this same period in the FRG, for thirty-three of the forty-nine
years of the Bonner Republik, the Christian Democratic-led (CDU) ruling
coalition received its democratic legitimation in part from having an
opposition, both in the form of a succession of social movements (anti-
militarization, peace, youth, extra-parliamentary) and in the form of op-
position political parties-e.g., the Social Democrats (SPD) and Free Demo-
crats (FDP). After a short period of a “Grand Coalition” from 1966 to 1969
in which the Social Democrats ruled together with the Christian Democ-
rats, the SPD formed their own ruling coalition, with the CDU moving
into opposition. The SPD-led governments, starting in 1969, were re-
placed again by CDU-led governments in 1982. In the long period from
1982 to 1998, when the CDU again ruled in a coalition with the small
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party of the Free Democrats, Helmut Kohl led as chancellor. The length of
this period without the reversal of roles between ruling and opposition
stretched the limits of the democratic system. And as subsequently re-
vealed in the “Kohl finance affair” Kohl and the CDU had resorted to il-
legal means of raising money in order to stay in power. The “opposition”
was regarded as an enemy rather than a necessary part of one’s own legiti-
mation. The 1998 election marked the first postwar German election
where a new ruling coalition (the SPD and the Greens), and a new chan-
cellor (Gerhard Schroder), was actually voted in, instead of just replacing
the extant ruling coalition following scandal or resignation.

My point is that it is precisely only when elections function as a ritual
of sacrifice that they become the key event in creating the symbolic form
we call “democracy” As with all ritual, elections are demarcated from the
everyday; they are set aside and appear timeless. But this break in the flow
of time has a peculiar place in a democracy; it is not to reaffirm an order as
much as to present the possibility to change it: hence the forced disaggre-
gration and reconstitution of the people. Democracies, as a symbolic form
of organizing a polity, require this rite of sacrifice, this reflex, whereby the
powerful, the divine—meaning the people—take themselves apart in order
to put their world together again. Rulers and ruled stage a ritual where the
ruler risks his death, and the people are dissolved and forced to confront a
possible departure from themselves. Therein lies a utopian possibility, a
possibility of non-repetition, which other political forms do not offer. Elec-
tions are, of course, no guarantee. Other conditions are also obviously nec-
essary, such as that democracies respect the rule of law in order to engage
in a ritual cleansing of their own center, or that they require certain forms
of networks of trust or equal access to certain activities.'®

Earlier I referred to the modular stature for German sacrifice as a his-
torical and historiographic entity. This modularity creates an unusual par-
adox for contemporary German people. They are largely captives of it, for
to claim a break with its history brings with it a likely accusation of deny-
ing the Last der Vergangenheit (burden of the past). As the model of sacri-
fice, the history of German sacrifice is continually reexamined, not only
to talk about the Germans of other times but also as a measure to talk
about the Germans of today. As the model for it, Germans are constantly
called on to perform for the present, to legitimate or delegitimate attempts
by others to constitute losses in order to create other sacreds. To the ex-
tent that German people may want to break with this history and consti-
tute themselves in a new way, or create new sacreds, they are admonished
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with this burden of history that is always palpable because it is always be-
ing made present. Therefore Germans’ views of themselves are part of a vi-
cious circle, shaped by how they view how others view them. This politics
of recognition is, of course, part of any self-definition, which is only pos-
sible through the mirror-imaging with a Third or an Other. It becomes
problematic only when others view Germans and the German commu-
nity as fixed, always already constructed, with no possibility of reinven-
tion. To have arrived at this paradox is the meaning of sacrifice in Ger-
many today.

Recall Walter Benjamin’s inspiring interpretation of the image of the
angel of history, taken from a Paul Klee painting, “Angelus Novus.” She is
blown into the future by a storm from Paradise, while looking backwards
at the wreckage and ruins of the past. This storm Benjamin calls “prog-
ress”” My more limited goal here has been to open up a theoretical consid-
eration of contemporary sacrifice that does not contain it within the vi-
sion of the wreckage of this storm. In this, I am following Benjamin’s spirit
in brushing history—or contemporary interpretations of history’s direc-
tionality—against the grain. Not all experience is to be understood in nar-
ratives of the return of the repressed, inescapable repetition, the return of
ghosts, or the shock or the barbarism of history. Instead of seeing the Ger-
man present as a necessary repetition, as an absence (waiting for another
storm), or as caught between a dark past and looming future, we might see
it as a series of ends and beginnings, a set of possibilities for departure. In
Germany, if not in most of Western and Central Europe, the angel of his-
tory is no longer in awe of the ruins and sacrifices left behind; she no
longer looks back in shock because she is conscious of something about
this past, specifically about the barbarism and futility of certain forms of
sacrifice. In the seventy years since Benjamin’s death, that angel still can-
not fly, but she sees and hears certain things she could not before see or
hear. To be sure, the storm has not died, and there are blind spots that
block vision, of which we are not aware, but all is not a blur.
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Marcus Funck
Translated by Gary Shockey

The Meaning of Dying

’

East Elbian Noble Families as “Warrior-Tribes’
in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries

B During Frederick the Great’s search for his officer and childhood friend
von Wedel on one of the battlefields of the Seven Years’ War, the king is re-
ported to have called out: “Wedel, where is Wedel?” This famous reply
came from the rows of victims lying about: “Your Majesty, there are only
Wedels lying here!” The anecdote continues: “Later, after the Seven Years’
War, the king traveled through the territory of the Wedel family and asked
where they all were, as the Wedels had earlier been found behind every
bush in this region. The Landrat accompanying the king replied softly:
Your Majesty, they are all deceased.” Seventy-two members of the Wedel
family died in Frederick’s wars’! The broadly extended von Wedel family,
located primarily in Pomerania, was by no means dead at the end of the
eighteenth century. Rather, with 217 officers serving from 1817 to 1914,
including twelve generals, the family provided the greatest number of
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military leaders of all Prussian noble families for the Prussian army. In the
critical year 1913, 61 out of 128 male members of the Wedel family served
as active officers in the Prussian army; counting the reserve officer corps
members, the percentage of male members participating in military ser-
vice stood at 8o percent. Between 1817 and 1914, eighteen deaths in the
Wedel family resulted from wars involving Prussia, while in the First
World War twenty-four family members were killed in action.? Such num-
bers, which could well be expanded to include many other noble families,
might well lose a portion of their significance if one were to measure them
in relation to the total number of war deaths. However, they underscore
one of the central features of East Elbian nobility in the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries—i.e., the increasing limitation of professional ac-
tivity to service as officers in the Prussian and German armies, the reduc-
tion of entire families to purely military clans, and the adjustment of their
lifestyles and value systems according to military standards.

Although the effects of this long-term process of reduction of profes-
sional possibilities on military politics and the social structure of the offi-
cer corps have been treated in numerous studies, we lack investigations
that take careful treatment of the intensity of the militarization of these
families into account. This task seems to be of particular importance, as
social historians have held the Junkers, the East Elbian Prussian landed
nobility, were responsible for the militarization of modern German soci-
ety and for the “particularly German” failings in the process of modern-
ization, without systematically investigating the history of these fami-
lies.? There are two facets to this deficit. While one can no longer speak of
a terra incognita in the case of modern histories of German nobility, for
various reasons one could, until recently, observe a qualitative histori-
cization of German aristocracy in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
done in a piecemeal fashion.* Historians are only now beginning to inves-
tigate the different noble subgroups in modern German history by em-
ploying more diverse historical approaches that simultaneously accept
the peculiarities of noble existence and the necessity of bourgeois/noble
elite-building in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.® Likewise, mil-
itary history now finds itself in an ongoing process of rejuvenation since
its return to the academy. Encouraged by outside methodological im-
pulses, military historians have entered into a process of self-reflection
and have developed a series of new paradigms that reach far beyond the tra-
ditionally narrow confines of the discipline.® With a balanced devotion to
both approaches, this contribution seeks to connect a “military history,
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that speaks about death”” to a social history attached conceptually and
methodologically to an historical anthropology of Prussian military no-
bility®

At the forefront of this essay stands the basic premise of military ser-
vice that spans the generations. The focus of my essay is the principle of
killing and being killed.® I will limit my efforts primarily to a discussion
of the meaning of violent death. Insofar as an individual’s act of dying is
associated with the historical continuity and the future of the various
clans, I will dwell on the specific connection between the living, the dead,
and the survivors within the greater framework of the East Elbian noble
family.

One can describe this threefold connection by means of the trope of
Opfer, a term that means “victim” and “sacrifice” simultaneously. First,
this can be seen as the essence of noble existence which, in an evaluative
sense, increased in importance as a feature of distinction as noble families
increasingly lost social prestige and economic privilege. This notion as-
sumed greater importance after the political and social upheaval associ-
ated with the Napoleonic invasions. The demand for aristocratic service
and obligation involved not only a willingness to serve as a paragon in life,
but also in death.! The living demand the self-sacrificing man. Second,
the victimization theory is wedded to an often-ignored bloody reality, with
all of its myriad influences on the structure and order of noble lineage.
From the wars of Frederick the Great until the First World War, aristocratic
military families sustained above average casualty rates, which in some
cases actually led to loss of economic independence—or even to the de-
mise of the clans themselves. The men make the sacrifice. Third, the no-
tion involves a certain reproduction of memory; this act elucidates the
sacrifice as a religiously sanctioned act, whereby the victims would be
stylized as heroes, and the site of death on the battlefield would be de-
marcated as a newly designated holy place. Even in the twentieth century,
the nobility maintained a remarkable capacity for achieving mastery of
the process of public memory.!' The memory of the dead reproduces the
idea of self-sacrifice.

L

Military service was by all accounts the oldest and, besides service to
the crown and the church, the most honorable area of endeavor for the Eu-
ropean nobility.*> Thousand-year-old noble families as well as bourgeois
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families of the nineteenth century raised to peerage traced their ancestry
back to military service and, based on this record, established a large part
of their social reputations. With the return to these myths of military
heroics on the part of noble families, later members, in turn, underscored
the inherited birthright of suffering and a measured, substantive claim
to rule.

Virtually each individual ancient family cultivated the legend of a
heroic foundation in the mists of historical time, a creation myth that
could assume absurd forms, such as tracing their roots as Christian war-
riors back to the time of Roman Emperor Constantine the Great. How-
ever, a select group of ancient East Elbian aristocratic families possessed
perhaps the most substantive and effective creation myth: the proof of
their service as the “Shield of God,” and the spearhead of Christian civi-
lization as part of the forced Christianization and cultivation of the north-
ern and eastern regions of the German-speaking world. The cardinal
virtues of the old feudal militia of the Middle Ages such as chivalry, brav-
ery, and loyalty were declared inheritable values of aristocratic being; the
legacy of the family was maintained through administering violence as
well as suffering violence.?

At the same time, the one-sided presentation of the military past
in families of lower (old)-Prussian lineage was a phenomenon of the
nineteenth century and in certain cases simply did not reflect reality.'* A
military aristocracy in a singular sense—i.e., a life peerage created inten-
tionally via dubbing ceremony—appeared in Prussia, in contrast to Napo-
leonic France and Austria, in credible numbers only after 1890.'5 By con-
trast, since the late seventeenth century a kind of military nobility had
developed from the lower landed Prussian nobility. This Schwertadel (no-
bility of the sword) was, of course, still intertwined with a land-owning no-
bility that possessed considerable property throughout the nineteenth cen-
tury by means of narrow social contacts and carefully selected marital
relationships. Because of the increasing imbalance between the number of
male family members who (by virtue of their birth) were to be socially
maintained, the available financial resources, non-military positions, and
the persistent disinterest of East Elbian nobility in taking so-called “me-
nial jobs” in the expanding bourgeois economy, a growing number of fam-
ilies from virtually all clans became economically dependent on the
monarchic central state.'s In particular, one might refer to those relations
who, having been affected by the relative “impoverishment” of the Ger-
man aristocracy underway since the nineteenth century, had been espe-
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cially hard hit and formed, after 1918, the basis of the large group of the so-
called “noble proletariat.”!” Ferdinand Tonnies noted in 1912 that, “Honor
and advantage attract nobility;”'® and both of these qualities could be rather
inexpensively obtained by these families in the officer corps, especially by
means of the sacrifice of a few of their number. Of course, for these do-
mesticated and partially declassé noble families, dependence on service to
the crown was sweetened by a rigorous royal policy of protection of the no-
bility, especially in the officer corps. Under Frederick the Great, lower
peerage was redefined by the state’s ruling class, thereby permitting closure
within the realm of military leadership. Owing to the continuing influence
of the old Prussian nobility, this tendency could not be easily reversed. In
both the rhetoric and policies of the Prussian military reformers after 1806,
there was a clear alteration of the term Offiziertum (officerdom) that was
clearly different from the older views of this Stand (caste) and opened the
way for the modern Prussian military.!® However, the process of military
modernization was neither linear nor one-dimensional. During the entire
nineteenth century, indeed, up until 1916, the idea of a modern officer
corps remained the subject of considerable debate—to such an extent, in
fact, that several competing concepts of the officer caste and military lead-
ership, in which the notion of “aristocracy” remained a point of orienta-
tion, could co-exist and compete with one other.

According to the Allgemeine Landrecht of 1794, “Nobility, as the first
caste in the State, assumes, according to its status, the definitive duty of
protecting the Nation, as well as the support of the external honor and in-
ternal substance of the aforementioned.” Ten years later, the Reglement
tiber die Besetzung der Stellen der Portepeefihnriche und iiber die Wahl
zum Offizier bei der Infanterie, Kavallerie und Artillerie, fundamentally
refashioned this law, stating, “Any claim to an officer’s post in peacetime
should henceforth be based on knowledge and education, and should, in
wartime, be based on bravery. . . . All previous preferences regarding mili-
tary service made according to class will thus end. .. ”2° Although the
military reforms shook the already eroded basis of the remnants of the
Fredrickian army constitution and contained a potential for the “democ-
ratization of soldiering,’?! noble military families could make good the
loss of their former privileges by means of cogent application of their lead-
ership positions and profile within the army. The requisite proof of pre-
ferred ability for military service through competency evaluation rather
than “natural abilities” let loose a veritable flood of newly created defini-



MEANING OF DYING H 3I

tions of military leadership and civil-military relations.?? During the Wars
of Liberation, however, the old Prussian aristocracy proved itself astonish-
ingly capable and passed the test of ability with ease, although not with-
out considerable casualties. This was only accomplished with the aid of
bourgeois soldiers who, in turn, made counter-demands on their officers.
The noble military families thus garnered a measure of worth—often via
clever transformation and a most likely painful reorientation, coupled
with a parallel maintenance of tradition. This permutation, which altered
the dreadful balance of defeat incurred at Jena in 1806, created a repository
of support that lasted well into the nineteenth century, despite occasional
crises of legitimacy. From this position of strength, high-born families
could meet any and all military challenges, even if this involved loss of
their elite social status. If in the crisis-ridden 1850s even the dumbest sons
of Prussian nobility could receive a modest income in the officer corps, as
Karl Demeter notes,?? then one could assume that noble military families
possessed suitable resources to remain situated in the officer corps. They
were not, however, capable of obtaining other professional positions.

One particular reason for this astounding maintenance of the status
quo may lie in the successful molding of character—i.e., the qualifica-
tions and values sought by reformers.>* The emphasis on character re-
mained wedded to the position that the value of the army officer could not
be established with respect to a catalogue of either abstract or concrete
qualities. Instead, only in the hour of truth, at the moment of sacrifice,
could a decision on an individual’s relative merit be rendered. This ex-
plains why reports concerning qualifications often remained flawed dur-
ing peacetime.?® Of course, the emphasis on character brought with it the
risk of social heterogeneity, but the “democratizing” effect of this new
edict was countered by two further developments. On the one hand, social
background could easily be integrated into this program as a preserving in-
equality, which is why a process of social segregation in the officer corps
began to appear after the 1870s. Thus, individual military values and abil-
ities were not easily achieved or recognized, but instead remained at-
tached to familial tradition and socialization. Reflecting on this policy, a
conservative member of the Reichstag, Elard von Oldenburg-Januschau,
argued on behalf of the “principle of nobility” in the Prussian Guards regi-
ments in 1910: “Should someone come to the Prussian Guard regiments
and state: Here you have my son, my great-grandfather died while serving
in the regiment, my grandfather also died for the regiment, my father par-
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ticipated in military campaigns, so take my boy, then it is perfectly clear
that they will take the boy. . . /26 On the other hand, the officer corps in-
creasingly defined itself as an ideologically based community in which the
ethos of nation enjoyed paramount emphasis. This implied participation
of the masses, who articulated their demands quite vocally in various
national associations; however, their claim to leadership was channeled
through and structured by the medium of national belonging.>” It seems a
far more significant development that character gained in stature among
large sections of the educated population, and thus was projected into the
national consciousness. New possibilities for the aristocracy, which had
always maintained that it possessed character, became available in posi-
tions of charismatic leadership at the national level. Only later did the
horrendous loss of officers during the opening phase of the First World
War—i.e., the massive, anonymous dying at the front—alter the military
nobility’s previously maintained leadership position.?® Such killing on a
massive scale prompted social unrest and an irreversible trend toward
total, industrial war.?® After the national collapse and the experience of
collective loss in the First World War, a continuation of these families as
military clans was only possible by means of social inclusion in a nation-
alist community of sacrifice.

But what made noble military clans different from other manifesta-
tions of aristocracy and bourgeois military families that also clearly ex-
isted at this time? A lengthy commentary of the aging General Magnus
von Eberhardt, written after the First World War, would seem to provide an
initial answer:

I was born in Berlin on 6 December 1855, during the time of Prus-
sia’s struggle to establish a position of leadership in Germany. My
father was a first lieutenant in the Guard Reserve Infantry Regi-
ment, which, in 1860, was renamed the Guard Fusilier Regiment.
My mother, formerly v. Reuf}, was, like my father, born of German
aristocratic families whose members had fought and bled on vari-
ous battlefields throughout Europe while serving in the army. Sim-
ilarly, my great-grandfathers, Friedrich Wilhelm Magnus v. Eber-
hardt, who died while commanding the Infantry Regiment von
Gravert at Jena on 14 October 1806, and Heinrich v. Reuf3, who, as
a colonel, commander of Elbian Territorial Infantry Regiment, and
Knight of the Pour le Mérite, was killed on 17 June 1815 while
storming Namur, served in the army. My grandfather, Wilhelm
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v. Eberhardt, at that time already a sergeant at age fifteen in the In-
fantry Regiment von Sanitz, received, as the only officer so deco-
rated, the Pour le Mérite on 14 October 1806 at Jena. He subse-
quently lost his left leg at Leipzig, was active in the Cadet Corps,
and rose to the rank of lieutenant general. My other grandfather,
Heinrich v. Reuf3, received the Iron Cross First Class while serving
in the regiment led by his father. He, too, was later badly wounded
on 16 June 1815 at Ligny. My great-uncles also fought and bled in
the Wars of Liberation. This recollection had the deepest impres-
sion on me.*

Inherent in von Eberhardt’s recollection are notions of temporal depth,
continuity, and quality of military engagement. In some noble families the
panoply of military ancestors extended without interruption well back
into the thirteenth century. Yet the family trees of such families could be
documented back over several centuries in most instances.?! The Reich-
swehr general Joachim von Stiilpnagel noted that his “family” (the von
Stiilpnagels, Bronsart von Schellendorfs, and the von Lossaus) continu-
ously produced high-ranking generals over five generations, including two
ministers of war.3? The so-called “Pour-Le-Mérite families” also repeat-
edly furnished highly decorated combat veterans. For example, the von
Kleist family received the highest military honors of the Prussian state
some thirty times in various wars between 1866 and 1918; additionally,
the von der Goltz clan and the von Belows received commendations eight-
een and sixteen times, respectively.®® One noble commentator confused
the cause and effect of these tendencies at the end of the nineteenth cen-
tury when he argued that, “[N]obility, in the essence of its historical re-
production in the army, has always sought and found its second homeland.
It let its sons become officers, because martial spirit had been passed on to
it in flesh and blood.”** However, he also noted that military clans had
developed their own separate social practices and value systems and, al-
though still linked to nobility through family ties, could well be described
as a special class of nobility.

In contrast to the “propertied families,” the military clans rarely pos-
sessed lands, and this created conditions of economic dependency. The
various diaries of these officers are full of lamentations about the loss of
their own property and lands, or about the alienation from their “home-
land,” although neither the somewhat extensive endowment nor the
rather intimate spiritual connection to country life or the propertied exis-
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tence of near relations changed much. As a result of their fathers’ frequent
service-related transfers, for the most part these men were not even born
in the vicinity of their “native lands!” Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck, a self-
styled aristocratic rough-rider of the Mark Brandenburg and hero of South-
west Africa, spent his childhood in the industrial city of Saarbriicken, and
only returned to the vicinity of his ancestral home when he entered the
cadet academy in Lichterfelde. He did so without ever having visited the
family estate itself.?> The Prussian War Minister Karl von Einem, who
came from Hanover, linked these “families with a heroic tradition”3¢ to
martial tribes in a speech before the Reichstag in 1909: “Whoever knows
the history of the Prussian army knows the story of Prussian nobility as
well. Prussian aristocracy has sacrificed life and limb while in military
service, and the tradition of the army is not solely connected to rulers or
battles, but also to the clans of these noble houses, who have sacrificed
everything and have accomplished great things as leaders on behalf of
Prussian kings and the Prussian State.’¥” A relatively independent mili-
tary nobility reflecting these conditions developed in the course of the
nineteenth century in East Elbian Prussia, in contrast to other regional no-
bility in Germany—e.g., those found in the southern German principali-
ties and Catholic Westphalia. But also very wealthy family members with
extensive holdings entered military service. Owing to the massive expan-
sion of the army in the 1890s, the relative number of land-owning sons in
the officer corps sank to a minimal level. However, in absolute numbers,
the propertied families provided a growing number of officers. Even for
wealthy nobility and those sons who stood to inherit land, the military
retained a certain attractiveness and guaranteed an enhanced social repu-
tation.

A few years in the army, followed by a rather longer stint in the re-
serves, remained a viable form of service. The case of the von Arnim fam-
ily, one of the most esteemed aristocratic families in the Mark Bran-
denburg, demonstrated that even the wealthiest branches maintained a
continuous relationship with the armed forces. In one chronicle of the
clan, 150 members of the von Arnim family served as active officers be-
tween 1626 and 1855. Under the regency of Wilhelm I, as many as ninety-
seven members were officers. During the Franco-Prussian War of 187071,
forty-seven men served as officers, thirty-two received the Iron Cross (first
or second class), and eight died in combat.38
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II.

In traditional aristocratic family units there existed a deeply anchored
sense of sacrifice and self-abnegation that emphasized familial survival
“above all else. Individual members of a family had to submit to a particu-
lar order and subsume their own separate interests to long-term familial
demands, all for the expressed purpose of “maintenance of the noble
legacy and name.”?® This affected first-born sons, who had to be prepared
to assume control of the familial lands and were raised accordingly. This
belief system also extended to younger sons, who were obliged to pursue
careers commensurate to their status. Finally, it influenced the lives of
daughters, who, if unable to secure an acceptable husband, had to dedicate
themselves “to the service of God” or lead a pathetic existence in the
“spinsters’ corner” of the family estate.*

During the course of the nineteenth century, sublimation of indi-
vidual professional ambitions suffered increasing criticism within noble
circles. Many aristocratic sons and daughters first doubted, then ignored
or avoided familial wishes—to such an extent, in fact, that the Deutsches
Adelsblatt felt compelled to adopt the admonitory tones of a bourgeois
newspaper and insist that the nobility “could only retain its aristocratic
position by means of voluntary sacrifice of the individual on behalf of the
family. . . /4! In addition to such calls for sacrifice, the institutionalization
of measures such as an endowment for the advancement of noble sons in
preferred professions led to extensive limitations on the available occupa-
tions for young men. This trend, in part a reaction to the danger of famil-
ial and societal disgrace because of the possible choice of an “ignoble” ca-
reer, continued after 1918, which marked the beginning of the decline of
lower nobility in northern and eastern Germany.

For the families of military clans, the significance of socialization
through the family unit, education, and “acceptable” professional activity
cannot be underestimated. Indeed, attempts were made to pass on core
values of nobility and corresponding forms of conduct. This was done by
cultivating a firm mental disposition that was to be manifested in practice
“with an aristocratic image in mind.”#> The central features of this dispo-
sition concerned killing and were transmitted primarily through the ini-
tiatory rites of the hunt,* as well as the practice of renunciation and self-
sacrifice. The latter case was illustrated by Paul von Hindenburg’s memory
of his first day at cadet school. The then ten-year-old boy held back tears,
because no tears were to fall on “the king’s raiment.” “The idea of becom-
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ing a soldier was not a decision of mine,” he recalled, “but a matter that
was understood.”#* In contrast to the bourgeois connotations of the term
Bildung (education), the formalized dissemination of facts and knowledge
according to dictated standards, this model of Erziehung (cultivation) fo-
cused on the formation of character and the development of a refined
sense for situations and people.*®

The stated educational goals of aristocratic military families included
the development of a consciousness of individual willpower and the over-
coming of psychological and physical weaknesses.* In childhood remi-
niscences of both aristocratic officers and civilians, even to a certain ex-
tent independent of gender, one encounters praise of “Spartan education”
and physical punishment by the father, the authority figure. Only “ma-
mas’ boys” and the “physically weak” suffered. Thus, one reads of a ten-
year-old boy being threatened by his father with a knife, in order to teach
him “bravery up to and including the flaunting of death”” We also hear of
children being taught horseback riding with blows of a whip, or even of
youths being admonished for minor behavioral transgressions with slaps
in the face or physical blows. Socialization of the nobility in the late nine-
teenth and early twentieth centuries was one of violence in a dual sense,
i.e., in its suffering and application of violent force.*” This corresponded to
the twin meanings of rule as dominance over people on the one hand, and
service to entrusted individuals or the prince as the highest representation
of the aristocratic hierarchy on the other.

Under the conditions of tradition in aristocratic family structures
and the accompanying concentration on one’s profession, lifestyles and
forms of behavior were created that remind us of military demands, rather
than necessarily of the wishes of the nobility. A “cultivation of service”
emerged as a core element of this mentality, one that Thomas Carlyle (an
author read widely and admired within East Elbian noble circles) cele-
brated in his lectures on heroes, hero-worship, and the heroic in history.
“Learn to obey in order to rule,” a political adage that was stressed in edu-
cation if not always in practice, became the leitmotif of the aristocratic
military clans, even in the midst of the profound political changes occur-
ring in the twentieth century. This fostered the creation of a series of im-
ages based on a special quality of service.*® Nobility as the shield of the
monarchy, protector of the state or nation, and leader of the people became
a socio-political constant. Even in the 1950s, the landed noble and retired
officer Magnus Freiherr von Braun described this culture of service as the
essence of East Elbian aristocracy and the Prussian state. The ability to
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withstand difficulties, iron discipline, a physical and mental toughness,
selflessness, a resolute sense of duty, and the spirit of sacrifice: “That is
where the strength of old Prussia lay, not in gold or minerals.”%°

The omnipresent, living past unfolded itself in such conceptual fields.
Conditions such as the lack of mineral resources and traits such as the
simplicity of a modest lifestyle were thus connected to qualities such as a
sense of duty, toughness, and a spirit of sacrifice.5! Remarkably, these im-
ages remained separate from the social and economic transformation then
underway. In addition, both the self-descriptive passages and the ancillary
attributes offered a specific image of men: the picture of nobility presented
here is aristocratic, soldierly, and manly. An example from the reminis-
cences of the sex researcher Magnus Hirschfeld serves to illustrate the re-
lationship between “officerdom” and a certain image of men: after a squad
leader was suspended from service for “improper treatment of an enlisted
man”—the euphemism for a sexual relationship with a soldier—the offi-
cer asked Hirschfeld to inform his mother. The officer’s mother is said to
have responded: “I thank you, but I must say as a mother of a Prussian of-
ficer . . . that I would have preferred that you would have brought me news
of the death of my son, rather than news of his suspension.’*> The myths
of sacrifice and heroism were by no means purely domains of masculin-
ity; indeed, both wives and daughters embraced these core values. For ex-
ample, in matters concerning deceased officers from the various military
clans, women demonstrated distance and strength as heroic mother or
bride. They comported themselves in accordance with the necessities of
familial circumstances. Even though the bourgeoisie had produced male
heroes since the time of the Wars of Liberation, the obligations regarding
sacrifice and heroism persisted among the military aristocracy. Moreover,
the military clans could enhance the level of their acceptance in society,
in that their intended spirit of sacrifice would no longer be understood as
pure caste egoism, but rather be viewed as service to the nation.

Carlyle’s construction of the hero also points to the direct connection
between canons of personal morality and values espoused by East Elbian
nobility and the warrior ethos of the military clans. Carlyle attached the
preferred reference to honor, one of the central points of distinction in
any aristocracy, to the willingness to encounter difficulties, danger, even
death: “‘Il faut payer de sa vie.” This point is the true law of aristocratic ex-
istence. A man must continually ‘pay with his life’; like a soldier, he must
fulfill his duties at the cost of his life.”>® Whoever claimed preference and
honor had also to be prepared to elevate himself above others. The diffi-
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culty and danger of this task always remained under the threat of demys-
tification and transmogrification, and were always in danger of giving up
their natural claim to status in the lives of these men. This sense of self-
sacrifice and denial of death in the military clans subsequently revealed it-
self in these terms: Whoever feared death and shied away from extreme
danger lost legitimacy as a military leader. The various metaphors evoked
by images of advancing on the front, attack, arising in battle, and ecstasy
in the moment of danger sent a clear message;>* they suggested that the in-
dividual had to actualize the idea of self-sacrifice at the moment of deci-
sion. He had to be willing to die, so that his family might live on. Such
missives, like most, really never revealed anything about the fear of the in-
dividual soldier and the pain of the family, however. In a celebratory tone,
Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck recalled the strength of memory concerning the
continual sacrifice of his family, even though he himself owed his career
in cadet school to his relations still active in the military: “The casualty
list of our relatively small family is an example of the type of sacrifice the
lower Prussian nobility made on behalf of the fatherland. At Negroponte
two died, at Neerwinden one, Turin one, Torgau two, Soor two, Prague
three, Maxen one, Zorndorf one, Leuthen six, Jigerndorf one, Worth one,
in the First World War six, and in 1940 two. . . . If cadets were asked about
the status of their father, then they most often would respond with the re-
mark: ‘fell at Beaumont, Vionville, or St. Privat, and so forth,” and the en-
tire row of great deeds of our army and the blood-sacrifices of its officers
would appear in my mind.’%

After 1918 the demand for sacrifice became stock-in-trade in the anti-
republican struggle of East Elbian nobility for re-acquisition of political
and military leadership. In a speech held at his son’s wedding in April of
1920, Dietloff Graf Arnim-Boitzenburg discussed an expansive program
for recapturing leadership in the new state, one in which pointed refer-
ences to historical sacrifice and uninterrupted willingness to offer one’s
life were very much in evidence:

A difficult time leads one afield from predictable and desired paths,
and, moreover, in a manner that occurs more often than we would
like. But these demands compel one to depend on one’s own
strength and ability. It may well be that such is the final goal of a
difficult test, one involving character and the very future itself, and
at such a monumental occasion, the youth of nobility can scarcely
afford to be absent. It is good that the young men fight the good
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battle during this time of our people’s decline in mores and gover-
nance; it is also good that this youthful nobility, which has done its
very best for hundreds of years and has sacrificed many of its finest
men on behalf of our Fatherland’s glory, should know the sting of
the deeply painful status as a veritable pariah among its very own
people. And yet this aristocracy shall not give up its existence and
its belief in the future of our Fatherland, and thus it must maintain
the old traditions that enabled our noble youth to lead, especially
[with respect to] clearly delineated notions of honor, in the ideal
conception of fulfillment of duty and willingness to sacrifice, in a
conception of life encompassing high moral principles, in propri-
ety of one’s conduct, and last but not least underscoring the firm
conviction of a life according to Christian principles.5¢

Here the sense of obligation to sacrifice appears once again as an aristo-
cratic claim to social leadership. By contrast, other less well-to-do nobles
envisioned the creation of a separate Stand of leaders within the officer
corps that would be largely independent of the nobility itself. They de-
manded of their brethren that they join together to serve as new leaders of
the Volksgemeinschaft (national community).>” From this point on it was
but a small step to the next demand: the creation of a new aristocracy
based on “blood and military calling,” which essentially meant the elim-
ination of the traditional nobility itself. Major General Riidiger Graf von
der Goltz (retired), who as deputy of the Vereinigte Vaterlindischen Ver-
binde had assumed a central role in organizing anti-republican move-
ments and splinter groups and had promoted a harmonization with Natio-
nal Socialism, pursued this concept of nobility in an essay published in
1935 under the aegis of the central committee of organized German no-
bility. In this treatise, he demanded equality for the terms “Adel” and “Of-
fizier” Because all officers in the First World War had fulfilled their duties
and had “bled,” the new aristocracy needed to be defined as a “racially
dubbed nobility” and be especially cognizant of the families of officers
who proved themselves at the front in the Great War.’® In recognition of
Friedrich August von der Marwitz’s words from the Wars of Liberation
that, from that point onward, the entire aristocracy had to be born sol-
diers, a self-styled “itinerant Pommeranian preacher,” the author Claus
von Eickstidt, presented the aristocratic officer corps as a “community of
common ideals and blood,” one that included all those willing to sacrifice
themselves: “And if we, after all the experience of terror and all of the suf-



40 H MARCUS FUNCK

fering as a consequence of the Great War, have to demand the deepest se-
riousness of purpose and the highest feeling of responsibility from those
whom we have chosen as leaders, and if the last historically decisive ques-
tion must again be posed as a necessity and the ultima ratio of the Ger-
man people, then we ourselves, together with our children and grandchil-
dren, again and again ready ourselves for sacrifice, a matter for which
nobility has always been called. ‘Only by means of expiation can the na-
tion be saved.””’*® Even the Deutsche Adelsgenossenschaft (DAG), an as-
sociation with seventeen thousand members—one-third of the German
nobility over eighteen years of age—in 1925 and also the most important
organization of German aristocracy after 1918, pursued this very policy
of involuntary self-marginalization in its aggressive, albeit unsuccessful
attempt to regenerate the German nobility. Prince Adolf zu Bentheim-
Tecklenburg-Rheda, a Westfalian noble, the “Marshall of Nobility” since
1932, did not view the National Socialist concept of “Adel der Arbeit” (no-
bility of work) as standing in contradiction to the ancient nobility founded
in feudal concepts, as its work had always consisted of “sacrifice for clan,
people, and the Fatherland.”¢

I11.

The historian enjoys no direct access to the battlefield, the struggle of
men and machines, and to the moment of death. He remains dependent
on images that people have created based on experience or assumptions
about death in military conflict, or even images based on metaphors that
describe death in combat. The dead remain silent; this state applies to
dead noblemen as well, although their deaths follow a different pattern,
one that this treatment will outline in due course. While it is true that the
military clans had left “their finest sons” (as people were inclined to call
them) in impressive numbers on the battlefields over the preceding cen-
turies, these men had never died an anonymous, mass death. They never
remained nameless, but instead were listed in compendiums of fallen he-
roes, and their countenances were carefully prepared for presentation in
the family gallery of intrepid heroes. Nobility simply did not know of the
“unknown soldier” before the First World War.

We seem to know a great deal about dead aristocratic figures on the ba-
sis of detailed listings of the fallen. However, their stories were always told
effusively by the survivors as a part of a hero’s tale, as accounts of war in-
tended to legitimize their subject matter. Even if the deceased were the
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subject of constant conversation, reminiscences offer little in the way of
information about either the dead or what took place on the battlefield.
Such accounts remain the object of a constant permutation, based on
the ruling class’s self conception. Nevertheless, from these retrospective
views of battle it is, indeed, possible to discern how the self-sacrificing
victim was to be presented in war, and with what expectations and be-
liefs those who would die went into battle. These convictions were by no
means static; on the contrary, they became part of an historical transfor-
mation. The representations of death in the Great War contain especially
poignant moments of pain, fear, and doubt hitherto unknown, and remind
us of the discrepancy between the picture presented to these men and the
reality of war, especially the collapse of aristocratic “knowledge of death”
in the age of modern warfare.

Two tangible elements of a descriptive heroic death of a soldier can be
derived from this picture. Within the confines of established convention
the high-born officer (1) died with a specific physical and spiritual deport-
ment and (2) he died as a leader. Even in the final, most extreme moments
of life, aristocratic modes of behavior determined the physical and psy-
chological attitudes with which one went to his death. Young lieutenants
and aging commanders pressed forward toward the front lines in “joyful
expectation,” where they awaited the opportunity to prove themselves
with “great joy”” Even a member of a Standesherren family, one who was
thus a part of the small and exclusive class of German high nobility, sought
to live up to this expectation while serving in the capacity of commander
of the Guard Artillery. He did so in order to prove his own honor and that
of his oft-criticized branch of the service, the Guard Artillery Corps: “On
17 January 1871, I was drawn by a true longing back to the batteries, as I
had not been under enemy fire in two days. There is a particularly special
attraction involved in this. At the end of the day, one is grateful to the
Almighty for having survived the conflict, but one longs for a new day of
combat—especially if the order comes down to head to the front—and one
fears that one would miss something if, per chance, circumstances caused
an absence from the battlefield.”s!

Besides the quest for honor, a belief in the necessity of seeing one’s
commander during the battle as both leader and protector is reflected in
this statement. The idea of Fiihrung (leadership) appears to have been
omnipresent. “. . . I should not unnecessarily over-exaggerate the matter,
but it simply gave me no peace; I always had to advance in front of my men,
so that they could see me while I waved, called out, and gave orders.”®> The
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image of the officer fulfilling exemplary leadership roles that somehow
transcended a strictly military nature came, as it were, from the tradition
of the warrior-prince, who often served as an example for his soldiers. This
particular attitude and its military rationale are well illustrated in an an-
ecdote from a certain Major von der Goltz during the Wars of Liberation,
who is reputed to have galloped off to the front uttering the words “Every-
thing depends upon example” We come to learn that “a moment later, a
shell fragment struck him and knocked him off his horse, killing him in-
stantly. The regiment remained at the front, because at the moment of his
death, his men pulled together in an indescribable manner.’¢® Even in the
first few weeks of the First World War, it was reported that commanding
generals, much to the dismay of their general staff, put themselves in
harm’s way “in order to be there when it matters most.”¢*

The emphasis placed on presence at the front during the height of
battle demonstrated the aristocratic officer’s leadership qualities. Further,
presence on the battlefield manifested selfless fulfillment of duty—and
thus, a special claim to military leadership—and it exemplified in partic-
ular the honor of one’s person and one’s family. In propaganda efforts on be-
half of aristocratic war victims, analogous to earlier feudal descriptions of
the relationships between noble lords and their peasants or serfs, nobility
placed great emphasis on the claim to leadership and, just as importantly,
the obligations to caritas (charity). A certain Graf Arnim is reputed to
have died in such a manner in Southwest Africa during a 1907 battle
“because he wished to assist one of his cavalrymen who was bleeding to
death. Notwithstanding all warnings to the contrary about useless sacri-
fice, he abandoned his young, happy, wealthy, and optimistic life without
hesitation, calling out "No one is helping you! Thus, I shall help you!’”¢

Although the battlefield was a realm where a new form of life could be
granted when one placed one’s existence in jeopardy, it was not the only
place of honor for military clans. There is no question that there were
other, perhaps more peaceful, possibilities of obtaining honor, but no-
where else was the “hardship post” so close to the “post of death,” the
point of greatest individual redemption. In exchange for the obligation to
place one’s life in danger and to eagerly risk life and limb, the aristocratic
officer accrued a maximum amount of honor, which is why one heard the
seemingly delighted cry, “Hurrah, I'm wounded! Long live the King,” in
the throes of combat.*¢ This point was formulated in rather drastic fashion
by Gottlieb Wilhelm von Platen, lieutenant in the Dragoons Regiment
von Auer, when he shouted to a citizen of the city of Kénigsberg, “[Y]ou
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bastards, the gods only love those who aren't afraid of danger.”¢” The notion
of courting danger in expectation of a divine judgment came, on the one
hand, from the will to “conquer the world” and thus win back the ruling
autonomy of the aristocratic individual. On the other hand, this interest
in risk-taking stemmed from the belief in an attachment to a higher, more
demanding, order—an order held together by an overarching monarchy as
a guarantee of a royal world order and comprising a lengthy, continuous
chain of symmetrically placed family members whose reputations one
had to equal.®® To die for the king was by no means an empty formula;
instead, it was the most extreme payment of an ancient vow of loyalty. Af-
ter a royal visit following the “sacrifice” of the Guards Corps at St. Privat
in 1870, Prince Kraft zu Hohenlohe-Ingelfingen reported, “Tears streamed
unceasingly from [the king’s] eyes, and he bemoaned the terrible losses
that the Guard Corps had suffered. I was also very moved to see him again,
but said to him that the losses were not in vain. . . . He could barely speak
above his own sobs, and could only say: ‘But your Scherbening, your good,
fine Scherbening!’ ‘He is to be envied,’ I answered, ‘because we all would
gladly die for Your Majesty!’ ‘I know,’ the king responded, ‘and that is why
it hurts me so much.””®

The concept of Haltung (deportment) involves more than just the
mere sense of virtually unconditional obligation; it also required a certain
style of self-sacrifice. During the battle and at the moment of death, the
unshaken notion of “rising” and “advancing” indicate a dominant psyche
and intact body, even when the soldier is reduced to a cripple: “He had a
dreadful appearance. His gaunt face was torn and deformed by terrible
scars. He received these in the Battle of Colombey, at which the First Rifle
Battalion garnered great fame. He had advanced with great bravery far be-
yond the forward line. At that juncture, he received a bullet in the right
arm. He switched his saber to his left hand. A second bullet smashed his
lower jaw, so that the mandible was left hanging down from his face. He
proceeded to bind his jaw to his shako and continued to advance. A third
shot through the chest immobilized him/7° In immaculate military stac-
cato, Prince Friedrich Karl von Preuflen lauded such aggressive virtues
while observing the Austrian army in 1864: “Generals such as Reischach
[advanced] waving their hats, shouting ‘follow me,’ until they were shot
down. They brandished sabers, came from the best families, were fine
gentlemen—they admonished their troops with brave speeches about
casting caution to the wind against the foe.””* Obviously, the Prussian of-
ficers had learned another lesson only two years later while the Austrians
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did not. Yet the image of the aristocratic warrior remained powerful on
both sides, for it provided both meaning and structure to military violence
in an age of modern warfare.

The psychological superiority of this mind-set became especially clear
when the aristocratic officer advanced to certain death. The ability to re-
main tough and patient was repeated constantly in countless anecdotes.
Self-discipline and silent suffering in times of death become the maxim of
the hour. Bearing in mind the putative demand of Frederick the Great that
“one should die quietly” a captain is reputed to have admonished the
cadet von Lowenstein with the statement, “Cadet, shut your mouth!”
when the young man shouted “Longlive the King!” as he fell to the ground
wounded. Such comments concerning personal hardiness were often em-
ployed as a means of demonstrating one’s capacity for self-sacrifice during
the First World War as well, as the following reflection on soldiers of vari-
ous nationalities demonstrates: “There in the field hospital I saw German
soldiers suffering and dying next to Frenchmen, Belgians, and Moroccans.
Only our German men suffered in silence. The others whined and made
thousands of requests.””> Of course, the new “culture of will” of Wilhel-
mine Germany could, in many respects, be connected to the military-
aristocratic metaphors for toughness. However, the bourgeois-dominated
discourse of durability dwelled at some length on those tendencies toward
softness or femininity that many assumed existed within an exclusively
aristocratic officers clique, a matter that was perhaps the case in certain
Guards regiments and in the cavalry.”®

Nonetheless, it would most certainly be inaccurate to assume a dis-
cernible difference between a noble and bourgeois culture of will with re-
spect to these soldierly attributes. Both offered concepts of masculinity
and required a certain comportment of officers that were quite compat-
ible. However, a rift ran through various fractions within these social
groups as they were forced to respond to challenges to a nationally defined
self-conception. The threefold shock of the Morocco crisis, the Daily Tele-
graph affair, and the Eulenburg scandal represented one of the most deci-
sive turning points in this long-term process of change. The results of
this change included a transformation within the courtly entourage, the
cleansing of the officer corps of the Guards, and the “de facto abdication”
of Wilhelm II.7* In this sense, the concept of military leadership was
altered by pressure from the national patriotic associations. Despite the
increased value placed on noble officers after the War of 1870-71, the
exclusive aristocratic claim to rule—already on the defensive—collapsed
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completely. The idea of military service as a sort of exclusive celebration
of demonstrative consumption of the wealthy in the interest of preserva-
tion and promotion of social status (one in which self-sacrifice played only
a role in rhetoric, but not in reality) was reduced to minimal appearances
at a threadbare level of existence. The Willensmenschen (men of will) of
the East Elbian military clans had, on the contrary, demonstrated them-
selves capable of change consistent with their stricter image of virility—
and had, thereby, contributed to this very doctrine.” While other segments
of nobility (especially the Catholic, old Bavarian nobility) or specific aris-
tocratic subgroups (the high nobility, the Reichsritter, and the Silesian mag-
nates) were seldom part of the national patriotic fronts, the great mass
of Prussian lower nobility, led by the East Elbian military clans, had given
these newly formed radical movements both tone and direction.

Only one who understands violent death in combat as a willing sacri-
fice, one who at the same time understands this act as a manifestation of
fate and as a service to the survivors, can embrace this act with quietude.
As such, the sacrifice or blessed transformation mirrors the original sacra-
ment of Jesus’ self-sacrifice;’¢ in martial society killing and being killed
are sanctified, and a soldier’s death assumes a pseudo-religious character.”
Consistent with this conception of soldierly death, Lt. Gen. Karl von Roe-
der noted in his memoirs, written in the 1850s, that “a people, just like a
single human being . . . can only lead a worthy life if they are prepared to
sacrifice everything for their independence. They can also lead a good ex-
istence if their honor is more valuable than life, or even if they fear God
more than all other people, and if they are willing to defend their God-
given position to the end.””®

The notion “life lies in God’s hands” illustrates the point that life is
something granted, and therefore must be returned—that it belongs to a
greater order. Any attempt to depart from this scheme represents an un-
tenable exercise in personal hubris. One may note the influence of “aris-
tocratic piety,” an article of faith first rediscovered in Pomerania in the
1820s that conformed itself to prevailing conditions well into the twenti-
eth century. In this particular movement, which influenced various fea-
tures of the pietistic movement, the faithful combined Prussian national-
ism, piety, and aristocratic conservatism under the twin banners of giving
and self-sacrifice.” This religious revival movement strengthened the
foundations of the East Elbian military clans through its rejection of pub-
lic displays of wealth and leisure and the carefree, wasteful consumption
of material goods on the one hand, and with its emphasis on service to the
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community on the other. In an admonitory speech held at a benedictory
ceremony for officers and soldiers of the Potsdam and Berlin Guards regi-
ments in 1892, the high court pastor Frommel proposed something of an
aristocratic maxim for dying: “May the sense of plain humility and true
fear of God never disappear from your regiment. Go with God to your
deaths, which means, do not die. . . . “8° After the experience of loss asso-
ciated with secularization, the Protestant Church attached itself to the na-
tion, added the notion of war to its creed of revelation, and championed the
concept of hero-worship in its role as the patron church of Germany.

A report from a successful battle at Montoire on December 27, 1870,
illustrated the connection between individual daring, divine judgment,
and the pronounced expression of Protestant piety. Naturally, the repre-
sentations in the regimental history and in historical accounts distributed
by the Prussian General Staff offered a different picture. Nevertheless, the
notations are most impressive:

I have never written you with such a moved and thankful heart, one
directed to the Almighty. What a day it was yesterday! As a leader,
I had full responsibility; I asked God that He grant me the power to
render the correct decision, and He heard my prayer as never be-
fore. Thank God! Many, many thanks be to God! Oh, my darling, it
was a horrible but beautiful day; I swear it to you, and to no one
else, that I have no personal desire for special honor. I only prayed
to my Heavenly Father that He bestow upon me the power of deci-
sion on behalf of my men. He stood at my side! . . . But we never
could have achieved [victory] without the sacrifice and great
courage of many officers and men . . . this glorious victory over an
army ten times greater than ours, together with ten officers and
300 men as prisoners. It is scarcely believable. I, of course, did not
do it [alone]. God in his grace stood at our side.®!

These impressions of death and survival in the death zone had, quite
naturally, lost much of their normative strength during the course of the
Great War. They simply disappear from view during the Second World War.
Nobility did not remain untouched by the very real threat of extinction in
the face of overwhelming, anonymous mass death in the trenches. Ac-
cording to Ernst Jiinger, chivalric concepts of war were forever lost at the
Battle of the Somme in 1916, and were replaced instead by the destructive
force of mechanized warfare.?? In World War I, thirty-three of 114 Bilow
men, twenty-six Arnims, twenty-four Wedels, and 5o percent of the
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Loepers (fifteen of thirty) who entered combat as either officers or soldiers
perished. According to most estimates, Prussian aristocracy lost approxi-
mately 25 percent of its men “qualified to fight,” while the average casu-
alty rate for all other classes lay at 18 percent.®® The traumatic results of
this wholesale death can also be seen in a few comments made by officers
in their testimonies. Such was the case of Lt. Bernhard von der Marwitz,
who later died of war wounds in a military hospital on September 8, 1918.
In a diary entry written in the early summer months of 1918, von der Mar-
witz noted, “The air shakes. Columns of smoke rise into sky. One hears
screams and cries. One of our men picked up a dud and threw it away. An
explosion followed shortly thereafter. Two men were torn to bits, three
others were hideously crippled, and between six and eight wounded. A
nightmarish scene. How many lives will you live, oh Fatherland, that you
send us one after another to our deaths? There is something that is more
sacred than this struggle, holier than our duty, which plays with our lives
like some set prize! God, when will you deliver us?”#* Here one finds one
of the few expressions of uncertainty, if not despair, at the very moment
that the aristocratic warrior is facing death. The notion of the battlefield
as a holy site is threatened with collapse and dying for king or nation has
lost its sanctified, heroic qualities. Indeed, this might have marked the be-
ginning of the end of a specific cultural concept of aristocrat-as-warrior.
In earlier accounts of battle, moments of indecision and pain also ap-
peared, especially when established traditions of warfare were violated.
Already in 1871, Lt. Col. Constantin von Boltenstern observed that “war
has assumed a new face, one which Inever had thought possible in our civ-
ilized century. The illusion of an invigorating, joyous war is dead.’s5 New
types of weaponry with an increased degree of lethality, together with
the expansion of warfare to include civilian populations and the concomi-
tant use of weapons of mass destruction, destroyed the image of war as a
knightly duel between two protagonists. As soldiers began to experience
modern warfare as pure destruction, the aura of an intact warrior culture
became even more critical. Thus, in the various memoirs of these officers,
we find countless anecdotes in which the writers retained the calm illu-
sion of war as an aggrandized duel while barely mentioning industrial war,
mass death, executions, and penal battalions.? However, noble warriors
were not immune to nervous tension and war neuroses, for they too had
begun to realize the loss of their sense of personal superiority in the set-
ting of industrialized war. Even more decisive was the recognition that
staggering death tolls severed the ties between sacrifice and heroism. For
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centuries, the reciprocal relationship between sacrifice demanded and of-
fered, followed by the commemoration of sacrifice, was tied to aristocratic
warrior culture. However, in the face of modern, mass death this relation-
ship was fundamentally challenged; as a result, the subjectively experi-
enced heroism at the front and the objective defeat of 1918 contradicted
one another. The defeat was denied and repressed;* it simply could not be
understood, for the futility of a hopeless, empty act of dying as the essence
of modern war lay beyond the imaginative powers of the warrior and the
warring society. The front generation, as the young von der Marwitz noted,
had suffered for ten generations, and had continually produced heroes
under the most terrible conditions by virtue of sheer willpower. Thus,
they could not conceive of a conflict without victory at its conclusion.

Thus, for aristocratic warriors only a nostalgic flight back to the lost era
of knightly combat remained—i.e., the mythical alteration of the themes
of suffering and death.®® This also expressed itself increasingly in the ab-
sorption of the former ruling sword-bearers into a racial-national warrior
community, one in which society-as-sacrificial-victim established the pa-
rameters and aristocracy in and of itself had no redeeming value. To serve
and sacrifice was viewed by Old Prussian noble circles as “the most hon-
orable of tasks” (Fabian von Schlabrendorff) and was invoked as such by the
living. This, in turn, had considerable negative effects on both the lower
and upper nobility during the latter part of the nineteenth century and
especially after 1918, even outside of Prussia. One notes the poignant im-
pressions of mass death, even in the most martial memoirs of the First
World War. These memories indicate both a radicalization and insecurity,
and finally lead to an aggressive demand for a renewed sense of sacrifice,
one in which war and violent death achieved an inherent value and became
a matter for the entire nation: “We have been soldiers for three-quarters of
a year, and we have forgotten that there was peace and quiet at one point,
and that this was a time of roses and butterflies. . . . A nation of warriors
was created from a land of workers. . . . And this war has taught us that we
must be soldiers every day, that every day we will meet our foes, go into
combat, and meet our fate, a fate which we must accept. . . . This war has
indeed taught us that our lives are merely borrowed, that our future is based
on the blood which we have received in obligation and give freely. We enjoy
life with a burning passion, because we know that not one modest piece of
life is worth anything if we have not given our best for the cause.’®

After the transformation of aristocratic thought on sacrifice into a
national ideology after the Great War and especially during National So-
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cialism, the “return of belief” reappeared at only disparate moments—to-
gether with an understanding of self-sacrifice—as a holy, indisputable act
in elements of the military-conservative resistance movement against
National Socialism. In fact, one can find elements of aristocratic sacrifi-
cial images in the surviving diary fragments of the various conspirators. In
a letter from Fritz-Dietloff Graf von der Schulenburg to his wife written
shortly after his conversion from National Socialism to active resistance
fighter, he placed a Christian ethic at the center of his conception of Prus-
sia—and by extension, at the center of his very existence and as a justifi-
cation for his actions. “I believe that I have found the path to God,” he de-
clared. “Ibelieve even more strongly that Prussianism cannot be separated
from Christendom, and that we require both—Prussianism and Chris-
tianity—now more than ever”*° Helmuth James Graf von Moltke formu-
lated this premise more clearly still when he maintained that one could
find the requisite, unconditional basis for a conscious self-sacrifice in
faith. “Perhaps you still remember that I mentioned in various conversa-
tions before the war that I believed faith in God was simply irrelevant. . .
he wrote. “Now I know that I was wrong, completely wrong. . . . The ele-
ments of danger, coupled with a willingness to sacrifice oneself, matters
which in these times—and perhaps in future days—are part of our very ex-
istence, require more than good, ethical principles.”®! The traditional con-
cept of Haltung shines through in such sentences, and reminds us of
Thomas Carlyle’s idealized readiness to be at “the post of tribulation and
danger” Even here, the exalted social position achieved through nobility
places demands on the individual, a burden he could only bear by under-
standing that he belonged to a higher, obligatory order. Henning von
Tresckow described this as “the moment of decision made in front of the
whole world and in the presence of history”’*> A deep understanding of per-
sonal obligation arises out of this phenomenon, one connected to both the
past and the future and expressed through proper aristocratic conduct.®

IV.

A notorious critic of the “principle of nobility,” especially as mani-
fested in the Prussian officer corps, the one-time colonel and regimental
commander Richard Gidke lamented in a 1908 Berliner Tageblatt edito-
rial the discrepancy between the ways in which bourgeois and aristocratic
sacrifices on behalf of the Prussian army were publicly commemorated.*
He was reacting, of course, to one of the infamous parliamentary speeches
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of the eccentric, self-promoting Junker von Oldenburg-Januschau who
had emphasized the special spirit of sacrifice of the Prussian Guards (and
thus the East Elbian Junkers) in the Battle of St. Privat on August 18, 1870.
Moreover, von Oldenburg-Januschau connected that spirit with an unbro-
ken claim to leadership on behalf of nobility within the officer corps.®® At
the end of his journalistic tilt against the “wretched falsification of his-
tory,” Gidke commented with resignation: “Of course, their names [those
of bourgeois origin] will never know historical greatness! For us, only the
names of nobility remain, etched in stone, ensconced in the history books,
and omnipresent in the chronicles of all of the ancient families. "Neither
songs nor heroic tales mention the names of burghers.”” In a tally of vic-
tims from the Battle of St. Privat, Gidke proved that the balance of casu-
alties (dead and wounded) between bourgeois and aristocratic officers lay
at 469 and 426, respectively. Accordingly, he demanded an integrated
national commemoration of officers, regardless of social class. The cult
surrounding these dead men was not in itself the object of this particular
criticism, but rather, the mnemonic egoism of the nobility.

The accomplishments of sacrifice rendered by East Elbian nobility
produced a powerful sense of memory, one that bourgeois families
sought in vain to mimic. Writing in the Deutsches Adelsblatt in 1866,
Baron Clemens von Hausen argued that nobility viewed itself as a para-
pet erected against the ephemeral nature of memory in the new, educated
age.”® Some time later, in 1925, Maurice Halbwachs asserted that “the
aristocracy was, for a long time, the underlying basis of national collective
memory” Furthermore, he noted that nobility, in contrast to other social
groups, possessed vast reserves of ancient traditions, a unique corpus of in-
formation about the past of each individual family or clan, and had the
ability to connect social prestige with these hoary customs.®”

One important part of the aristocratic process of memory was the cult
of death and the hero embracing all its fallen sons and the concomitant
presentation of the various sacrifices of families spanning generations. In
unpublished family histories, memoirs, in private remembrances, and in
speeches held at family celebrations and on family days, members of the
nobility recalled the deceased in the presence of the clan.?® Thus, for a pre-
dominantly aristocratic public, publishers produced lists of victims in the
genealogical handbooks of German nobility. Moreover, these same lists,
highlighted by portraits and photographs, were published in magazines
and in the so-called Helden-Gedenkmappen (commemorative heroic
portfolios) aimed primarily at an aristocratic audience.” Finally, the aris-
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tocracy recalled its capacity for and readiness to sacrifice in the countless
autobiographies and memoirs written after 1918, as well as in special pub-
lic reminiscences. For example, in 1921 the Verein der Standesherren had
aplaque placed in a public square in Nuremberg in order to commemorate
the thiry-seven sons of high noble families who fell in the Great War.1%
Even today, we can find weathered memorials in villages dedicated solely
to the sons of individual aristocratic families. Besides the historical depth
of memory and the diversity of means of recollection, the memory culture
of nobility can be defined in terms of its focused selectivity. Astonished by
this predilection, Georg Simmel recalled that, “each individual personal-
ity in every aristocratic clan had, in his or her own values, a pride of place
in the aura that the finest members of the family had achieved. . . /1% The
fame of sacrifices contributed by individuals was propagated on behalf of
the entire family and integrated into its history, while those events that
did not correspond to this preordained image were selectively deleted from
collective consciousness.!®

Nobility also seems to have mastered the ars oblivionalis (art of for-
getting) in brilliant fashion and employed the “uses of forgetting”1%® in
special forms and under the most fascinating of circumstances. Specific
types of memory and forgetting also permitted undifferentiated remem-
brances for groups of victims who had died under the most varied condi-
tions. From among the fallen aristocratic commanding generals of the
First World War who were subsequently enrolled in the heraldic lists, we
find only two who died as a result of combat wounds. For example, two of
the most prominent “war victims” who were included in this inflated
compilation of heroes were Field Marshall General Hermann von Eich-
horn, who was murdered by Russian social revolutionaries, and Field Mar-
shall General Colmar Graf von der Goltz, who died of spotted fever.

In contrast to the former remembrances, the commemorative book of
German nobility for the Second World War lists myriad fallen victims, in-
cluding officers and men killed in action, resistance fighters put to death
because of their activities, deceased members of the Waffen-SS, and—em-
bellished with the special notation “died for Germany”—aristocratic vic-
tims of Allied bombing raids. One notes the significant number of nobles
involved in the active conservative resistance movement directed against
the National Socialist regime. Among one list of approximately 151 indi-
viduals who were killed as a result of their direct connections to the failed
assassination attempt on Adolf Hitler on July 20, 1944, fifty-two were aris-
tocrats.!% As a result, since the 1950s these high-born victims have been
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subsequently placed in the pantheon of tradition-rich heroes and fes-
tooned with honorifics that epitomized the noble “ethos and duty regard-
ing sacrifice, one’s antecedents, and those who passed on before”1°° Those
who survived could place emphasis on the common denominator of class,
regardless of cause or circumstances of death, and thus include these de-
ceased members of the clan in genealogical archives. In this respect, we
can accord Canetti a measure of credit when he describes the survivors as
the true victors of the principle of “kill or be killed.” Their fame springs
from two conspicuous sources: first, they outlived the deceased, and thus
they could recreate themselves as self-styled heroes (even if the dead were
“the finest sons”), and second, these individuals could give the fallen he-
roes a fitting place in family chronicles, thus enabling them to live on.'%¢
The relative importance families placed on the existence of these he-
roes was linked with the need to produce champions—a phenomenon
plainly seen in the case of Gen. Hugo Freiherr von Freytag-Loringhoven,
whose son was killed in an airplane crash in 1911. The young von Freytag-
Loringhoven was nevertheless declared a war victim by his parents.?” Both
the spirit of sacrifice among the East Elbian nobility and the familial and
societal glorification of heroes and battles were considered as important
as the preservation of memories of the fallen themselves. Only via identi-
fication, praise, and canonization of the deceased did the bloody reality of
an individual clan member’s violent death achieve a modicum of sense for
both survivors and the dead. This, in turn, created a standard by which
“the labors of generations” could be measured. Paradoxically, the notions
of sacrifice and heroic existence became more important during a time
when there was relatively little bloodshed. The watershed years of this
movement lay, in the final analysis, in the forty-year period after 1871. If
these families wished to maintain that they had little to recommend in de-
fense of their privileged societal position except “the notice that, if war
broke out, they had the right to be shot down in rows,”1% then civilian so-
ciety would have to be informed that this characteristic would have to be
continually rejuvenated—and civilian society, we should recall, was one
that originally placed relatively little value on these heroic exploits.!%®
This question of evaluation leads us to yet another central, twofold as-
pect of the nobility’s focus on memory, one which will have to be broached
in a subsequent study: first, the nobility’s ability to make these recollec-
tions credible among other segments of society, and second, its ability to
seemingly assuage these groups’ interests in self-representation. Even as
criticism within middle-class circles became more vocal regarding aristo-
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cratic exclusivity in the domains of sacrifice and hero-worship, we can ob-
serve specific tendencies among the educated bourgeoisie that suggest a
need to witness sacrifice, which represented an integrating moment within
society-at-large—and this in clear reference to the call to duty and spirit
of sacrifice within nobility. Nobility could certainly not have trafficked in
popular myths of sacrifice and heroes if it were dependent on itself alone.
The sharp division between officer and citizen (i.e., the inability to unite
military professionals with their civilian counterparts) had already begun
to be questioned since the beginning of the nineteenth century.!’® Finally,
with the advent of a distinctly bourgeois militarism, both the flesh-and-
blood production and literary construction of sacrifice and glorification of
(national) heroes became mass phenomena.!'! Thus, it is hardly a coinci-
dence that the most influential myth of atonement during the 1920s, the
sacrifice at Langemarck, was put into motion by former veterans among
the student corps and, in turn, promoted by middle-class writers.!!2
Nevertheless, large segments of the civilian population required a continu-
ous dosage of the rejuvenating elements of aristocratic military myths of
heroic sacrifice. In the various tales and memoirs of “valiant families,” the
bourgeoisie found a model of living, dying, and surviving that offered an
attractive alternative to a crumbling middle-class value system and, more-
over, lent their own, violent deaths a higher, heroic meaning.!!?

The ability to sacrifice on the part of the military clans remained a
piece of symbolic capital well into the twentieth century. This significant
source of strength provided a basis for self-preservation, especially at a
time when society was becoming increasingly militarized. That which
had defined aristocracy for almost one thousand years and that which
had allowed the aristocracy to claim political power and economic advan-
tage, as well as social prestige and cultural hegemony as “multi-faceted
elites,”1* could no longer be exploited by military families. The processes
of societal modernization begun in the nineteenth century limited access
to these erstwhile carefully delineated prerogatives. For the corpus of Ger-
man nobility, unable and unwilling to relieve itself of the burden of less-
well-to-do if not impoverished families because of their awe-inspiring
tales of their sacrifices, any possibility of creating a “civilian aristocracy”
became a cul-de-sac. Finally, we might conclude our discussions by revis-
iting the opening query with respect to the Wedel family: an analysis of the
membership roles of the NSDAP reveals that seventy-seven members of
the family had joined the party—the largest number of any noble family
in Germany.'!®
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