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Preface

Oswald Spengler (1880-1936) was one of the most important thinkers
of the Weimar Republic (1918-33). His work, notably the 1,200-page
Der Untergany des Abendlandes (The Decline of the West, 1918/22), had a
profound influence on intellectual discourse in Germany and beyond. In
spite of this, his thought has been seriously under-researched. In English,
only four major studies have appeared since 1945.

Secondary literature has tended to see Spengler as espousing a theory
of world history that is a pessimistic, fatalistic diagnosis of ‘the decline of
the West” and as defending a gloomy conservative outlook that — as the
extension of this overall worldview — is largely backward-looking; that
is, reactionary and quietist. Against this view of Spengler as an isolated
doomsayer, two things must be stressed: first, that the characterisation of
his philosophy as a mere manifestation of Kulturpessimismus ignores the
optimistic prognosis of a German-led world order in his thought; and,
second, that while Spengler can hardly be characterised as a progressive
thinker, he is an esteemed and well-connected theorist who does defend
an in many ways future-orientated and interventionist political project.

In fact, at different stages in his career, Spengler put forward different
political projects. These projects admittedly do not add up to one over-
arching, holistic programme as the logical outcome of his philosophy of
world history, but they all endeavour to shape the fate of Germany and the
Western world. This crucial aspect of Spengler’s legacy has been almost
entirely ignored in the secondary literature and thus it has overlooked a
significant aspect of his intellectual output. In part this is due to the suc-
cess and enduring brilliance of his main work, The Decline of the West,
which remains the focal point of scholarly discussions of his ideas at the
expense of his other copious writings.

This volume, the first of its kind in English, shifts the focus of Spengler
scholarship onto his politics of decline by foregrounding a contextualisa-
tion and analysis of his political activities and writings. It develops a new
approach in understanding Spengler the politician by explaining the evo-
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lution of his political thought as the outcome of a dynamic interplay be-
tween his meta-historical considerations on world history (‘the decline of
the West’) on the one hand, and the practical demands and strategic con-
siderations of Realpolitsk on the other hand. This novel way of approach-
ing his work brings fresh insights into his intellectual contribution to the
complex discourse of German national renewal between the November
Revolution of 1918 and the Nazi seizure of power in 1933.
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Introduction

Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West: Outlines of o Morphology of World
History (1918/22) exerted a profound influence on intellectual discourse
in Germany and across the globe. His ideas were critically received and
discussed by Theodor W. Adorno, Ernst Bloch, T.S. Eliot, Georg Lukdcs,
Thomas Mann, Arnold Toynbee and many others. However, despite such
wide-ranging influence on twentieth-century intellectual history, Spen-
gler’s work has not received the attention it deserves: only four full-length
English-language studies have appeared on him in the last seventy years.

Published against the backdrop of social turmoil and revolutionary
upheaval, The Decline of the West immediately struck a nerve amongst a
German population in search of reasons for its own perceived terminal
decline following military defeat. Given its length and often difficult style,
The Decline of the West seemed an unlikely candidate for bestseller status.
But a bestseller it became. By 1938, the book had sold a staggering
200,000 copies.

Yet within secondary literature, the success and import of the work
with which Spengler has become synonymous have obscured something
fundamental about him as a thinker and historical actor. Existing research
on him is unduly focused on his magnum opus and the arguments it
advances in relation to specialist disciplines such as aesthetics, ancient his-
tory, metaphysics and religion.

Moreover, The Decline of the West has overwhelmingly been interpreted
as a pessimistic and fatalistic text that offers few positive proposals for
the last days of the Western world. This communis opinio is misleading
for two reasons. First, it downplays how Spengler sought not merely
to analyse the decline and downfall of the West, but also how he was
engaged in sustained attempts to create a political alternative within this
process of decline. Specifically, existing research often fails to account for
the text’s extensive discussion of what Spengler understood as the leader-
ship necessary to navigate the tides of history and ensure that Germany
would emerge as the leading power of the declining Western world.
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Second, it overlooks how The Decline of the West relates to the remainder
of Spengler’s career as a political activist, networker and publicist; he
used the fame he established for himself with this publication to devote
his energies to a right-wing nationalist project aimed at overthrowing the
Weimar Republic. In so doing, he became a respected and well-connected
thinker among the German elite, someone who published extensively on
the socio-political issues of his day.

Even a cursory look at Spengler’s copious writings, not least his com-
mercially successful political texts such as Prussianism and Socialism (1919),
Rebuilding the German Reich (1924) and The Hour of Decision. Part I:
Germany and World-Historical Evolution (1933), as well as the various arti-
cles, essays and speeches collated in his Political Writings 1919-1926 (1932)
and Speeches and Essays (1937), makes clear how there is much more to
him than just The Decline of the West. Many of his political writings reached
circulation numbers in the six figures. His last published work, The Hour of
Decision, sold even more copies than The Decline of the West.

Existing scholarship has done insufficient justice to the breadth, impor-
tance and impact of Spengler’s political publications and has thus been
unable to locate his ideological position within the right-wing national-
ist movement (nationale Beweguny) against the Weimar Republic. While
there has been renewed academic interest in his thought during the past
twenty years, this interest has largely been restricted to German-language
scholarship, as well as to the potential relevance of The Decline of the West
in the twenty-first century.

Since the Second World War, there have only been four studies which
tfocus predominantly on the nature of Spengler’s political ideas, networks
and projects. All are written in German. More importantly, these studies
fail to grasp the significance of Spengler the political philosopher in two
respects. They tend to view Spengler’s political thought as a static and
largely unchanging entity that is the logical outcome of his philosophy of
history. In other words, instead of exploring in detail his views on democ-
racy, race or socialism across his career, secondary literature often speaks
of his view of a particular concept in the singular. The few studies that do
locate shifts and developments within his political ideas throughout his
life either do not explain these amendments with reference to the histori-
cal context in which Spengler felt the need to make them, or they do not
sufficiently bring out how these amendments relate to central ideas in his
thought that he did not feel compelled to modify.

This volume seeks to address this lacuna in Spengler studies. It does
so by developing a new way of understanding what I will call his politics
of decline. It explains the evolution of his thought as the outcome of a
dynamic interplay between his metahistorical considerations on world
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history (‘the decline of the West’) on the one hand, and the practical diffi-
culties and considerations of Realpolitik on the other hand. As we will see,
in order to arrive at a more rounded appreciation of Spengler’s political
thought, it is necessary to consider method alongside motivation, content
alongside context, consistency alongside change.

Our discussion will therefore begin with with a biographical chapter,
which will serve as a foundation for understanding Spengler’s politics of
decline by reconstructing the most significant developments in his lifetime
and by exploring how these found reflection in his political aims and
activities.

Chapter 2 will provide a brief survey of the most significant English-
and German-language studies of Spengler over the past eighty years or so.
It will identify some of the trends, advances and breakthroughs in Spengler
studies. On this basis, it will explain in more detail how this volume
attempts to fill the gap in the understanding of his political thought.

An analysis of Spengler’s politics of decline presupposes an understand-
ing of what he viewed as the motor of historical change. This is the aim
of Chapter 3, which will provide an overview of his theory of history as
expressed in Der Untergany des Abendlandes. 1t will show that Spengler’s
understanding of historical development can be read on two levels: as a
largely metaphysical portrayal of the stages through which all historical
entities must inevitably pass in their journey from birth to death; and as
a more specific socio-political theory purportedly able to predict future
developments. Following a critical summary of the general theory, we will
discuss why Spengler was convinced that he was able to foresee the future
of the West — what he called ‘Faustian’ culture — and its inexorable decline.

Spengler’s theory of the nature of Western decline and his attempts
to intervene in this process will be covered in Chapter 4. This chapter
will discuss his views on the socio-political challenges and opportuni-
ties presented by Western democracies. Following a summary of what
The Decline of the West highlights as the major features and underlying
dynamics of this era, I will demonstrate how — against the common read-
ing of The Decline of the West as a fatalist and pessimist text — Spengler
understood the decline of the West as a historical process that is both
predetermined and to some extent open-ended. The exact arrangement
of the Western world’s final days is yet to be decided. Above all, it will
be influenced by the ideas and actions of powerful individuals in politics,
industry, the press and the military. Spengler was convinced that the fate
of the world increasingly lies in the hands of a small number of world-
historical figures. He referred to this phenomenon as Caesarism and felt
that his historical method alone could provide these strongmen with the
necessary historical consciousness to address successfully the key political
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questions of the age. This age, as we will discover, is one of industrial
warfare and global power politics, not of poetry and painting. Finally, this
chapter will outline the basis of Spengler’s political alternative, which I
will call the project of PreufSentum (Prussianism). This outlook combined
two ideological commitments on his part: his nationalist obligation to
Germany as the purported ‘last nation of the West’! in the latter’s final
days; and his conviction that a successful modern state must draw on the
best of the past. Here he was thinking of the elitist traditions and absolut-
ist politics of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, before the French
Revolution of 1789 and the rise of mass politics and democracy. However,
as we will see, the principles of PreufSentum outlined in The Decline of the
West by no means found immediate or consistent reflection in his political
writings, but assumed a variety of contours across his career.

A case in point was Spengler’s widely read book Prussianism and
Socialism (1919), which is the subject of Chapter 5. This publication is
of central interest to the evolution of his politics of decline because it was
written after Volume 1 of The Decline of the West in 1918, but before the
publication of Volume 2 in 1922, in which his emphasis on the importance
of elitist politics and Caesarist authoritarianism is particularly prominent.
Prussianism and Socialism is significant because it develops the rallying
idea of a revitalised German nation inspired not by the ideals of absolut-
ism or Caesarism developed in his main work, but of Prussian Socialism.
After providing some contextual background, I will discuss exactly what
Spengler understood by socialism and explore his captivating, under-
studied intellectual relationship to the German socialist movement. Close
attention will be paid to a discussion of the question of whether Prussian
socialism was the concrete manifestation of his philosophy of world his-
tory, or whether it was more indicative of an opportunist gamble to
exploit the all-pervasive rhetoric of socialism in the early Weimar Republic
so as to gain support for his attempts to overthrow that state.

Spengler’s activities as a thinker, speaker, organiser and publicist of the
nationale Bewegunyg through to the attempted coup against the govern-
ment in 1923 — the so-called Beer Hall Putsch in Munich — will form the
opening section of Chapter 6. These activities provide the backdrop to
his most programmatic text, Rebuilding the German Reich (1924). After
a summary of this largely overlooked work and a comparison of its main
arguments with those of Prussianism and Socialism, this chapter will make
the case that Rebuilding the German Reich is not indicative of a conserva-
tive theorist who moderated his views on the need to overthrow democ-
racy; rather, it is reflective of a Caesarist thinker who remained committed
to a radical overhaul of the Weimar Constitution.

Chapter 7 will explore Spengler’s understanding of the force that even-
tually succeeded in deposing the Weimar Republic: German National

printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Introduction 5

Socialism. It will begin with an overview of Spengler’s response to the
Nazi rise to power and will discuss his assessment of leading Nazis such as
Adolf Hitler, Joseph Goebbels and Gregor Strasser. It will emphasise that
Spengler was no Nazi, but that he made various statements on the Nazis
that have divided most of the secondary literature between viewing him
cither as a forerunner of the Hitler regime or as one of its most influential
public critics.

The chapter will then discuss Spengler’s The Hour of Decision (1933)
and what it reveals about his understanding of the relationship between
Caesarism and National Socialism. In contrast to much of the secondary
literature, we will demonstrate how The Hour of Decision cannot be viewed
as a critique of National Socialism, even though several Nazi thinkers felt
compelled to criticise the publication sharply. After surveying some of the
Nazi reception of The Hour of Decision, 1 will take a step back from the text
in order to analyse Spengler’s arguments on race and racism, as well as
the so-called Jewish question, across his work as a whole. I will show that
Spengler consistently rejected the biological anti-Semitism of many on the
German right. At the same time, I will explain how Spengler’s historical
method proceeded from the assumption of Jewish metaphysical other-
ness and thus often had recourse to several of the prevalent anti-Semitic
prejudices and tropes of his age. This chapter will bring out the ironic and
even tragic aspects of Spengler’s response to National Socialism. Despite
having predicted and agitated for Caesarist dictatorial political institutions
in Germany, he was horrified at the reality of dictatorship.

The volume will conclude with some comments on the main argu-
ments it has advanced and the contributions it has made to understand-
ing Spengler’s legacy. Moreover, it will provide a synopsis of what the
continuities, breaks and shifting emphases in his thought — not least in his
changing understanding of socialism and his ideal German state — reveal
about the difficulties involved in applying a rigid Weltanschanung to the
ever-shifting reality of day-to-day politics.

Notes

1. Spengler, Der Untergany des Abendlandes. Umyisse einer Morphologie der Weltgeschichte, 686
(my translation — unless otherwise stated, the translations of German-language citations from
Spengler’s writings and from the scholarly literature are my own throughout the book).
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CHAPTER 1

Oswald Spengler’s Life and Work
A Chronological Overview

Let us begin our discussion of Spengler’s politics of decline with an over-
view of his life and work.! There are four main motivations for doing so.
First, there are only a handful of extended biographical discussions of his
career in English-language scholarship.? His unfinished autobiographical
notes and aphorisms are yet to be translated, and there has only been one
biographical account of his life published in English during this century:?
Second, this outline of the major events during his life, as well as his
publications, will serve as a point of reference to contextualise his politi-
cal thought and activity. Third, the widespread perception of him as an
isolated armchair philosopher who wrote little or nothing of significance
beyond The Decline of the West 1s, as will be established here, out of step
with the reality of his life and times. This perception has contributed to
the neglect of his political writings. By reconstructing his career, it is pos-
sible to redress this balance and also to demonstrate that he was in fact
one of the best-connected thinkers of his age who gained influence over
several of the Weimar Republic’s leading lights from politics and industry:.
Fourth, it can be shown that he was highly conscious of his own legacy
and strove to be remembered as a thinker who had not only predicted all
the major events during his life, but whose thought formed a coherent
and unchanging whole. He claimed that he saw no need to modify his
overall outlook in any major way, for he was a historical connoisseur who
had established a bird’s-eye view of all human history. However, as will
be seen below, there is much exaggeration and self-stylisation involved
here: such assertions consciously ignored both the failure of many of his
predictions to come to fruition and the pragmatic flexibility with which
he modified his thought in response to the tumultuous events of his life.
This point is of particular significance to the assessment of his legacy, for
the handful of studies of his political thought tend to proceed from the
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Oswald Spengler’s Life and Work 7

assumption that his politics are the immediate and logical reflection of his
philosophy of history. With the above points in mind, let me now discuss
the life and times of Oswald Spengler.

Birth and Childhood

Oswald Arnold Gottfried Spengler was born in Blankenburg, in the Harz
region of Germany, to Bernhard Spengler, who worked as a postal offi-
cial, and Pauline Spengler (née Grantzow), the sister of the famous ballet
dancer Adele Grantzow. Adele’s glowing career, during which she per-
formed for such luminaries as Napoleon III, the Russian Tsar, the German
Kaiser and Otto von Bismarck, ended in tragedy: she chose death from
blood poisoning over the amputation of her infected leg, which would
immediately have put an end to her performances. This was not the only
tragedy to befall Oswald’s extended family during his life.

Oswald had three sisters: Adele, Gertrud and Hilde. Later, he spoke of
his ‘miserable, joyless youth’.* It is evident that he and his siblings came to
bear the emotional scars of a stultifying and unloving domestic environ-
ment. His parents largely stayed together in order to keep up appearances.
Bernhard Spengler was a hardworking postal official who — much to his
son’s chagrin — eschewed literature and poetry and led a stuffy, bieder
existence centred on his job. This domestic atmosphere caused Pauline
much distress and discomfort. Accustomed to the glitz and glamour of the
ballrooms of Moscow and Paris from travelling with her sister on ballet
tours, she was, in Oswald’s words, ‘plunged into a crass reality, into a mar-
riage with a pitiful civil servant ... how my mother must have suffered!”

We do not only learn about the unloving family environment and how
his mother often took out her frustration on her children from Oswald’s
reminiscences. In her diaries, Gertrud Spengler recalled an incident when
she was physically attacked by her mother for not having defrosted a
chicken. When she defended herself and accidentally scratched her mother,
Pauline threatened to take her to court.

In 1887, the family moved to Soest, where Bernhard felt that he had
better career prospects. Work dominated the dutiful civil servant’s life and
he often arranged for his evening meals to be brought to the post office
where he worked so that he could avoid the incessant arguing with his
wife and keep up with the demands of his career. Apparently; the Spengler
household became so untidy that a young Oswald did not dare to invite
his classmates to visit. Recalling their childhood in Soest, Oswald’s sister
Hilde wrote of how the Spengler children attended school in tatty and
ill-fitting clothing: “We somehow always looked dumpy, preposterous and
tasteless. Nobody at school was as destitute as we were.”
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8 Oswald Spengler and the Politics of Decline

The young Oswald took refuge from his oppressive family environ-
ment in what one of his biographers, Jiirgen Nacher, calls his ‘aesthetic
“alternative worlds™.” Oswald entertained his sisters with stories of his
adventures in fantasy realms with make-believe characters and settings.
His imagination was such that he would dream up entire empires, such as
Africa-Asia and Greater Germany. In his notebooks, he composed statisti-
cal tables for these polities, which outlined population trends and figures
for industrial production and trade. He also wrote his own constitution
for these imagined empires — the Spengler Code.

Oswald’s other way of escaping reality was reading. After the family
resettled in Halle in the autumn of 1891, he came to appreciate Nietzsche
and Goethe as a grammar-school student at the Latina der Franckeschen
Stiftungen. As he could not access such literature at school, he frequented
the Halle University library, where he would read for hours on end.
Impressed, but perhaps also taken aback, by Oswald’s immersion in the
world of literature, his uncle, Julius, once joked: “Well, boy? When you
gonna write your famous book?” Or: “Well? What problems have you bin
readin’ about now then?*

In 1897, at the tender age of seventeen, Spengler completed his first lit-
erary work, entitled Montezuma, a verse drama that deals with the Spanish
conquest of Mexico. He never published this piece, but the script has now
been made available. It is testament to his vivid imagination as an escape
from his stifling domestic environment.”

Much has been made of Spengler’s joyless childhood, his estrangement
from his mother and his peers, his troubled relationship with his father,
as well as his nervousness and anxiety, which on occasion triggered panic
attacks. Indeed, many connections have been drawn — misleadingly; as
we will see — between Spengler’s glum description of his youth and the
isolated intellectual with a pessimistic outlook for which he subsequently
became notorious. Nacher suggests that impotence — a recurring theme in
Spengler’s writings on the decadence of late cultures — afflicted Spengler
from a relatively early age. This affliction, claims Nacher, is best under-
stood ‘in the broadest sense, not solely in a sexual fashion, but rather as
a fear of touching and of being touched”.! Such deep-seated Angst may
account for Spengler’s lack of contact with the opposite sex, and many
of the anxieties and neuroses that plagued him whenever he found the
opportunity to speak to a woman. This fear occasionally found an outlet in
several misogynist tropes typical of his surroundings at the time, such as:
‘Only morons enjoy a “higher intellectual relationship” with a woman.’!!
Others have noted a link between the dominance of the primal feeling of
fear or anxiety within Spengler’s autobiographical fragments Eis heauton
and the purported dominance of these moods in his magnum opus.'2

Samir Osmancevi¢ goes even further and claims that the self-pitying
and depressing tone of Spengler’s autobiographical fragments finds reflec-

printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Oswald Spengler’s Life and Work 9

tion in the language of Spengler’s overall outlook. According to Osman-
cevid, these fragments ‘speak the same language as the majority of his
philosophy: as such, they are not just a necessary feature of a conventional
philosophical biography. Often they are this philosophy itself”.!? This is
a most misleading assessment of Spengler the thinker and historical actor
in two respects. To begin with, Spengler wrote his gloomy pronounce-
ments on his early life in Eis heauton between 1913 and 1919. In other
words, they were mostly composed &efore he found his life’s “purpose™!#
following the fame associated with the success of The Decline of the West.
So when Spengler claims in these fragments that ‘all my life 1 preferred to
be a spectator from the sidelines than to stand on the stage’,!® it is mis-
leading to infer too much about his supposed ineftectual isolation from
this statement. We can certainly not conclude that this nervous seclusion
provides the key to understanding The Decline of the West or his overall
work, as Osmancevi¢ implies. As we will establish, it is necessary to dis-
tinguish between various stages in Spengler’s career. While his statement
above might well be an accurate description of his life before he published
his major work, it is a world away from the period after 1919, when he
became a leading intellectual of the German nationalist movement and
had many an occasion to appear centre stage as an active participant in the
events of his lifetime.

Moreover, it is necessary to differentiate conceptually between the
largely subjective feelings of loneliness on the one hand and social isola-
tion or distance from one’s contemporaries on the other. While Spengler
certainly suffered from the former, including in the form of lifelong anxi-
ety and depression, these ailments did not translate into the latter for most
of his career — quite the opposite, as we will see below.

From Student to Teacher

Following the successful completion of his A&itur and his only episode
of drunkenness following an evening of heavy drinking, Spengler headed
off into university life. He was exempt from military service due to the
heart condition from which he had suffered from birth. He attended the
University of Halle to study mathematics and natural sciences alongside
the Lehramt qualification to become a teacher. He was far from a model
student and was not committed to his chosen subjects. After his father’s
death in 1901, he switched to the University of Munich and then spent
the winter semester of 1902-3 at the University of Berlin. He wandered
from lecture to lecture on a range of subjects at these three institutions.
He showed a keen interest in many of the leading schools of thought of
his day, such as socialism and the ideas of Darwin and Haeckel. While in
Berlin, he developed a lifelong fascination with August Bebel, the German
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social-democratic parliamentarian. From time to time, Spengler listened
in on some of the Reichstag parliament speeches for which Bebel became
renowned.

In 1903, Spengler returned to Halle and completed his doctoral dis-
sertation not in the field of mathematics, but philosophy. The subject was
Heraclitus: ‘Heraclitus — A Study of the Energetic Foundation of His
Philosophy’.1¢ The choice of Heraclitus as a subject is significant, not least
because his most famous idea of panta rhei found prominent expression
in Spengler’s later conception of historical change. Spengler failed his first
doctoral examination due to insufficient citations, but passed the exam on
his second attempt in 1904. His Staatsexamenarbeit, which he completed
in order to qualify as a schoolteacher, was entitled The Development of the
Visual Organs amony the Main Groups of the Animal Kingdom; the manu-
script was subsequently lost. This choice of topic is also noteworthy, as
Spengler’s preoccupation with the metaphysics of sight and depth percep-
tion greatly influenced his understanding of historical cultures, as will be
explained in Chapter 3.

On his first day of work as a teacher in Liineburg in 1905, Spengler
suffered a nervous breakdown at the very sight of the building in which
he was supposed to work. Maybe his collapse resulted from the shock of
moving from bohemian intellectual life to waged labour, or perhaps it
stemmed from the realisation that he was unwittingly following in the
footsteps of his father by becoming a work-focused official. For Spengler’s
true dream was to have an impact on the world around him: “practical
work in the grand style ... because I do not consider teaching to be “pro-
ductive activity’.” Despite this inauspicious start to his career, Spengler
taught in Hamburg and Diisseldorf between 1905 and 1910. He was a
strict but —and this is worth noting — popular teacher, who was known for
his immaculate appearance and penchant for the latest clothing fashions.

At the same time, Spengler continued to be drawn by the calling
of the arts and by the ambitions of becoming a published author. In
1910, he completed a sketch of a play entitled The Victor. Set during the
Russo-Japanese War of 1904-5, it depicted a Japanese soldier painting in
blood the image of a defeated Russian officer approaching him. Unlike
Montezuma, it was published in Spengler’s lifetime in the Almanach der
Rupprechtpresse auf die Jahre 1923/25.18

Munich and The Decline of the West

Spengler’s mother died in 1910 and left him a modest inheritance with
which it was possible for him to devote his energies exclusively to writ-
ing. He supplemented his income through journalistic pieces and theatre
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reviews for publications such as Der Biicherwurm and the Neue PrewfSische
Kreuzzeituny, but was far from content with such employment.!? In pur-
suit of his authorial ambitions, he left Hamburg for the more avant-garde
Munich, which at the time was a hotbed of intellectual, literary and politi-
cal creativity.

In 1911, Spengler began to conceive of the work that was to help
him flee his solitude. He was prompted to do so by what has become
known as the Second Agadir Crisis. This diplomatic emergency entailed
a stand-oft between Germany and France in Morocco, when Britain took
France’s side in what was a foreshadowing of the First World War. He
drew inspiration for his work from the title of one of the eight volumes
of Otto Seeck’s History of the Decline of the Ancient World*® he happened
upon in a bookshop display window. Inspired by this title, he expanded
upon his impression that the real prospect of war heralded by Agadir
would mark a radical shift not merely for Germany, but also for the entire
Western world. The historical precedent he had in mind was the rise of
Rome in the ancient world following the Punic Wars. The book was
initially entitled Conservative and Liberal to reflect his conviction that a
truly conservative Germany could become a new Rome if it could assert
itself militarily against ‘liberal” France and England. But he increasingly
expanded the historical scope of his publication to make the audacious
claim that the outbreak of the First World War was no accident, but a
necessary phenomenon preordained by the underlying forces of history:
‘a historic act. And since this act forms part of a great historical organism,
the life of which can be precisely determined, it occupies a predetermined
position in the biography of that organism — a position that was fixed
centuries ago’.!

When the First World War eventually broke out in 1914, several of
Spengler’s financial securities and investments fell into trouble and no
longer bore interest. He consequently lost the relatively solid livelihood
he had secured for himself from his mother’s inheritance. He was forced
to live in extreme financial difficulty, eating in Munich’s working-class
restaurants and writing The Decline of the West by candlelight. He was the
embodiment of a night-owl and invariably laboured into the early hours
of the morning. Anecdote has it that so as to save money on heating, he
even positioned his writing chair on top of his desk in order to work at a
higher elevation and stay warm during his marathon writing sessions.?>

Spengler was horrified at the prospect of being drafted into the German
military. Although he described the day when Germany declared war
against Russia in August 1914 as the greatest in world history, he was
terrified by the prospect of active combat.?® In his correspondence he
tearfully spoke of the ‘spectre of conscription’?* For all the enthusiasm
with which he greeted the war, the conflict was a time of pain and distress
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for him and those around him. In February 1917, his troubled sister
Adecle committed suicide. In March 1918, his brother-in-law was killed in
battle. Undeterred by all this suffering, Spengler felt that Germany would
emerge victorious: ‘I would rather die than live in a humiliated Germany.
But at the same time, I am certain of victory’.?

Spengler continued to labour away at his project, rushing to finish it as
soon as possible so that its publication could coincide with the triumphant
return of the German army he confidently expected. That victory never
came. But, by May 1917, after numerous rejections, Spengler finally man-
aged to find a Viennese publishing house, Wilhelm Braumiiller, to print
his book. The Decline of the West. Outlines of a Morphology of World History.
Volume I: Form and Actuality, an obscure work by an obscure author, might
have completely passed by an unsuspecting war-torn Germany. However,
political events moved at a rapid pace. While Spengler may have been
wrong about the outcome of the war, his literary timing could not have
been better. The first edition appeared in January 1918 and sold in the
tens of thousands because it was overwhelmingly judged by its cover. The
population snapped up the book in the search for guidance or solace in
a Germany where old truths and certitudes were falling apart. Although
he benefited financially from this misreading, Spengler was frustrated by
the idea of masses of people purchasing his book in order to read about
the catastrophe of the war and its consequences. But the success of this
elaborate and demanding tome made him a household name.

By 1919, Volume 1 of The Decline of the West had gone through two
editions. This feat prompted Spengler to switch to the Munich-based
publisher C.H. Beck for subsequent reprints, as well as for the publication
of all his later works. The close personal relationship between Spengler
and August Albers, one of the publisher’s editorial staff, upheld Spengler’s
links to the Beck publishing house. Following Spengler’s death, Albers
threw himself in front of a train. Spengler’s American publisher, Charles
Knopf, claimed that Albers ‘was the learned man’s devoted slave’.2

During one of their many walks together, Albers asked Spengler for
his views on socialism and left-wing politics at a time when Germany
was in the throes of revolution. This conversation formed the outlines
of Spengler’s Prussianism and Socialism (December 1919), a fiery salvo of
radical authoritarian thought that has been largely overlooked in second-
ary literature. This work, published between Volume 1 and Volume 2 of
The Decline of the West, provides a fascinating insight into the development
of Spengler’s political thought. As will be discussed in Chapter 5, it is also
reflective of a thinker who is most cognisant of the ideas and factional
shades of the German socialist movement. However, it has only been
fleetingly discussed in the book-length publications on him: Farrenkopt’s
is the only English-language study to discuss this text in detail. Other
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discussions tend to overemphasise the context within which Spengler con-
ceived of the work at the expense of an analysis of how his daring concept
of Prussian socialism relates to his political thought as a whole.

Spengler’s public profile expanded even further as he became the recipi-
ent of the prestigious Nietzsche Foundation Prize and began to increase
vastly the number of his personal, intellectual and political ties. The ancient
historian Eduard Meyer, the renowned ethnologist Leo Frobenius and the
philosopher Hermann Graf Keyserling became intellectual acquaintances
and their critical feedback on his work left traces on the further devel-
opment of his theory of world history. He was also close friends with
the poet Ernst Droem (Adolf Weigel) and published an introduction to
Droem’s collection of poetry in 1920.27 Spengler’s ideas did not exist in
an intellectual vacuum, but developed in interaction with these and other
thinkers.

There were few thinkers who were not engaged with Spengler’s work
at this point. A heated dispute — the Spengler Debate — raged over the
significance of The Decline of the West in a plethora of pamphlets, book
reviews and newspaper articles. The German academic world was quick
to condemn his ideas as fatalist and factually flawed, and as almost nihil-
istic in their purported gloominess. Whether out of envy at this academic
outsider or out of the conviction that several of his assertions regarding
world history, music, architecture, religion and mathematics had done
an injustice to their respective specialisms, the reaction of academics was
overwhelmingly negative. A special edition of the academic journal Logos
was even produced, in which experts in several fields highlighted — line by
line — Spengler’s errors and overly rash conclusions.?® One critic felt that
the only possible effect of Spengler’s philosophy could be to reinforce
the Untergangsstimmunyg prevalent in Germany at the time — the impres-
sion that everything was falling apart. Others maintained that Spengler’s
claims to uniqueness and originality were rather hollow and that he
was simply repackaging arguments already made by other thinkers. Yet
Spengler insisted that this criticism was misplaced: he had not even heard
of many of his alleged precursors, and the only two thinkers he was draw-
ing on were Goethe, from whom he drew his ‘method’, and Nietzsche,
from whom he developed his ‘questions’.?? Spengler refused to indulge
his critics and largely avoided making public statements in response to the
various criticisms levelled at him.

One important exception to the snubbing of Spengler’s detractors was
his polemic entitled ‘Pessimism?’. First published in 1921 in the con-
servative journal PreufSische Jahrbiicher, this article expresses Spengler’s
dissatisfaction with the ‘near universal misunderstanding’ and misreading
of Volume 1 of his Der Untergany des Abendlandes as somehow invoking
an aloofness towards the inexorably approaching demise of the Western
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world.3® Spengler stresses how he had by no means intended to contrib-
ute to the atmosphere of despair in Germany. Further, he asserts that his
concept of Unterganyg should not be confused ‘with the going under of an
ocean liner’ that one can only observe passively3! Contrary to the claims
of much of the later scholarship that Spengler was a prophet of gloom and
doom, he adamantly rejected the charge that he was a pessimist: ‘No, I am
not a pessimist. Pessimism means not seeing any further tasks that need
to be completed. I see so many unresolved tasks that I fear we shall have
neither sufficient time nor men enough to tackle them.’®?

In Chapter 4, we will discuss exactly what Spengler understood by
the unresolved tasks of Western civilisation. Moreover, we will establish
how he employed the term Untergany both as a way of referring to the
unavoidable demise of the Western world in the long term and as a rhetor-
ical device to rally those to the cause of the German nation he was seeking
to influence in the short term. This aspect of his thought — a central pillar
of his politics of decline — has been seriously under-researched.

In the early 1920s, Spengler certainly had ample opportunity to stress
that the Germans should not passively observe the decline of the Western
world. He addressed a variety of conservative clubs and student asso-
ciations committed to the cause of German nationalism and was heavily
involved in right-wing plans to overthrow the Weimar Republic. Most
notably, he spoke at a meeting alongside the conservative revolutionary
Arthur Moeller van den Bruck, at which those present were not driven
to pessimistic despair, but pledged their lives to the German nation.
Spengler’s expanded public profile saw him establish close contacts with
German industrial leaders, as is apparent from the various speeches he
gave to these circles.

In 1922, he addressed the Rheinisch-westfilische Wirtschaftstagung
in Essen on the controversial topic of Russian-German relations. In
this speech, entitled “The Two Faces of Russia and Germany’s Eastern
Problems’,?® he contends that Russia is grossly misunderstood in Germany
because the Russians have been analysed as one would analyse any other
‘European’ people. Such thinkers, he argues, are misled by the concept
of ‘Europe’. Real Europe — that is, the Abendland — stops at the Vistula.
This ensures that the Russian soul is irreconcilably different from that
of the West. As the title of Spengler’s speech implies, he makes the case
for the existence of two contending Russias: one facing towards the
West and one towards Asia. This duality is represented by what he views
as conflicts between money and simple commodity exchange, industry
and agriculture, Petersburg and Moscow, Tolstoy and Dostoevsky, and
Western-influenced rationalism and the mystical, believing Russian soul.

Spengler also had contacts in the German military. In 1922, he publis-
hed the essay ‘Modern Warfare’ in the weekly army journal AMilitir-
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Wochenblatt: Unabhingige Zeitschrift fiir die deutsche Welrmacht.3* This
short piece expresses Spengler’s conviction that the methods and aims
of modern warfare are becoming ever more brutal and ruthless. The
effectiveness of military tactics and strategy will increasingly depend upon
the inventiveness and daring of strong individual leaders. As we will see
throughout this volume, such emphasis on the increasing importance of
individual leaders in politics, the military and the state bureaucracy is what
Spengler refers to as Caesarism. It is a pivotal and often misunderstood
aspect of his political alternative.

Volume 2 of Der Unterganyg des Abendlandes, subtitled Perspectives of
World History, appeared in 1922. In 1923, a revised edition, consisting of
Volumes One and Two together, was published. It contained some minor
corrections to the previous editions of both volumes. Subsequently, this
publication has served as the standard edition. The first English-language
translation of Volume One, by Charles E Atkinson, was published in New
York in 1926. It was followed in 1928 by Volume Two. The translated
work fared well in the English-speaking world and influenced figures such
as the author T.S. Eliot and the historian Arnold Toynbee.3®> However, it
was nowhere near as successful as in Germany: by 1926, the Beck publish-
ing house produced a special edition of the work in order to celebrate the
book selling 100,000 copies — no mean feat for such a dense theoretical
study:.

The success of Spengler’s first published works established him as a
sought-after speaker and influential networker among the German con-
servative elite. As will be explained in more detail in Chapter 6, he corre-
sponded with and organised alongside such powerful conservatives as the
industrialist Paul Reusch, the mining millionaire Hugo Stinnes, the media
tycoon Alfred Hugenberg and the steel magnate Gustav Krupp.

Politics and Publishing

Spengler was an eyewitness to the failed Beer Hall Putsch of November
1923, when Hitler and General von Ludendorff attempted to organise a
national uprising against the Berlin government from Munich. Spengler
was intricately involved in related efforts to subvert the republican regime.
He coordinated plans to establish a secret right-wing press bureau that
could serve as a propaganda outlet for the German right and counter what
he viewed as the dominant influence of the left-wing press.3¢ His aim was
the overthrow of the Weimar Constitution and its replacement with a
National Directorate (Direktorium). This body would dispense with any
pretence of democracy and provide the authoritarian regime that Spengler
viewed as essential for the rebirth of his beloved country. As will be seen
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in Chapter 6, the significance of the National Directorate in Spengler’s
political thought and how it relates to his understanding of Caesarism has
either been overlooked or misunderstood in scholarship. However, under-
standing this institution is an essential aspect of grasping the motivations
behind his political activity in this period. In May 1924, he published
the most programmatic of all his major political publications, Rebuilding
the German Reich. This text outlines ambitious and wide-ranging con-
stitutional proposals for a radically overhauled Germany and is thus of
immediate interest to understanding Spengler’s political thought and the
profound impact it had at this time. One of the chapters in the text, Pub-
lic Service and Personality’, was even published in a German police jour-
nal.3” To the extent that Rebuilding the German Reich has been discussed
at all, it has generally been viewed as a text in which Spengler adopted a
more pragmatic-conservative outlook that grudgingly came to accept the
existence of democracy in Germany. We will show, by contrast, how this
interpretation overlooks his continued commitment to dictatorial political
forms.

Spengler’s heightened political activity and extensive social ties ensured
that 1924 was one of his most prolific years as a writer and orator.
Alongside short reprints of sections from his earlier works, such as The
Revolution Is Not Over (taken from PreufSentum und Sozialismus) and
reprints of standalone chapters from Volume 2 of The Decline of the West,
he wrote a variety of essays and speeches. Some of these were quickly tran-
scribed and readied for publication, whereas others did not appear until
the 1930s in his Political Writings 1919-1926 (1932) or the posthumously
published Speeches and Essays (1937).

‘France and Europe’, first published in January 1924 in the Kolnische
Volkszeituny, is a German-nationalist critique of France’s purported revan-
chism and expansionism.? In it, Spengler believes that the ruthlessness of
French colonialism has seen it emerge as a leading power with a modern
air force funded by the reparations it has seized from Germany:

In February 1924, Spengler gave a speech entitled “The Political Duties
of the German Youth’ to the Hochschulring deutscher Art.?? In this
speech, he attempts to warn the young conservatives present that politics
is an art form that takes years of patience and sacrifice to master. The
youth should therefore not be misled by nationalist movements that offer
quick-fix solutions or catchy slogans, such as the racist vilkische Beweguny,
but should learn the necessary statesmanship required for effective politi-
cal leadership. As we will see throughout this volume, this is one of several
occasions when Spengler publicly criticises the plebeian, volkisch national-
ism of movements such as National Socialism.

At the end of April 1924, Spengler lectured a gathering of wealthy
businessmen in Hamburg on ‘New Forms of World Politics’. Here he
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once again emphasises how France has unexpectedly emerged as a leading
power and that this has had devastating consequences for Germany, which
the French wish to reduce to ruins ‘militarily, politically and, if possible,
economically too’.#0 After a lengthy discussion of how France is actively
pursuing this aim, he concludes the speech with some important observa-
tions on what he views as the changing nature of politics. He warns that
‘constitutional domestic politics’,*! the stable political order to which all
competing political parties are committed, is disintegrating. His predic-
tion for what will come next again relates to the idea of Caesarism: ‘high
politics increasingly assumes a form of domination [Herrschaft] wielded
subjectively by unaccountable individual personalities’.*?

In May 1924, Spengler provided the keynote address at the annual
gathering of the German aristocracy (Deutscher Adelstag) in Breslau; it
was swiftly transcribed and published as “Tasks of the German Aristocracy’
in the Deutsches Adelsblatt. Here he makes the point that the political
estate of the aristocracy must be preserved as a ‘leading social stratum’ in
the face of the adversity encountered by Germany.*3

“Ten Years after the Outbreak of War’ was published in August 1924 as
part of a special edition of Séddentsche Monatshefte. This short piece places
great emphasis on the will of the German people to overcome the defeat
of 1918 and, despite the suffering caused by this loss, to achieve greatness.
The article’s conclusion is noteworthy for somebody who has overwhelm-
ingly been remembered as an incorrigible pessimist:

In the last instance, we — like all peoples in a similar position — depend on this
will. With such a will, there is no historical situation that can destroy all hope.
What would really signify the end for us is not our continuing plight [as a result of
Germany’s military defeat], but rather if this will were to disappear.**

In September 1924, he was once again called upon by his contacts in the
world of German business to outline his thoughts at a meeting in Dues-
seldorf of the the Verein zur Wahrung der gemeinsamen wirtschaftlichen
Interessen in Rheinland und Westfalen. This address was entitled “The
Relationship between the Economy and Fiscal Policy since 1750°. His
main argument in this address is that the decisive difference between
the structure of economic and fiscal policy in 1800 and 1900 cannot
be explained with reference to capitalism, machinery or factories — all
of which could be found already in 1750 — but in the rise of stocks
and shares. This has radically undermined the nineteenth-century under-
standing of taxation as a burden to be borne by the individual, because it
is possible for some individuals to obscure their actual wealth using ‘the
fictitious quantities of monetary speculation’.*> At a time when the state
requires enormous amounts of money from taxation, the rise of finance
capital has devastating implications, because the tax burden falls not on
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‘those who own something, but those who can be seen to own some-
thing’.#¢ Here Spengler has in mind the Weimar Republic’s tax demands
on German industry, which he views as a form of fiscal Bolshevism on
German soil.

On 2 October 1924, Spengler gave a lecture entitled ‘Plan for a New
Atlas Antiquus’,*” in which he asserts that historical research urgently
needs a cartographical representation of several important periods in the
ancient world, such as the Vedic period in India and the Homeric age
in Greece. However, in order for these maps to be of use to historical
research, they should not only be able to portray the geographical regions
of these periods, but should also highlight whether these regions were
woodland, flatland or desert and thus how they contributed economically
to these past societies. This short speech is a good example of Spengler’s
immense historical knowledge.

Spengler’s last major speech in 1924 was given at the Nietzsche
Archive in Weimar to mark what would have been Nietzsche’s eightieth
birthday on 15 October. In it Spengler flatteringly compares Nietzsche’s
life to that of Goethe. Whereas Goethe was fortunate to be born during,
and to embody, the height of the cultural achievements of the Western
Abendland, Nietzsche was born a century later. This period was the begin-
ning of the decline of the Western world — what Spengler calls Zivilisation.
Nietzsche’s profound contribution to the understanding of morality and
his ability ‘to look inside entire cultures as one would living individual
beings’ is thus all the more astonishing in an age of what Spengler views
as shallow rationalism and materialism.*8

The Return to Research

By the end of 1924, Spengler drew the conclusion that the opportunity
for the advance of the German nationalist right had passed. This realisa-
tion ushered in a new chapter in his life. He largely withdrew from his
political work to focus on expanding his theory of world history. His po-
litical publishing was reduced to a handful of articles published between
1926 and 1928. His ‘On the Historical Development of the Press in Ger-
many’ draws on his experiences in attempting to set the agenda of the
German print media.*” He notes how modern newspapers are employing
cheap correspondents to perform the work once carried out by academics
and experts. Moreover, he argues that the regional fragmentation of the
German press renders it outdated and unable to keep up with the trends
towards centralisation and rationalisation seen in other enterprises and
areas of the economy.
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“The Relationship between the World Economy and World Politics’
was a speech given to the Industrieclub zu Diisseldorf on 9 November
1926.5° This is a significant lecture as it outlines Spengler’s views on the
globally connected nature of the world economy and explains why he feels
that further military clashes between the leading powers are inevitable.
One reason he highlights is that the living standards of the majority of the
population are artificially high; there are too many people for the coun-
tries of the Western world to feed. The population will therefore have to
be reduced or further conflicts over resources will ensue.

‘On the German National Character’ was published in the annual
Deutschland in 1927. In it Spengler argues that national character is
formed more by suffering and adversity than by prosperity and success.
He further claims that if the Germans can unite around a bold and decisive
leader, then they might just emerge from the crisis as a stronger people.!
With hindsight, Spengler’s Introduction to Richard Kornherr’s essay “The
Declining Birth Rate: An Exhortation to the German People’ (1927)
proves to be far more controversial. In the Introduction, Spengler empha-
sises that the ‘inner health of the living body of the German people’ fun-
damentally revolves around one factor: that of fertility and birth rates.>?
Kornherr later became an ardent Nazi and in 1943 drew on his studies
of changing trends in the German population to deliver the notorious
Kornherr Report on the so-called Final Solution to the Jewish question.®?

The article ‘New Forms of Governance’, published in the Bundesjahrbuch
of 1928, is Spengler’s last published political piece in the 1920s. It pro-
vides a summary of his ‘aims ... for the immediate future’ in Germany.>*
It does so by emphasising that the parliamentary state forms of the nine-
teenth century are irrevocably a thing of the past. He proposes that
institutions be created, through which ‘men of significance’ can achieve
their full potential and social impact, and out of which hardworking and
efficient public servants can emerge to run state affairs.>® The outcome,
he hopes, will be to facilitate the rise of the Caesar figures on whom the
future of Germany and the West as a whole hinges. Many of the political
proposals in this article can be found his Rebuilding the German Reich,
which had been published four years earlier.

All the while, Spengler was labouring away on his larger research
projects. The two he alluded to at several points during his career were
‘a metaphysical book’ and a ‘world history from the beginning’.> He
dedicated much of the remainder of his life to both, but never completed
either. It is questionable whether such projects could be completed at all
within the scope of one career. In any case, his health was gradually dete-
riorating. A shock stroke in 1927 impaired his ability to work for around
three years, and in 1929, he suffered from a severe case of anaemia.
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Only returning to something approaching his former working routine
in the early 1930s, Spengler began to compile the aphorisms and frag-
mentary notes for his grander projects that, he felt, could expand upon
the understanding of human history as consisting of eight High Cultures,
which he had first developed in The Decline of the West. The extant frag-
ments of these ambitious projects were not made available until long
after his death, when they were collated and published in German under
the titles of Original Questions: Fragments fiom Spengler’s Papers (1965)
and The Early Period of World History: Fragments from Spengler’s Papers
(1966) by Anton Mirko Koktanek.>” The former deals predominantly
with Spengler’s metaphysics, whereas the latter outlines four stages of
human history (to which Spengler assigns the letters a, &, ¢ and d) before
the rise of the first of the eight High Cultures in his original schema.5®

Later Years

Spengler continued to publish extensively in the 1930s, with Man and
Technics: A Contribution to o Philosophy of Life (1931) reflecting the results
of a career-long fascination with the nature of human existence. This pub-
lication was based on a talk he gave at the German Museum on 6 May
1931. Those present expected him to talk about the problems faced by
humanity in the age of machinery, but instead he proceeded to discuss
anthropology, metaphysics and world history:

In Man and Technics, Spengler argues that humans should be viewed
both as part of nature and as what he calls anti-nature (Widernatur). They
possess unique abilities that allow them to transcend a purely animal
existence, but in the last instance they are dependent on, and in constant
struggle with, the natural world. This leads him to the concept of technics
(Téchnik). This term should not be understood in the trite sense of tech-
nology or technical innovation. Rather, it encompasses life as a whole:
humanity’s grand efforts to shape its surroundings in its own image. For
Spengler, then: “Technics is the tactics of all life; it is the inner form of
which the process of conflict — the conflict that is synonymous with life
itself — is the outward expression.”™ Human Téchnik is derived from two
bodily organs: the eye, which approaches the world theoretically; and
the hand, the practical tool with which to implement these theoretical
plans. Positioning himself against Darwinism and notions of evolution,
Spengler places great importance on mutations as being central to the
development of humanity. These mutations are best understood as an
‘inner transformation ... without a “cause”, of course, as is the case with
everything in the real world’.®? There are three such mutations in the
history of humanity: the discovery of fire, the spoken word and the emer-
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gence of the eight High Cultures that he locates at the heart of human
development. Looking to the world around him, Spengler concludes
that the underlying tragedy of humanity stems from the fact that nature
is stronger than humanity, and the struggle against it, while hopeless, will
be carried out until the last. The text contains what is perhaps his most
famous aphorism: ‘Optimism is cowardice’! (today, it adorns t-shirts of
Spengler’s grim visage for sale on the internet). However, as will be seen
in Chapter 7, this warning about the pitfalls of optimism by no means
implies pessimism when it comes to his continued commitment to the
reawakening of the German nation.

A case in point was Spengler’s reaction to the global economic crisis of
1929 and the dire situation in Germany. Despite his deteriorating health,
he was once again drawn towards politics. And with fascism on the march
across Europe, in 1932 he sought to clarify his stance on this phenom-
enon by collating his numerous political works in a single edition entitled
Political Writings 1919-1926.

In the middle of August 1933, Spengler published his Jabre der
Entscheidunyg. Evster Teil. Deutschland und die weltgeschichtliche Entwicklung
(translated as The Hour of Decision. Part I: Germany and World-Historical
Evolution), which was based on the lecture ‘Deutschland in Gefahr’,
delivered to the German Patriotic Society (Patriotische Gesellschaft) in
Hamburg on 3 February 1930. As will be explained in Chapter 7, the
translation of this title into English as The Hour of Decision is most prob-
lematic, as it implies that ‘the decision’ to be made is an urgent one in
favour of, or against, fascism, whereas Spengler was in fact thinking
more of decisive years or even decades. Moreover, contrary to many
claims in the secondary literature, The Hour of Decision was not a critique
of the National Socialists. True, Spengler was a consistent critic of the
biological racialism and plebeian aspects of the racist vilkische Bewegunyy.
He was also annoyed by Hitler’s role in the Beer Hall Putsch of 1923. So
while Spengler was personally pleased by the ‘national transformation®?
represented by Hitler’s ascension to Chancellor in January 1933, he had
a series of fundamental criticisms of National Socialism. However, like so
many others at the time, he initially believed that Hitler could perhaps be
‘guided’ in the right direction to become less of a rabble-rouser and act
more like Mussolini, whom Spengler viewed as the true ruler (Herrscher)
of Italy. Spengler was therefore cautious about making public statements
on National Socialism at this point and, as we will show, was equally
guarded about being publicly associated with the new regime.

Spengler had a copy of The Hour of Decision sent to the Fiihrer, along
with the request that the two men should discuss its contents (their first
and only meeting took place in July 1933 — see Chapter 7). However,
it soon became clear that he could not exert any influence over Hitler.
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Moreover, the Nazi regime’s consolidation of power had tragic personal
consequences for Spengler. The purges conducted during the so-called
Night of the Long Knives in June 1934 entailed the brutal liquidation
of several of Spengler’s closest political allies. These included his friend
Gregor Strasser, a Nazi on the ‘left’ of the party with whom Spengler cor-
responded and met on several occasions, and Spengler’s ally Gustav von
Kahr, a leading member of the Bavarian People’s Party. To add insult to
injury, another close friend, the music critic Willi Schmid, was murdered
because of an administrative mix-up: the Nazi Storm Troopers of the
Sturmabteilung (SA) were supposed to kill a man by the name of Willi
Schmidt. Schmid’s body was so gravely mistreated in the process that his
tamily was prevented from accessing his grave. When he heard the tragic
news, Spengler had a crying fit.5

Spengler provided the eulogy at Schmid’s funeral and a year later
produced a commemorative volume for him in cooperation with Peter
Dérfler.5* Fearing the consequences of his close ties to some of the SA’s
targets — the erstwhile influential Gregor Strasser in particular — Spengler
burnt many of his papers and letters. Plans for a second volume of The Hour
of Decision were shelved and the possibilities for him to comment on, let
alone shape, developments around him were vanishing rapidly. His final act
of protest, in October 1935, saw him step down from the editorial board of
the Nietzsche Archive in Munich. This move was a symbolic act of defiance
against the distortion of Nietzsche’s legacy, spearheaded by Nietzsche’s
sister, Elisabeth Forster-Nietzsche, for National Socialist purposes.

Although Spengler’s political career was now eftectively over, his his-
torical research continued to bear fruit in the 1930s. The article “The Age
of the American Cultures’ (1933) and the lecture he gave to the Society of
the Friends of Asiatic Art and Culture, entitled “The Chariot’s Significance
for the Course of World History’ (1934), both attested to this.®> The
former outlines some tentative suggestions about how his understanding
of history could contribute to reconstructing the lost history of Ancient
America. The latter is a novel way of approaching the study of history by
suggesting that the best way to arrive at an impression of the ethos and
mentality of those living in the second millennium BC is not to be found
in the analysis of ceramics, but in thinking about what Spengler calls the
first sophisticated weapon: the chariot.

In 1935, Spengler published a long treatise under the title ‘On the
World History of the Second Millennium BC’ in the journal Die Welt als
Geschichte.% This piece summarised some of the observations he had made
when attempting to compose his history of humanity. He had come to the
conclusion that the second millennium BC was central to the subsequent
development of humanity, for this was a time when two of the historical
cultures he highlights in The Decline of the West — the southern cultures of
Egypt and Babylon — were coming to an end. In the north, from Western
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Europe through to East Asia, new kinds of peoples were beginning to
emerge who were fundamentally different from those in the south. This,
then, was the period when the peoples of three of Spengler’s historical
cultures — the ancient Greek, the Chinese and the Indian — came into being.

Spengler’s final published article — ‘Is World Peace Possible?’ — took the
form of a cable telegram. It was written three years before the outbreak of
the Second World War in response to a survey produced by the American
publication Hearst’s International Cosmopolitan.%” Tts readers were asked
whether world peace was a realistic prospect. Spengler answers this in
the negative, claiming that pacifism was a mere expression of a tired and
forlorn populace of a degenerate Western world.

Spengler died from a heart attack in 1936 at the age of fifty-five. His
poor diet and penchant for beer and cigars probably compounded the
heart complaints from which he had suftered from a young age. In light of
the horror that was to be unleashed on the Western world to which he had
devoted his intellectual energy, his passing could be described — slightly
modifying the words of former German Chancellor Helmut Kohl - as ‘the
blessing of an early death’.%® His early departure from this world freed him
from the burden of having to make difficult moral and political choices.

On his insistence, Spengler’s sisters Gertrud and Hilde arranged for
a humble burial and requested that expressions of sympathy, which one
would expect to be rather numerous, should not be sent.®” Spengler saw to
it that copies of his two most coveted books, Goethe’s Faust and Nietzsche’s
Thus Spoke Zavathustra, were placed alongside him in his coffin.

John E Fennelly reflects the general consensus on Spengler when he
writes that Spengler ‘died, as he had lived most of his life, in relative
isolation’.”® Spengler was no longer the well-connected and well-travelled
political figure he had once been, and his only close contacts were his
sister Hilde and her daughter, Spengler’s niece (rather confusingly also
called Hildegard), who together had taken care of his household since the
mid-1920s. Fennelly’s statement nonetheless belies the enduring impact
Spengler’s thought exerted on German society. The German edition of
The Hour of Decision sold an estimated 150,000 copies in 1933 alone, and
two volumes edited and published posthumously by his niece — Speeches
and Essays (1937) and a collection of aphorisms (Thoughts, 1941)7! — both
sold well.

Image and Reality

We have seen above how prolific Spengler was, what a huge impact he
exerted on those around him and how he enjoyed connections in German
politics, industry, the military and even the police. Yet in the secondary
literature he has overwhelmingly been remembered as a prophetic loner.
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In their portrayals of Spengler, some of the most important researchers
of his life have argued that he should be seen as ‘our Cassandra’,”? ‘the

foreseer’,”® a man whose ‘personality reminds one strongly of the Old Tes-

tament prophets’,”* a ‘prophet of decline’,”® a figure who was “able to see
the future like Cassandra and who was just as outrageous and lonely”® or
a thinker whose literary success with The Decline of the West ‘really verges
on clairvoyant abilities’.””

The understanding of Spengler as an isolated prophet does not, as we
have seen, reflect the reality of the various stages of his career. However,
it must be stressed that Spengler himself bears some responsibility for this
state of affairs. Particularly towards the end of his life, he had a propen-
sity to portray himself as an all-seeing thinker who was alone in having
foreseen the major events in recent German history. In the Foreword to
his Political Writings 1919-1926 in 1932, for instance, he claims to have
predicted the German November Revolution of 1918: ‘the unavoidable
revolution, which both Metternich and Bismarck had seen clearly, which
had to come, and not only to Germany, regardless of whether we returned
home as victors or as the vanquished’.”® In reality, he had been shocked by
the revolutionary events of November 1918 and by the German military
defeat that fed into this upheaval. As he wrote in the Preface to the first
German edition of The Decline of the West: ‘1 only wish to add the desire
that this book might not be entirely unworthy alongside Germany’s mili-
tary achievements.””?

Moreover, Spengler misleadingly sought to create the impression that
he was unable to establish any lasting or meaningful connections with his
contemporaries, either because of their inability to break with the prevail-
ing modes of thought he viewed as outdated or because they were blinded
by the kind of narrow party-political affiliations and prejudices that his
method purported to stand above. He considered himself to be ‘made for
seeiny’ and felt that to possess ‘this vision is the real philosophical gift’.3
Safe in the knowledge that he had developed such an ability, he wrote
towards the end of his career:

I see more clearly than others because I think independently — free from parties,
schools of thought and interests. I have foreseen how things developed organically,
according to fate [schicksalbaft] and how they will continue to develop. I am able to
foresee things even more, but feel lonelier, than ever before.?!

The pictures and busts of himself that Spengler commissioned fit precisely
into this mould in their portrayal of the visage of an intense, austere man
with a stern, fixated gaze. However, a contrasting image of Spengler to
that of the lonesome theorist is that of the man who ate in cheap restau-
rants, drank beer, smoked and ate voraciously among the ‘taxi-drivers and
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similar patrons’,®? visited auctions and travelled extensively to an array
of meetings, gatherings and social occasions. This Spengler was also re-
called by several of his contemporaries. On a visit to Munich, Spengler’s
American publisher Charles Knopt and his wife felt that Spengler’s self-
projected image did not coincide with the reality of him as a human be-
ing. Mrs Knopf recalls: ‘He struck me as being an extremely human and
considerate person — enormous in bulk, very forceful-looking, and — for
a man of his stature — exceedingly easy to talk t0.”®® Elements of the neu-
rotic, or even the bizarre, were doubtless present in Spengler’s personal-
ity: his insistence on placing a sign with ‘On holiday!” on his front door
(which he duly removed when actually holidaying) or his penchant for
showing his watch to friends and colleagues when meeting them in order
to demonstrate that he had shown up exactly on time. Such quirks and
idiosyncrasies — often found among people who devote their lives to am-
bitious political and intellectual aims — should not obscure the fact that he
was one of the best-connected thinkers of his time.

To point out the discrepancies between Spengler’s life and Spengler as
he sought to portray himself to posterity is not to deny his frequent feel-
ings of loneliness and depression. But by highlighting the gulf between
Spengler the man and Spengler as he subsequently came to be under-
stood, we can assess his legacy based not on what he said of himself, but
what he actually did — on the activities and interventions of this important
thinker seeking to achieve his dream of German world hegemony. Only
then will we be able to understand how his politics of decline took shape in
response to the immense social changes that unfolded during his lifetime.

Notes

1. This synopsis of Spengler’s life builds upon his correspondence: Spengler, Briefe 1913-36; his
biographical fragment Eis heauton, named after the diaries of the Roman Emperor Marcus
Aurelius; Spengler, Ich beneide jeden, der lebt’. Die Aufzeichnungen ‘Eis heauton’ aus dem
NachiafS; life sketches written by several of his close contemporaries such as Dakin (ed.),
Today and Destiny: Vital Excerpts from the ‘Decline of the West’ of Oswald Spengler, 353—64;
Drascher, ‘Begegnungen mit Oswald Spengler’, in Koktanek (ed.), Spengler-Studien. Festyabe
fiir Manfied Schroter zum 85. Geburtstay, 9-31; subsequent German-language scholarship,
particularly Conte, Oswald Spengler. Eine Einfiihrung; Felken, Oswald Spengler: Konservativer
Denker zwischen Kaiserreich und Diktatur; Henkel, Nationalkonservative Politik und mediale
Reprisentation. Oswald Spenglers politische Philosophie und Programmatik im Netzwerk der
Oligarchen (1910-1925); Koktanek, Oswald Spengler in seiner Zeit; Naeher, Oswald Spengler;
and Tartsch, Denn der Mensch ist ein Raubtier. Eine Einfiihvuny in die politischen Schriften und
Theorien Oswald Spenglers, 9-92, as well as some of the observations of the English-language
studies cited in footnotes 2 and 3 below.

2. Fennelly, Tivilight of the Evening Lands: Oswald Spengler — A Half Century Later; Fischer,
History and Prophecy: Oswald Spengler and the Decline of the West; Hughes, Oswald Spengler: A
Critical Estimate. All contain a chapter on Spengler’s life.
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CHAPTER 2

Spengler Reception and Research

In order to trace historically how scholarship has engaged with Spen-
gler’s thought, let us now proceed to discuss the literature written on him.
Over the past one hundred years, Spengler’s work has prompted numer-
ous writers from across the globe to engage with his ideas that they find
most provocative or illuminating. What follows is a brief overview of the
main developments and trends in the English- and German-language re-
ception and research of his thought. We will proceed chronologically and
will largely postpone a critical engagement with the arguments advanced
within the secondary literature until later in the book.

We will begin with the immediate reception of Spengler’s work through
to the end of the Second World War. This overview will be followed by a
summary of the four English-language book-length studies of Spengler.
We will then discuss the most significant German-language publications
on Spengler since the Second World War through to the end of the twen-
tieth century. Subsequently, we will take a closer look at the small renais-
sance in Spengler studies in German-language scholarship during the past
twenty years. Let us begin with the immediate reception of Spengler in
the 1920s and 1930s.

Early Reception

The ‘Spengler Debate’ that raged over The Decline of the West prompted
what Manfred Schroter calls a ‘chaos’ of responses as part of Germany’s
attempts to process the implications of military defeat in the First World
War.! In total, the immediate reception of Spengler’s main work is esti-
mated to amount to over 400 articles, publications and scholarly treatises,
including by some of Germany’s most celebrated thinkers.

Thomas Mann, for instance, was initially stirred by Spengler’s richly
metaphoric account of human history. In notes written between 1919
and 1920, he described The Decline of the West as a compelling ‘intellec-
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tual novel’, the power of which the calculating criticism of the historical
specialists could not match.? However, as Barbara Beflich has shown,
such admiration did not last for long. Later, Mann scornfully referred
to Spengler as ‘Nietzsche’s clever ape’, ‘a defeatist of humanity” and the
‘hyena’.?

For Georg Lukdcs, Spengler’s denial of progress across human history
was symptomatic of a desperate German imperialist bourgeoisie following
the Russian October Revolution of 1917. Lukdcs argued that Spengler’s
method typified how pronounced this class’s eschewal of rational thought
had become. Spengler was abusing age-old notions concerning the law-
like emergence, blossoming and decline of cultures — found amongst
thinkers such as Giambattista Vico and Hegel - to invent arbitrary histori-
cal analogies.*

Ernst Bloch was similarly unimpressed by Spengler’s historical method.
Spengler treated past societies as exhibition pieces in a museum and lacked
‘any feeling for living reality’ or for ‘the reality of nascent development’.®
The outcome of such a simplistic treatment of the past was an affront to
the ever-changing complexity of human development. As we will see in
Chapter 4, what is significant about Bloch’s engagement with Spengler is
that it targeted both Spengler’s theory of history and his political project.
Such analysis of Spengler’s politics is rare both in the immediate reception
of him and in subsequent studies.

Spengler also faced much criticism from the German right. Following
the success of his Jahre der Entscheiduny in 1933, there was a campaign
to undermine this book headed by Reich Minister for Propaganda Joseph
Goebbels, who had become exasperated by his failure to win over Spengler
to express support for the National Socialist regime. The Nazi response to
Spengler at this point in time deserves a more detailed discussion, so we
will return to this question in Chapter 7.

Following the catastrophe of the Second World War, Theodor W.
Adorno discussed Spengler’s thought in an extended essay, ‘Spengler after
the Decline’.® He claimed that many of Spengler’s critics had failed to
engage with his ideas on any meaningful level. Looking back to the
1920s, Adorno claimed that it was apparent ‘how much the German
mind collapsed when confronted with an opponent who seemed to have
inherited all the historical force of its own past’.” He further felt that the
technical coordination of the world predicted by Spengler had become a
shocking reality in the form of the Holocaust.3

It appears that Adorno’s criticism of the pedantic academic discussion
of Spengler’s ideas helped to bring about a rediscovery of his work in
German scholarship. Yet, before we turn to this rediscovery, let us discuss
the English-language publications on Spengler, all of which have been
written by American scholars.
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Spengler in English

The Princeton academic H. Stuart Hughes’s Oswald Spengler: A Critical
Estimate (1958) mainly focuses on the intellectual context within which
Spengler’s theory of history was formed.” Just three of the book’s ten chap-
ters relate to Spengler’s views directly or to his response to the events un-
folding around him. This approach leads to two shortcomings in Hughes’s
analysis. First, he views Spengler’s magnum opus and his writings from
the 1920s or early 1930s as largely pursuing the same aims with the same
means. Second, he approaches Spengler’s political thought as a mere phase
in his career. This is all the more disappointing as Hughes is unable to ex-
plore the distinction he draws between the qualified short-term optimism
and longer-term pessimism he locates in Spengler’s outlook.

By contrast, neither John E Fennelly’s Tivilight of the Evening Lands:
Oswald Spengler — A Half Century Later (1972) nor Klaus P. Fischer’s
History and Prophecy: Oswald Spengler and the Decline of the West (1988)
even countenances the possibility that Spengler developed positive or
interventionist ideas. Fischer views Spengler as an ‘unconditional pes-
simist’ and devotes just one short chapter to his political thought and
activities.!® He also argues that Spengler’s only response to the declin-
ing Western world is a stance of ‘manly pessimism’.!! After all, how
could Spengler ‘move men when he knew that the West was doomed’?!?
Fennelly devotes exactly three pages to Spengler’s political career, as the
‘primary emphasis’ of his study is the relevance of The Decline of the West to
America in the 1970s.13 Fennelly exemplifies a recurrent understanding of
Spengler that has led to the neglect of his political career in the secondary
literature. He claims that politics was not central to Spengler’s outlook,
but a short-lived embarrassment:

when we come to a consideration of Spengler’s postwar political activities it must
be admitted candidly that he made something of a fool of himself. It was the old
story of the philosopher turned statesman; a mistake made by Plato at Syracuse,
but one which Goethe scrupulously avoided in his ministerial duties for the tiny
Duchy of Weimar.!*

The neglect of Spengler’s political career in English-language research is
only partially redressed by John Farrenkopf in his Prophet of Decline: Spen-
gler on World History and Politics (2001).1% This study does include a dis-
cussion of several of Spengler’s political writings, but the central concern
of Farrenkopf’s study is what he views as a transformation in Spengler’s
philosophy of history throughout his life. In making this case, Farrenkopf
usefully contrasts Spengler’s arguments in The Decline of the West with the
posthumously published works Original Questions and The Early Period of
World History.
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Spengler in German

With few exceptions, the predominant focus on Spengler’s rich theory of
history at the expense of a comprehensive engagement with his politics
has been characteristic of German-language scholarship too. Armin Baltz-
er’s Untergany ‘oder’ Vollendunyy. Spenglers bleibende Bedeutung (1956) ar-
gues that a superficial reading of Spengler’s The Decline of the West misled
his German readership into viewing the desperate situation in Germany
after the First World War as an unavoidable catastrophe.!¢ For Baltzer, this
view of Spengler ignored how Spengler felt that decline could be miti-
gated through political action — what Baltzer calls Spengler’s ‘constructive
ideas’.’” But Baltzer does not expand on this idea. He does not engage
with Spengler’s political writings and claims that Spengler never managed
to articulate clearly how strong political leadership might offset the most
harmful consequences of Western decline.

Ernst Stutz’s Die philosophische und politische Kritik Oswald Spenglers
(1958) is the first and only study in the twentieth century to outline in
detail what Stutz calls Spengler’s conception of politics as ‘the exquisite
form of human existence’.!® Although long out of print, Stutz’s book set
something of a precedent in the study of Spengler’s politics by claim-
ing that: ‘Spengler’s political and philosophical writings bear the same
handwriting, are an expression of the same personality and they ulti-
mately both pursue the same aims.” The result of this approach is that
Spengler’s political thought is not given the attention it deserves, with his
various political writings relegated to the status of a mere echo of his —
more significant — philosophy of history. As we will see, this approach is
stubbornly persistent in the secondary literature up to the present day.

Edited by Anton Mirko Koktanek, the Festgabe for Manfred Schroter
entitled Spengler-Studien. Festgabe fiir Manfred Schroter zum 85. Geburtstay
(1965) is illustrative of postwar German scholarship’s overwhelming
focus on Spengler the historian.?’ With the exception of one illuminating
autobiographical essay by Wahrhold Drascher (‘Encounters with Oswald
Spengler’) and Bodo Herzog’s essay on Spengler’s relationship with one
of his closest political allies, the industrialist Paul Reusch, this volume
revolves exclusively around various tenets of Spengler’s theory of history.

Koktanek was involved in a number of other publications and has
contributed most to Spengler studies in the twentieth century. As the
director of Spengler’s literary archive, he presided over the publication
of Spengler’s notes and fragments under the titles of Original Questions:
Fragments fiom Spengler’s Papers (1965) and The Early Period of World
History: Fragments from Spengler’s Papers (1966).2! Moreover, Koktanek’s
Oswald Spengler in seiner Zeit (1968) meticulously reconstructs the events
of Spengler’s life and discusses the people with whom he was in contact
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as well as the political and intellectual climate in which his thought devel-
oped.?? Koktanek’s biography also incorporates an analysis of Spengler’s
correspondence, which Koktanek had collated, edited and published in
1963.2% These publications laid the basis for a critical appreciation of
Spengler’s German-nationalist mission by demonstrating how well con-
nected he was. However, Koktanek’s biography does not itself attempt to
provide this analysis. As he puts it: “This biography provides an overview
of Spengler’s life, not an interpretation of it.”* He hoped to write such a
critical overview of Spengler’s life and work, but never completed it.

Spengler heute, edited by Peter Christian Ludz to mark the centenary of
Spengler’s birth in 1980, marks a slight shift in twentieth-century scholar-
ship on Spengler that is built on the biographical insights provided by
Koktanek. The volume is reflective of endeavours to analyse Spengler not
simply as a philosopher of decline, but —in the words of Hermann Liibbe —
as ‘the rare case of a German philosopher who reached a mainstream
audience’.?® Yet the political publications with which Spengler gained the
ear of a mass audience are not deemed worthy of closer analysis in their
own right. For instance, Horst Moller follows Stutz in dismissing these
publications as tantamount to ‘updated paraphrases of his main work that
caused such an enormous stir’.?6

Jirgen Nacher’s short biography Oswald Spengler (1987) seeks to
demonstrate Spengler’s purported ‘projection’ of his troubled personal
situation onto the historical period as a whole.?” This psychobiographical
approach ensures that Spengler’s public life is almost entirely overlooked.
Nacher’s Spengler is a lonely and isolated independent scholar who, ‘for
all his political “activity”, remained a philosopher’.?8

Detlef Felken’s Oswald Spengler. Konservativer Denker zwischen Kaiser-
reich und Diktatur (1988) comes close to the kind of judgement on
Spengler’s life that Koktanek had hoped to complete. Felken attempts
to show how ‘above all Spengler’s political activities are of considerable
significance to understanding him as a thinker’.? Yet despite the wealth of
biographical material on which he bases his study, Felken has a tendency
to reduce Spengler’s thought to a product of the general period between
the Wilhelmine Empire and Nazi Germany. Referring to Spengler’s Hour
of Decision, he contends that the text provides a ‘comprehensive image of
the period, which in retrospect appears as a balance sheet of his political
thought’.3% Felken’s study ultimately remains stuck within the interpreta-
tion that Spengler’s politics are largely the immutable manifestation of his
philosophy of history.

Frits Boterman’s Oswald Spengler und sein “Untergany des Abendlandes’
(2000) was first published in Dutch as Oswald Spengler en ‘Der Untergany
des Abendlandes’. Cultuurpessimist en politick activist in 1992.3! The Dutch
title is a more accurate summary of the study, which explores Spengler’s
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public impact by looking at the seeming paradox of how a purported cul-
tural pessimist could emerge as a leading political thinker of the German
right. This involves a useful discussion of some of Spengler’s most impor-
tant political writings and concepts, even if these are mainly viewed
through the prism of The Decline of the West.

Additional indications of an assessment of Spengler the politician in the
secondary literature came with the publication of the collection of essays
Der Fall Spengler (1994), edited by Farrenkopf and Alexander Demandt.3?
Three of the nine essays in this volume analyse the impact and reception
of Spengler’s political ideas. In his contribution, Farrenkopf argues that
Spengler aimed, in line with Machiavelli’s concept of raison d’¢tat, at
providing the political toolkit with which the next generation of states-
men could bring about German hegemony. This point is explored further
in Hermann Liibbe’s essay, which compares the aims and rhetoric of
Prussianism and Socialism with Ernst Jinger’s The Worker: Dominion and
Form (1932). Finally, Clemens Vollnhals’s essay provides an overview of
some of Spengler’s political and journalistic activities.

Spengler in the Twenty-First Century

Spengler scholarship since the turn of the millennium falls into three partly
overlapping trends. First, there are the new editions of his writings and
speeches following his works going out of copyright. Second, there have
been a number of publications that seek to explain his thought with refer-
ence to the context of his life and times. Finally; other studies have recently
appeared that use his ideas as a foil with which to explain the modern
world and the issues it faces. Let us now look at these categories in turn.
After Spengler’s works went out of copyright in the early 2000s, three
publications made his political writings and speeches available to a modern
audience. Two reprints of his works first published in the 1930s — Politische
Schriften 1919-1926 (2009) and Reden und Aufsitze (2014) — were joined
by Zyklen und Cisaren. Mosaiksteine einer Philosophie des Schicksals, edited
by Martin Falck.®® This study reprints a variety of Spengler’s largely
overlooked writings and speeches dating from between 1914 and 1936.
In addition, Falck provides a 145-page introduction to this material,
which outlines Spengler’s main ideas and uses them as a metaphor with
which to understand modern-day political controversies. In so doing, he
makes some questionable claims. He argues, for instance, that Spengler’s
political thought is not characterised by ‘blinkered nationalism’,3* because
Spengler’s historical point of departure — one that supposedly finds imme-
diate reflection in his politics — is not the German nation, but Faustian
culture, the supranational West. As we will see below, this soft-pedalling
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of Spengler’s ardent nationalism in some of the recent studies that make
the case for Spengler’s relevance in today’s world has not been without
controversy. However, before we discuss these studies, let us look at recent
publications that focus on the historical context in which Spengler devel-
oped his ideas and how they were received by his contemporaries.

Samir Osmancevié’s Oswald Spengler und das Ende der Geschichte (2007)
draws on Spengler’s concept of Zivilisation to address one of the central
questions posed by post-histoire: namely, how is it possible to still conceive
of history in a theoretical environment that is replete with discourses and
paradigms?*®® The insightful discussion of Spengler as a philosopher of
history who pre-empts the theoretical concerns of post-histoire is the central
concern of the study; there is little discussion of Spengler’s political career.
To the extent that conclusions are drawn on this aspect of Spengler’s legacy,
Osmancevi¢ remains within the twentieth-century interpretive framework
discussed above. He claims that Spengler’s political thought was ‘uniquely
and exclusively purely the consequence of his philosophy of history, a kind
of concrete, day-to-day political exemplification and local application of his
historical vision to the conditions in Germany of the time and the problems
following defeat in the war, which Spengler had not foreseen’.3¢

The historian Alexander Demandt has established himself as one of
the leading authorities on Spengler’s philosophy of world history. This is
reflected in his essays collated in Unterginge des Abendlandes. Studien zu
Oswald Spengler (2017).37 Yet the chapter on Spengler’s ‘Political Practice’
is a short and selective summary of several of Spengler’s ideas with no
differentiation across his career.

Recent Spengler scholarship has seen examples of scholars cooperat-
ing on an international basis to develop new perspectives on his work
and to explore his reception beyond Germany. The collections of essays
Oswald Spengler als europdisches Phanomen (2013) and Spengler ohne Ende.
Ein Rezeptionsphinomen im internationalen Kontext (2014) both explore his
cultural and intellectual impact internationally*® Michael Thondl’s Oswald
Spengler in Italien. Kulturexport politischer Ideen der ‘Konservativen Revolution’
(2010) is an informative account of Spengler’s influence on Mussolini and
of how Italian fascist thinkers responded to Spengler’s work.3

Spengler: Ein Denker der Zeitenwende (2009)* provides a wide range
of essays secking to establish the place of Spengler’s theory of history
in German thought, while Téktonik der Systeme. Neulektiiven von Oswald
Spengler (2016) brings together writers from various countries and disci-
plines attempting to explore ‘the complex and ambivalent genealogy the
intellectual and inter-discursive history of the reception of Spengler’.#!
Neither volume contains much by way of new readings of Spengler’s
political impact or reception. Oswald Spenglers Kulturmorphologie — eine
multiperspektive Anniherung (2018) is an impressive volume of collected
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essays on Spengler’s anthropology, cultural morphology and the relevance
of his ideas on topics such as the decline of the American hegemon,
finance capital and money.*?

Thomas Tartsch’s Denn der Mensch ist ein Raunbtier. Eine Einfiihrung in
die politischen Schriften und Theovien Oswald Spenglers (2008) is the only
recent study to provide a critical overview of all of Spengler’s main politi-
cal publications. However, Tartsch is unable to locate important shifts and
developments across these writings. He makes the odd claim, for instance,
that a text such as Rebuilding the German Reich does not contain anything
novel or different from the ideas Spengler first developed in Prussianism
and Socialism *3

It is only with Domenico Conte’s Oswald Spengler. Eine Einfiilrung
(2004) that the understanding of Spengler’s political thought as the static
embodiment of his theory of history is challenged directly.** In contrast
to Stutz and Felken, Conte refuses to treat Spengler’s politics as a coher-
ent and unchanging body of thought, and instead identifies three distinct
periods within Spengler’s career. Conte argues that, in the immediate
aftermath of the German revolution, Spengler should be viewed as a
thinker of the Conservative Revolution; by contrast, during the Weimar
Republic’s major tests of strength in the early 1920s, his ideas assume
more of a ‘classically conservative dimension’; in the latter stages of his
life, he becomes an isolated thinker who can genuinely be described as a
pessimist, as embodied in the rhetorical question he poses in his Hour of
Decision: ‘If T call man a predator, who have I insulted, man or beast?*®
This book will challenge Conte’s periodisation of Spengler’s political
output, but the fact that Conte makes such distinctions marks a milestone
in Spengler studies.

Published in 2012, Markus Henkel’s Nationalkonservative Politik und
mediale Reprisentation. Oswald Spenglers politische Philosophie und Program-
matik im Netzwerk der Oligarchen (1910-1925)% develops Conte’s insights
by highlighting the ‘dialectic of political and philosophical thought’,*”
the ‘interplay between historical-sociological determinism and political
activism™® in Spengler’s career as a politician. Yet despite highlighting
and explaining how these two facets of Spengler’s thought combine to
create a variety of shifts of emphasis and nuance within his political
project, Henkel nonetheless treats his political thought through to 1925
essentially statically.

Spengler Today
We now arrive at recent publications that predominantly use Spengler as

a tool with which to understand the twenty-first-century world. Wolf-
gang Krebs’s Die imperiale Endzeit. Oswald Spengler und die Zukunft der
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abendlindischen Zivilisation (2008) represents an attempt to update Spen-
gler’s theory of history in response to the controversy surrounding Fran-
cis Fukayama’s The End of History and the Last Man (1992) and Samuel
Huntington’s The Clash of Civilizations and the Remaking of World Order
(1996).4°

Sebastian Maal®’s Spengler: Eine politische Biggraphie (2013)°° may have
only been published ten years ago, but has quickly been consigned to
oblivion. It was hastily pulped by the publisher Duncker & Humblot
soon after its appearance.®! The immediate catalyst for this decision was
a highly critical book review, written in 2013 by Volker Weif} of the
Historisches Seminar der Universitiit Hombury and published on the popu-
lar German academic website H-Soz-Kult.>? Weif} accused Maafl of pursu-
ing an extremist ideological agenda that downplayed Spengler’s role in the
rise of German National Socialism. Consequently, the publisher recalled
the book. Almost all online traces of its existence have been eradicated
and Maaf has withdrawn the doctoral thesis on which the book is based>?
(Weif¥’s accusation is certainly justified, but whether censorship is the
most effective form of combating the ideology of a regime characterised
by extreme censorship is another matter).

Maaf¥’s short political biography devotes just ten of its hundred pages to
a discussion of The Decline of the West, whereas works such as Prussianism
and Socinlism receive thirty pages of analysis. Maafl views Spengler as a
thinker of heroic realism, which Maaf describes as: A course of action
that adapts to the new conditions of Zivilisation and does not try desper-
ately to cling on to a past age.”* For Maaf}, Spengler has been unfairly
tainted with the heritage of the Nazi past. Maafl essentially rejects outright
any connection between Spengler’s nationalism and Hitler’s National
Socialism, arguing instead that the ideas of Spengler and other theorists
of the Conservative Revolution is best ‘understood as a school of thought
that must be strictly separated from National Socialism”.>® The fate of
MaafS’s study underlines how Spengler’s legacy continues to be a sensitive
issue in modern German political discourse.

David Engels’s Auf dem Weg ins Imperium. Die Krise der Europdischen
Union und der Untergany der vomischen Republik. Historische Parallelen
(2014) is motivated by the idea that understanding Spengler provides the
key to addressing the problems of today’s world. It builds on Spengler’s
method of historical analogy by likening the unfolding demographic,
social, political and military issues faced by the current European Union
to those in the Roman Republic as described by Spengler.>®

Engels was instrumental in a collection of essays to mark the centenary
of Spengler’s The Decline of the West entitled Der lange Schatten Oswald
Spenglers (2018). This was published by the recently established Oswald
Spengler Society for the Study of World History under the editorship
of Engels, Michael Thondl and Max Otte.5” Plans for a society of this
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nature had first been made by Baltzer and others in the 1950s, but failed
to come to fruition back then.’® This collection brings together many of
the leading Spengler scholars at this moment in time. It reflects the work
conducted by Spenglerian historians to attempt to complete Spengler’s
morphology of world history by applying his method to the societies that
he was not in a position to analyse. Nonetheless, the only section of the
publication in which there is a reference to Spengler’s politics comes in
the Introduction, written jointly by Engels, Otte and Thondl. The authors
make the case for Spengler’s continued socio-political relevance due to his
purportedly visionary insights, but in so doing make some slightly ques-
tionable claims, such as the idea that Spengler the prophet was the first to
thematize the destruction of the environment as a new and fundamental
problem of humanity’.>®

Peter Strasser’s Spenglers Visionen. Hundert Jahre Untergany des Abend-
landes (2018) is another publication that commemorates one hundred
years since the publication of Der Unterganyg des Abendlandes.® For
Strasser, Spengler remains relevant to the modern age only in a negative
sense. He claims that Spengler possesses a ‘relevance that flows precisely
from the fact that again more and more despisers of humanity are entering
the fray in order to make the case for the rights of “blood”, the “people”
and the “homeland™.%!

Spengler’s Politics of Decline

Our overview of the trends in research on Spengler over the past one
hundred years has demonstrated how much of the twentieth-century sec-
ondary literature — particularly in the English-speaking world — proceeded
from the assumption that Spengler was an isolated thinker who developed
a fascinating, albeit fatalist and determinist, understanding of historical
development. Only following the research by Koktanek in the 1960s was
there a wider understanding that Spengler was, alongside his work as a
prolific historian, a leading thinker and activist of the German conserva-
tive movement who wrote extensively on the political issues of his time.
Despite this realisation, it remains the case that scholarship has not suf-
ficiently researched Spengler’s political career.

Instead of discussing how Spengler’s political activism and publications
relate to and differ from his underlying diagnosis of Western decline,
scholarship has either ignored these writings altogether or — in the case
of the few studies that focus on these writings — has claimed that they
amount to little more than the direct practical application of the theo-
retical arguments in Spengler’s magnum opus. This approach belies the
complexity and fluidity of Spengler’s political thought.
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This book will provide a new understanding of Spengler by analysing
how and why his political ideas evolved across the entirety of his career.
The focus on the output of Spengler the political activist, networker and
theoretician in the convulsive period between 1918 and 1936 will con-
tribute to scholarship in three main ways.

First, through a contextualisation and analysis of Spengler’s political
writings, speeches and correspondence with influential figures from the
German elite, I will demonstrate how even a text such as The Decline of
the West is an inherently political treatise. Although Spengler ultimately
failed in his endeavours, his politics should be treated seriously against the
backdrop of the unfolding socio-historical changes he lived through, and
not simply dismissed as the project of a thinker who was out of his depth
in the world of politics.

Second, my approach will facilitate an analysis of the positive or ‘opti-
mistic’ aspects of Spengler’s prognosis for the future of the Western
world. This will be predominantly achieved by a critical engagement with
Spengler’s socio-political alternative of authoritarian German nationalism
(PreufSentum) and how he attempts to realise this aim with difterent meth-
ods at different points in his career. In contrast to the handful of studies
that foreground Spengler’s political activity, I will closely link developments
within his thought to concrete socio-political changes and to his personal
and intellectual relations with numerous political actors — party leaders,
influential industrialists, press magnates, military generals and others.

Third, my contextualisation of the shifts in Spengler’s thought will
illustrate concretely why it is necessary to break with the understanding of
Spengler’s politics as the immediate outgrowth of his philosophy of world
history. By contrast, this volume will make the case that an understanding
of the various manifestations of Spengler’s political thought across his
career are the outcome of Spengler the philosopher of world history on
the one hand and Spengler the Realpolitiker of German nationalism on the
other hand. While the latter is clearly informed by the former, I will show
that the two aspects of Spengler’s thought are in constant tension, creat-
ing a fascinating to and fro in Spengler between his all-encompassing his-
torical narrative and his more detailed, day-to-day political judgements.
I will discuss how a largely determinist thinker such as Spengler could
on occasion become a voluntarist political actor who engaged with and
embraces a variety of ideological causes and movements across his career.
While Farrenkopt is correct to characterise Spengler’s thought as ‘a kind
of unconventional manual for the philosophy of international politics’,%>
as a guide for leading statesmen in the halls of power, this book will dem-
onstrate how Spengler had no compunction in throwing that textbook
out of the window if he considered such a move to be favourable to his
goal of rearming the German nation with a new leadership.
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CHAPTER 3

Decline, Determinism and Development

In order to determine how Spengler’s underlying theory of history relates
to his politics of decline, let us now familiarise ourselves with his argu-
ments in The Decline of the West. This two-volume study is his best-known
work. It can be read on two levels. It offers both a general theory of his-
tory, underpinned by an (as we will see, not always very clear or convinc-
ing) metaphysics, and a more specific social and political theory. Let us
explore the general theory first.

The Decline of the West represents an explicit attempt to overhaul tra-
ditional ‘Western’ historiography (as Spengler sees it). This standard
approach to history, Spengler maintains, tends to project “Western’ pre-
conceptions and prejudices onto the past and is thus more a reflection of
our own historical condition than an impartial attempt at understanding
past societies. Specifically, the conventional approach does two things.
First, it falls victim to a Eurocentric focus on the development of the
West, around which the histories of all other countries are then centred.
This produces a teleological and simplified view of world history with
the triad of Classical antiquity — Middle Ages — Modernity at its core. In
order to avoid this approach of viewing modern Europe as the zenith of
world history, Spengler calls for a “Copernican Revolution’ in historiog-
raphy.! Second, the traditional view remains stuck at the surface level of
individual events, which it then links together as a pseudo-scientific causal
chain. As a result, it overlooks the deeper realities that, in his opinion,
underlie these events.

Cultures, Symbols and Souls

What does Spengler replace the standard view of history with? Instead of
an approach centred on major events in the history of the West, he favours
an approach based on cultures as overarching entities, of which various
individual events, and indeed even larger historical formations — ‘French
history’ or ‘German history’, for example — are merely surface manifesta-
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tions. These are what Spengler calls expressions of lite (LebensiufSerungen)
of a culture’s essence. This is not easy to understand, but let us try and
get as good a picture of these ideas as we can: one that does justice to
Spengler’s approach, which, as we will see, is deliberately unanalytical or
even anti-analytical.

What, then, does Spengler mean when he talks about cultures; how
does he view the development of each individual culture and how does
he conceptualise their relation? Spengler distinguishes the following eight
cultures: Babylonian, Egyptian (ca. 2500 BC-1500 BC),?> Chinese (ca.
1300 BC-220 AD), Indian (ca. 1500 BC-500 AD), Greco-Roman or
‘Apollonian’ (ca. 1100 BC-200 AD), Arabian or ‘Magian’ (ca. 0-1000
AD), Mexican, and Western or ‘Faustian’ (ca. 900 AD—today).3

A culture consists of people and peoples linked as societies that cohere
as one Kultur because they are bound together by a shared, albeit largely
unconscious, understanding of space and time that is unique to each
culture and that becomes the guiding principle behind its birth, growth,
decay and demise. Before we explore this idea in more detail, let us look
at an initial example.

Spengler contends, for instance, that Apollonian culture and modern
Western ‘Faustian’ culture are informed by diametrically opposed under-
standings of depth and distance. Apollonian culture is fixated upon the
static and the corporeal. By contrast, Faustian culture is obsessed with
the infinite and the intangible. Spengler illustrates this disjuncture with
reference to the artistic output of the two cultures. He views the Greek
sculpture of Discobolus of Myron (4 BC) as a typical expression of the
Apollonian cultural outlook, since it depicts stasis and focuses on the final
moment before the discus is thrown (336). Faustian culture’s guiding
principle of unlimited space, by contrast, is expressed in an artistic output
which seeks to sweep its audience away from the immediate towards
the ethereal and the immeasurable. He thus views the incorporeal melo-
dies and polyphonies of contrapuntal music as the purest expression of
Faustian culture. The fundamental difference between the Faustian and
the Apollonian conception of the world, he adds, becomes most apparent
in the contrast between how an Athenian sculptor and a Faustian musician
understand figures, lines and shapes (112).

The above distinction is one of many of the insightful observations
Spengler makes about the nature of history in The Decline of the West,
but it does not explain why he feels that each culture is informed by a
distinct, all-encompassing idea of space and time. In order to understand
why he believes this, let us now look at his concept of the prime symbol
of each culture (Ursymbol). This idea is pivotal to understanding how
Spengler tries to give his theory of history a metaphysical underpinning,.
It is not always convincing or coherent and is difficult to follow in a sys-
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tematic fashion. Nonetheless, as we will see, his profound contributions
to the understanding of world history are not at all dependent on his
metaphysics.

The inspiration for Spengler’s Ursymbol is Goethe’s postulation of a
primal, original form (Urgestalt), of which all living forms (Gestalten)
are an expression, and to which they can be traced back. As will become
evident in the course of our discussion, Spengler aims to apply Goethe’s
study of the development of organic forms — die Gestaltenlehre — to the
realm of human history in the form of the eight cultures mentioned
above. Spengler refers to this method as the morphology of world history,
as expressed in the subtitle of his main work: Outlines of a Morphology
of World History. But what does Spengler mean when he claims that the
original form historians should be looking to in order to understand the
essence of a historical culture is a prime symbol?

As we saw in our overview of Spengler’s life and work, a recurring
teature of his thought is an emphasis on the metaphysics of light, dis-
tance and sight.* For him, the variety of ways in which human beings
see — how they perceive and explain space and time in their surrounding
environment — underpins the entirety of their behaviour and actions. He
considers the existence of such an epistemological framework to be a
precondition for the emergence of human society and culture. This idea
is highly abstract, so let us try and explain it in more detail with reference
to the question why Spengler places so much emphasis on symbolism and
sight in his culture-based conception of history.

The example of the Greek sculptor and the Faustian musician cited
above underlines Spengler’s conviction that historical inquiry should
break with the assumption that all peoples subjectively grasp space and
time in a transhistorical or commonly ‘human’ fashion. By contrast, he
insists, there are a near-infinite number of ways in which a world-outlook
(Weltanschanunyg) can be formed. He views this process of grasping the
surrounding environment as a highly symbolic one, with the panoply of
objects we see around us forming a kind of metaphysical bridge between
the world as it is and the world as we understand it: “Everything that is,
is also a symbol’ (212). The precise manner in which these symbols are
placed alongside each other and arranged within a framework of depth
and space in order to form a coherent view is culturally determined:
one’s understanding of the world is dictated by the culture’s underlying
Ursymbol. At various points, Spengler refers to this determinant prime
symbol as a culturally specific ‘kind of extension’ (226) or a culture’s
‘experience of depth, through which the world becomes’ (233). This
Ursymbol is so all-encompassing and innate to each member of a culture
that it can be found in that culture’s socio-political entities, religious
myths, ethics, aesthetics and so on. The Ursymbol is thus:
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operative through the form-sense [Formygefiibl] of every man, every community,
period of time and epoch and dictates the style of every expression of life. It is
inherent in the form of the state, the religious myths and cults, the ethical ideals,
the forms of painting and music and poetry, the fundamental notions of all the
sciences. (226)

Moreover, Spengler claims that each of the eight cultures possesses, and is
organised around, its own distinct Ursymbol, which cannot be transferred
to or understood by another culture. Each historical culture has estab-
lished its own secret language that alone can express this: what Spengler
calls the unique world-feeling of a culture’s soul (251).

Let us try and flesh out this idea by taking a closer look at Spengler’s
explanation for how all members of a given culture come to share this
secret world-feeling. He argues that a distinct perception of space and
time is instinctively assimilated by each of a culture’s adherents. This
perception is both congenital and socially reinforced:

This prime form of the world is innate insofar as it is an original possession of the
soul of that culture which is expressed by our life as a whole, and acquired in so far
that every individual soul re-enacts for itself that creative act, and unfolds in early
childhood the symbol of depth to which its existence is predestined, just as the
emerging butterfly unfolds its wings. (225-26)

In order to explain this, Spengler likens the acquisition of a culture’s soul
(Seele) to a child gradually becoming conscious of its environment. At
first, the child has no sense of depth and will, for example, reach out
to grasp the moon in its hand (225). However, as soon as the child has
stopped doing this, it has developed a distinct worldview that — the point
bears repeating — is conditioned by the prime symbol of the culture in
which this process occurs. There is no escaping the influence of this prime
symbol, whether it be that of Apollonian, Faustian, Chinese or Egyptian
culture:

And it is only with the awakening of the soul that direction also reaches living
expression — in the Classical world in a steady adherence to the near-present and an
exclusion of the distant and future; in Faustian culture in direction-energy which
has an eye only for the most distant horizons; in Chinese culture in freely wander-
ing here and there that nevertheless eventually leads to the goal; in Egyptian culture
in a resolute march down the path once taken. (225)

Spengler asserts that historians can only begin to understand these world
cultures on their own terms and locate the true significance of their rise
and fall within world history by understanding the overarching idea that
informs their fate (Schicksal). Indeed, the history of every such culture
can be summarised as the attempt to realise, or to put into practice, that
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culture’s guiding idea. Once all possibilities for doing so have been ex-
hausted, the culture itself begins to go into decline and will eventually
return to a formless state of existence (Urseelentum), in which there is no
longer a worldview as the basis of social, political, religious and artistic
life: a culture ‘dies when this soul has realised the full sum of its possibili-
ties in the shape of peoples, languages, doctrines, arts, states, sciences, and
reverts to a child-like state of existence (Urseelentum)’ (143).

Goethe

This brings us to our second question: how does Spengler see the develop-
ment of each individual culture? Our explanation above has already made
it clear that by building on Goethe’s concept of the primal form (Urge-
stalt), Spengler is convinced that cultures are entelechies. In other words,
they are organisms that emerge from a primal form, flourish, decline and
die. In order to explore further the connection between Goethe’s study of
forms and Spengler’s historical morphology, let us first take a closer look
at the former’s approach and how it finds reflection in The Decline of the
West.

One of Goethe’s various intellectual projects is to formulate a mor-
phology of plants, as outlined in his essay The Metamorphosis of Plants
(Der Versuch die Metamorphose der Pflanzen zu erkliren) (1790).5 Here,
he seeks to establish the exact relationship between all plants, as well
as their leaves, fruits and blossom and so forth that develop from each
other. Ultimately, Goethe feels that it is possible to posit the existence of
an original or archetypal plant (Urpflanze), from which the variety of all
plant life can be morphologically derived and explained.® Moreover, on
the basis of what one of his biographers has called ‘pursuing the spectre’
of such a plant, Goethe is convinced that his ideas on the metamorphosis
of plants can be applied to the animal world.” According to one of his
biographers, Nicholas Boyle, Goethe infers that ‘animal nature ... showed
not only multiplicity, but unity’, with the bones ‘at least of all mammals’
displaying ‘a single unchanging arrangement’.® From this assumption,
Goethe draws conclusions about past stages of animal evolution for which
there exists no recorded evidence. Boyle continues: ‘different though the
femur may look in a horse and a monkey, it never proceeds from the
head, and between the bones of the upper jaw there will always be found
at least the traces of the os intermaxillave [the intermaxillary bone].?
According to Boyle, Goethe even seeks to establish an ‘osteological type’
or ‘a standard skeleton for all vertebrates, not derived from any particular
species, in which position, form, and function of every bone would be
defined ... and their characteristic variations described. Animal metamor-
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phosis could thus be more precisely defined and the way prepared for an
understanding of the laws which govern it’.!1® The contrast between the
evidence-based methods of biology and those of Goethe becomes strik-
ingly apparent here. Despite the lack of existence of any recorded ‘proof”
of a human intermaxillary bone at a previous stage of human evolution,
Goethe confidently postulates that, at some point in our past, a human
intermaxillary bone must have existed. He feels justified in making this
claim from the methodological assumptions outlined above. If it is sup-
posed that everything stems from a primal form, and if it is possible to
compare and contrast these forms on the basis of their function and posi-
tion within an organism, then it logically follows that conclusions can be
drawn on the essence of evolution that the objective methods of science
are simply incapable of drawing, insofar as their reasoning is limited — or
even imprisoned — by a fixation on observable and recorded phenomena.
It thus comes as little surprise that Goethe’s unconventional approach
is opposed by those thinkers defending the methods of the natural sci-
ences that are taking shape in his time. This is particularly the case for
his much-discredited Theory of Colours (Farbenlehre) (1810), in which he
rejects Newton’s suggestion that the visible world can be traced back to
invisible physical connections. In the words of one of his contemporaries,
Goethe’s ‘experiments on colour and refraction are the occasion for much
shrugging of shoulders among the experts ... and many witticisms among
the mockers’.!!

For Spengler, by contrast, Goethe’s comparative approach is ground-
breaking. It represents the key to understanding the past in all its richness
and complexity. For just as Goethe seeks to trace the biological destiny
of plants and animals via a comparison of their various manifestations of
life (as expressed in its fruits, leave shapes, colours and so on), Spengler
will, as we will now discuss, do the same by approaching his histori-
cal cultures in similar terms and by comparing their expressions of life
(LebensinfSerungen). As he puts it: Just as the plant’s being is brought to
expression in the form, dress and carriage by leaves, blossoms, twigs and
fruit, so too is the being of a culture manifested by its religious, intellec-
tual, political and economic formations’ (148).

In order to explain the cyclical, repetitive nature of the organic process
through which all cultures must pass, Spengler likens each stage of devel-
opment to the four seasons with quintessential, distinctive characteristics
in intellectual, religious, artistic and political life. He also deploys further
metaphors to explain the development of cultures: they grow, blossom
and wither; they are born, grow up, become old and frail, and die. In
less metaphorical terms, this means for Spengler that each culture goes
through at least three phases: prebistory, culture (in a narrow sense) and
civilisation (Zivilisation). Below we will discuss in more detail Spengler’s —
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somewhat nebulous — understanding of how a culture is born, but before
we do, let us look at how Spengler uses historical events, ideas and move-
ments to elucidate his seasonal metaphors — spring, summer, autumn and
winter — for past cultures, as well as how these seasons map onto his use
of the terms Kultur and Zivilisation.

According to Spengler, the early Kultur phase through which all his
historical cultures pass — their springtime — is predominantly rural and
agricultural in nature. He notes that this period is one of dynamism,
imagination and intuitive attempts to realise in practice the culture’s newly
established Ursymbol. Hence, he refers to this season as one of birth and
expansion, which expresses itself in an explosion of artistic forms. These,
he argues, are not consciously planned or theorised, but spontaneous
expressions of the dominant rural spirit of a young and energetic culture.
He cites the Doric columns of the Apollonian world and the Gothic
cathedrals of Faustian culture as examples. These aesthetic achievements
are impulsive realisations of the prime symbols of proximity and infinite
space, respectively. At the intellectual level, Spengler notes the emergence
of an all-encompassing myth, which is ushered in by a new understand-
ing of god and the divine along with the birth of a culture. Here he has
in mind the rise of the Olympian gods and goddesses in the Apollonian
world ca. 1000-800 BC and the rise of Germanic Catholicism from ca.
900 AD. In what he views as the latter stages of a culture’s spring, he
identifies the first attempts to provide a theoretical basis for these new
religious forms, as in the writings of Thomas Aquinas.

Kultur and Zivilisation

Spengler argues that the spirit of the countryside dominates the political
and social life of a culture’s springtime. Cities and large towns, to the ex-
tent that one can speak of them at all, revolve solely around the market or
the castles and palaces, whose rulers and armies are imbued with knightly
ideals. For Spengler, the expansionist Crusades (1096-1291) were a par-
ticularly Faustian — as we have seen, a culture defined by its tendency to
the infinite — manifestation of this knightly outlook.

Spengler argues that there are two primal estates (Urstinde) that drive
torward a culture’s development: the aristocracy and the priesthood. He
describes them as ‘symbols in flesh and blood’ (969) and claims that they

form the two estates that are in a position to lead others in society:

Those who inwardly belong to these estates — and not just in name — are really
something quite different to the rest; their lives are, in contrast to those of the
bourgeois or the peasants, underpinned through and through by a symbolic dig-
nity. These people do not exist merely in order to live, but to have meaning. (971).

printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Decline, Determinism and Development 49

Spengler views the nobility as a living symbol of time. This estate seeks
to realise the culture’s guiding idea in the realm of political action. Here
he is thinking of the medieval state forms created in the Middle Ages or,
as in the example above, the Crusades. The priesthood plays an opposite
but equally important role. Spengler sees this estate as a living symbol of
space. This estate revolves around metaphysical and religious reflection,
with priests and theologians pursuing a life defined not by action and
intervention, but by thought and contemplation. They provide a religious
framework within which the culture’s soul finds early expression. For ex-
ample, Spengler views Germanic Catholicism in the spring of Faustian
culture (ca. 1000 AD) not as the continuation of earlier Christian doc-
trines, practices and outlooks, which were developed ca. 0-300 AD in
Arabian (or Magian) culture, but as a novel manifestation of the Christian
faith that is reflective of the newly established Faustian world outlook. We
will return to this example in more detail below.

The Kultur phase continues with the emergence of summer. It is a period
of scholarly output and philosophical reflection in which there are the first
signs of a transition to an urban way of life. In addition, the first criticisms
of the ideas and political practices established by the two Urstinde can be
observed. At the beginning of the summer period, Spengler claims, we
find the beginnings of a ‘reformation’ in all cultures. Whether this takes
the form of the Dionysus cult in Classical antiquity, the figure of Augustine
in Magian culture, or Martin Luther and John Calvin in Faustian cul-
ture, what unites all these phenomena is a popular rebellion against the
dominant religious practices and outlooks that emerged in the culture’s
spring. Spengler notes that all these rebellions occur within the framework
of the culture’s central religious feeling and thus serve to reaffirm rather
than overhaul the religious foundations of that culture. Here Spengler
has in mind the Protestant Reformation’s claims to uphold the values of
Christianity against the perceived anti-Christian values and excesses of
the Catholic Church. During the latter stages of their summer periods,
Spengler finds, all cultures exhibit a tendency towards puritanism. For all
their differences, Pythagoras, Muhammad and the English Puritans are
expressions of this tendency in Apollonian, Magian and Faustian culture.

Alongside this, Spengler views summer as marking the early stages of
a purely philosophical expression of the culture’s world-feeling that, until
this point, has been mainly expressed through the framework of religion.
He contends that the pre-Socratic thinkers in the Apollonian world and
those such as Francis Bacon, Galileo Galilei and Descartes in sixteenth-
and seventeenth-century Europe are illustrative of these philosophical
endeavours.

A culture’s autumn marks the zenith of the Kultur phase. It is primarily
characterised by the emergence of an urban, bourgeois intelligentsia and a
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focus on reason and rational inquiry — as opposed to faith and devotion —
as the basis for understanding, and giving expression to, the world-feeling
of that culture. One of the most innovative, anti-Eurocentric arguments
Spengler advances regarding this period of cultural development is his
contention that what is seen as the ‘Age of Enlightenment’ in eighteenth-
century Western Europe is no singular, unique period in the history of
humanity, but a necessary stage through which /] historical cultures
must pass. He claims that the Sophists, Socrates and Democritus are to
Apollonian culture what Locke, Voltaire and Rousseau are to Faustian
culture. As with the above example of Pythagoras, Muhammad and
Cromwell, they are what Spengler calls simultancous phenomena across
cultures (Gleichzeitigheit). We will discuss his use of this term in more
detail below.

Spengler asserts that a given culture’s autumnal emphasis on reason
culminates in the advent of ambitious and all-encompassing thought sys-
tems, or what he calls in his historical tables ‘the great conclusive systems’.
These schema attempt to provide a rational basis for the world and the
story of humanity, but invariably they reflect the outlooks and prejudices
of the culture in which they are developed. Autumnal thinkers challenge
blind faith in the authority of the Church, but remain embedded within a
religious framework by contending that reason, not faith, represents the
path towards a true understanding of the divine. Here, Spengler mentions
the ideas of Plato and Aristotle as well as the work of Goethe, Kant and
Hegel.

Politically, the autumn period of all cultures represents for Spengler
the most perfectly developed state form: absolutism. For him, this system
embodies a functioning unity between the city and the countryside,
between the state and society, and between the three estates: the nobil-
ity, the Church and the estate of the commoners, which has emerged in
the towns and countries. Spengler’s point of reference here is the ancien
régime and figures such as Louis XIV and Frederick the Great. As we
will see in the following chapters, Spengler views such leaders, and the
absolutist politics they embody, as the highest form of political repre-
sentation achievable within the life-cycle of a culture. This pinnacle of a
culture’s development also finds reflection in artistic and cultural terms.
In Faustian culture, it represents the age stretching from Bach, Mozart
and the Rococo through to Beethoven from ca. 1700 to the middle of
the nineteenth century. Simultaneously, however, this cultural output is
the first outward expression of the manifestations of that culture’s decline.
As with the absolutist state form, it is the most complete expression of a
rational understanding of musical and artistic forms.

Thus we arrive at a culture’s final stage. This is what Spengler refers to
as the end of the phase of Kultur and the emergence of Zivilisation. This
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stage corresponds to the last of the four seasons, winter, and is defined
by the rise of the metropolis, the dominance of money and materialism
over metaphysics, thinking-in-money (das Denken in Geld) and artistic
forms that are no longer able to give aesthetic form to the culture’s guid-
ing idea, but are conceived solely in terms of titillation and triviality. As
Spengler puts it, ‘art itself becomes a sport — that is the meaning of lart
pour Part’ (49). Whereas the previous seasons of a culture involve attempts
to express that culture’s soul, in the age of Zivilisation the metaphysical
bonds that were once self-evident are disappearing. What was once an
organic entity of harmoniously interacting estates is dissolving into a
formless and diffuse mass. Spengler describes this process of disintegra-
tion as one in which ‘life itself becomes problematic’.1?

Now that all possibilities for the expression of the culture’s founding
principles have been exhausted, Spengler argues, a cult of science, utili-
tarianism and happiness emerges. Whether in the form of the communist,
atheist sects that emerged in the Abassid caliphate of Magian culture, or
in the ideas of Feuerbach and Marx in Faustian culture, vital religious mat-
ters regarding the nature of human have, in Spengler’s eyes, been reduced
to social issues and campaign slogans.

Politically, a culture’s winter phase is dominated by the rule of money,
and which Spengler equates with ‘democracy’. He argues that this period
falls between 1800 and 2000 in Faustian culture and that there are paral-
lels with the period of political Hellenism (ca. 300-100 BC) in Apollonian
culture and the Warring States Period in Ancient China (ca. 475-221
BC). However, he adds that the dominance of money over politics will
not endure. Democracy has an inbuilt tendency towards dictatorship, in
that it concentrates power among an ever-smaller and more powerful
elite. These tendencies will culminate in the overthrow of democracy by
great individuals who mobilise the masses not for the sake of votes, but
for the sake of seizing political power. In the forefront of Spengler’s mind
here is Caesar’s overthrow of the Roman Republic. For Spengler, the
modern Faustian incarnation of the figure of Caesar will emerge between
ca. 2000 and 2200. However, as we will see later on, Spengler is tempted
to see Benito Mussolini as such a figure. Moreover, Spengler’s political
thought has as its aim the creation of the socio-political conditions in
which a Caesar figure can emerge in Germany.

The strongmen Spengler has in mind will not be able to prevent the
turther degeneration of social life into a primitive and unorganised col-
lective of individuals and families: ‘a gradual emergence of primordial
conditions’.!® Here Spengler seems to be suggesting that the final phase
of a culture’s development is similar to that of its prehistory. There is no
cohering force to drive forward expansion and development, and the
world has become little more than bounty pursued by the small number
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of sovereign rulers (Einzelherrscher). This is the third and final phase
of a culture’s winter. Spengler locates this period in Apollonian culture
between 100 and 200 AD — from Troy to Marcus Aurelius — and expects
a similar disintegration of the modern Western world to set in after ca.
2200. Just as the Classical world and ancient Egypt passed through these
stages of development and lived their lives to their ultimate, preordained
conclusion, so too will modern Western culture. This approach entails
Faustian culture moving towards its own inexorable end: the decline of the
Western world is simultaneously its fulfilment or completion (Vollenduny).

Analogy and Homology

Now that we have outlined Spengler’s views on the development of cul-
tures, let us take a closer look at how he attempts to compare and con-
trast them, as well as some of the conclusions he draws when doing so.
Since Spengler treats his eight cultures as organisms lasting for around a
thousand years that must, as a matter of biological necessity, pass through
the preordained stages of development described above, he feels that it is
possible to compare and contrast the historical fruits that they must in-
evitably bring forth at certain stages in their lifespan.!* Again, the model
is Goethe’s principles of natural inquiry, not the logic of cause and effect:

And just as he [Goethe] traced the development of the plant form from the leaf,
the emergence of the vertebrate type, the development of the geological strata —
the destiny of nature, not its causality — so here we shall develop the form-language
of human history, its periodic structure, its organic logic out of the plethora of all
evident details. (35)

In order to see exactly how Spengler attempts to trace the organic devel-
opment of historical cultures as Goethe sought to discover the evolution
of biological forms, let us now look at three of the most significant con-
cepts in Spengler’s method, namely Homologie, Analogie and Gleichzeitiy-
keit — homology, analogy and simultaneousness.

Homologie refers to what Spengler calls the morphological equivalence
of phenomena across different cultures. It is best understood in terms
of the four seasons of each culture described above. Since, as we have
seen, Doric columns and Germanic Catholicism are two features of the
spring period of Apollonian and Faustian culture, they can be described as
homologous phenomena since they occupy the same morphological posi-
tion within the life-cycle of two different cultures. They are characteristic
expressions of a culture in its early phase of development.

Analogie, by contrast, refers not to the relative location of two or more
phenomena across cultures, but to their function. Since, in our example
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above, Doric columns reflect developments in the world of architecture
and Germanic Catholicism pertains to the religious expression of the
Faustian soul, these two phenomena are not analogous, but homologous.
Before we outline some of Spengler’s historical examples of these phe-
nomena, let us first look at how he uses a biological comparison of land
animals and fish to explain the distinction between analogy and homology.

Spengler asserts that the lungs of land animals are comparable to two
organs within fish: the swim bladder and the gills. The lungs and the gills
carry out the same biological role within the two different species (the
ability to breathe). They are thus analogous phenomena. However, they
are not homologous phenomena because they are situated in different
parts of each organism (the gills on the head of the fish and the lungs
at the heart of land animals). Therefore, in terms of their relative mor-
phological position, Spengler argues that the lungs of a land animal are
analogous with the swim bladder of a fish, which is found at the centre
of the fish, but the function of which is to facilitate the fish’s buoyancy in
the water (149-50).

Spengler contends that the application of these biological insights to
the study of history has revolutionary implications. It allows the histo-
rian to locate, for the first time, two historical facts that appear in the
same relative stage of a culture’s development and thus to arrive at a
rounded appreciation of their historical significance. This is what Spengler
means by the term Gleichzeitigkeit, or simultaneousness: two historical
facts that, existing in completely different cultures or times, appear in
exactly the same — relative — position in a culture’s life. In Spenglerian
terms, Archimedes and Carl Friedrich Gauss, Polygnotus and Rembrandt,
as well as Alexander the Great and Napoleon, are contemporaries. What
distinguishes these contemporaneous phenomena from each other and
what marks them out as exceptional historical occurrences is the unique
Ursymbol of the culture from which they emerge. Therefore, it is the prime
symbol that make thinkers such as Pythagoras and Descartes or artists
such as Polygnotus and Rembrandt uniquely different from each other,
even though they appear in the same relative position in the life-cycle of
their respective cultures and thus, as Spengler puts it, can be ‘characterised
as simultaneous’ (151) or as morphological equivalents.

So central is the concept of Gleichzeitigkeit to Spengler that he com-
mences his magnum opus with extensive tables listing other such ‘simul-
taneous’ intellectual epochs, political developments and aesthetic trends
across his historical cultures. In addition to the example of Muhammad
and the Puritans discussed above, he lists ancient Greek sculpture, Nordic
instrumental music, the pyramids of the fourth Egyptian dynasty and
Gothic cathedrals as further examples of homologous phenomena. He adds
that while Christianity and Buddhism share a wide following and histori-
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cal significance, they are neither homologous nor analogous. Moreover,
returning to our example of the cult of Dionysus above, he claims that this
phenomenon is analogous with the Reformation of Faustian culture, but
homologous to the Renaissance.

By illustrating how there is no historical phenomenon without an
exact counterpart in another culture, Spengler feels that historians can
move beyond the surface of history and draw informed historical parallels
that are no longer based on mere whims or arbitrary constructions. For
instance, he claims that widespread comparisons between Alexander the
Great and Caesar (53-54), given the deceptive similarity between their
personalities, outlooks and achievements, are an illusion; they are not
homologous phenomena. As we saw above, a figure such as Alexander
the Great is a typical manifestation of a culture’s transition from Kultur to
Zivilisation, whereas the emergence of a Caesar-type figure is characteristic
of Zivilisation itself.

Spengler is not the first historian to deploy historical analogy as a way
of facilitating historical understanding. There is an overlap between his
method and other schools of historical research, such as German histori-
cism. This school seeks to understand history through looking at ‘what
actually happened’ (Leopold von Ranke) by exploring what a historical
entity’s politics, art, ethics and so on can reveal about the nature of the era
and how this is similar to, and differs from, similar output from another
epoch. Gilbert Merlio convincingly shows that Spengler is influenced
by German historicism and the attempts of those such as von Ranke
and Wilhelm Dilthey to understand past societies on their own terms.
However, adds Merlio, Spengler rejects German historicism’s conviction
that, in so doing, their exploration of the plurality of historical phenom-
ena can reveal the continuity of human experience across these varied
societies. As we will see below in more detail, Spengler’s view of history
precludes any notion of genuine historical transmission across or between
cultures.!®

Spengler is critical of German historicism for another reason. He
describes von Ranke, for instance, as a master of drawing elaborate histor-
ical analogies from historical sources, but dismisses most of von Ranke’s
parallels — his comparison of King Cyaxares and Henry I, for instance —
as morphologically meaningless. What Spengler means by this is that
von Ranke’s comparisons are not integrated into an overall compara-
tive understanding of cultures as organically changing forms. Von Ranke
treats history as a series of events supposedly linked by cause and effect
(Kausalitit) rather than a living entity (Schicksal). Von Ranke is thus dis-
missed as an empiricist who collects, arranges and compares purportedly
objective data in the search for a group of facts (Tatsachen) as the explana-
tion for the emergence of another group of facts. The outcome of this
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approach, Spengler contends, is that von Ranke’s comparisons are often
misleading and invariably impressionistic. Even when his comparisons
happen to be historically accurate — as in his analogy between Alcibiades
and Napoleon — they are correct deductions from an incorrect method and
thus are unable to depict the underlying significance of either man’s place
in history. Therefore, Spengler’s comparative method does not amount
to a radical departure from the established methods of historical research:
analogies and parallels are not misleading per se, but they must break
with the dominant conception of causality in rationalist historiography
(rationale Geschichtsschreibuny). In opposition to the futile ‘hunt for causal
relations’ (140, fn. 2) inherent in this approach, Spengler’s method relies
on the historian’s impressions, inferences and imagination when establish-
ing the organic logic of past organisms. Spengler refers to this historical
instinct as physiognomic tact (172). For just as a gifted judge of character
(Menschenkenner) is able to detect the underlying emotions, habits or even
ideas of people through their mannerisms and facial expressions, so can
the morphological historian infer what historical forms reveal about the
reality of cultural development: “What concerns us is not what the histori-
cal facts which appear at this or that time are, per se, but what they signify,
what they point to, through their appearance’ (8). Spengler summarises
this deliberately anti-analytical approach by claiming that the study and
writing of history has more in common with poetry than with science:
‘Nature should be dealt with scientifically, history should be approached
poetically’ (129). But this novel, nonscientific method should not obscure
the fact that Spengler views his own morphology of world history as
holding the key to grasping fully the objective truth of past events for the
first time: ‘at last, we see in the words youth, growth, maturity and decay,
which until now, and today more than ever, have been used to express sub-
jective evaluations and entirely personal preferences in sociology, ethics
and aesthetics, as objective descriptions of organic states’ (36).

This claim represents a methodological problem in Spengler’s view of
history. Let us briefly outline this issue before looking at how cultures
follow on from each other.

One of Spengler’s major shortcomings as a historian is simultaneously
one of his main strengths: his ability to compress a wealth of human expe-
rience into a creative and powerful overarching narrative. The historical
analogies and comparisons he develops often captivate his audience and
offer original insights into the study of the nature and function of past
events, ideas and outlooks. Not for nothing has he, in the apt phrase of
Samir Osmancevié, been called the ‘Proust of the philosophy of history’.1¢
However, in Spengler’s moving story of the rise and fall of cultures, he
permits himself a generous amount of poetic licence, and instrumentalises
the diversity and uniqueness of past events in order to buttress his overall
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narrative. The Decline of the West reveals Spengler to be a most creative
historian in both a positive and a negative sense. He tells a spellbinding
tale, but his arguments can never be invalidated. It is not that his approach
is verifiably false, but that it can never be proved wrong — at least on its
own terms. This becomes evident in the example of the Greek sculpture
of Discobolus of Myron in Apollonian culture discussed above. We recall
that Spengler views this sculpture as a typical form of Apollonian cul-
ture’s emphasis on the immediate and the static: ‘an art of proximity,
of the tangible, the timeless. It therefore loves motifs of the brief, the
briefest possible calm between two movements, the last instant before
the discus is thrown’ (336). However, it is equally possible to interpret
such a statue in a completely opposite manner — that is, that the statue
is reflective of a distilled moment of change and transition, motion
and target-orientated focus: his body is wound tightly and prepared to
unwind so as to hurl the discus as far as possible into the distance and
outdo the competition. Is it not possible that there were contending con-
ceptions of the dangers and thrills of the distant and the limitless within
the Classical world, as the myth of Icarus might suggest? Spengler’s
schema must answer this question in the negative, or at least suggest that
any deviations from his conclusions regarding the omnipotence of stasis
and proximity in this culture were mere surface phenomena on the part
of those who were out of step with their time. There are no universal or
scientific criteria by which an ancient Greek sculpture can be interpreted.
Nor are there such criteria by which the works of an author published
in what Spengler views as the late, culturally decadent days of a culture
(Brecht, Hauptmann or Kafka) can be deemed inferior to those published
during that culture’s ostensible zenith (Goethe, Schiller or Shakespeare).
Interpretation is in the eye of the historical morphologist, and the fact
that Spengler views the latter writers as superior therefore reveals as
much about his ideological-intellectual framework as it does about the
logical coherence of his overall scheme. One historian’s ‘decline’ is anoth-
er’s ‘progress’. In this light, Demandt notes that Spengler’s choice of the
fall of the Roman Republic as the decline of the ancient world is a spuri-
ous one due to the subsequent ‘Golden Age’ of Rome, which Demandt
sees as coming into being with Augustus.!” More generally, falling birth
rates, alongside the decline of traditional family life and rural existence,
can also be viewed as signs of progress, with the rise of women’s rights,
sexual enlightenment, and the social and cultural opportunities presented
by urban life. This methodological bias in Spengler is amplified by his
robust and occasionally dogmatic argumentation — what he calls writing
in the concise style of Hindenburg — and his continued disdain for refer-
ences and footnotes.!8
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On closer inspection, several of Spengler’s historical assertions seem
most baffling. He shoehorns a wide range of phenomena into his argu-
ment that there are similar phenomena between cultures, as well as his
claim that the entirety of phenomena within a single culture can ultimately
be traced back to that culture’s soul. For instance, he argues that since it
was informed by the guiding symbol of the immediate, Roman impe-
rialism lacked a modern Faustian thirst for expansion and that its wars
were conducted solely to secure what the Romans already owned (433).
This may have been difficult to explain to large swathes of the Western
European population, irrespective of their Ursymbol.

Despite this bias, Spengler correctly notes that all historical writing
requires striking a balance between faithfulness to the historical record —
Hegel’s facts® — and the maintenance of a self-sustaining (and readable)
argument. The Decline of the West is a rewarding read and, particularly
in times of social disarray and confusion such as our own, Spengler’s
reminder that nothing lasts forever assumes a particular poignancy.

We are now in a position to answer our third question: how do cul-
tures follow on from each other? According to Spengler, there are no
causal relations here because each culture is like a windowless monad that
follows the same predetermined (in Leibniz’s phrase, ‘pre-established’)
quasi-biological pattern. It simply and automatically goes through the
same phases as the other cultures — it emerges, realises its innate potential,
and then withers away and dies. But why, according to Spengler, do cul-
tures emerge in the first place and why in the form that they do? Further,
how is it possible for cultures to coexist simultaneously? These are the
questions to which we will now turn.

Birth and Coexistence

As we saw above, Spengler views the birth of a culture as a deeply meta-
physical process resulting from the development of a unique sense of
depth-perception, which in turn flows from that culture’s Ursymbol. He
claims that this insight into the true nature of historical cultures marks
him out as a thinker.

Spengler highlights two stages in the emergence of a culture. The first,
which we will explain below, is what we have already referred to as its
prehistory (Torzeit). The second is the ‘spring’ phase of a culture after its
birth, when it begins to assert itself and develop.

Spengler argues that modern Western (Faustian) culture has its origins
in the tenth century, but that this formation — like all of his cultures — has
a prehistory of around 200-400 years. For Faustian culture, this period
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begins ca. 500. He sees this period as one where it is impossible to speak
meaningfully of politics or the state; society is organised along the lines of
primitive groupings and small clans that cannot organise themselves into
a coherent social structure as they lack an all-encompassing view of the
world to unite them. Here Spengler is thinking of the state of a primitive
ahistorical human condition (Urmenschentum), to which dying cultures
will eventually return. Politically he associates this period with the reign
of Charlemagne, whose gradual establishment of an empire in Western
Europe began to overcome the fragmentation of the various peoples
there at that time. But there is no causal link between Charlemagne and
the birth of Faustian culture: Spengler views Charlemagne as a fleeting
phenomenon who exerts no impact on Faustian culture at all. It is only
in 900, long after Charlemagne, that something new emerges in Western
Europe. Spengler refers to this sudden awakening of a new spirit and
outlook on several occasions, but his description lacks any reference to
historical events or turning points. He abstractly refers to various forms of
the new soul emerging: ‘In the tenth century the Faustian soul suddenly
awakens and manifests itself in countless forms’ (Gestaiten) (760).

There are two reasons why Spengler avoids a detailed discussion of
the birth of a culture. First, he claims that the Ursymbol, the glue around
which a new culture suddenly coheres, can never be fully understood or
described, even by those who were witness to this process. Concepts and
ideas which attempt to describe the significance of the Ursymbol as the
profound metaphysical basis of a culture can only create an émpression of
its meaning and importance:

If, as we will henceforth claim that it is, the prime symbol of the Classical soul is the
material and the individual body, and that of Western culture is pure infinite space,
we must not overlook how concepts do not represent things that can never be
conceived: the sound of words can only evoke a significative impression of it. (227)

Second, we have seen that Spengler rejects the supposedly rational and
‘scientific’ explanation of causality. He asserts that the beginning of a
culture cannot be explained, but must be intuitively perceived or inferred.
His account of the origins of Faustian culture thus has nothing of the
detail or specificity of his historical tables, and it implies that the form
assumed by each historical culture is a metaphysical accident: ‘Between
the time of Charlemagne and that of Conrad II something took shape in the
stream of existence [Strom des Daseins] that cannot be explained, but must
be felt if we are to understand the dawn of a new culture’ (972, emphasis
added).

This unconvincing description of the origins of Faustian culture rep-
resents a significant lacuna in Spengler’s method and undermines some
of his other — convincing — explanations for the rise and fall of cultures,
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as well as how this process maps onto concrete historical phenomena.
Spengler’s efforts to embed his theory of history within a metaphysi-
cal framework, which even encompasses the relationship between sexual
organs and blood circulation, are often exasperating and add little of value
to his insights.

But let us return to Spengler’s description of historical cultures. What
about his contention that cultures can coexist temporally? To explain
this, it is helpful to draw on Spengler’s likening of his cultures to flowers
in a field. Each culture will grow within a distinct soil and will remain
attached to it for the entirety of its existence. A culture ‘blossoms on
the soil of a precisely delimitable landscape, to which it remains bound
like a plant’ (143).2° Cultures, then, are distinct plants, emerging from a
particular seed within a distinct set of soil in a given field. This explains
the uniqueness of each culture. And while the germination period of
Faustian culture, for instance, overlaps with the latter stages of Magian
culture’s life, both cultures remain spatially restricted to the soil on which
their existence and predetermined development depends. But how does
Spengler account for phenomena which can be found in both? To con-
tinue with the metaphor, Spengler concedes that while it is possible for
the leaves and fruits of one culture to be blown from one field to another,
there is no possibility of genuine cross-fertilisation between two cultures.
In order to understand this, let us recall the example of Christianity
within the Faustian world discussed above. The early Christian move-
ment (Urchristentum), ca. 0-300 AD, is a product of the spring period
of Magian culture, but Christianity can also be found during the emer-
gence of Faustian culture towards the end of the first millennium AD.
Spengler argues that this Christianity is worlds apart from that of Magian
culture. It may appear that there is historical transmission between the
two cultures, but we are dealing with two mutually incompatible and
incomprehensible phenomena: the Christianity of the morning lands (the
East) and that of the evening lands (the West). However, Spengler is far
from consistent on this score. In the first, unrevised edition of The Decline
of the West, for instance, he cites the fifth Benedictine Abbot of Cluny,
St Odilo (ca. 962-1049 AD), as having transformed early Christianity
(morgendlindisches Christentum) into a religion befitting of the soul of
the emerging Abendland by combining it with ancient Germanic pagan-
ism and the latter’s propensity for the infinite, which lay dormant in
the Nordic landscape long before the first Christian set foot on it.?!
This passage was removed from subsequent editions, but the question
of whether and how cultures can impact upon each other continues to
exercise Spengler’s thought, with the problem of cross-cultural transfer
becoming a leitmotif of his later endeavours to compose a truly compre-
hensive account of world history?* Although he never admits to it, he
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later appears to recognise that his main contention regarding the monad-
like separation of cultures from each other is erroneous.?

In The Decline of the West, however, Spengler makes the case that his
culture-centred morphology of world history enables him to do two
things that other methods simply cannot. On the one hand, he is con-
vinced — as we saw earlier — that his approach can enable the historian to
postulate the existence of certain past phenomena, as expressions of a par-
ticular stage in the development of their soul, even if there is an absence
of sufficient documentary evidence or historical records that would, at
least using more traditional methods of historical inquiry, be required in
order to prove their existence. On this basis, Spengler is able to make a
number of claims about cultures for which there is little by way of source
material, such as ancient China, just as Goethe was able to postulate the
existence of the human intermaxillary bone. With regard to the ‘reforma-
tion’ that Spengler locates in the summer of each culture, for instance,
he infers that such a movement is present in every culture, regardless of
whether we have historical evidence of it (as in ancient Egypt) or not (as
in China). Spengler thus considers his method to be capable of filling in
the morphological gaps of human written history, of grasping intuitively
the exact outlines of so-called lost or missing Civilisations and thus of
postulating their position within the jigsaw puzzle of history. Turning his
ire against von Ranke again, Spengler pointedly wonders whether a past
event has ceased to be history merely because the historian has no written
‘evidence’ of its existence thousands of years later: “Does life only become
a fact when it is mentioned in books?” (611).

More importantly, on the other hand, Spengler contends that his
method can shed light on the future. This is one of his central claims.
Indeed, it is the assertion he makes in the very first sentence of The Decline
of the West: ‘In this book an attempt is made to predetermine history for
the first time” (3). The Aistory he is thinking of here is that of what he con-
siders today’s most important and most powerful culture, the Abendiand —
that is, the West. The book thus sets itself the task of following the yet to
be travelled stages in the destiny of a culture, and specifically of the only
culture of our time and on our planet which is actually in its phase of fulfil-
ment [ Vollenduny| — the Western-European-American’ (ibid.).

With this attempt at prediction, we have arrived at the second level at
which Spengler’s magnum opus can be read — as a theory of contempo-
rary society and politics. This theory proceeds from the conviction that
Faustian culture has entered into its own period of civilisation. Spengler
teels that his comparative historical method makes it possible to determine
the exact socio-political challenges posed in the final days of the Faustian
world and to provide an intellectual framework for addressing them. We
will explore exactly how he does so in Chapter 4.
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Problems

Before turning to Spengler’s view of Faustian civilisation, however, let us
have yet another look at some of the problems that his historiographical
morphology throws up. We will examine these issues in detail in the fol-
lowing chapters, but it seems useful to provide at least an initial indication
of them here.

First of all, Spengler’s use of the term ‘decline’ (Untergany) is neither
clear nor consistent in The Decline of the West. He deploys it in a variety
of ways, with several implications. One use of Untergany is Spengler’s
attempt to portray the ‘terminal crisis’ of Western culture and the inevi-
tability of it going under. This is the dominant reading of Spengler’s
Unterganyg and is usually cited as evidence of his pessimist and fatalist
understanding of history. The West is doomed to perish because, like all
organisms, it is destined to do so. It can do no other.

However, on other occasions, it is unclear whether Spengler’s concept
of Untergany in the Faustian world refers to a culture’s transition from
Kultur to Zivilisation, which has already taken place, or whether it is a ref-
erence to the final, winter days of a culture itself, with much to be decided
before then.?* This ambiguity is compounded by Spengler’s lack of clarity
on whether, and how, cultures eventually disappear: his account of the
demise of cultures is often as vague as his explanation of their birth. He
even suggests that a culture may not disappear at all, but may remain in
its phase of Zipilisation for hundreds or thousands of years. It is internally
dead, but retains the outward appearance of life: As such, like a worn-out
giant of the primeval forest, it [Zvilisation] might thrust its decaying
branches towards the sky for hundreds or thousands of years, as we see in
China, in India, in the Islamic world’ (143).

The vagueness in relation to whether Faustian culture’s Untergany
is already in the past (ca. 1800), in the future (ca. 2200) or a process
of transition encompassing both finds reflection in Spengler’s lack of
consistency in making predictions as to how long Faustian culture will
last. The historical tables in The Decline of the West state that the ultimate
demise of the Faustian world will set in around 2200 and that what he
calls the Caesarism of Faustian culture (the formation of Caesarism, which
we will analyse in the following chapters) will not emerge until ca. 2000.
However, in his political writings and activities, he not only maintains
that the great struggles over the precise nature and form of Faustian
Caesarism have already begun, but he also seeks to intervene in them.

This leads us to yet another way in which the term Untergang can be
interpreted. Recent developments in Weimar historiography highlight
the need to distinguish between terminal crisis as a social condition and
the evocation of crisis as a rhetorical device — as a way to disqualify the
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status quo and prepare the ground for something new. Seen in this light,
Spengler’s deployment of the term Unterganyg is not a call to a passive
acceptance of one’s historical fate, but to historically informed political
action. This significant insight has not yet been applied to the importance
of the political in Spengler’s thought, so we will take a closer look at its
implications in Chapter 4.

A second problem in Spengler’s morphology of world history is his
provocative belief in the incompatibility of the modern Abendland with
peoples, religions and races from other historical cultures. This is a par-
ticularly significant issue, as it has fed into the dominant perception of
Spengler as a racialist thinker or even a (proto-)Nazi.

On the one hand, Spengler explicitly distances himself from biological
understandings of race that were popular in Europe during his time. For
instance, he is scathing of the pseudo-science of examining and comparing
skulls from various ‘races’ in order to establish the supposed superiority
of the Aryan people. His understanding of different races and nations
flows not from biological categories, but metaphysical ones, with different
peoples viewed as embodying something significant about the essence of
the culture within which they emerge. As we have seen, for him, it is cul-
tures, not races that are decisive. This foregrounding of the soul and living
out one’s destiny is integral to the German tradition of the philosophy
of life (Lebensphilosophie) in which Spengler stands, emphasising the non-
‘scientific’ or irrational basis of human behaviour.?® Moreover, despite
Spengler’s claims regarding the incompatibility of historical cultures, his
perceptive critique of Eurocentrism foregrounds the equality of all his-
torical cultures and peoples. He notes, for example, how even the most
erudite scholars find it difficult to explain concepts and ideas from Arabic
or Japanese, which makes it difficult to do justice to the significance and
uniqueness of such societies.

On the other hand, Spengler’s view of cultures is decidedly essentialist.
His understanding of non-Western cultures involves a de facto Eurocentrism
in its overreliance on the typecasting of non-European cultures. He repeat-
edly makes homogenising claims about non-European cultures, not least
because his method must trace the multifarious events of past societies back
to one holistic principle. So it is that we find references to ‘Indian man’,
‘the Egyptian’ or ‘the Chinese’ as such: ‘Indian man forgot everything,
the Egyptian could not forget anything’ (16). While Spengler insists that
terms such as race or blood — commonplace within his political writings in
particular — are metaphysically informed, this is not immediately apparent
from his work. Against the racially charged backdrop within which he is
writing, the preponderance of such terminology is at best misleading and
at worst dovetails with the rhetoric of racial hierarchies. In Chapter 7, we
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will see how Spengler’s views on the so-called Jewish question in Germany
often blur the distinction he claims to have established between metaphysi-
cal and biological conceptions of Rasse.

A third shortcoming within Spengler’s methodology is the apparent
paradox at the heart of his sweeping claims on history: to wit, if there is
no genuine historical transmission between cultures, if cultures cannot
influence each other in any meaningful sense, then why does he claim to
be the first who can provide the framework for a biography of all of the
previous seven cultures, as well as to provide informed prognoses for the
last stages of his own?

For Spengler, there is no paradox at the heart of his outlook because
the Faustian Ursymbol of infinite space frees critical thought from a focus
on the here and now: it is thus innately historical. Instead of focusing, as
previous cultures had, on the nature of what the scientists can see in front
of their eyes, as in Apollonian culture, he argues that modern Faustian cul-
ture looks beneath the surface to understand and implement the invisible
driving forces of change and development: “The Greek asked, what is the
essence of visible being? We ask, what is the possibility of mastering the
invisible driving forces of becoming?’ (490). Therefore, for the first time,
it is possible to conceive of history as a process within which the infinite
possibilities of the future are linked to the present and, in turn, to the
endless horizon of the past: “Will links the future to the present, thought
links the boundless to the here. The historic fiture is distance-becominyg, the
boundless world-hovizon distance-become: this is the meaning of the Faustian
depth-experience’ (394).

Foremost in Spengler’s mind when it comes to this unprecedented
Faustian view of history is the teleological triad of Antiquity — Middle Ages —
Modernity, which itself is a product of Faustian culture: ‘the image of a
world history in the Faustian style’ (465). The Decline of the West — itself a
tremendous expression of what Spengler views as the Faustian passion for
the historical — develops a critique of this teleological triad not because of
this approach’s claim to understand the past, but, as we have seen, because
of its blinkered perspective in seeking to do so.

However, Spengler’s reasoning cannot account for the paradox.
Although his culture-centred approach rejects the idea of historical trans-
mission, he is clearly of the view that there is a unique, qualitatively differ-
ent historical consciousness latent in Faustian culture, even if, as he claims,
this consciousness is the result of historical accident rather than historical
transmission: ‘We men of Western European culture are, with our sense
for history, the exception, not the rule’ (20). He criticises thinkers such
as Hegel and Marx for their view that bourgeois society brings with it a
historically unprecedented basis for human freedom: “Why, fiom the mor-
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phological point of view, should the eighteenth century be more important
than any of the sixty that preceded it?’ (23). But a similar problem applies
to Spengler’s own method: if Faustian culture is the exception and not
the rule, why is it so important to focus on the elevently century as repre-
senting the key to genuine historical understanding? In short, there is a
contradiction between his critique of Eurocentrism on the one hand and
his hypostatisation of Faustian culture on the other.

A final problem with Spengler’s morphology of world history is the
tension between his conception of historical development as an organic,
determined and cyclical process, and his conviction that there is much to
play for between those peoples who will experience the final two to three
centuries of the Faustian world. There are — historically determined and
outlined — problems to be solved and possibilities to be embraced: the
‘possibilities of the West-European mind in its next stages’ (6-7).

This is a particularly significant point because it has not really been
discussed in the secondary literature and is central to understanding
the interplay between the determined and the voluntaristic aspects of
Spengler’s political thought. It is misleading for critics such as Ernst
Bloch to argue that The Decline of the West lacks any ‘connection to the
process of becoming, to the question of the new’ within the final stages
of Faustian civilisation.? Indeed, as we will see in the following chapters,
it is by no means the case that The Decline of the West views the precise
outlines of the decline of the West as an already decided affair. Spengler
expects the Western world to go out with a bang, not a whimper, in an
age of global imperialism, wars and uprisings. Nations will compete to be
the last, victorious people of the Faustian world that can emerge as ‘the
last race in form’ (1128-29).%7 Spengler’s historical framework is thus
geared towards understanding and mastering the remaining challenges
presented by Faustian civilisation. For him, these challenges and clashes
are both historically predetermined and open-ended, contingent events,
the outcome of which depends on the ideas and actions of historical actors
involved in them.

This tension between Spengler’s claims to predict the future and his
recognition that there is a need for active intervention in the events and
processes that will shape that future has important implications for his
method. As we will see, despite his pretensions at viewing history in a
nonpartisan or ideological fashion — from timeless heights ... not with the
eyes of a party man or an ideologue’ (47) — his prognosis for the future
of the West cannot always be seen as the logical outcome of his purport-
edly objective method, nor can this prognosis be abstracted from his own
subjective aims and affiliations, such as his passionate German nationalism
and his conviction that Germany can and must emerge victorious in the
battles that will define the final years of the West.
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Notes

. Spengler, Der Untergany des Abendlandes. Umyisse einer Movphologie dev Weltgeschichte, 24. All

subsequent references to this version of the text in this chapter will be placed in parentheses
in the main text. The philosophical proclamation of a ‘Copernican revolution’ is a recurring
feature among German thinkers. Both Kant and Freud made similar claims regarding their
own theories; cf. De Berg and Large (eds), Modern German Thought from Kant to Habermas:
An Annotated German-Language Reader, 3, 43—44; cf. also Henk de Berg, Freud’s Theory and
Its Use in Literary and Cultural Studies, 62.

. Hilde Kornhardt makes clear in her short preface to the historical tables at the begin-

ning of Der Unterganyg des Abendlandes that the chronology of Egyptian culture has been
updated to reflect the latest developments in historical research; Spengler, Der Untergany des
Abendlandes, 71.

. Spengler does not specify dates for the lifespan of the Babylonian or Mexican cultures in Der

Untergany des Abendlandes, nor does he incorporate them into the historical tables in this
work.

. For instance, we need only recall the Stantsexamensarbeit that Spengler wrote in order to

qualify as a teacher, entitled The Development of the Visual Organs amony the Main Groups of
the Animal Kingdom.

. Goethe, Der Versuch die Metamorphose der Pflanzen zu erkliven.
. As Nicholas Boyle has argued, the idea of ‘botanical structure’ and the formation (Bildunyg)

of organic life-forms finds reflection in the development of the main protagonist in Goethe’s
Wilhelm Meisters Lelrjahre, the ‘internal structure’ of which is ‘involuted and encapsulated,
like that of a seed, and it begins by presenting us with a moment in which all of Wilhelm’s
previous existence ... is implied’; Boyle, Goethe: The Poet and the Age. Volume I1: Revolution
and Renunciation, 412.

Graham, Goethe: Portrait of the Avtist, 204.

Boyle, Goethe: The Poet and the Age, 81.

Ibid.

. Ibid., 256.
11.
12.

Cf. ibid., 104.

This quote is taken from the table for ‘Winter’ in the “Tafel “gleichzeitiger Geistesepochen’
(“Table of “simultaneous” intellectual epochs’) in Spengler, Der Untergang des Abendlandes
(no page reference).

See his “Tafel “gleichzeitiger” politischer Epochen’ in ibid.

Spengler sees each culture typically lasting for about a millennium in the way that a human life,
at least in his time, usually lasts seventy years: Spengler, Der Untergany des Abendlandes, 148.
Merlio, ‘Spenglers Geschichtsmorphologie im Kontext des Historismus und seiner Krise’,
134-36.

Osmancevié, Oswald Spengler und das Ende der Geschichte, 130.
A peculiar “decline”! How we would welcome such a “decline
Abendlandes. Studien zu Oswald Spengler, 57.

A description of his desired form of writing ‘in Hindenburg style’, which is ‘concise, clear,
Roman, natural above all ... far removed from Nietzsche’s snobbery’; Spengler to Klores, 14
July 1915, in Spengler, Briefe 1913-1936, 45. Otto Neurath claims that Spengler’s approach
can ‘force the reader into submission’, for ‘Who can check all the fields that Spengler touches
on, especially since there are no references to sources?’; Neurath, Anti-Spengler’, in Neurath
and Cohen (eds), Otto Neurath: Empivicism and Sociology, 161.

Hegel supposedly informed one of his students that: ‘If the facts contradict the theory, then
all the worse for the facts.” Interestingly, Spengler points out how: ‘When Hegel claimed,
with such naivety, that he would ignore those people that did not fit into his historical
schema, he was simply being honest and admitting the methodological premises required by
all historians if they are to achieve their aims’; Spengler, Untergany des Abendlandes, 30.

CIEN
R

Demandt, Unterginge des
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23.
24.

25.

26.

27.

In the original ‘unrevised edition® of The Decline of the West published by Beck, Spengler
explicitly claims that ‘cultures are plants’. This passage was struck from subsequent versions,
but he continued to treat cultures as plants in these editions too; Spengler, Untergany des
Abendlandes. Umrisse einer Movphologie der Weltgeschichte. Erster Band: Gestalt und Wirklichkeit,
199.

. Ibid., 254.
22.

In Volume 2 of The Decline of the West, for instance, Spengler develops the concept of his-
torical pseudomorphosis (historische Pseudomorphosen) to describe cases where an older, more
established culture can hinder the development of another culture or even alter the course of
its predetermined development as an organism. We must leave aside a discussion of this idea
and its implications for Spengler’s theory of history.

On this, see Conte, Oswald Spengler: Eine Einfiihrung, 74-76.

Thondl, ““Wie oft stirbt das Abendland?” Oswald Spenglers These vom zweifachen Unter-
gang’, in Gangl, Merlio and Orphilders (eds), Spengler: Ein Denker der Zeitenwende, 251-72.
For an introductory overview of this tradition and some of its thinkers, see Herf, Reactionary
Modernism: Technology, Culture and Politics in Weimar and the Thivd Reich, 26-30.

Bloch, ‘Spenglers Raubtiere und relative Kulturgirten’, in Erbschaft dieser Zeit. Werkausgabe,
Vol. 4, 318-29 (324).

We will return to his precise use of this term race (Rasse) with reference to his ideas on the
Germans and the British in Chapter 5.
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CHAPTER 4

Faustian Zivilisation

Prognosis and Perspectives

Now that we have summarised Spengler’s morphology of world history
and indicated several of the shortcomings and tensions within his concep-
tion of historical change, we can proceed to discuss why he thinks that his
theory of history can predict what lies ahead for the Faustian world, and
why — as a consequence — he believes that he can contribute to shaping
its future. Specifically, we will analyse what The Decline of the West out-
lines as the central features of, and dynamics behind, Faustian Zivilisation,
or the winter period of Faustian culture’s life-cycle. We will then explain
how this text conceives of the remaining opportunities for socio-political
change within the process of Western decline.

At first sight, our continued focus on The Decline of the West may appear
out of step with one of the central contentions of this study — to wit, that
the secondary literature’s overemphasis on Spengler’s main work has come
at the expense of an engagement with his major political writings and has
skewed the dominant understanding of him. Already in 1940, Edwin D.
Franken claimed that: ‘As happens with many men, he [Spengler| had one
great work in him, and all the rest was residue and froth.”! This notion is
still dominant today. Joe Paul Kroll, for instance, claims that, aside from
The Decline of the West, the ‘remainder of Spengler’s oeuvre remained short
or fragmentary’> This volume is, it should be recalled, a direct challenge
to these and similar appropriations of Spengler’s legacy and aims to shift
the scholarly focus onto his other works. Far from being short, fragmen-
tary or frothy, these writings are, as we will see in the following chapters,
some of the most influential conservative interventions into public life in
the Weimar Republic. So why is it necessary to include another chapter
on The Decline of the West, the dominant point of reference for Spengler
scholarship? Two points must be emphasised here.

First, as variegated as the scholarly reception of Spengler’s magnum
opus has become over the past century, this work’s extensive discussion of
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the need for political leadership to navigate the historical tide of Western
Zivilisation has been overshadowed by its interpretation as an example of
German Kulturpessimismus.® For instance, the claim that The Decline of the
West provides a ‘post-mortem™ of Western society overlooks the interven-
tionist, positive or even optimistic features of this text. This particularly
applies to the work’s repeated calls to historically informed political action,
which we will discuss below. In so doing, this chapter will challenge the
dominant reading of the main work of this supposed ‘prophet of doom
and gloom™ by making the case that it provides not only a diagnosis of the
decline and ultimate demise of the Western world, but also a prognosis.
Further, T will demonstrate the principles behind Spengler’s emphasis
on the need for the political leadership he believes is required to address
the political and economic challenges posed by Faustian Zzvilisation most
effectively, and thus to assist his beloved Germany in becoming a global
hegemon before the life cycle of Faustian culture reaches its conclusion.

Second, the few studies that do engage with the conception of politics
in Western Zivilisation in The Decline of the West all too often proceed
from the assumption that the ideas contained in this text find practical
reflection in the entirety of Spengler’s political actions across his career.
As we saw in Chapter 2, Ernst Stutz claims that ‘Spengler’s philosophi-
cal and political work ... bear the same handwriting, are an expression
of the same personality and ultimately pursue the same aims’.® Similarly,
the Spengler biographer Detlef Felken contends that the ideas outlined
in Spengler’s later political writings tend to be little more than ““updated
paraphrases” of his main philosophical work’, while Samir Osmancevié
claims that Spengler’s politics are ‘solely and exclusively the consequence of
his philosophy of history’.”

In order to prevent our study from falling into the conceptual trap of
approaching Spengler’s politics of decline as a static body of thought that
grows directly out of his main work and finds immediate and unadulter-
ated reflection in his political oeuvre, this chapter will outline how The
Decline of the West understands the need for, and possibility of, a political
alternative developing within the framework of social dissolution and
decline. This analysis will serve as a foil against which we can trace the
tensions and developments in Spengler’s move from the realm of theory
to the realm of political practice, which is the focus of the remaining
chapters in this book. As a result, the developments and shifts in emphasis
within Spengler’s politics of decline will be contextualised and explained
in a manner that the secondary literature has hitherto failed to do. Before
we take a closer look at the book’s discussion of the need for alternative
political leadership within Western Zivilisation, however, let us first pro-
vide a summary of what Spengler views as the driving forces of the winter
period of Faustian culture.
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Winter

Unlike English-language philosophy, German thought tends to distin-
guish rigorously between the concepts of culture and civilisation (Kultur
and Zivilisation),® with the former having positive implications of high
intellectual and artistic output and an association with a golden age of
reflection, philosophy and poetry, as well as a more harmonious religious,
social and economic order. Zivilisation, by contrast, refers to the supposed
baleful influence of money, urbanism and rationalism on intellectual cul-
ture, which has contributed to the rise of mechanistic, instrumentalist and
short-termist thought in all areas of life.” In Germany, this distinction long
pre-dates Spengler’s philosophy and finds particularly salient reflection in
Nietzsche’s ideas on decadence.!® It becomes prominent among intellec-
tuals on the German right during and after the First World War. Spengler
asserts, for instance, that Ziilisation represents the stage of a culture in
which tradition is no longer valid and in which each and every idea must
be rearticulated in monetary terms if is to be realised successtully.!! He
thus views Faustian or Western Zivilisation — analogously to all hitherto
existing periods of civilisation — as predominantly characterised by urban-
ism, the triumph of money over metaphysics, democracy, the rise of the
masses (Masse) as opposed to the people (Volk), panem et civcences and the
levelling of social hierarchy.

What does Spengler mean by the distinction between the masses and
the people? We may recall from the previous chapter that he considers the
nobility and the priesthood as the two prime estates that drive forward
the development of a culture, and also that the absolutist state embodies a
harmonious unity between these estates and the commoners. This is how
Spengler understands the term people: as a living entity with (metaphysi-
cal) ties to the cultural soul that underpins them all. Similarly; the rise of
the masses in modern cities is not merely a sociological, but also a meta-
physical phenomenon — the breaking apart of society’s inner bonds by the
‘negating and disintegrating’ (1120) implications of the need to pursue a
life defined by money. For this reason, Spengler contends that the mass
has its roots in the bourgeoisie or — as he puts it in a possible reference to
Emmanuel-Joseph Sieyes — the first non-estate (Nichtstand, 1120).12 This
development has irreversible consequences for the fate of the culture as an
organism, with individuals becoming rootless and estranged from their
own essence: money has become a ‘form of active wakefulness ... which
no longer has any roots in being’ (672). In these and similar comments on
the alienated nature of city life, there is an unmistakeable veneration of the
peasantry and an idealisation of the rural way of life. For instance, he views
the peasantry as the only self-supporting grouping in society and claims
that it is the basis of all higher forms of economic activity (1152-53).
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However, as was discussed in the previous chapter, Spengler is con-
vinced that it is impossible to turn back the clock of history to a previous
stage of a culture: those seeking to influence events must begin with the
world as it is and as it will be, not as it once was or how one might like it
to be in the future. We will return to this paradoxical idea further below,
but let us first look at what The Decline of the West describes as the other
central features of Western Zivilisation.

Spengler argues that Faustian Zivilisation came into existence around
1800, to the emergence of modernity (a term he does not use) in the wake
of the emergence of capitalism and the French Revolution. He insists that
this transition from Kultur to Zivilisation ensures that the “Western’ beliefs
and ideals once championed as the zenith of human achievement and
enlightenment — the victory of reason and systematic thinking, the pos-
sibility of peaceful coexistence and a stable world order through trade and
negotiation, democracy, the emancipatory power of art and literature and
so on — now reveal themselves as mere illusions. The unbound optimism
of the Faustian world’s autumnal Enlightenment ushered in by ‘city man’
(942) has inevitably morphed into cynical scepticism or even nihilism.

So, for instance, Spengler denies the possibility of genuine religious
belief in our times. Here it is worth stressing how both religious con-
viction and atheist commitment possess a metaphysical significance in
Spengler’s thought. He views atheism not as irreligion, but as indicative
of a soul that has exhausted the entirety of its possibilities of looking at the
world: living experience has atrophied to the extent that nothing is left.
Within this framework, even irreligious people are religious in the time
of a flourishing culture. The converse is true of believers in the period of
Zivilisation. In this period, he claims, the only true belief is in atoms and
numbers, but this requires intellectual ‘hocus pocus’ if it is to be toler-
able in the longer term (941). This futile search for metaphysical mean-
ing is necessarily shallow and dishonest during a time when materialist
thought — which he calls shallow and honest — reigns supreme. A ‘second
religiousness’ (ibid.) therefore emerges in the age of Zivilisation. Whether
it amounts to a most attenuated Christianity or a faith in tarot cards and
healing crystals, Spengler is convinced that it is but a watery image of the
bold action to realise the Faustian spirit of the infinite and the boundless
once so intuitively pursued by its leading subjects.

In similar terms, Spengler claims that the age of Zivilisation is one in
which there is no longer any possibility of genuine artistic production or
expression. Talk of new and exciting artistic forms merely represents the
recycling of old ideas, trends and materials — indicative of a society that has
exhausted the possibilities for fulfilment in an ‘ossification’ (686) of these
forms: ‘Culture and Civilisation — the living body of a soul and a mummy
of i’ (450). The age of art is irrevocably over within Faustian civiliation.
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Indeed, one of Spengler’s stated objectives in composing The Decline of the
West is to turn the youth away from art and towards technology, imperial-
ism and political statesmanship: ‘And I can only hope that men of the new
generation may be moved by this book to devote themselves to technics
instead of lyrics, the navy instead of the paint-brush, and politics instead
of epistemology’ (57).

Spengler’s description of Zivilisation, his explanation of its origins and
his assessment of this phenomenon’s purportedly harmful impact on all
areas of life is not unique.'® Nonetheless, his analysis of Zivilisation is
novel in two key respects. First, the concept is integrated into his phi-
losophy of world history insofar as Zivilisation is not viewed as a histori-
cally unprecedented or distinctly ‘modern’ crisis, but rather as a cyclically
recurring spectacle within each of his historical cultures. He thus claims to
have placed the established intellectual distinction between Culture and
Civilisation on a historical-philosophical footing:

For every Culture has its own Civilization. In this work, for the first time the two
words, hitherto used to express an indefinite, more or less ethical, distinction,
are used in a periodic sense, to express a strict and necessary organic succession.
Civilization is a Culture’s inescapable fate. (43)

Seen in this light, the decline of the West means nothing less than ‘the
problem of Civilisation’ insofar as this decline is best understood as the
inevitable outcome of the West’s organic development, just as birth pre-
supposes death (ibid.). It is therefore a predetermined and inescapable
phenomenon for all cultures:

the inevitable destiny of the Culture, and with this principle we arrive at the
viewpoint from which the deepest and gravest problems of historical, morphology
can be solved. Civilizations are the most external and artificial states of which a
species of developed humanity is capable. They are a conclusion, the thing-become
succeeding the thing becoming, death following life, rigidity following expansion,
intellectual age and the stone-built, petrifying world-city following mother-earth
and the spiritual childhood of Doric and Gothic. They are an end, irrevocable, yet
by inward necessity reached over and again. (Ibid.)

Second, Spengler claims that his choice of the nineteenth century as mark-
ing the rise of the winter of Faustian culture flows not from an arbitrary
assessment or moral judgement of late-Faustian culture, but precisely
from his method of comparing historical cultures in their journey from
birth to death. This allows him to claim that the First World War in West-
ern culture has heralded an age that is ‘contemporary’ with the ‘transition
trom the Hellenistic to the Roman age’ (36). What Spengler has in mind
here is that the last phase of Western culture will look similar to the period
of the Roman Republic between ca. 300 BC and its overthrow by Caesar
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in 27 BC. Moreover, as we saw in the previous chapter, this statement is
no mere comparison or analogy, but in Spengler’s eyes represents an objec-
twe truth on which any analysis of the Western Zivilisation must be based.
How does Spengler believe that this development will express itself in the
politics of his time? Does this idea of history repeating imply a glum and
passive fatalism, as the secondary literature often implies? These are the
questions to which we must now turn.

Parliament and the Press

The most important parallel Spengler finds between Apollonian and Faus-
tian Zzvilisation is that both are characterised by the existence of democracy
as a state form. For him, elections, parliaments and parties are not his-
torically novel pheonema, but rather the inevitable expression of life of
a money-centred, urban Zivilisation. He claims that the notions of popu-
lar sovereignty and influence over the functioning of the state — whether
sincerely held by voters or cynically exploited by party leaders running
election campaigns — are mere illusions. Democracy is little more than a
tagade behind which the forces of finance and moneyed speculation can
exercise their control — the best democracy money can buy in what he calls
a ‘dictatorship of money’ (1134). Politics has become subsumed by the
bourgeoisie and its thinking in money (Gelddenken, 950). The triumph
of this class, Spengler adds, is embodied in the rise of parliaments across
Western Europe: ‘the appearance of a party of the nobility in a parliament
is inwardly just as artificial as that of a proletarian one. Only the bourgeoi-
sie is at home here’ (1124).

For Spengler, the illusions of the masses in democracy are garnered
and sustained by the mass media in the form of the press. He ascribes
to this medium an almost demonic control over the outlook and agency
of the rootless urban masses: “Three weeks of work by the press, and
everybody has realised the truth’ [i.e. the so-called truth] (1139). This
manufactured common sense will only be called into question if another,
better-resourced, press outlet appears and uses its funds to proclaim an
alternative opinion in an even noisier and more relentless fashion:

What is truth? For the majority, it is what they constantly read and hear ... today,
the public opinion of the current moment, which is the only thing that counts in
the world of facts [1atsachenwelt], of impact and success, is a product of the press.
What is wants to be true is true. Its commanders create, transform and reverse
truths. (1139)

With reference to his historical morphology, Spengler claims that the mod-
ern press is to Faustian Zivilisation what rhetoric was to the corresponding
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period of Apollonian culture. Both fulfil a function that revolves primar-
ily around the immediate impression and not the actual content (1139).
Nonetheless, in keeping with the Classical Ursymbol of proximity, the im-
pact of ancient rhetoric was limited to those present during the speech,
whereas the modern press possesses a Faustian dynamism that aims at
‘Iasting effects’ (ibid.). The impact of the latter is all the more profound.
Spengler argues that those who are able to buy the press can mobilise and
exert command over the people just as a general leads an army (1140).14

Yet Spengler is convinced that the days of democracy are numbered. In
spite of its noble claims about representation and equality, the democratic
system can only concentrate real political decision-making in the hands of
an ever smaller number of plutocrats. The outcome of this is that Faustian
democracy will follow in the footsteps of its ‘alter ego’ (37) in Apollonian
culture and be overthrown by strongmen who will dispense with the
pretence of democracy and take power into their own hands (1143). The
figures who emerge from this process will rule with an iron hand and
usher in the end of democracy. This phenomenon is referred to in The
Decline of the West as Caesarism.

Spengler views this prediction — the inevitable death of democracy and
the historically determined emergence of dictators presiding over formless
masses of people — not as pessimistic or fatalistic in nature. We have seen
above how The Decline of the West continues to be interpreted in such a
fashion. A further example of this interpretation can be found in the work
of one of Spengler’s biographers, Jiirgen Naecher. Naeher considers The
Decline of the West to be the work of an outsider who assesses the world
around him, but whose feelings of his own ‘deficiencies, limitations and
vacuity’!® ensure that he remains largely incapable of intervening in the
events around him. This is a seriously mistaken view of Spengler and
his work. Moreover, one of the reasons why the secondary literature
has overlooked or downplayed Spengler the historical actor as opposed
to Spengler the historian is that it has not engaged with the concrete
ideological-rhetorical context in which Spengler uses the term Untergany.
In order to address this shortcoming, let us take a closer look at Spengler’s
motivations for heralding the decline of the Western world.

Unterganyg and the State

A defining feature of Spengler’s politically charged age is the abundance
of a rhetoric of ¢risis across the political spectrum. In his groundbreaking
study of political rhetoric in the early Weimar period, Riidiger Graf has
convincingly shown how the abundance of the rhetoric of crisis, decline
and decay had little to do with pessimism or dystopian pronouncements
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on the unavoidably gloomy days ahead.!¢ Rather, the invocation of crisis
serves to disqualify certain ideas and prepare the ground for an alterna-
tive approach: during the Weimar Republic — a period of self-proclaimed
prophets and saviours — the term Untergany is used to refer to the end of
obsolete institutions in society or to key turning points in a (perceived)
social crisis. It is a way of grasping and coming to terms with the critical
junctures (Entscheidungssituationen) on the horizon and of intensifying
the crisis in the imagination of those living at the time.l” However, this
important insight has not been applied to Spengler’s ideas and rhetoric.
By doing so, we can render visible the explicitly political and positive
thrust of The Decline of the West and thus address a significant lacuna in
Spengler scholarship.

We noted in the previous chapter how Spengler’s use of the concept
Untergany in the context of the Faustian West is not entirely consistent.
Sometimes it describes the West’s transition from Kultur to Zivilisation.,
which has already taken place, while sometimes it is a reference to the
final, winter days of a culture itself, with much to be decided before then.
We now arrive at another pivotal way in which Spengler uses the term: as
a call to arms that underlines the historical condition of those to whom
his book is addressed, as a way of preparing them for the many pivotal
events taking place both within and between the nations of the West in its
final days. We will discuss the decisive moments Spengler describes in our
discussion on Caesarism below, but here it is worth stressing that his evo-
cation of the decline of the West serves to emphasise how the Abendland’s
final chapter is yet to be written. It is therefore misleading to claim, as
the prominent Spengler scholar Alexander Demandt does, that there is a
‘split within Spengler’s theory’ or that ‘a rupture separates prognosis and
programme’, since ‘[t]hose who know what is going to happen do not say
what should be done’.!® Let us now proceed, then, to outline the relation-
ship between prognosis and programme, between Spengler’s historical
morphology and his politics of decline, by taking a closer look at what
Spengler understands by Caesarism.

Spengler’s concept of Caesarism is best understood on two levels. On
the one hand, it is a prognosis — purportedly drawn from his theory of his-
tory — of what lies ahead for Faustian Zivilisation. As the historical tables at
the beginning of The Decline of the West underline, Spengler foresees the —
vaguely expressed — emergence of Caesarism as setting in in ca. 2000 and
lasting for roughly two centuries, before Faustian culture disappears alto-
gether. This period is therefore a ‘general stage of development, lasting for
two centuries, which can be established in all historical cultures’ (1081).
On the other hand, Spengler portrays Caesarism as a core value that must
underpin any political alternative (or programme) seeking to influence the
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events and struggles of his time — that is, long before 2000. Let us begin
by looking at the emergence of Caesarism as historical prognosis.

In The Decline of the West, Spengler defines the period in which he is
writing as the transition from the age of Napoleon to the age of Caesarism:
the “final political constitution of late Civilisations’ (942). What Spengler
understands by this is what we discussed above: the gradual decay of par-
ties, parliaments and elections ushered in by the French Revolution and
their eventual overthrow by power-driven individuals. This process is his-
torically determined and thus inevitable, but Spengler by no means wishes
to imply that this will be a straightforward, let alone peaceful, procedure.
He expects the final stages of the Western world to be characterised by
struggles within the nations of the Western world for the reins of state
power, but also between them for world supremacy. Spengler calls this
‘an age of giant battles’ (1081), a period of wars and uprisings across the
globe. What will ultimately seal the fate of the peoples and nations caught
up in these dramatic events is might, not right, action, not theory. At the
forefront of his mind is the age of global imperialism, the struggle for
colonial power and the brutality of the First World War. These phenom-
ena are unavoidable features of the age: a necessary product of all civilisa-
tions (1089). Where Faustian Zivilisation differs from its predecessor in
ancient Rome is that the assassinations, coups, uprisings and wars that
characterised Apollonian Zivilisation were not truly global in nature. By
contrast, the Faustian drive towards the boundless and infinite means that
gargantuan struggles over genuine world power will ensue, with the lives
of millions of people on the line. Spengler notes: “We are dealing with
the most difficult period in the history of all cultures” (1101), in which
masses of people will be ‘trampled in the battles between those seeking to
conquer power’ (1107).

Spengler, then, is convinced that the world has fundamentally changed
and that the age of Kultur is over. What lies ahead is therefore not a period
of reflection, philosophical output and poetry, but one of industrial war-
fare, in which politics is gradually becoming more authoritarian. This is
the era of the engineer and the entrepreneur, not the painter or the poet:
‘In the shareholders” meeting of any limited company, or in the technical
staff of any first-rate engineering works there is more intelligence, taste,
character and capacity than in all of the music and painting of present-day
Europe’ (378).

Such disdain for the artistic output of the age is of course a trope of
German Kulturpessimismus. But Spengler’s recognition that the age of
Goethe is irrevocably a thing of the past is not straightforwardly pessi-
mistic in nature. Following the idea that everything is always in flux and
that nothing ever remains (cf. the concept of panta rhei put forward by
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Heraclitus, on whom Spengler wrote his doctoral dissertation, ‘Heraclitus —
A Study of the Energetic Foundation of His Philosophy’), Spengler is
simply stressing the inevitability of historical change. Moreover, in a
stance that combines Bismarckian notions of Realpolitik with Nietzsche’s
amor fati, Spengler contends that a true understanding of, and hence a
real influence on, Faustian Zivilisation is only possible if one proceeds not
from despair at the state of affairs in this era, but rather from an acknowl-
edgement of the world as it is, warts and all. Those nations that do not
grasp the inevitability of imperialism and warfare, for instance, will cease
to be the subjects of history and will be swept aside. Spengler therefore
contends that it is necessary for aspiring statesmen to avoid what he calls
two forms of political idealism within Faustian Zivilisation: the belief that
the course of history can be reversed, and the conviction that the historical
process has an ultimate zelos from which political principles and methods
should be derived.

For Spengler, beginning with the world as it is means recognising
the inexorable process of disintegration that all nation-states undergo
during Zivilisation. He refers to this development as the gradual formless-
ness of the state. This is best understood with reference to two aspects
of Spengler’s philosophy of history in The Decline of the West. First, the
dissolution of society’s metaphysical bonds — a dissolution he locates at
the core of all atomised civilisations — has unalterable implications for the
political process. The organic solidity of the absolutist state or the limited
social coherence provided by political parties is no longer a possibil-
ity when these metaphysical bonds become gradually more meaningless.
Second, Spengler believes, as we saw in the previous chapter, that dying
cultures will eventually return to the ahistorical human condition, the
Urmenschentum that characterises the primitive origins of all cultures.
The outcome of these two developments is the need for formless — that
is, brutish and direct — institutions of political power: T use the term
“Caesarism” to denote that kind of government which, irrespective of any
constitutional formulation that it may have, is in its inward self a return
to thorough formlessness ... It is the return of a form-fulfilled world
into primitivism’ (1101). The objective necessity of authoritarian political
forms paves the way for those seeking to rule in a more direct and forceful
manner: “To the extent that nations cease to be politically in “condition”
(in Verfassung), to that same extent possibilities open up for the energetic
private person who means to be politically creative, who wants power at
all costs, and who as a phenomenon of force becomes the destiny of an
entire people or culture’ (1083, emphasis added).

Spengler’s description of Caesarism as historical prediction is rather
abstract. This has led some scholars to claim that Spengler never explained
in concrete terms what modern-day Caesarism would look like. Thomas
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Tartsch, for instance, asserts that ‘even if today Spengler’s name is always
mentioned alongside Caesarism, he never explicitly outlined what it would
look like’.? This statement overlooks the other sense in which Spengler
uses the term: as a central aspect of his political alternative. Before we
take a closer look at what Spengler understands by Caesarism as a political
principle, let us clarify what he means by states being ‘in condition’ (in
Verfassuny) politically. This is a particularly important aspect of his politics
of decline. In spite of his insistence — in opposition to more traditional
conservative strands of thought — that it is impossible to return to the
Kultur phase of Faustian culture, in The Decline of the West the underly-
ing view of the ideal state form is, in fact, a classically conservative one.
Politics is the natural preserve of an assiduous, enlightened and selfless
nobility (Dienstadel), whereas parliaments, elections and political parties
are mere manifestations of the corrupting influence of the masses on state
life.2% Indeed, for Spengler, the true nobility and the true state are essen-
tially synonymous:

But a genuine old nobility assimilates itself to the state, and cares for all as it would
for its own property. This care, in fact, is one of its grandest duties and one of
which it is most deeply conscious; it feels it, indeed, an innate privilege and regards
service in the army and the administration as its special calling. (1014)

Spengler’s political commitment to the nobility — ‘man as history’ (976) —
and its supposed values of chivalry, discipline, honour, self-denial and
tradition is a stable feature of his political philosophy. Nonetheless, this
commitment assumes a variety of forms in his political writings and plans
throughout his career. Although his own background is petty bourgeois,
not aristocratic, he claimed to have always felt part of the latter: T have
always been an aristocrat. Nietzsche was self-evident to me before I read
anything he wrote.”! In The Decline of the West, the existence of this layer
is the conditio sine qua non of a strong and stable state: ‘Politically gifted
peoples do not exist. There are only peoples that are firmly in the hands of
a ruling minority and as such feel that they are in good condition’ (1111).
Indeed, politics should not be understood in terms of how the individual
relates to the state or how social classes struggle for influence over it.
Rather, politics is war, and a functioning state — one that is ‘in condition’ —
is prepared for the unescapable reality of conflict, which for Spengler is
the prime foundation of politics in all living beings (1109). In the coming
battles, nations will hold their own not through the ideals of democratic
legitimacy or accountability, but through the authority, certainty and su-
periority of their political leadership (1015).

But how does this understanding of the indispensability of the nobility
to a war-ready state square with Spengler’s contention that the era of the
nobility actually lies in the past? There is clearly a tension, perhaps even
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a contradiction, between The Decline of the West’s historical-philosophical
prognosis of political formlessness during Zivilisation and the claim that it
is nonetheless possible for political leadership to draw on the best aspects
of earlier aristocratic attitudes and outlooks in order to influence the final
events of the Western world. One concrete manifestation of this paradox
in Spengler’s politics is his attitude towards the monarchy in The Decline of
the West. We will have occasion to discuss this question at several points in
this volume, but it seems helpful to examine it briefly here. Spengler views
the monarchy as the embodiment of many of the various aristocratic
values discussed above. Moreover, he is mortified by the abdication of
the German Kaiser in 1918 and worries that the fall of the Hohenzollern
dynasty may herald difficulties for the German nation in the years to
come.?? Nonetheless, in his main work, it is unclear whether he consid-
ers the reinstatement of the German monarchy to be an example of the
kind of aristocratic political leadership required in his times or whether it
should be seen as a proud blossom of the past. As we will see in the forth-
coming chapters, the public approach Spengler takes in relation to the
monarchy in Germany varies across his career; as a consequence, it does
not do justice to the complex and evolving nature of his thought to sug-
gest either that Spengler ‘was a man of the old pre-war order who wanted
to see the re-establishment of the Hohenzollern monarchy’ (Fischer) or
that the ‘restoration of the Hohenzollerns never formed the core of his
proposals’ (Struve).?® By contrast, we will demonstrate how otk these
statements can hold true when it comes to Spengler’s politics, but only at
certain stages of his political career.

Spengler is convinced that the values of the nobility can thrive in an
age of money, materialism and democracy, providing that those seeking
to uphold honour and tradition in Faustian Ziilisation work ‘with, and
within, the existing historical form” (1118). This even applies to two of
his most resented phenomena in the modern world: elections and the
press: “The means of the present are, and will be for many years, parlia-
mentary elections and the press. Whether we respect or despise them, we
must master them’ (1119). To do so is to recognise that these forms are
currently driven by money, but that their influence can be used to promote
the values of tradition. As he puts it: ‘Caesarism grows on the soil of
democracy, but its roots reach deeply into the substrates of blood and of
tradition’ (1142).%*

Therefore, Spengler is not necessarily bemoaning the fact that Faustian
Zivilisation is characterised by thinking in money; his point is that money
should be used in such a way that one can win elections, wars and global
influence. And if democracy is a sham in the hands of an oligopoly of
press barons and agenda-setters, this should not dampen the spirits of
those commited to the knightly virtues of earlier centuries either: gaining
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the ear of these invididuals will enhance the control that a small group of
influential figures can exert over the formless masses. And while democ-
racy and elections are increasingly unpopular and irrelevant — “a fixed game
that is dressed up as the self-determination of the people’ (1141) — those
who recognise why this is the case can exploit the democratic process to
gain support and facilitate its overthrow. This steering of historically given
forms is exactly what Spengler has in mind when he talks of mastering the
socio-political forms of Faustian Zivilisation.

Spengler predicts that the party form of politics will eventually be
replaced by what he calls an allegiance to individuals (1125). These indi-
viduals gather around them circles of influential supporters who, regard-
less of the existing consitutional forms, preside over real power and social
weight. Moreover, they are able to call on the riotous mob when needed.
Spengler predicts that these individuals will be able to do so by exploiting —
whether through bread and circuses or through the press — the political
disenchantment of the masses in modern democracies. The result will
be a violent uprising against democracy to usher in the primitive forms
of state power discussed above, with people ““elect[ing]™ their ‘destiny
again using the primitive methods of bloody violence when the politics of
money become intolerable’ (1143).

Fundamentally, Spengler argues that this Caesarist rebellion embodies
the triumph of politics over the dominance of money: “The age of Caesar
in every Culture alike signifies the end of the politics of mind and money’
(1102). He speaks of a “final battle between economics and politics, in which
the latter reconquers its realm’ (1144). As the term ‘Caesarism’ implies,
Spengler’s point of reference lies in the past, particularly the shifting
alliances of the private circles of the Roman Triumvirates. The wealth,
military support and social connections of figures such as Caesar, Pompey
and Crassus ensured that they formed the true centre of power in the
Roman Republic, with Caesar eventually emerging as dictator. However,
the Caesar figure in The Decline of the West is not merely a historical point
of reference or a general prediction of things to come, but an ideal type of
leader to appear from the organised forces of tradition and personality in
the struggle against the dictatorship of money that Spengler calls ‘democ-
racy’. The kind of Caesar figure Spengler has in mind in The Decline of
the West 1s the British colonialist Cecil Rhodes: ‘the energy of the men
of culture is directed inwards, whereas that of the man of civilisation is
directed outwards’ (51).

Rhodes’ combination of aristocratic assertiveness, a veneration of
empire and a grasp of modern technology is characteristic of the kind of
leader Spengler sees as emerging: a figure who will embody the noble
virtues of past political forms, while possessing a sense of the tasks of the
hour - ‘a Caesar of machine warfare’, in Ernst Bloch’s sardonic phrase.?®
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Caesarist Consciousness

It is with the speculation surrounding potential Caesar figures that we
arrive at the second way in which The Decline of the West uses the term
‘Caesarism’: as the basis of Spengler’s political alternative in this period.
After all, Spengler’s concept of Caesarism should not only be viewed as
a description of a supposedly objective, predetermined historical pro-
cess, but also as a rhetorical device with which he can organise the socio-
political forces that, he believes, can become the true subjects of Faustian
Zivilisation and take their place in history alongside their ‘contemporaries’
from previous declining cultures. As with his historical method, Spengler’s
political assertions regarding the looming death of democracy as an objec-
tive outcome of cultural development cannot be separated from his own
subjective opposition to democracy, his veneration of the so-called great
men of history, or from his desire to see Germany emerge as a world he-
gemon. Therefore, let us now take a closer look at how he views his own
role in contributing to the rise of Caesarism.

The precise form that Caesarism will assume in the Abendland is ‘depen-
dent on the contigency [ Zufall] of great individuals’ (977, emphasis added).
This statement by no means implies waiting with folded arms for a man
on a white horse — leaving matters to historical chance. Rather, political
forms and institutions must be instituted, within which ‘great men who
base themselves on the facts’ (grofSe Tatsachenmenschen, 1083) can emerge.
These men will possess the true virtues of selfless and bold statesman-
ship. Such leadership is fundamental, since ‘political talent in a people is
nothing but confidence in its leadership. But that confidence has to be
acquired; it will ripen only in its own good time, and success will stabilise
it and establish it as a tradition’ (1112).

Spengler’s philosophy is thus geared towards advising such men who,
by combining the political culture of the nobility with a morphologi-
cal understanding of historical development, can provide the necessary
political leadership at a time when one wrong decision could lead to the
disappearance of entire peoples and nations.

Spengler’s use of the term Zufill, then, is best understood not as ‘chance’
or ‘accident’, as it is often translated, but ‘contingency’. It is Faustian
Zivilisation itself — one’s historical fate — that poses the possibility of Caesar
figures emerging, but the precise nature of these figures, where and when
they will emerge, and the exact configuration of the politics informing
their actions are contingent upon the outcomes of the battles ahead. Those
who can understand these conflicts, as Spengler claims to, can potentially
exert a real influence on them. For while the historical tables in The Decline
of the West predict that Caesar-type rulers will not emerge until ca. 2000, his
own political career aims at ensuring that those opposed to parliamentary
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democracy organise in such a way that the best leaders can emerge from
within their ranks. As Spengler’s reference to Cecil Rhodes as a potential
Caesarist leader show, Spengler believes that the great battles over the soul
of Caesarism have already begun. As we will see in Chapter 6 in particular,
Spengler’s project in the 1920s aims to facilitate the rise of what he views
as the leader required by his cherished Germany in particular — despite
claims to the contrary in the secondary literature.?

Spengler’s political programme, then, is premised on the certainty that
the decline of the West presents new opportunities, in particular for those
individuals and nations that are able to read the sign of the times and
act accordingly. His aim is for such individuals — arising from an elite of
landowners, statesmen, generals, industrialists, press barons and others —
to become what he calls ‘history in person, its directedness as individual
will, its organic logic as individual character’ (1113). Here there are clear
echoes of Hegel’s concept of the world-historic individual and Marx’s
understanding of a historically self-liberating class gaining insight into
necessity. Indeed, Spengler distinguishes between “historically necessary and
superfluous politics’ (976-77), as well as between organising on the under-
standing that Caesarism is inevitable and secking to defend an increasingly
anachronistic democracy. “The necessary’, he adds, ‘should be done at the
right time’ (1118).

Spengler draws an analogy between the situation facing the Abendland
of his times to a walker atop a perilous mountain, and warns that there
are two options available: ‘Either stand firm or perish — there is no third
option’ (1100). Similarly to a thinker such as Albrecht Erich Giinther, a
conservative revolutionary and member of the Juni-Klub, the ‘most active
center of neo-conservatisny’, in the early 1920s,%” Spengler is convinced of
the impossibility of upholding ‘what existed yesterday’.?® Where Spengler
differs from others in and around the Conservative Revolution is that he
rejects what Giinther deems ‘a life consisting of that which remains true
eternally’.?” For Spengler, nothing lasts forever and the tides of history
are in constant flux. His understanding of historically informed political
action is thus not dissimilar to how his hero Bismarck defined the business
of politics: seeking to listen to God’s footsteps across the stage of world
history so as to judge instinctively when is the appropriate time to leap
and grab hold of His coattails before He has passed by for good.?® The
logic behind Spengler’s conception of political leadership is reminiscent of
Brutus’s exhortation to Cassius in Julius Caesar:

There is a tide in the affairs of men,

Which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune;
Onmitted, all the voyage of their life

Is bound in shallows and in miseries.
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On such a full sea are we now afloat,
And we must take the current when it serves,
Or lose our ventures.3!

Here we grasp the fundamental import of the Stoic philosopher Seneca’s
words that conclude Der Untergang des Abendlandes — ‘Ducunt fata vo-
lentem, nolentem trahunt’ (1195). This statement represents the logical
conclusion of the work’s endeavour to ‘understand the era, for which you
are born’ (1113). So while Spengler can certainly be criticised for being
oblivious to notions of change and development between cultures, it is
quite misplaced to argue that The Decline of the West, as Otto Neurath puts
it, ‘excludes the appearance of anything new’.3?

The era of Faustian Zivilisation, then, is unique in Spengler’s overall
historical schema, in that he is not merely an analyst of it, but also an
active participant within it. This dual role as observer and historical actor
has fascinating implications for his deterministic, culture-centred concep-
tion of history. The strictly determinist outlook allows for a highly limited
fireedom, a certain amount of wiggle room, a ‘degree of elasticity’ (1117)
tor those seeking to influence the remaining stages of the Faustian odys-
sey. However, the precondition for doing so is precisely the ability to
grasp the limited possibilities for change: there can be no return to the
past, nor can one base political action on the notion — however selective —
that the world will one day be different: “We do not have the freedom
to achieve this or that, but the freedom to do what is necessary or to do
nothing. And a task that historic necessity has established will be resolved
with the individual or against him’ (1195).

In the Faustian age of war and revolution, a range of authoritarian fig-
ures with varying agendas and ideologies will step forward, and Spengler
is not indifferent to the question of who will emerge victorious. For exam-
ple, he cites the Russian revolutionary leader Lenin as one such possible
ruler of that country. Yet, his veneration of Lenin’s leadership qualities
notwithstanding, Spengler is an intransigently anti-Bolshevik thinker and,
in terms of his own politics, would much prefer a leader along the lines of
Cecil Rhodes or Mussolini (we will discuss his thoughts on the latter in
Chapter 7). Such an ideal figure will not only be able to lead the struggle
against democracy in Spengler’s Germany, but will also successfully wage
its campaign against other nations in the battle for global dominance.

Here we arrive at the other core value of Spengler’s politics of decline:
his nationalist commitment to Germany. Germany, a nation whose essence
is that of Faustian Zivilisation itself but who has never had the chance to
fight for her ideas in any meaningful way, can finally become what she
was always destined to be — the leading Faustian nation, the driver of the
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end-phase of the modern world. This subjective commitment to Germany
is not accidental or tangential to Spengler’s schema. When preparing his
main work, Spengler writes a letter to a close friend outlining how the
demise of the Abendland will be preceded not only by the emergence of
Caesarism, but also that of the German nation itself. He countenances the
possibility of a new culture emerging in the twenty-first century, ‘when the
great agge of us Germans will also lie in the past’.33

Regarding Spengler’s view of the Germans as the chosen people of
Western Zivilisation, it should not be taken as read that Spengler’s choice of
Germany as the last nation of the Abendland flows logically from his theory
of world history** To take one example, Spengler’s comparison between
Germany and Rome in The Decline of the West is particularly unconvincing.
He argues that both had always been vilified and that Germany can emerge
as quickly as a power as Rome once did. But such a flimsy assumption
seems very much in the mould of the arbitrary analogies for which Spengler
criticises von Ranke and other historians, as we discussed in Chapter 3.
Nonetheless, Spengler’s ideological commitment to the German nation
is, as we have seen, not entirely divorced from his theory of world history
cither. He does not view Germany as a nation of culture that could ‘escape
the dilemmas of an increasingly soulless modernity’.3> The process of
Zivilisation is of such an all-encompassing nature that Germany cannot free
herself from the degenerative effects of this process, as some — particularly
volkisch thinkers — appear to imply. Rather, he views Germany as ‘the last
nation of the West” (129), which, although she cannot turn the clock back
on the historical process to become a pioneer of culture, can nonetheless
produce the statesmen, generals, industrialists and engineers required to
lead the world for the first time. As he once put it: “‘We Germans will never
produce another Goethe, but we may produce a Caesar.”¢

Pace Demandst, therefore, The Decline of the West does have much to say
on what is to be done in the age of Faustian Zivilisation. At the same time,
the principles that underpin the book’s conception of political leadership
are slightly abstract and — as with his conviction that pre-democratic forms
can flourish in an era of war and dictatorship — perhaps even contradictory.
This immediately raises a number of questions. How does Spengler seek
to realise in practice these authoritarian-nationalist perspectives? Which
principles does he modify or adapt, and how are these modifications
influenced by the events of his time? What does his political career as a
whole reveal about the relationship between his politics of decline and his
philosophy of world history? These are the questions we will now seek to
answer through an analysis of his most important political activities and
publications between the founding of the Weimar Republic in 1919 and
its overthrow by the National Socialists in 1933.
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CHAPTER 5

Spengler’s Prussian Socialism

Spengler’s first attempt to shape the political events of his time comes in
the form of his large pamphlet Prussianism and Socialism, originally pub-
lished in 1919. This year is a momentous one in his life. The continued
success of Volume 1 of The Decline of the West establishes him as a vener-
ated thinker on the German right. The second volume of his main work
is eagerly awaited and he is often invited to address a variety of political
associations and clubs. However, against the backdrop of the foundation
of the Weimar Republic, Spengler feels compelled to focus on Prussianism
and Socialism. The essay is a fascinating précis of his ideas at the time; it
reveals much about the nature of his thought and the radically polarised
environment in which it is developed. It instantly becomes another best-
seller, and this success further emboldens him in his efforts to influence
the development of German nationalism. What is most important about
Prussianism and Socialism is that it helps us understand how Spengler
views political leadership and social change at a key turning point in Ger-
man history. The pamphlet addresses this issue long before he returns to
the matter in Volume 2 of The Decline of the West, which we discussed in
the previous chapter. Prussianism and Socialism is, then, crucial to under-
standing the evolution of his ideas. A closer reading of the text allows us
to determine whether and to what extent Spengler’s conception of politi-
cal leadership changes between 1919 and the publication of Volume 2 of
The Decline of the West in 1922.

There are only a handful of thorough discussions of Prussianism and
Socialism in the secondary literature. Moreover, with the exception of the
chapter that Farrenkopf devotes to the text in his Prophet of Decline, all of
these commentaries have been published in German and tend to compare
the ideas developed within Prussianism and Socialism to those of other
right-wing figures at the time, such as Ernst Jinger and Adolf Hitler.!
Existing research has not only downplayed and thus misrepresented
Spengler’s intriguing intellectual relationship with the German socialist
movement and some of its leading thinkers, but has also led to a number
of misleading claims regarding his political priorities at this point in his
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career. In his pioneering study of the German elite’s critique of democracy,
for instance, Walter Struve claims: ‘Naumann and Weber recognized the
existence of a working class, as did Rathenau and Nelson, who sought, if
partly by terminological sleights of hand, to absolish it. Spengler refused
to acknowledge its existence.” This contention — yet another example of
a generalising conclusion drawn solely from The Decline of the West — is a
seriously misleading assessment of Spengler’s thought in 1919 and will be
challenged in this chapter.

At first glance, the title of the pamphlet seems somewhat paradoxi-
cal. We have already discussed the centrality of the idea of Prussianism
(PreufSentum) in his plans for German world hegemony, but what about
socinlism? It seems highly counterintuitive that a thinker such as Spengler,
whose contempt for democratic forms is obvious from even a cursory
reading of Volume 1 of The Decline of the West, should devote an entire
book to a discussion of socialism. After all, this project is generally viewed
as encompassing egalitarian social aims pursued by organisations of the
working classes, such as parties, trade unions, cooperatives and so forth.?
But, as we have seen, Spengler appears to have an animus against the
notion that any other social class than the aristocracy can successtully pre-
side over the state. Given this, how are we to explain his focus on Prussian
socialism? What does Spengler mean by the term? How does it relate to
his political alternative of PreufSentum?

In order to address these questions, this chapter will do the follow-
ing. After a contextualisation and overview of the work, it will discuss
exactly what Spengler understands by a German socialist state, analyse
how he engages with a variety of socialist thinkers and, finally, discuss
what Prussianism and Socialism reveals about the interplay of principles
and pragmatism, of method and motivation, in his political thought.
In so doing, this chapter will bring out the specificity of the position he
occupies as a thinker of the anti-democratic, authoritarian Conservative
Revolution in Germany after the First World War by exploring his rela-
tion to the socialist movement: does his understanding of socialism follow
logically from his culture-centred morphology of history or is he seeking
to catch the historical tide by appropriating ideas and concepts at odds
with his worldview in the name of short-term political expediency?

Bavarian Disgust and Common Enemies

The immediate backdrop to Prussianism and Socialism is Spengler’s disgust
at what he deems the ‘rabble revolution’ of November 1918, when sailors
in various ports in the north of Germany mutiny, disarm their officers
and seize control of the ships in protest at being ordered to embark upon,
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in the name of national ‘honour’, a senseless suicide mission against the
British navy, which would cost thousands of lives. Then, on 4 November,
the revolutionary sailors in Kiel establish a workers’ and soldiers’ council
inspired by the soviets of the Russian Revolution of 1917. The council
demands, among other things, press freedom, the release of political pris-
oners and the repudiation of officer privileges. It rapidly recruits soldiers,
union branches and local members of the main workers’ parties of Ger-
man Social Democracy (the SPD and the USPD), thus gaining a huge
following. Kiel becomes the model for other workers’ and soldiers’ coun-
cils throughout the country. In a complicated series of events lasting from
November 1918 to the agreement of the Weimar Republic’s Constitution
in August 1919, these workers’ and soldiers’ councils clash with forces
within and outside the powerful workers’ movement that try to stymy
the upsurge. It speaks to the impact of Spengler the politician that Gustav
Noske, the leading SPD journalist, politician and self-proclaimed ‘blood-
hound’ of the German Revolution, acknowledges that Spengler’s ‘Prus-
sian socialism’ runs in his veins as he mobilises military forces to crush the
radical communist-inspired workers’ and soldiers’ councils, which wish to
create a council-led state.* For the conservative Ernst Jiinger, Prussianism
and Socialism forges ‘the first weapons ... following Germany’s disarma-
ment’ and the revolutionary turmoil.

Spengler is directly affected by the German Revolution. His resident
Bavaria is the first German state to become a republic, declared by the
USPD activist Kurt Eisner (‘the moron Eisner’, as Spengler calls him).®
In January 1919, Bavaria becomes Germany’s first socialist republic, but
its existence is beset by crisis and conditions of civil war. The skirmishes
between the revolutionary movement and the military and paramilitary
forces loyal to the government in Berlin land on Spengler’s own doorstep
in the AgmesstrafSe in Munich and only reach a conclusion on 4 May 1919.”
On 21 February 1919, just one day after the assassination of Eisner by the
nationalist, anti-Semitic baron Anton Graf von Arco auf Valley, Spengler
goes for a long walk with his friend August Albers, editor of the newly
established publishing house now responsible for publishing Spengler’s
writings, C.H. Beck.® Albers is particularly interested in what Spengler
thinks about the question of socialism and its place within his morphol-
ogy of history. Following the lengthy answer Spengler provides, Albers is
convinced that Spengler should publish these thoughts on the revolution
and the debates around the future of Germany as a standalone publica-
tion. Spengler, after all, has a unique perspective on the events unfolding
before him. On the one hand, he is adamant that the mob uprising must
be thwarted and thus sympathises with some of the forces — not least the
paramilitary groupings such as the anti-Communist Orgesch organisa-
tion led by his friend Georg Escherich — clamping down on the councils
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and self-styled socialist governments.® On the other hand, he insists that
Germany’s transformation into a parliamentary republic is inimical to her
successful re-emergence as a power following military defeat and social
disintegration. As he puts it in Prussianism and Socialism, parliamentarism
in Germany is ‘nonsense or betrayal’'? — either an idealistic endeavour to
re-enact the past failures, such as the Pauiskirche experiment during the
Revolution of 1848, or a conscious attempt to weaken Germany by sub-
jecting her to the Allied demands for peace with Germany (US President
Woodrow Wilson’s ‘14 points’), which include the insistence that postwar
Germany be democratised.

When setting out to write Prussianism and Socialism, Spengler is able to
draw on material he has been working on since 1913. This material not only
encompasses some of the aphorisms and notes that form part of his ongoing
work on the second volume of The Decline of the West, but also an extended
manuscript entitled Romans and Prussians, which he had initially hoped to
publish in September 1918.11 As we saw in this previous chapter, the title
of this draft alludes to Spengler’s conviction that the Germans can and
must become a modern-day Rome (the Imperium Germanicum). Spengler’s
decision to modify the title to Prussianism and Socialism can be explained
with reference to the spirit of the age, in which socialist rhetoric, ideas and
slogans are not only debated in the councils and on demonstrations, but
also at the level of government. In January 1919, the SPD is elected as the
major governing partner, alongside the liberal German Democratic Party
(DDP) and the Catholic Centre Party (Deutsche Zentrumspartei), of the
so-called Weimar coalition. The choice of title can, additionally, be under-
stood with reference to Spengler’s conception of the potential significance
of the unfolding events. While he is disgusted by the radical egalitarian and
internationalist aims of the council movement in particular, he nonetheless
views the polarised political climate as an unprecedented opportunity for the
forces of German nationalism: ‘T do not view Germany’s increasing radicali-
sation as misfortunate. We bave to get through it.!? ‘First the socialists, then
the Prussian socialists’ could have been his motto.

This immediately raises the question of what Spengler exactly under-
stands by socialism. This question is difficult to answer in two respects.
For one, his view of socialism is often counterintuitive, in that it has
more in common with the ideals of monarchism, nationalism and warfare
than with the values of democracy, internationalism and anti-imperialism
usually associated with the socialist movement. For another, already in
Volume 1 of The Decline of the West Spengler draws a distinction — one that
is far from clear or consistent in Prussianism and Socialism or his work as a
whole — between ethical socialism and economic socialism.

By ethical socialism, Spengler means the inevitable metaphysical
outcome of what he sees as Faustian culture’s moral dynamism, which
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attempts to impose its own values on others at all costs. As with the
Faustian drive to imperialism, the universal values of socialism — that
all should be treated equally without exception — can only be explained
with reference to the ethical imperatives of the ‘expansive tendency’ that
he locates in Faustian ethics.!® This innate drive is unconsciously active
within all its subjects. It is an irrepressible energy — ‘something demonic
and monstrous’ — which ensures that the Faustian peoples are not content
simply to develop their own views in splendid isolation (Spengler is here
thinking of Buddhism as an analogous phenonemon in the late period of
Indian culture), but must fight for these values to be taken up at all costs:
‘a world-feeling ... that pursues its own opinion in the name of all’.}* For
this reason, he claims that the socialist movement of his time, for all its
anti-imperialist and anti-colonialist rhetoric, will one day become a ‘most
noble pillar’ of imperialism and expansion and will carry it ‘with the
vehemence of fate’.!® That, at least, is his aim. For what is decisive is how
this culturally determined tendency towards socialism manifests itself.
Spengler is thus by no means implying that the precise form that socialism
will assume in his time is set in stone.

While Spengler speaks positively of ethical socialism and ascribes its
purest manifestation to what he sees as Prussian discipline and collectiv-
ity, he is scathing about another product of Faustian culture: economic
sociadism.'® This is the distortion of the Faustian ethical imperative and its
reduction to a focus on economics and money;, as reflected in the demands
of the socialist movement for wage increases, reduced working hours,
social provision and so on. It is sympomatic of the urban, soulless thinking
in money in the age of Faustian Zilisation: bourgeois-materialist values,
but turned on their head. It is hardly surprising that Prussianism and
Socialism sets itself the task of combating this degenerate manifesation of
socialism, even if, somewhat confusingly; it does so in the name of social-
ism. Spengler occasionally refers to what he views as the economic form
of socialism as Marxism, but this is by no means always the case. Hence,
the reader must be wary of how exactly Spengler employs the term social-
ism both in Prussianism and Socialism and throughout his work, as it is not
immediately apparent whether he is using the term in a pejorative or a
laudatory fashion. With this in mind, let us now discuss Spengler’s main
arguments in Prussianism and Socialism.

Prussianism and Socialism consists of five chapters, each of which is
turther divided into numbered sections. The first chapter is entitled “The
Revolution’ (sections 1-7); it is followed by ‘Socialism as a Way of Life’
(sections 8-9); ‘Englishmen and Prussians’ (sections 10-18); ‘Marx’ (sec-
tions 19-21); and finally “The International’ (sections 22-24). At the
outset, Spengler describes the issue of socialism, as reflected in the politi-
cal discussions of Germany in 1919, as ‘not the most profound, but the
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loudest question of the age’ (3). This quote summarises the book’s core
argument that the noisy debates around socialism and capitalism are but
a faint echo of two much more profound antagonisms in the Faustian
world: the conflict between moneyed republicanism and traditional
authoritarianism over the nature of the form of the state, and, relatedly,
the struggle between the Prussians and the English over global leadership.
Let us discuss the conflict over the state first.

Prussianism and Socialism reflects Spengler’s daring venture to pro-
pound a socialist politics defined by opposition to what he views as the
common enemies of the working class and the aristocracy: liberalism and
Marxism. Both ideologies are the necessary and predetermined outgrowth
of Faustian Zjvilisation, as are the baleful phenomena of parliaments,
political parties and the press. And while liberal thought’s emphasis on
individual initiative and the pursuit of happiness may seem at odds with
the collective ethos found in movements such as the trade unions and the
SPD, Spengler claims that both liberalism and economic socialism can be
traced back to the soulless, formless economic thought of the bourgeois
Nichtstand and its perogatives. In Volume 2 of The Decline of the West,
Spengler will later describe this outlook as ‘materialist nonsense’ and
Marxist socialism as the logical conclusion of such thinking in money: the
‘most extreme consequence of rationalism’.1”

In the previous chapter, we discussed why as a consequence Spengler
rejects the bourgeoisie as a political class and finds in the values and tradi-
tions of the aristocracy the basis of true national leadership. But why in
Prussianism and Socialism is he seeking to create a political alternative pre-
mised on the aristocracy and the working classes, whom in Volume 2 of
The Decline of the West he will later dismiss as ‘the radical nothing’?'® Does
this quote not justify Walter Struve’s assertion that Spengler dismisses the
existence of the working classes as a socio-political factor?

In the first section of Prussianism and Socialism, entitled “The Revolution’,
Spengler clarifies his focus on the German working class by emphasising
that the real German revolution takes place not in 1918, but with the
German war effort in 1914. For him, this was a time when the country
came together in a heroic attempt to fight for the national interest, with
workers and peasants fighting and dying alongside the Kaiser’s generals.
The symbolic representation of this unity between the worker’s party
and the aristocratic estate is the SPD parliamentary fraction’s approval
of German war credits in August 1914, with the party embracing the
policy of ‘civil peace’ (Burgfiieden) earlier summarised by the Kaiser as: ‘I
no longer know of any parties, but only Germans’.!” Spengler’s focus on
the working class, then, stems from his conviction that genuine German
socialism could be found not in the increasing opposition to the war
on the home front, but on the frontlines of battle: ‘Genuine socialism
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stood in the last struggles at the front or lay in the mass graves across
half of Europe. It was the socialism that arose in August 1914 which was
betrayed here’ (9).

The narrative of betrayal reflects a guiding trope of the nationalist, author-
itarian and anti-communist Conservative Revolution in postwar Germany,
with Spengler echoing the stab-in-the-back myth (Dolchstofslegende) pop-
ularised by the Prussian general Paul von Hindenburg. According to
this notion, the German army was on the brink of victory, only to be
stabbed in the back by leftists and liberals on the home front. Indeed,
for Prussianism and Socialism, the so-called German Revolution of 1918
(‘the most senseless act in German history’) is a sheer betrayal of the true
Burgfrieden revolution of 1914, which assumed ‘legitimate and military
torms’ (12). This treachery to the German cause comes in two acts: the
June 1917 peace resolution agreed in the Reichstag and the abdication of
the Kaiser in November 1918. Both represent desertion of military duty
and a capitulation to England — at this point in time, Spengler sees France
as a minor player in global politics and little more than an extension of
England’s dominance. However, as we will see in Chapter 7, he later
realises that France is becoming a major player in its own right.

Spengler is therefore not addressing himself to the German working
class as currently constituted, but rather seeking to win over those sections
of it — what he calls ‘the sensible part® — that can eschew their narrow
economic interests and commit themselves to the cause of the German
nation. Seen in this light, the Prussian socialism that Spengler envisages
is a unification of what he calls the two truly socialist parties in Germany:
not, as desired by many, of the SPD and the USPD, but of the German
socialist movement and the Conservatives. The aim is to create a German
state that caz win wars again by establishing it on the principles of duty
and self-sacrifice, not the imperatives of profit and economic growth:
“The whole is sovereign. The King is only the first servant of the state
(Frederick the Great). Everybody is assigned their place. Orders are given
and obeyed’ (15).

In order for such a state to come into being, several conditions must
be met on both sides of the bargain between the aristocrats and the work-
ers. The German aristocracy has to recognise that it must overcome ‘all
traces’ of the feudal-agrarian narrowness that belongs to the past phase of
Western Kultur.?' Equally, it has to reject the values of liberalism and its
attempts to plant parliamentarism in alien Prussian soil, where it cannot
and will not grow. In turn, the German working-class movement needs
to break with the alien, anti-German ideology of Marxism and embrace
German nationalism.

One of the central aims of Prussianism and Socialism, then, is to free
‘socialism’ from the ‘socialists’ or — to return to the distinction above — to
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free the ethical socialist imperative from its vulgar economistic arrangement
that Spengler finds in the workers’ parties of his time. The foregrounding
of economic issues by these parties degrades the real meaning of exis-
tence: ‘life according to Meister Eckhart becomes life according to political
economy’ (23). In a similar phrase to that used by his fellow conservative
revolutionary, Arthur Moeller van den Bruck (‘socialism begins where
Marxism ends’),?? Spengler deems it necessary to ‘liberate’ German social-
ism from Marxism (4). In order to do this, he attempts to lay bare what
he calls the English roots of both Marxism and liberalism and to conduct
a struggle against the insidious forces championing them within the new
Germany. Prussianism and Socialism thus serves as both an invocation and
a warning: unless the German nation can come together as it purportedly
did in the spirit of civil peace in the war effort of 1914, unless an organic
community (Gemeinschaft) beyond class and individualism can be created
in line with the Prussian socialist spirit, the German people will be brought
to its knees by the rule of “English’ banks, profiteering and speculation.

Knights and Vikings

Here we arrive at the second antagonism that Prussianism and Socialism lo-
cates as lying at the core of Faustian Zivilisation and that forms the longest
section of the book, entitled ‘Englishmen and Prussians’. Given the im-
portance Spengler attributes to the conflict between these peoples, Enyg-
lishmen and Prussians might have been a better title for the work, insofar as
this title more accurately reflects what is at stake politically. For Spengler
argues that the First World War is but one manifestation of a histori-
cally rooted Anglo-German antagonism, a struggle between the two great
Germanic peoples. Such antipathy will invariably lead to more struggles
between the modern English people, born in the seventeenth century, and
the Prussian people, born in the eighteenth century. The inevitability of
such a conflict, as well as the impossibility of mediation or reconciliation
between these peoples, is rooted in Spengler’s understanding of the Faus-
tian will to power and its drive to universality. Referring to the nations of
Faustian Ziyilisation, he writes:

We know no limits. By means of a new Migration of the Peoples we have made
America a part of Western Europe. We have constructed on every continent our
special kind of cities, and have subjected the native populations to our own way
of life and thought. Such activity is the highest possible expression of our dynamic
sense of world-feeling. All are supposed to believe what we do. All are supposed
to want what we want. And since life has come to mean for us external, political,
social, and economic life, all must submit to our political, social, and economic
ideal, or perish. (24)%
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In a similar fashion to the distinction he draws between the ethical so-
cialism described here — ‘that which is common is us alP’- and economic
socialism, Spengler proceeds to make the case that the expansionist dy-
namism common to both the English and the Prussians results in two
mutually exclusive world outlooks: an individualist one and a collectivist
one. While Spengler had already alluded to ‘the English intellect’ and even
spoke of the ‘English-Judaic’ thought of Marx and Bentham in Volume 1
of The Decline of the West,** Prussianism and Socialism is the first text in
which he makes the case for the fundamental difference between the Prus-
sians and the English as two of the leading nations of Faustian culture.
Later, it will become an important theme in Volume 2 of his major work.
In Prussianism and Socialism, he asserts that the respective ‘soul’ of the two
peoples derives from the fact that they have different origins. The Prus-
sians are knightly peoples and the English are Vikings, ensuring that the
Faustian outlook they both share assumes a difterent form:

But the Viking spirit and the communal spirit of the Teutonic knights gradually
gave rise to two antithetical ethical imperatives. One side carried the Germanic
idea actively within itself, while the other felt subject to it: personal independence
on the one hand, and suprapersonal community spirit on the other. Today we call
these concepts individualism and socialism. (31)

Therefore, Faustian moral dyanism can take an individual or a collective
form, ensuring that the looming conflict between money and tradition in
the era of Faustian civilisation is overlaid by a clash between an English
community of economic contentment and a Prussian community of duty —
salary versus rank, job versus occupation, free trade versus autarky, ‘the
Englishman’s garb’ versus the Prussian ‘wearing of uniforms’ introduced
by the soldier-king Frederick William I of Prussia (37). The watchword of
this battle is: ‘Every man for himself: that is English; every man for every
one else: that is Prussian’ (34).

Spengler then proceeds to discuss ‘Socialism as a Way of Life’. He
describes Prussian socialism as ingrained in the instinct and conscious-
ness of the Prussians, who form a ‘race in the spiritual sense’ (22) and
are metaphysically predisposed to leading an ethical existence defined by
self-sacrifice. Here it becomes apparent that Spengler’s essentialist view
of cultures also applies to his understanding of the various nations and
peoples within those cultures. It must be stressed, however, that Spengler
is not claiming that all Prussians or English people are destined to act in a
particular way. Moreover, on several occasions, Prussianism and Socialism
highlights how there are many &iological Prussians who nonetheless enter-
tain anti-Prussian, English ideas, such as the text’s main bogeyman, ‘the
German Michel’ (8). ‘Michel’ entertains a host of illusions in democracy
and republicanism. Indeed, Spengler himself is no Prussian in terms of his
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birth and heritage. As with The Decline of the West, Spengler’s description
of the Prussians and the English as 7aces is a metaphysical category, not a
racial one.

Nonetheless, there is one passage in Prussianism and Socialism in which
Spengler talks of 7ace as expressing itself in certain ‘physical qualities’ (29).
Presumably this relates to the way in which habitual and typical condi-
tions, particularly in the way in which individuals move, eat, talk, dress
and comport themselves, express both individual choices and social norms
or values. However, given the abundance of the term ‘blood’ within
Prussianism and Socialism, it is not entirely clear whether those reading
Spengler’s book would have been able to grasp the distinction between
biology and metaphysics in respect of the traits he sees as marking out
certain peoples and ‘races’ from others. He is possibly even counting on
this. That is to say, perhaps the invocation of blood is a rhetorical device
within a text that abounds with bombast and calls to political action, a
way of infusing his target audience with nationalist fervour and pride. A
racialist-inspired conservative reading this text would certainly have no
objections to Spengler’s emphasis on the historical significance of ‘Viking
blood’ (32) or to his contention that the socialist traits of the Prussians
‘are not to be found on paper, they are in the blood” (53). These and
similar statements seem to give credence to the idea that the biological
basis of a particular people largely determines its socio-political life and
the inevitability of its coming into conflict with other peoples. In Chapter
7, we will see how Spengler’s problematic rhetoric on race relates to his
discussion of the so-called Jewish question in his attempt to outline a
theory of race distinct from that of the National Socialists.

In the short section on Marx that follows ‘Englishmen and Prussians’,
Spengler contends that Marx’s thought conflates the struggle between
these great peoples with the struggle between social classes. Marx’s
approach is ‘purely English’ (71) insofar as it is English political economy
turned on its head. Although Marx develops a critique of thinkers such as
Adam Smith, Spengler claims that this critique proceeds from the same
fundamental assumption that human behaviour can be best understood
through the prism of concepts such as wealth, labour, commodities and
profit. Spengler calls this outlook the ‘capitalism of the working class’
(75) because, he argues, Marxism foregrounds the proletariat’s envy of
the propertied classes and their wealth: ‘Class egoism is raised to a prin-
ciple’ (ibid.). It is for this reason that Spengler dismisses working-class
strike action as the embodiment of a money-driven, Marxist outlook.
Such action represents the most #nsocialist act imaginable: ‘the most
unsocialistic aspect of Marxism. It is the classical feature of its origins in a
trader philosophy that Marx adhered to by instinct and habit’ (77). True
socialism, by contrast, would never seek to organise one section of society
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against another, but would merely ask how those in various professions,
estates and classes can serve the whole.

Spengler claims that Marx ‘was merely the stepfather of socialism.
There are elements of socialism that are older, deeper and more funda-
mental than his critique of society. Such elements existed without him and
continued to develop without him and actually in opposmon to him’ (3).
Spengler argues, moreover, that true — Prussian — socialism is instinctual
and has no need of the elaborate theoretical concepts in Marx’s ‘sparkly
construction’ (69). The quantification of labour power is an alien concept
to the true Prussian: work can never be understood as a mere commodity
to be bought and sold. It is a calling, as expressed in the German word
Beruf, ‘a duty towards the community’ (77). It is for this reason that
Spengler accuses Marx of being a good materialist but a poor psycholo-
gist (69). The elaborate models of political economy are ignorant of the
different cultural souls and dispositions of the various peoples within the
late Faustian world. They cannot explain why in Prussia social status is
defined not by wealth, but by social rank as a reward for best serving the
community. Finally, Spengler claims that Marx’s ideas will not be able to
exert an enduring influence on the late Faustian world because the age
of Zilisation will be one of action, not theory and programmes: “We
latecomers of the West have become sceptics. Ideological systems will no
longer lead us astray. Programmes belong to the previous century. We do
not want any more sentences. We want to be ourselves’ (4).

This dismissal of Marx as a superficial socialist whose thought represents
the most ideological version of rationalist, urban thought in Zzvilisation
allows Spengler to develop his more fundamental point that Marxism and
socialism are not variations on an overarching political theme or shades of
opinion within the same movement, but as at odds with each other as are
the two souls of the two great Faustian nations.

Work and Wages

Given the space that Spengler devotes to Marx, it is worth pointing out
that this rejection of Marx as a thinker who understands humans as ex-
clusively material beings is problematic for at least two reasons. To begin
with, Marx does not, as Spengler implies, treat labour like any other com-
modity. Marx describes capitalism as generalised commodity production
in which labour power itself becomes a universal commodity for exchange,
but he is adamant that labour power is a special commodity: it is unique
in that it is able to produce value above and beyond its own value. This is
what Marx calls surplus labour as the basis of surplus value — including in
the form of producing and repairing machinery. Indeed, Marx’s critique
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of the capitalist division of labour is not restricted to pointing out that
capital incessantly robs the worker of this surplus labour in the quest for
surplus value, or what he calls ‘dead labour, which, vampire-like, lives only
by sucking living labor, and lives the more, the more labour it sucks’.?5
Above and beyond this basic point, Marx’s oppositon to alienated labour
under capitalism is informed by the idea that humanity has been sub-
sumed by the profit-driven division of labour and the kind of thinking
in money of which Spengler is so scathing. Instead of facilitating the full
and rounded development of each and every individual in harmony with
the general good (‘From each according to his abilities, to each according
to his needs!”),?® the capitalist division of labour stultifies individual and
social development through work that is degrading and alienating.

Marx’s critique of alientated wage labour also informs his understand-
ing of the significance of strike action under capitalism. This is far from
as one-sided and ‘English’ as Spengler seeks to portray it. For Marx, the
conflict between workers and their employers — whether in the form of
go-slows, laziness, absenteeism or full-blown strikes and sabotage actions —
is an inevitable feature of the capitalist mode of production. It will occur
whether or not there is an influential Communist Party informed by
Marxist principles. For this reason, in his seminal speech to the General
Council of the International Workingman’s Association in 1865, Marx
refers to strikes as the ‘unavoidable guerilla fights incessantly springing
up from the never ceasing encroachments of capital’.?” Although such
actions can give the workers an impression of their own strength and the
importance of their organisation, trade unions and strikes do not inher-
ently pose a challenge to capitalism and the logic of the wages system.
Quite the opposite, in fact: the limitation of working-class organisations
to trade unions and strikes, particularly in the form of calls for “fair pay’
or a bigger share of the wealth of what Spengler calls the ‘community’, is
tully compatible with the understanding of labour as a commodity. Marx’s
fundamental point is that it is precisely the lessening of human labour
to a thing to be bought and sold on the market that must be overcome.
As he points out, trade unions can actually represent an obstacle to this
endeavour: ‘Instead of the conservative motto: “A fuir day’s wage for a fair
day’s work!” they [the trade unions] ought to inscribe on their banner the
revolutionary watchword: “Abolition of the wages system!”* Spengler is thus
misplaced in trying to portray Marx as a typical representative of ‘the truly
English proletarian formulation’ of the ‘unequal distribution of wealth’
(45).

Spengler’s critical engagement with Marx is nonetheless a captivating
one and, as we will see below, Marx is not the only important socialist
thinker with whom he engages in his attempt to rally the German workers
to the banner of Prussian socialism.

printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

98 Oswald Spengler and the Politics of Decline

Prussianism and Socialism concludes with a section entitled “The
International’, which highlights the illusion of a peaceful world order,
as heralded by the outbreak of the First World War. Spengler argues that
turther military conflicts are a given and sketches out a future in which
the whole world will be economically coordinated and administered. Yet
will this world be run by Spengler’s dedicated, self-sacrificing, dutiful
Prussian soldiers and civil servants or by ruthless, self-interested, exploit-
ative English bankers and traders? These questions conclude the work,
alongside the warning that even though this question is yet to be decided,
the all-conquering Faustian soul in its final days makes one thing certain:

A genuine International is only possible as the victory of the idea of a single race
over all the others, and not as the mixture of all separate opinions into one colorless
mass. Let us have the courage of our scepticism and throw away the old ideology.
In history as it really is, there can be no reconciliation. Whoever believes in recon-
ciliation must suffer from a chronic terror at the absurd ways in which events pan
out, and he is only deceiving himself if he thinks that he can control them by means
of treaties. There is but one end to all the conflict, and that is death — the death of
individuals, of peoples, of cultures. Our own death still lies far ahead of us in the
murky darkness of the next thousand years. (84)

Leaving no doubts as to which side he chooses in the epic clash between
Prussian socialism and English capitalism before the eventual demise of
Faustian culture, Spengler writes, in a flurry of collective pronouns: “We
Germans, situated as we are in this century and bound by our inborn
instincts to the destiny of Faustian civilization, have within ourselves
rich and untapped potential, but we have immense tasks ahead of us too’
(ibid.).

This is a significant point regarding Spengler’s political thought. Far
from being the determinist he is often portrayed as, he recognises that the
possibilities for the advance of the German nation are not simply provided
by the forces of history, but depend on the conscious action of historical
actors seeking to organise the nation with the values and ideas it needs
in order to succeed against others. That he chooses to throw his weight
behind the Germans thus reveals more about Spengler as a politician than
it does about the logic consistency of his historical morphology. As we
will see in the following chapters, depending on the particular context
in which Spengler is writing and organising, this commitment to the
German nation finds reflection in a variety of political plans and projects.

What is most striking about Prussianism and Socialism, however, is that
it makes the case for Germany in emotionally charged rhetoric about the
inherently socialist nature of its inhabitants. Although secondary literature
has recognised that Spengler, as a thinker of the Conservative Revolution,
is embracing the ‘ingenious’ idea of reformulating ‘a potentially threaten-
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ing idea, socialism, to suit indigenous German traditions’, discussions on
what Spengler exactly understands by a German Prussian-socialist state
or how he attempts to intervene directly in the politics of the SPD have
hardly been forthcoming.?”

The Prussian-Socialist State of the Future

Now that we have summarised the main arguments of Prussianism and
Socialism, let us take a closer look at how Spengler describes a state in-
tormed by the principles of Prussian socialism in this text. Perhaps because
of his idea that political programmes and ideologies belong to a past age
and must be discarded if Germany is to advance, Prussianism and Social-
wsm’s description of Spengler’s Prussian-socialist state is not particularly
detailed. Towards the end of the text, however, there is a long passage that
is worth quoting in its entirety:

The “state of the future’ is a state of civil servants. That is one of the inevitable final
conditions toward which our civilization is steadily moving ... The big trusts have
already virtually become private states exercising a protectorate over the official
state. Prussian socialism, however, means incorporating these economic states of
the individual professions into the state in its entirety. The point of contention
between conservatives and proletarians is actually by no means about the need
for an authoritarian socialist system, which could be avoided by adopting the
American system (that is the hope of the German liberals), but about the question
of supreme command. It may seem as though two socialist alternatives exist today,
one from above and another from below, both in a dictatorial form. Yet in reality
both would gradually end up in the same ultimate form. (90)

What becomes apparent from this description of Spengler’s ideal state
is that the democratic basis of the Weimar Republic established in 1919
must be overturned if Germany is to succeed. Moreover, at this point in
his career, Spengler wishes to see the return of a monarch who will preside
over the strong state and act according to the principle once expressed by
Frederick the Great: ‘T am the first servant of the state’ (87). The seeming
victory of the republican principle in Weimar Germany amounts to noth-
ing other than the state’s purchase by moneyed interests: ‘If we set aside all
illusions, today a republic means the corruptability of the executive wing
of the state by private capital’ (91). Whereas many of the followers of
Marx and Engels believe that a democratic republic can become the form
of working-class rule,® Spengler claims that ‘it is precisely the republican
form of government’ that has ‘nothing to do with socialism’ (13).

The only mention of democratisation in Prussianism and Socialism
comes in relation to the equal esteem in which all forms of work will be
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held within Spengler’s proposed state: ‘there is no difference in the ethical
value of labour — this is Prussian-style democratization. The judge and the
scholar perform “work” just as much as the miner or the lathe operator
do’ (77). This is no mere rhetorical flourish, for Spengler hopes that the
state will exert such an influence over society that it will determine the
wages of each and every kind of employment in the country: ‘planning the
scales carefully according to the overall economic situation of the time, in
the interest of all and not of any one profession. That is the principle of
salary scales for civil servants, applied to all occupations’ (77). The execu-
tive organ overseeing this work will not be a democratically elected parlia-
ment, but an appointed ‘administrative council’ (66). Spengler thus posits
that history has presented Germany with three paths of development: the
dictatorship of capital in the form of republicanism, the dictatorship of
the proletariat, and his desired option of a dictatorship of the civil servants
in an almost martially organised, top-down state — from each according to
his ability, to each according to the needs of the military state.

Spengler’s remarkable sketch of German socialism reflects the extent
to which he and other thinkers of his time from conservative, liberal and
socialist traditions are animated by notions of what we would now call
postcapitalist economics. The aim of such thinking is to create a command
economy that can rein in the the negative social consequences of market
economics. In Germany, this idea — war socialism (Kriegssozialismus) —
becomes prominent as a result of the experience of the rationalising and
planning of economic resources needed to conduct a full-scale war.3! The
concept is personified by the statesman Walter Rathenau in his leader-
ship of the War Department of Raw Materials (Kriegsrohstoffabteiluny).
The notion of the superiority of a state-run economy has significant
purchase beyond Germany too. In December 1916, for instance, Lenin
looks to the German military state’s Weapons and Munitions Procurement
Office (WuMBA) as an example of what rationalised state planning could
achieve: ‘All propaganda for socialism must be refashioned from abstract
and general to concrete and directly practical: expropriate the banks and,
relying on the masses, carry out in their interests the very same thing the
W.U.M.B.A. is carrying out in Germany!*

At first sight, Spengler’s emphasis on state planning, mechanistic eco-
nomic decisions and rationalist wage-setting appears to be at odds with
his organicist understanding of state and society that we discussed in
Chapter 3. However, just as Spengler claims that the German aristocracy
must not hark back to the feudal past, but must assert its values using
the means and methods of the modern world, so he argues that a true
community can only succeed in Faustian Zivilisation if it draws on the
the latest developments in communications and industrial technology.
Reflecting the ideological spirit of the circles such as those around the eco-
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nomically left-wing but politically right-wing journal Die Tiz,® Spengler
hopes that authoritarianism and monarchist tradition can combine with
modern working practices and state planning in order to create a third
way between the Russian Revolution and the spirit of English Viking
capitalism.

Factional Gambles

How does Spengler make the case for his peculiar brand of socialism and
why does he appear to be convinced that this idea might take root in Ger-
many, where Marxist socialism is a far more powerful force in the workers’
movement than in England? In order to answer these questions, we must
turn to Spengler’s intervention into the factional politics of the SPD. In
this respect, Prussianism and Socialism is engaged in a peculiar balancing
act. On the one hand, it seeks to cast certain aspects of the SPD’s politics
and achievements as a shining example of Spengler’s own Prussian social-
ist outlook. On the other hand, it portrays as English those aspects of the
socialist movement with which he disagrees.

Spengler is well aware of the language of German social democracy in
his time and of the factional shades within its ranks. One example of this
comes in Prussianism and Socialism’s citation of Drei Jahre Weltrevolution
(46), a pamphlet written in 1917 by the German SPD Reichstag deputy
Paul Lensch.3* In 1914, Lensch and his allies in what will become Die
Glocke group (a publication established in 1915) come to the conclusion
that the First World War actually represents a revolutionary process, in
which a German victory can break Britain’s supremacy in the world and
thus open up a space for genuinely Marxist, German SPD-type organisa-
tions to develop, as opposed to the Labourite, trade unionist organisa-
tions that dominate the British workers’ movement. In other words,
Germany must be victorious in the name of social progress.>®> What is
remarkable about this is that Lensch was once a pupil of Rosa Luxemburg
and a household name of the radical, anti-imperialist wing of the SPD.

On occasion, the SPD leadership draws on the arguments of Die Glocke
in order to make the case for continued SPD support for the politics of
civil peace, but the overtly chauvinist tone of those in Lensch’s faction
ensures that it is generally viewed with suspicion by the SPD as whole.
Hence, the group has to chart a course between its erstwhile allies from
the left, who are now opponents, and the pro-war majority of the party. In
the ideologically charged atmosphere of the November Revolution, how-
ever, there is a cross-fertilisation of nationalism and socialist-inspired ide-
ology — spawning such projects as Hitler’s National Socialism, Spengler’s
Prussian socialism and Ernst Niekisch’s National Bolshevism3® — and the
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ideas of Lensch and his co-thinkers play a significant role in this process.
Spengler himself is clearly interested in the group and even has some
connections with it: he corresponds both with Lensch and another of
the leading figures around Die Glocke, the trade unionist and SPD par-
liamentarian August Winnig, who laters becomes a prominent vilkisch
opponent of both the Weimar Republic and the SPD itself. Lensch writes
to Spengler ‘on the occasion of Goethe’s 170%™ birthday” in August 1919
to thank him for his ‘wonderful book’ (Volume 1 of Der Untergany des
Abendlandes), of which Lensch writes a glowing review in the Deutsche
Allgemeine Zeituny 3" Spengler arranges for his publisher to send Winnig
a copy of Prussianism and Socialism., for which Winnig is most grateful.®8

These personal and intellectual connections, which have been largely
overlooked by secondary literature,?® are crucial to an understanding of
Prussianism and Socialism in two respects. First, it is clear that Spengler
believes that his arguments will be received with enthusiasm by cer-
tain nationalist circles in and around the SPD: his gamble on winning
over the ‘sensible’ sections of the German workers to his project is thus
informed by the conviction that his ideas will fall on fertile ground.
Second, although Lensch and his co-thinkers, such as Heinrich Cunow
and Konrad Haenisch, remain — in contrast to Spengler — committed to
developing the politics of Marxism, there is a striking overlap between
Spengler’s and Lensch’s analysis of the role of England and the English
workers’ movement, which are seen as embodying a variety of thinking-
in-money in its uninspired syndicalism. By contrast, both Lensch and
Spengler see the German SPD as a truly nationalist organisation that
fights for political power, not economic improvement.

Spengler portrays the SPD as a once great institution that has recently
fallen from grace through its role in ending the war and overthrowing
the Kaiser’s state. He views these actions not as the culmination of the
party’s anti-war and republican-Marxist propaganda over four decades,
but as betraying its true essence, which was once expressed during the
stewardship of its most iconic leader, August Bebel (1840-1913). Bebel’s
extraordinary career sees him rise from extreme poverty to international
prominence as a Social Democratic leader and gifted SPD parliamentar-
ian through his activity in both the Leipzig Workers® Education League
and several women’s campaigning groups.*? For Spengler, the SPD under
Bebel is less a Marxist-inspired proponent of economic socialism than
a genuinely Prussian product of an almost dictatorial leadership. Bebel
comes in for much praise by Spengler, who, as we saw in Chapter 1, liked
to listen in on the SPD leader’s famed Reichstag speeches as a student.
Had Bebel not died in 1913, then — Spengler feels — he would have had
no hesitation, in 1918, in reaffirming the party’s true Prussian spirit of 4
August 1914 by ushering in a dictatorship that would violently impose its
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will on society: ‘this is the way to give back the standing that the monar-
chy, the authority of the state and the military appear to have hopelessly
lost’; only this can lead Germany out of disgraceful situation she finds
herself in..*!

In a fashion not dissimilar to the German communists’ accusations of
SPD betrayal — “Who betrayed us? The Social Democrats!” (‘Wer hat uns
verraten? Sozialdemokraten!’) — Spengler makes the audacious claim that if
Bebel had not died before the revolution, the party would have embarked
on the Prussian-socialist course championed by Spengler. So not only
does the Spengler of Prussianism and Socialism, pace Struve’s claims about
Spengler’s overlooking the workers,*? recognise the existence of the work-
ing class as a political factor, he actually attempts to gain the ear of those
sections of the SPD who feel disgruntled by the role of the party in the
revolution. In seeking to do so, Spengler’s critique of the SPD’s behaviour
during the November Revolution occasionally borders on the volun-
taristic. He is convinced that, under the ‘Prussian’ Bebel, heads would
have rolled under the rule of his ‘iron hand’ (8) and the SPD would have
renounced democratic forms and alliances with bourgeois parties in the
Weimar Coalition. After all, he asks, was the SPD not organised rather
like a military machine under Bebel that could be expanded to the German
state as a whole? It is Bismarck, whose worker protection laws had cre-
ated Prussian socialism, that the SPD should be looking to emulate, not
his liberal or Catholic opponents. Arguing that the English and Prussian
workers” movements are irreconcilably different, Spengler claims:

The wages paid to Prussian officers and civil servants since the days of Frederick
William I were ridiculously small in comparison with the sums required to belong
even to the middle classes in England. But the Prussians had worked harder, more
selflessly, and more honestly. The real compensation for this work is rank. It was
the same in the SPD under Bebel. This workers’ state-within-a-state did not want
to get rich, it wanted to rule. During their enforced strikes these workers more
than often went hungry, but they did so in the interest of gaining power, not of
higher wages. They struck in support of a philosophy that was purportedly or
actually opposed to that of their employers. They struck for a moral principle, and
a defeat in their battle could ultimately mean a moral victory. English workers are
completely unable to understand this. (46)

This ‘Prussian’ reading of the SPD’s history and its leader Bebel, who
until his death is popularly known as the ‘Shadow Kaiser’,*? is sentenced
to over two years in jail for treason and lese-majesté and is seen as the
figurehead in the struggle for Marxist socialism against Bismarckian state
socialism, is of course deeply problematic. Nonetheless, Spengler is able
to recognise and exploit what he views as an ambiguity within German
social democracy over its attitude to the war and the question of Germany
defending herself against foreign belligerence and aggression — not least in
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the face of the charge that the party was little more than an organisation
of scoundyels without a fatheriand. While Bebel was certainly no advocate
of war with England and generally favoured rapprochement between the
European powers,* in a famous speech at the SPD’s Essen Congress in
1907, he claimed that if Germany were to be invaded from the East by
Russia, then he would be the first to defend the fatherland, ‘to put my
rifle on my shoulder and to go off to war against Russia’.*® Indeed, he
argued, the defence of Germany without the support of the SPD would
be inconceivable.*® Spengler appears to be tapping into this controversy
over the role that socialists should play in the event of war, a controversy
that continued even after the First World War.

As with his critique of Marx, the question of whether Spengler’s argu-
ment is accurate or reasonable is secondary: what is most notweworthy is
the fact that he deems it politically expedient to engage polemically with
the SPD in this fashion. His narrative about the purportedly authoritarian
SPD and Bebel also allows him to spin the political behaviour of the SPD
during the November Revolution as a stab in the back by the invisible
English forces within the country, as a case of ‘insubordination in the
army and in the workers’ party at the same time’ (46). As such, he claims,
the SPD’s Prussian will to power under Bebel has become anglicised,
degenerating from a philosophy of power into an obsession with penny-
pinching, trade-union struggles.

Spengler’s critique aims to show how things could have been, and
still could be, different. However, this is not the end of his discussion of
German social democracy. Spengler cites Ferdinand Lassalle’s Was nun?
(1863)* as an inspiration for his proposed alliance between the German
aristocracy and the genuinely Prussian working class, thereby creating fur-
ther distance between his socialism and that of Marx, who is highly critical
of the contradictory Lassalle.*® (Spengler omits to mention Bebel’s con-
tribution to the ‘Eisenacher’ wing of the SPD in its ideological struggle
against Lassallean ideas).

Through his strict, dictatorial leadership of the General German
Workers® Association (ADAV), Lassalle contributes to breaking the
German working class from liberalism and to establishing an independent
working-class party, as outlined in his famous Offenes Antwortschreiben
(1863),* which makes the case for the working class forming its own
social institutions. Widely read and discussed, this open letter created the
basis of the ADAV and thus the SPD, whose rallies and demonstrations
are often fronted by pictures of Lassalle alongside Marx. Simultaneously,
however, Lassalle holds a number of opinions that are inimical to the idea
of the German working class pursuing its own political project. These
include his view that the Prussian state should provide funding for worker
cooperatives and his flirtation with a possible alliance with Bismarck and
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the German Junker class against the bourgeoisie. In this limited sense,
Lassalle might be considered an intellectual forefather of Spengler. At this
point in his career at least, Spengler appears to share Lassalle’s view that
the rise of the bourgeoisie can only have incapacitating effects on the state.
Both, interestingly enough, write their doctoral dissertation on Heraclitus.
Spengler doubtless finds something of aristocratic virtue in Lassalle too,
who died in a duel for the love of Countess Sophie von Hartzfeld.

It is striking just how conversant the conservative Spengler is with the
various socialist discourses of his time. Hence, Horst Moller is incorrect
to argue that Spengler’s specific interpretation of socialism ‘had nothing
to do with Bernstein’s revisionism or the socialism of social democracy’.%°
We have demonstrated just how acquainted Spengler is with the various
competing understandings of socialism within the SPD throughout its
existence.

There are two overriding reasons why Spengler is not successful in his
attempts to win over the working classes to nationalism at this time. First,
as recent historiographical scholarship has shown, the model state out-
lined in Prussianism and Socialism — that is, the supposed coming together
of the German nation on 4 August 1914 — is more myth than reality.5!
For all of Spengler’s criticisms of ideological systems and schemes, his
desired Prussian state and the reality of Buryfiieden in Germany is an
idealised one. Worried by what the conflict will mean for their existence,
German peasants and workers do not flood into the town squares in order
to express their joy at the outbreak of war; such sentiment was largely
restricted to students and the middle classes. Second, Spengler clearly feels
that those such as Lensch and Winnig represent important sections of the
nationalist-influenced German working class that can be won over to his
project. But these figures and their followers in the workers’ movement
gradually sink into insignificance during the early years of the Weimar
Republic. Lensch leaves the SPD altogether in 1922. Winnig is expelled
from both the SPD and the trade-union movement following his support
for the aborted putsch against the Weimar state in March 1920 led by
the generals Wolfgang Kapp and Walter von Liittwitz. However, as we
will see in the following chapters, Spengler’s attempts to overthrow the
Weimar Republic extend well beyond that year.

Method and Motivation

Having discussed how Spengler secks to intervene in the socialist move-
ment of his time, we should now consider a further contextual factor in
the development of his Prussian socialism — the dominance of notions of
Germanness (Deutschitum) during and after the First World War. There are
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two influences in particular that should be taken into consideration when
analysing the emergence of his Prussian socialism. They highlight how
both the Prussian and socialist aspects of his Prussian socialism are perhaps
not the invention of Spengler, but a sign of the times in which he is seek-
ing to apply his philosophical ideas to the world around him.

First, it is evident that the creation of an antagonism between English
and German culture is no invention of Spengler’s, but is in the mould
of the ideological mobilisation of the German people during the war,
and the attempts on the part of philosophers such as Rudolf Eucken
and Paul Natorp to create what Hermann Liibbe calls a ‘metaphysics
of Germanness’ (‘Deutschtumsmetaphysik’).>? This attempt to formu-
late philosophically a unique German identity distinct from the other
warring nations is a guiding principle of the Conservative Revolution.
Ernst Troeltsch, Johann Plenge and Werner Sombart are pioneering in
this regard, with the latter publishing a 1915 treatise under the revealing
title Traders and Heroes (Héindler und Helden — the latter, of course, being
the Germans). Troeltsch distinguishes, as does Spengler, between the
individualism of the English gentleman’s trader philosophy and German
ideas of self-denying community. Spengler also shares with his allies in the
German conservative movement a focus on the youth — students in and
around the fraternities and conservative clubs in particular — as an agent
of reasserting Germanness. He refers to this ‘young generation’ not in
terms of their age, but rather their ‘power of judgement’ and their ‘sense
of responsibility’; those who have neither will always be far too young for
politics, he adds.*

Second, several terms and concepts within Spengler’s historical mor-
phology — not least the emphasis on Faustian culture and the philosophi-
cal distinction between Kultur and Zivilisation discussed in the previous
chapters — are important tropes in the competing political discourse on
both sides of the trenches in the First World War. Whereas French and
British pro-war intellectuals claim to be fighting for ‘civilisation’, those in
Germany inscribed on their banners the slogan of ‘culture’.>* As Georg
Lukdcs puts it, Kultur is a leitmotif in ‘reactionary German philosophy’,
with the ideological struggle against the democratisation of Germany
taking place behind the banner of this antagonism, with Ziilisation repre-
senting everything bad about capitalism, particularly Western democracy,
and with truly German, organic Kultur standing opposed to it.>®

Notwithstanding Spengler’s position within this broader current of
German-nationalist intellectuals, John Farrenkopf speciously claims that
Spengler cannot be accused of jumping on the ideological bandwagon
of metaphysical Germanness in the way that those such as Plenge and
Troeltsch do.> The reason Farrenkopf offers is that, for Spengler, it is
the overarching, cyclical conception of history that is ultimately decisive,
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not an idealisation of Germanness. However, this contention overlooks
the significance of Spengler’s understanding of the modern Germans as
metaphysically unique and predisposed to stamping their authority on
the great struggles of the twentieth century. As such, it is another exam-
ple of scholarship underestimating the subjective, German-nationalist
factor in the development of Spengler’s political and historical thought.
Farrenkopf’s assertion nonetheless raises a key question regarding the
relationship between Spengler’s morphology of history and his concrete
proposals to influence the remaining days of Faustian Zivilisation. Let us
conclude our discussion of Prussianism and Socialism by looking at this
matter in more detail.

Clemens Vollnhals argues that Spengler’s Prussian socialism merely
amounts to ‘playing games with the concept of socialism ... a flirtatious
pose occasioned by the time’.5” The implication here is that Spengler’s
socialism is little more than unprincipled short-termist political posturing
through which he seeks to popularise his authoritarian-nationalist project at
a time when socialist discourse dominates parties and movements from the
far left to the far right. In a similar vein, Stefan Vogt contends that ‘authors
such as Spengler or [Edgar Julius] Jung had no intention of changing the
capitalist economic system’ and, unlike thinkers such as Hans Freyer, Hans
Zehrer and Otto Strasser of the Tatkreis, do not envision ‘forms of planned
economy and the socialization of certain means of production’.>®

Nonetheless, against Vogt’s claim, we have already established how the
Spengler of Prussianism and Socialism actually does sketch out a form of
military ‘planned economy’ for postwar Germany. Moreover, we have seen
how, contrary to Vollnhals, already in Volume 1 of The Decline of the West,
Spengler claims that socialism — at least in his particular appropriation of
the idea — represents the epochal destiny of the Faustian people in the age
of Zivilisation. To dismiss out of hand the substance of Spengler’s com-
mitment — however fleeting — to a German nationalist form of socialism
at this point in his life is to overlook two important aspects of his political
thought: for one, it underestimates the utopian nature of his writing in
the context of the Conservative Revolution after the First World War;
and, for another, it is oblivious to something more fundamental about the
originality and inventiveness Spengler shows in the constantly evolving
nature of his political thought. While his approach is always informed by
fundamental principles that flow from his morphology of history (in this
case, the rejection of democracy and the embrace of ethical socialism),
he is invariably pragmatic when seeking to apply these principles to his
political activities and assessing the implications that the events around
him should have for his plans for the future of Germany:.

Moreover, it should be noted that Prussianism and Socialism is not
the first time that Spengler attempts to modify some of his principles in
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order to make them appeal to a working-class audience. Before the fall
of the Hohenzollern monarchy, Spengler was an ‘opportunistic advocate
of the quasi-democratization of the Second Reich’ who was willing to
abolish the three-tier suffrage system in Prussia.>® This system effectively
excluded the working class from the ballot box by linking the weight of
the popular vote to the amount of tax that each voter paid to the state.
Spengler felt that putting an end to this injustice might help to dampen
the strong opposition of the working class in Prussia and integrate it
into the Wilhelmine Empire. Once again, this is a matter of efficacy,
of ‘instinct’, over political principle — a concession even to Spengler’s
hated democracy in an attempt to strengthen the nation.®® To understand
Spengler’s political thought, therefore, it is necessary to consider both his
methodological claims to objectivity and his subjective motivations and
instincts at any given point, and not to draw all-ecompassing conclusions
from just one of his texts.

However, as we will establish in the following chapters, the abundance
of socialist rhetoric in Prussianism and Socialism proves rather short-lived
in Spengler’s career; his commitment to socialism is certainly not an
enduring feature of his thought. By the publication of Volume 2 of The
Decline of the West in 1922, Spengler appears to have abandoned altogether
the notion that the working class can meaningfully contribute to the bold
political leadership demanded by Faustian Zivilisation. There his focus is
squarely on the virtues of aristocratic leadership. Moreover, as we have
seen, Spengler’s particular emphasis on ethical socialism actually entails
the inversion of socialism in any meaningful sense of the word: democracy
becomes the authoritarian state, internationalism becomes imperialism,
and the eradication of inequality gives way to an embrace of rank and
hierarchy. In contrast to other thinkers who attempt to win over the work-
ing classes to a project of national unity, such as Max Weber, Friedrich
Naumann or even Lensch, the Spengler of Prussianism and Socialism has
next to nothing by way of proposals to address the social question (die
sozinle Frage) in German society. Seen in this light, the concluding passage
of Prussianism and Socialism — “We are socialists. We do not wish to have
been so in vain’ (99) — reads almost ironically. This must have also been
the the case for the tens of thousands who read the pamphlet, for such
bombastic statements only blur the already vague distinction between
economic and ethical socialism, which is far from readily apparent or
understandable from an informal reading of the pamphlet. (As we will see
in Chapter 7, Spengler is later compelled to respond to this very criticism
on the part of some of his detractors on the German right.)

The socialist rhetoric and the ‘utopian traits®! that characterise
Prussianism and Socialism must therefore be explained with reference to the
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context within which they are written. The idealistic and future-orientated
prose of Prussianism and Socialism reflects, and feeds into, the heady ideo-
logical atmosphere of the time and belies the dominant reading of his
thought as pessimistic or fatalistic. Even H. Stuart Hughes’s more nuanced
distinction between short-term optimism and long-term pessimism in
Spengler’s ideas does not actually apply to Prussianism and Socialism — the
work abounds with optimistic references to the future and little by way
of the gloomier, longer-term predictions for the fate of the Abendland.®
What is particularly noteworthy with regard to the evolution of Spengler’s
thought is that the concept of Caesarismm — alluded to in Volume 1 of The
Decline of the West, but not explained in detail until Volume 2 in 1922 —
appears just once in Prussianism and Socialism to describe the destiny of
party politics in all the nations of Faustian Zivilisation: “The relationship
between party leaders and the party, between the party and the masses,
will become more raw, more transparent, and more brazen. That is the
beginning of Caesarism’ (67). In 1919, then, this concept is by no means
as central to his thought as it will later become in both Volume 2 of The
Decline of the West and his subsequent publications.

The only critic who has grasped something of Spengler’s tendency to
restyle himself politically as and when he feels the situation demands is
Ernst Bloch. He writes: ‘He [ Spengler] first bet on a German victory, then
he airily turned himself into a “socialist” and there he salvaged some of the
Prussian rhetoric that he had kept at the ready.’s® Accordingly, Bloch talks
of several Spenglers: the historical morphologist, the journalist prophet
completely detached from this historical morphology, and then a third,
isolated and overly trenchant Spengler whose life is characterised by the
pretence of prophecy, but who no longer possesses the intellectual abilities
he once did.%*

Bloch never fully develops this noteworthy point of departure through
a focused study of the developments and changes within Spengler’s politi-
cal thought across his career. But now that we have outlined Spengler’s
alternative of Prussian socialism and what the book reveals about him as
a historical actor in revolutionary Germany, we are in a position to trace
further the development of his ideas through an analysis of how he works
with others in the anti-republican German conservative movement to
overthrow the Weimar Republic. Moreover, we can establish whether and
to what extent the ideal future state of Prussianism and Socialism and the
concomitant rhetoric of the Conservative Revolution find reflection in his
subsequent political writings.
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CHAPTER 6

Rebuilding the German Reich

Llusion and Failure

The focus of this chapter is Spengler’s political work, launched by the
enormous impact of his Prussianism and Socialism, in the ‘years of crisis™
faced by the young Weimar Republic. Particularly in the period between
1919 and 1924, Spengler is an influential publicist, networker and or-
ganiser in the broad nationalist movement that devotes its energies to
dislodging the Weimar Republic in the course of the latter’s troubled exis-
tence. This represents a particular challenge for him because he must draw
on his detailed understanding of the epoch to develop solutions to rapidly
changing problems.

This chapter will shed light on Spengler’s political practice in this period
in two main respects. First, it will provide an outline of the role played
by Spengler in the consolidation of the German right and its plots to
replace the Berlin government with a National Directorate (Direktorium).
Spengler contributes to these plans through his close connections with
politicians, captains of industry and press barons. Second, this chapter
will provide an overview and critical assessment of his Rebuilding the
German Reich (1924). This 100-page book is worthy of a detailed dis-
cussion because, although less commercially successtul than Prussianism
and Socialism and The Hour of Decision, it is the closest thing to a politi-
cal programme that Spengler ever publishes. As we saw in the previous
chapter, he is generally dismissive of political programmes and objectives
as ideological and divorced from the reality of Faustian Zivilisation. For
this reason alone, Rebuilding the German Reich represents a milestone in
the development of Spengler’s political thought.

In spite of this important fact, however, secondary literature has almost
without exception failed to discuss the text in any detail. The outcome is
that Spengler research has not been able to account for the true significance
of Rebuilding the German Reich and how it is reflective of Spengler’s shift-
ing political priorities and objectives. The only chapter-length analyses of
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the text can be found in the studies by Sebastian Maafd and Thomas Tartsch.
Maaf¥’s book, as we discussed in Chapter 2, was pulped by the publisher.
Tartsch’s study remains utterly marginal even in Spengler studies.? Other
commentators on Rebuilding the German Reich view it as reflective of a
thinker whose political outlook is more tempered, moderate and less radical
than in the immediate aftermath of the November Revolution of 1918.
Domenico Conte, for instance, is of the view that Rebuilding the German
Reich and other texts from this period, unlike Prussianism and Socialism,
display a classically conservative character.® Similarly, Markus Henkel claims
that, notwithstanding Spengler’s ‘conservative-revolutionary frame of ref-
erence’, his politics should be placed within ‘the context of a German “Tory
Conservatism™.* The aim of this conservatism, Henkel adds, is ‘to help
Germany to its old greatness and to a modern political system, that should
be up to the tasks of the current democratic age as well as the politics of the
future that will be shaped by Caesarism”.5

This chapter will challenge these readings of Rebuilding the German
Reich. It will do so by reconstructing the context in which the text is writ-
ten and published, as well as through a discussion of how its demands to
rebuild Germany relate to the exhaustion of democracy and Caesarism
that Spengler finds in the late days of Faustian culture. In contrast to
Conte and Henkel, this chapter will demonstrate how Rebuilding the
German Reich reflects Spengler’s continued commitment to overthrowing
the democratic basis of the Weimar Republic and establishing the consti-
tutional framework for the emergence of a Caesar on German soil.

Finally, this chapter will offer a brief assessment of the other continu-
ities and discontinuities within Spengler’s political thought in the tumul-
tuous period between the publication of Prussianism and Socialism in 1919
and Rebuilding the German Reich in 1924. In so doing, we will further
develop our understanding of Spengler’s pragmatism — or opportunism,
depending on one’s interpretation — when seeking to apply his philosophy
of world history to the day-to-day contingencies of politics and power.

A Philosopher Lost in the Maze of Politics?

Spengler’s political activities following his newly found fame as a conser-
vative thinker can be broken down into three main categories. First, he
corresponds extensively with a range of leading German nationalists from
various areas of public life. Second, he expands his profile by giving a range
of speeches on the pressing issues of his time to various right-wing associa-
tions. Third, by means of telegrams, letters and face-to-face meetings that
take place across the whole of Germany, Spengler uses his ties to industry
in particular to set the political agenda by all means at his disposal.®
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Spengler’s correspondence during the early period of the Weimar
Republic forms something of a “‘Who’s Who’ of the German conservative
elite. It makes it clear that he must count amongst the best-connected
thinkers of his age. Besides links with the Crown Prince of Bavaria, he is
close to influential representatives from the core of the German economy.
These include industrial champion Paul Reusch, the mining millionaire
Hugo Stinnes, the media tycoon and leading German National People’s
Party (DNVP) member Alfred Hugenberg, whose ‘Hugenberg press’
provides a platform for an array of nationalist causes, and Gustav Krupp,
the steel magnate. In this period Spengler considers himself to be a tireless
campaigner and — although he might have disliked the term — lobbyist for
German industrial interests. On one occasion, for instance, he attempts
to organise a committee of industrial and agricultural representatives in
order to prepare a bill on taxation policy.” As we will see below;, this shift
in political focus from the nationalist sections of the working classes to
German commercial interests finds reflection in the nature of his writings
and proposals, even if he often becomes frustrated at the leading industri-
alists” not always following his advice to the letter.

Spengler gives speeches to the GAA-Gesellschaft, a society that pro-
vides a ‘forum for the exchange of ideas and the coordination of policy’
among the German elite and counts among its exclusive membership
‘politicians, writers, businessmen and officers’;® the Juni-Klub, a grouping
of conservative-revolutionary intellectuals established in Berlin by Arthur
Moeller van den Bruck and others, named after the month in which
Germany signed the Treaty of Versailles they hold in such contempt; and
elite clubs of German industry in the Ruhr and Hamburg, such as the
Hamburger Uberseeclub, which is founded in 1922 by the banker Max
Warburg in order to promote closer ties between industry and scholar-
ship. These appearances make Spengler something of a celebrity in the
conservative movement and facilitate his role as a networker within those
circles. His links, moreover, transcend party-political affiliation and extend
to all those he deems loyal to the German nation. Thus he rubs shoulders
with Franz von Papen and Martin Spahn, both of whom belong to the
Catholic Centre Party (Deutsche Zentrumspartei); Alfred von Tirpitz and
Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck of the DNVP; and Gustav von Kahr, a ‘most
traditional monarchist” and member of the Bavarian People’s Party, the
Bavarian wing of the Centre Party. In addition, von Kahr is an important
figure in the crisis of 1923, which we will discuss below.!?

Spengler’s connections do not stop at officially recognised organisa-
tions. In Bavaria, he enjoys close contact with the extraparliamentary
right. He corresponds with various figures from paramilitary groupings,
many of which are established in defiance of the restrictions on Germany’s
military forces imposed by the Treaty of Versailles. Such figures include
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Carl Waninger (founder of the Bavarian Stahlhelm); Georg Escherich of
the so-called Orgesch; and Captain Hermann Erhardt of the Fredkorps,
who headed the Consul organisation, one of Germany’s various patriotic
associations (vaterlindische Verbinde). All these semi-legal groupings are
viciously anti-communist and committed to the overthrow of the Weimar
Republic. Spengler contributes to raising funds to strengthen and expand
these paramilitary defence associations, especially those based in Bavaria.!!

At the same time, Spengler seeks to gain the ear of the parliamentarians
and even the presidents of the republic he is seeking to overthrow. He
often does so by offering information and access to influential contacts
in Germany and abroad.!? A case in point comes in his letter to Gustav
Stresemann on 23 September 1923. Spengler claims to be in contact with
the European representative of the right-wing South African General Jan
Smuts, who will shortly be visiting England. He feels that Stresemann
may be able to use Smuts’s influence in order to achieve the best pos-
sible outcome from German negotiations with the Entente powers over
reparations.

The immediate aim of this activity is twofold. On the one hand,
Spengler is attempting to unite in a single coordinating body, beyond the
party-political affiliations he despises, the very best and brightest repre-
sentatives of anti-Weimar German nationalism from the fields of politics,
economics, the military and the media. This is no straightforward task,
for the forces of the right in Weimar Germany are as disparate as they are
determined. On the other hand, Spengler expends much of his time and
energy on establishing a clandestine press headquarters (Pressezentrale) to
steer the output of the press with an invisible hand and thereby improve
the standing of right-wing and nationalist ideas in society.

Taken together, these projects are integral to Spengler’s overriding
ambition of German national renewal by ridding her of all republican
ideas and traditions. He is not particularly unique in his plans to over-
throw the Weimar Republic from the right. Several such plots are being
formulated at this time and, from the early 1920s, Spengler’s resident
Bavaria is increasingly the focal point of extreme right-wing organisations
and activities. In order to explore further Spengler’s attempts to intervene
in, and thus influence, Germany’s future in the era of Faustian Zivilisation,
let us now take a brief look at his attempt to establish a Pressezentrale to
turther the cause of conservatism.

In Chapter 4, we noted how The Decline of the West makes the case that
the “free press’ is a mere illusion and that the print media as a whole are
subordinate to the interests of a small number of individuals who seek
to tailor the political and intellectual agenda to their own interests.!?
Somewhat paradoxically, therefore, those calling for the press to be free
are, in fact, facilitating the continued concentration of the media in a
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tew hands. The ‘free press’ is thus grist to the mill of the emerging phe-
nomenon of Caesarism. Spengler maintains that this is doubly true when
local and national publications are beset with financial difficulties, as they
are in the early 1920s. In the face of such hardship, he is convinced that
money becomes even more significant to the evolution of the German
print media. In return for financial incentives, press outlets can be open to
editorial influence, with cash-strapped editors being coerced into running
prominently placed nationalist articles or opinion pieces. As he puts it:
‘Granting credit and providing financial support through advertisements
allows us to demand that certain articles and news pieces be published”.!*
Obviously, the financial backing of his allies in German industry would be
indispensable to his plans to shape the headlines, as these forces preside
over the necessary credit and funds.

In a memoir written in July 1922 and circulated amongst close con-
tacts, Spengler outlines the rationale for his work in seeking to influence

the press agenda:

We are concerned with taking the first steps to a non-public organisation of the
right-wing press.

The two most important reasons for such a body as are as follows:

1. The economic collapse of the newspapers, which has already affected a third
of them and, following the figures provided by the newspaper publishers at their
last conference, will affect another third by October (confidential) ...

2. The urgent necessity of arriving at uniform tactics in response to unfolding
political and economic events ... Until now, the individual editorial offices were
left to their own devices and their attitude was accordingly a mere expression of
personal ambition, academic unfamiliarity with the world and complete helpless-
ness when faced with the actual tasks of political journalism.'®

In order to pave the way for such nationalistic reportage — the “actual tasks
of political journalism’ — his proposed Pressezentrale has four main objec-
tives: to promote right-wing articles in various publications through fi-
nancial pressure; to unify the political line of newspapers owned by figures
sympathetic to the cause of the anti-Weimar right; to provide ‘material
support for those press outlets ... who are capable of higher political tasks
and outlooks’; and, finally, to discredit the left-wing and liberal press, and
harangue it with constant threats of expensive libel cases.!¢

Plans are even made for the central office of his Pressezentrale. Spengler
foresees its leadership as consisting of three men — Martin Spahn, Paul
Nikolaus Cosmann, editor of the Siddeutsche Monatshefte, and Spengler
himself, who is to run the office. Since Spengler is certain that Germany’s
tuture depends in no small measure on developments abroad, he plans to
establish an Intelligence Bureau for Foreign Affairs.!” This is to be run by
Ernst Graf zu Reventlow, a naval captain who toys with ideas of National
Bolshevism and eventually becomes a National Socialist. These plans pro-
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vide further evidence of how Spengler’s networks cut across the various
shadings of the German right and, indeed, across the political spectrum.
It should be noted that in 1923 zu Reventlow joins with Moeller van den
Bruck in contributing articles to the German Communist Party’s publi-
cation Die Rote Fahne. These articles constitute a polemic with leading
German communists over the role and significance of German national-
ism in the highly charged atmosphere of 1923.18

As evinced by his extensive correspondence from this period, Spengler
is optimistic regarding the prospects of his initiative. Through Reusch in
particular, he arranges for the transfer of rather large amounts of money for
political allies.!” Ultimately, however, his plans come to nothing and this
is a source of desperate frustration. According to Paul Hoser, Spengler’s
failure can be traced back to the role played by Hugenberg, who seeks to
gain from Spengler’s notoriety, but is unwilling to countenance a longer-
term alliance with Spengler in a prominent role:

Spengler is only of value to Hugenberg because of his extensive contacts and in his
reputation as a philosopher of history who propagates a world view that is both
acceptable and useful to industry. Hugenberg does not dare to think of helping
such an outsider to establish such a central position of power in the German press
that could become even been more influential than his own.20

Hoser’s account of Spengler’s inability to bring into existence his desired
press bureau is a familiar one in Spengler studies. For Hoser, Spengler’s
real talent and drive is for questions of philosophy, not politics. So when
literary success launches Spengler into public prominence, he becomes
lost in the maze of Realpolitik > When Spengler’s ‘simplistic understand-
ing of steering and influencing the press’ meets with the concrete realities
of politics in Weimar Germany, only failure can result. Spengler’s ‘fantastic
petty-bourgeois dream™? for the press is ultimately out of step with the
complex reality of the modern media. His dream is based on the past,
when Spengler’s heroes — Machiavelli, Talleyrand and others — were sup-
posedly able to change the course of history with a subtle whisper here or
a cunning manoeuvre there. Now, Spengler is certainly frustrated with the
outcome of his work on a Pressezentrale, as is evident in a lecture he gives
to the GAA-Gesellschaft: ‘No other country in the world has such a politi-
cally unusable press’, he fumes.?®* However, Hoser’s accusation is slightly
simplistic. Spengler clearly draws inspiration from his heroes of a past
age. Yet his attempts to mobilise right-wing thought, unite the various
anti-Weimar political strands and create an agenda-setting press office are
all weapons of the modern party-political arsenal. They prefigure the role
played by psephologists, spokespersons and spin-doctors in modern-day
parties, lobbies and think tanks. Moreover, Spengler’s wide-ranging ac-
tivities in the field of the media discussed above underscore how his con-
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ception of the modern press is not a determinist one: Spengler does not
view the media as merely a rigidly determined structure that aids and abets
the end of democracy without further ado. What matters is the particular
direction in which it can be guided by those who recognise its true nature.
Simply because Spengler does not realise his plans for a right-wing
media organisation should not obscure the fact that, as a political philoso-
pher, he is intensely involved in applying his views on Faustian Zivilisation
to the contingencies of unfolding events. It is thus misleading to suggest,
as Hoser does, that Spengler the philosopher becomes lost in the world of
politics. The two facets of his thought are integrated, albeit — as we will
establish at several points in this volume — in constant flux. An instance
of this tension comes in his endeavour to cohere a nationalist ‘invisible
lodge™* — a political party in all but name — while being opposed to
the political party as a manifestation of modern Western decadence. His
attempt to establish a Pressezentrale is not the only occasion during the
period under consideration when Spengler experiences the difficulties
involved in applying a detailed worldview to fluid political situations.

1923: The Lost Year of Decision

Notwithstanding his continued exasperation at the failure of his press
plans, at the beginning of 1923, Spengler has not given up on his plan
to rejuvenate the German right; quite the opposite, in fact. When a series
of crises — international, economic, regional and military — intersect later
that year, he has good reason to feel closer to power than ever before. The
Weimar Republic is shaken to its foundations by the continued burden of
reparations, crippling inflation, and the occupation of the Ruhr by French
and Belgian troops. Beginning in January 1923, the occupation ensures
that the seething social discontent brought about by soaring prices often
assumes a nationalist form. It is this backdrop which ensures that leading
German communists write eulogies for openly fascist militants.?® For the
German right, the intertwining of nationalist and oppositional sentiments
inspires hope in the possibility of another ‘civil peace’ (Burgfiieden), the
true German revolution to which Spengler first aspires in Prussianism and
Socialism.

The unfolding catastrophe — which contributes to a vote of no con-
fidence in the non-aligned pro-business Chancellor Wilhelm Cuno’s
government and his replacement by Gustav Stresemann of the German
People’s Party (DVP) — exposes several weaknesses of the young Weimar
state. Spengler has long been critical of the DVP for being the ‘Judas’ of
German conservatism due to its involvement in several coalition govern-
ments in the early Weimar years.?® In a letter to Reusch of 17 August
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1923, Spengler claims that the switch from Cuno to Stresemann rep-
resents ‘a defeat for industry’.?” At the same time, he is confident that
Stresemann’s administration will achieve little more than to ‘plaster over
the existing crisis’.?® Further, with reference to his political work, Spengler
notes that the increasingly precarious situation demands ‘that industry
finally take its political safeguards resolutely in its hands’.?* He warns that
‘a bloody incident’ is potentially on the cards.?°

Spengler’s call for the political representatives of industry to cohere
their forces points to a significant shift in perspective since the publication
of Prussianism and Socialism. Whereas his focus in that text was on the
German nationalist working classes and the aristocracy, he now appears
to recognise that the success of his political project is contingent on the
flourishing of his contacts with German industry. In September 1923,
tor example, he feels that the unfolding events are forcing Hugenberg to
devote more energy to the secretive press project than had previously been
the case.3! Spengler’s letter to Reusch cited above additionally conveys
the impression that the time is ripe for putting an end to the Weimar
experiment. When, in September 1923, Gustav Stresemann’s government
makes the controversial decision to call off the policy of passive resistance
to the occupation of the Ruhr, this is the last straw for Spengler.®? He is
convinced that Stresemann and his finance minister, the SPD economist
Rudolf Hilferding, are disingenuously invoking the needs of German
industry in order to justify this decision. By contrast, Spengler places the
blame squarely on the role played by finance and the burden of reparations.
He is livid and even castigates close allies such as Hugo Stinnes, who in
the face of such a propaganda offensive on the part of the government
remain unwilling to heed Spengler’s advice and coordinate a campaign of
‘newspaper defamations’ that could undermine their opponents in press
outlets friendly to Stresemann and Hilferding.??* So Stresemann has to go.
But who, and what, is to replace him?

Spengler sees in General Hans von Seeckt a potential figurehead for an
elite Directorate to replace the Berlin government. Von Seeckt becomes
Commander in Chief of the German army in the wake of the failed Kapp
Putsch in March 1920, which attempts to overthrow the government and
install a conservative administration in its place. But Spengler is well aware
that von Seeckt is no defender of the republic from the right and that von
Seeckt’s appointment had been made ‘despite his refusal to allow the army
to defeat the putsch’.3* One of the few areas where the putsch attempt of
1920 was successful, after all, was in Spengler’s resident Bavaria, a strong-
hold of right-wing extremism. The Bavarian administration of the time
comes into existence in 1920, after having ousted Adolt Hoffmann’s SPD
government. Instrumental in these developments is Spengler’s ally von
Kahr, who had first been appointed as head of the Bavarian government in

printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Rebuilding the German Reich 121

1921, only to resign following the national government’s decree against
‘the enemy on the right’.3> By the end of 1923, in a situation of unrest
and martial law in Bavaria, von Kahr is appointed State Commissioner
of Bavaria. He oversees an administration that becomes something of a
model for right-wing authoritarians opposed to the rule of Berlin. Some
want the Bavarian bulwark of reaction to set out on its own path and
split away from the German state altogether. Others, Spengler included,
are opposed to these small-state perspectives (Kleinstanterer), maintaining
that Bavaria must pioneer a struggle against Berlin rather than isolate
itself through secession.

There are also plans to overthrow the Weimar Republic from the left.
In early October 1923, the German communists join local state govern-
ments in Saxony and Thuringia in order to pave the way for a seizure of
power across Germany on 9 November.3¢ This move becomes one of the
catalysts for the German right’s subsequent efforts to seize power. While
troops are suppressing the revolutionary movement in the German East,
von Kahr formally breaks off relations between Bavaria and Berlin. Thus,
von Kahr, as de facto head of Bavaria, and von Seeckt, as head of the
army, both become key players in the ensuing crisis. In a tense exchange
between Friedrich Ebert, the SPD President of Germany, and von Seeckt,
the former asks which forces the soldiers stand behind, to which von
Seeckt famously replies: ‘Behind me!™”

Sensing that the historical horizons are opening up, Spengler meets
with von Seeckt on 20 October 1923. He attempts to convince von
Seeckt that power lies in his hands and that decisive action is required.
Spengler even offers his services in any alternative administration that
von Seeckt might lead.3® But his efforts are to no avail and he henceforth
speaks of von Seeckt as a ‘downright opportunist’.? Indeed, by early
November it becomes clear that, for all his ambitions, von Seeckt cannot
countenance using his position to turn his forces against the republic.
He upholds his loyalty to the Weimar Constitution when it needed him
most.

Despite this disappointment, Spengler remains committed to the
general position ‘that if we are to prevent everything falling apart, it
is necessary to replace the dictatorship of Stresemann and Seeckt with
a non-parliamentary dictatorship’.*® In this quote, we once again find
evidence of Spengler’s conception of crisis as opportunity. He is con-
vinced that a dictatorship (of parliament and finance) already exists, so
why not replace it with a genuine (non-parliamentary and thus German)
dictatorship that has the nation’s best interests at heart? His contacts are
even informing him that such a prospect might be on the cards. Many
officers in the German army are becoming estranged from their leader
von Seeckt. Writing at the end of October, just nine days before the event
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that has gone down in history as the Munich Beer Hall Putsch, Spengler
1s convinced that:

The German army is falling apart. The people and the young officers are against
him [von Seeckt]. From here things can go anywhere. An opportunist at the head
is the worst thing possible. Stresemann would have been finished a long time ago
if it wasn’t for von Seeckt ... in 14 days the army can disintegrate, just as the old
army did in November 191841

We need only recall the world-historical significance Spengler ascribes to
the dissolution of the German army in November 1918 to grasp how pro-
nounced is his impression that a fundamental overhaul of the structures
of the Weimar Republic is now a distinct possibility. In fact, Spengler’s
prediction would come to be tested not within 14 days, but in just over
a week, during the showdown between Berlin and Bavaria in the wake of
the Beer Hall Putsch of 7-8 November 1923.

Failure and Anger

Spengler’s correspondence dries up somewhat during the period in and
around the putsch. The final letter he sends before the attempted coup
is from 4 November, but the next one is from 18 November.#?> This let-
ter, sent to the banking director Hermann Miinzing, expresses Spengler’s
expectation that the German Mark is about to plummet, and that Strese-
mann is seeking to hold on to power at all costs. The letter ends with a
plea to destroy the correspondence: ‘Please destroy this letter.*3

This expectation comes just ten days after the Beer Hall Putsch, to
which Spengler is an eyewitness. The putsch sees Hitler and his sup-
porters interrupt a speech given by von Kahr and proclaim the national
revolution against the ‘Marxist government’ in Berlin. In a dramatic chain
of events, Hitler holds von Kahr and his close allies — General Otto von
Lossow and Colonel Hans von Seifler — captive and attempts to win them
over to his plans. Von Kahr, von Lossow and von Seifler are committed
to a national revolution, but feel that the Berlin administration has now
‘weathered the worst of the crisis” and that the prospect of such a revolu-
tion is now over.** Hitler negotiates with the three hostages while holding
them at gunpoint. When even this fails, General Ludendorff intervenes
and wins them over. Convinced that all is well, Ludendorftf then releases
the men, whereupon they immediately arrange for the following day’s
uprising to be suppressed. Both Hitler and Ludendorft recognise that the
success of their ‘March on Berlin’ requires not merely the unity of far-right
groupings, but also ‘the wholehearted support of the civilian and military

authorities”*® The latter is now lost. And the outcome of the putsch,
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despite its later National Socialist instrumentalisation as embodying a key
turning point in German history, is a farcical stand-oft in the streets of
Munich. The uprising is easily suppressed.

It is difficult to overstate Spengler’s outrage at the events in Munich. On
the one hand, he is furious at Hitler and Ludendorft. This is not because
they are mistaken in attempting to seize the historical moment by march-
ing on Berlin, but because their movement is too plebeian and inspired
by a racist volkisch ideology, towards which Spengler is consistently scepti-
cal. Moreover, the Hitler-Ludendorff putsch is timed to undermine the
authority of the very men whom Spengler views as the statesmen required
for a genuine Prussian alternative to the state structures created by the
November Revolution. To Spengler’s dismay, the lamentable upshot of
the actions of the Hitler movement is the reconciliation of Berlin and
Bavaria. As such, the Nazis play into the hands of Stresemann, who from
the outset had been working towards such a rapprochement.

This assessment of the role played by the Hitlerites is shared by Elisabeth
Forster-Nietzsche, who later becomes a committed National Socialist and
chastises Spengler for not having gone down the same path. However, a
foreshadowing of her subsequent veneration of Hitler is already apparent
at this stage. In a letter dated 13 March 1924, she expresses her disap-
pointment with the Hitler trial and hopes that nobody is punished, ‘since,
after all, they all acted passionately and patriotically to try and do the
right thing for the fatherland’.*¢ On the other hand, Spengler’s frustra-
tion is aimed at figures such as von Kahr and von Seeckt for not grasping
the opportunity that history has presented them. Yet it is unclear which
alternative tactics Spengler could have proposed in order to accelerate the
overthrow of the Berlin government. Although he welcomes the news
that Ludendorff hopes to succeed the hesitant von Seeckt as head of the
army, and meets with the former regularly for tea and political discus-
sions,*” it is uncertain whether Spengler’s distrust of Hitler and the Battle
League (Kampfbund) would have precluded some kind of short-term
tactical alliance with those behind the ‘March on Berlin’. When pressed
by correspondents, Spengler often speciously refers to the egotism and
inadequacy of the leaders as the root of the failure, but avoids further
details. In a letter to Elisabeth Forster-Nietzsche written on New Year’s
Eve 1923, for example, he is rather nondescript in his assessment: I prefer
to remain silent on everything that has been wasted in terms of political
possibilities and ideals. It is a shame for the youth that they have fallen
into the hands of such inferior leaders.”*® He fails to draw a balance sheet
of what had happened. When his allies press him for further information,
he omits to mention what could have been done differently. This high-
lights both Spengler’s ambivalent position in, and his assessment of, the
crisis of 1923.
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On another occasion, however, Spengler argues that the right-wing
press should face some responsibility for the failure of the national revolu-
tion. In a letter to Nikolaus Cosmann, one of his hopes for a seat on the
proposed Pressezentrale, Spengler chides the conservative media for failing
to achieve clarity on the Hitler-Ludendorft movement. The Miinchner
Newueste Nachrichten (a ‘rag’)* comes under fire for failing to produce
a coherent editorial line on Hitler and the young NSDAP. Instead of
constructively criticising this movement from a conservative perspective —
and thereby helping to rein in its radicalism and expose its illusions before
an audience that would naturally be sympathetic to at least some of its
aims — the Miinchner Neueste Nachrichten, he claims, mainly pursued ‘a
tactic of silence ... tantamount to support’.>° It even printed statements by
those such as Hitler and Ludendorft in prominent places.®!

Spengler notes how he had constantly pushed the MNN’s editor, Fritz
Gerlich, to enter into polemics with the Hitler movement, but that such
writings were hardly forthcoming. Things were so bad that the MNN
was not even able to give extra prominence to pieces advertising meet-
ings of the right-wing associations and groupings that desired a national
overhaul, but also opposed Hitler.>® These mistakes ensure that, when the
MNN eventually takes a more explicit stand against Hitler in the after-
math of the events of 8-9 November, Spengler feels that these articles are
characterised by embarrassing or embarrassed undertones. Even worse, in
the wake of the putsch attempt, the Miinchner Neueste Nachvichten carries
articles promoting Bavarian-secessionist, small-state politics.>*

Similarly, Spengler — convinced, as we have seen, that the press is cru-
cial in making or breaking political movements — feels that the Miinchner
Neueste Nachrichten and other right-wing newspapers had contributed
to von Kahr’s inability to seize the moment. There was no constructive
criticism of him or any coordinated attempt to push him along a distinct,
alternative path. In Spengler’s eyes, von Kahr’s vacillation and hesitancy,
which left a vacuum all too easily filled by Hitler and his supporters, could
have perhaps been prevented: All this could have been avoided if Kahr
had a press behind him that drove him on, instead of just registering
what he had to say’.® Regardless of whether this objection flows from an
inflated sense of self-importance, this is the closest thing Spengler offers
to a critical reflection on the events of November 1923.

It should be noted, however, that Spengler is not yet of the view that
the historical opening represented by the crisis of 1923 has passed. The
letter to Elisabeth Forster-Nietzsche cited above expresses his conviction
‘that we still need a terrible crisis in order for everything that we have
inherited from 1918 to be swept away, and in the coming months there is
every prospect of this’.5¢ His belief that another national emergency — and
thus an opening — lies in the near future, as well as his continued hope that
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the German nationalists will soon address their failings regarding a coor-
dinated political and media assault, form the backdrop to his Rebuilding
the German Reich.

Demands for Rebuilding

The first reference to Rebuilding the German Reich within Spengler’s
correspondence can be found at the end of 1923. He informs Elisabeth
Forster-Nietzsche that he has just completed another ‘political book’ that
will be published in January 1924.57 It eventually appears in May 1924,
following several months of intense political engagements. These include
Spengler giving five speeches in ten days on a trip to Switzerland, as well
as an address he gives to a conservative student circle in Wiirzburg on
26 February 1924.58 This speech is published as a standalone pamphlet
entitled The Political Duties of the German Youth. In this address, held on
the same day as the opening of the prosecution against Hitler and Luden-
dorff, Spengler secks to deter the right-wing students from involvement
in the ostentatious, short-termist radicalism of the Battle League and to
devote themselves to a project of informed, self-sacrificing and statesman-
like nationalism.

Spengler is convinced that the German youth are central to fulfilling
the nation’s ‘mission’ of emerging from its current plight and playing ‘a
historical role’.* However, in order for the next generation to contribute
to this re-emergence of Germany, they must become conscious of how
long and difficult the path is to Germany’s revival as a country with a great
tuture: ‘It is your holy duty, gentlemen, not only to encourage others to
achieve this goal, but to educate them to do so. Volition alone achieves
nothing. Politics is an art that is most difficult to learn’.%

At this time — this point bears repeating — Spengler still believes that the
opportunities for the advance of the German right have not yet passed.
However, by the time Rebuilding the German Reich is published in May,
however, the radically polarised environment of 1923 appears to be over.
The Weimar elections of May 1924 confirm support for Wilhelm Marx,
who had formed a minority administration on 30 November 1923 fol-
lowing the collapse of the Stresemann government. This marks the dawn
of what Eberhard Kolb deems ‘the phase of relative stabilization’ in the
history of the Weimar Republic.6!

For this reason, Koktanek claims that Rebuilding the German Reich
is a post festum publication. It does not exert the impact it might have
done if it had appeared at the time when Spengler feels that Germany is
undergoing a crisis comparable to that of November 1918. Rebuilding
the German Reich thus does not experience the fortuitous timing of pub-
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lication enjoyed by his magnum opus back in 1919; far from it. The
changing nature of Spengler’s correspondence makes it clear that by the
autumn of 1924, he is far less occupied with campaigning work®? and
much more with intellectual endeavours. These include his appearance
at the annual Orientalist Conference in Munich on 2 October and his
keynote speech at the Nietzsche Archive, entitled “Nietzsche and His
Century’ on 15 October.®® This is the beginning of what is justifiably
viewed as Spengler’s ‘return to research’,* his temporary withdrawal
from the political stage. If we are to understand the aims and outcomes
of Spengler’s political activities during his heightened political activities
in 1923-24, it is essential to bear in mind the context in which Rebuilding
the German Reich is conceived and published. Let us now turn to its argu-
ments and demands.

Rebuwilding the German Reich breaks down into eight chapters. The first
and longest is entitled “The Swamp’. It is a biting critique of the Weimar
Republic, which Spengler lampoons as a sick, bitterly divided society — a
formless swamp of base, competing material interests and divisions. It has
ensured that political life has degenerated from a noble ‘art of governance’
(20) into — in a twist on von Clausewitz’s definition of war — ‘the continu-
ation of private transactions by other means’ (11).

Spengler claims that, after fighting and enduring hardship for four
years ‘like perhaps no other people before’, Germany is now characterised
by ‘a pitifulness that is without precedent in world history’ (3). Post-1918
Germany has entered the equivalent of the ‘Directory period’ (16) of
the French Revolution. This period is the last governmental form of the
Revolution, which sees executive power reside in a Directorate consisting
of five Consulates. This body is then overthrown by Napoleon, who is
elected First Consul a day later. Spengler maintains that the early years
of republican Germany have been far inferior to the dramatic events of
the decade after 1789, because the German Revolution ‘possessed no
belief in ideas or institutions. It had no personalities, no deeds — it was
not even confident that its own rule would last’ (16). He expands this
historical analogy by referring to the volkisch movement in Germany as the
contemporary manifestation of the gilded youth, the jeunesse dorée, during
the French Revolution. These were gangs of wealthy, stylish young men
who organised counter-revolutionary street actions. Both movements, he
says, are excitable and committed, but they lack the necessary cool consid-
eration and informed statesmanship to provide a viable alternative to the
states established by the revolutions.

Spengler contends that only ‘when tremendous adversity befalls a man
does he show what is strong and good in him’ (3). The duty of those
disgusted by the tragedy of Germany’s current situation is ‘ruthlessly to
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locate the ulcer on the German body in order to heal a longstanding,
insidious illness’ (ibid.). For, in spite of Germany’s enormous problems,
historically she has been a pioneer in the fields of industry, religion, the
officer corps and the state bureaucracy.

“The Swamp’ further includes a historical overview of the perceived
shortcomings of political leadership in Germany since Bismarck. Naturally,
Spengler praises Bismarck, but adds that, for all his achievements,
Bismarck was unable to train a new generation to carry on the baton of
bold statesmanship. Spengler argues that this weakness flowed from a key
strength. So skilled and far-sighted was the leading Prussian elite around
Bismarck and so naturally did it deal with internal and external political
challenges that it did not consider it necessary to delegate tasks to others,
to educate the population in the conduct of state affairs that this grouping
tulfilled almost without thinking. Had talented members of the German
parties been awarded leadership of ministries or important diplomatic
tasks, then they would have been able to broaden and entrench the ethos
of statesmanship that characterised the Prussian elite.

The goal of Rebuilding the German Reich is to restore this form of
political leadership and to break with the dominance of German parlia-
mentarism; the Reichstag is described as a “whiners’ den’ that is ‘desolate,
narrow-minded, philistine and conceited’ (7). For when the men of the
first generation of the German elite died oft or left politics, a complete
absence of ‘political education’ was the result, with ‘schools, parties and
the press’ equally failing in this key task (7). Thus, the ‘personalities’ had
been replaced by ‘petty strivers, whingers, wirepullers and know-it-alls —
all the kinds of untalented people that gather in the proximity of German
beer’ (6).

The various political demands advanced in Rebuilding the German Reich
flow from Spengler’s overriding aim of redressing this problem and creat-
ing the conditions in which strong leaders can emerge. His point of refer-
ence lies in the past, but his focus is on the future. As he puts it, ‘@ leading
figure is necessary, one who combines the creative characteristics of a people
in relation to its historical situation and then develops them’ (28).

“The Swamp’ is followed by the chapter ‘Public Service and Personality’,
in which Spengler expands on this discussion of genuine leadership and
outlines his demands for a transformed civil service. This estate of officials
must be built on the concept of selfless service, which must form the core
of any successful state. To this end, Spengler makes the case for a number
of changes to the state bureaucracy. It must be based not on the older,
more entrenched members of the bureaucracy with their routine-ism and
old habits, but rather the ‘bright lads’ of 1914, who can inject fresh
dynamism into running the country (38). The programmatic aspects of
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the text come to the fore in this chapter, with Spengler liberally deploy-
ing a range of modal verbs alongside objectives and aims: “The breeding
of talent for the civil service must be fundamentally different for those in
leading positions and those who carry out the orders of those leaders’;
‘public service should ... have an educational impact beyond the individual
offices’ (37, emphasis added).

This programmatic approach also applies to the next chapter of
Rebuwilding the German Reich, which outlines Spengler’s proposals to over-
haul the education system, the smooth functioning of which is a precondi-
tion of a reinvigorated civil service. He attaches great importance to this
aim of making the German youth ‘different, more insightful, cleverer’
(40). Indeed, he rather modestly notes that Rebuilding the German Reich
does not deal with this matter in sufficient detail and promises to return
to it in greater detail in a future text (ibid.).

Spengler contends that while humanist education conceived by
Wilhelm von Humboldt can boast some impressive achievements, in the
age of militarism and expansion, it is much better to focus on technical
achievements, the practical use of language and hands-on work. Indeed,
Spengler claims that Enlightenment-focused education is in part respon-
sible for the emergence of the outlook of ‘the German Michel’ targeted in
Prussianism and Socialism. This education has led to cleverly constructed
liberal constitutional models and recitals of past poetry, but an aloofness
from the unforgiving power politics of Faustian Zivilisation. Knowledge
of the German economy, for instance, is far preferable to the natural fields
of ‘the German Michel’, such as law and philosophy (34). This is quite a
statement from somebody who, as we observed in Chapter 2, is predomi-
nantly remembered by subsequent scholarship as a philosopher of history.

Spengler’s proposals for the education system reflect a polytechnic
approach to learning. His proposals exhibit yet further modern character-
istics insofar as they attempt to cater for those who are unable to excel in
the school environment. He proposes that a ‘school-leaving examination’
or ‘national examination’ — ‘a lesser doctor title’ (50) — should be intro-
duced for all adults, regardless of whether they have completed formal
secondary education. If there is one area of life where Germany needs
democracy, Spengler adds, it is here. Yet his relative egalitarianism, his
rather relaxed attitude towards education — he proposes that the school
day should last no longer than three or four hours (45) — and his sym-
pathy for those who do not succeed in the school environment are offset
by his call for a German Eton and ‘to use the English phrase, debating
clubs’ (48). These are hothouses for the cultivation of the next generation
of leaders.®® Ultimately, Spengler’s educational reforms are aimed at the
breeding (Zucht) of the next generation of the elite and not at a rounded
education (Bildunyg). There has, he claims, been far too little of the former
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and far too much of the latter; too much learning of Shakespeare and too
little familiarity with The Times (42—43).

While some of Spengler’s educational proposals may seem forward-
thinking from the standpoint of the 1920s, then, his reforms are solely
geared towards the elite: “The separation of the upper classes and the
lower classes should not be, like today, blurred by grammar school educa-
tion or by students being moved up automatically. At the top the aims,
traits and tasks are all quite different’ (37). The institutions that provide
the inspiration for his remodelling of education are the ‘General Staff of
the former German army and the Roman Senate’, for ‘the art of gover-
nance is not the first problem of high politics, but the only one’ (20).

The overall structure of Rebuilding the German Reich begins to suftfer
somewhat with the introduction of the next chapter, ‘Law as the Result
of Duties’. Here, Spengler launches an attack on the concept of universal
law propounded by liberal theory and contends, by contrast, that jurispru-
dence ‘is not only the result of historical development, but above all the
inner form of this existence, that is to say, the character of a nation’ (49).
Such a claim echoes assertions made by the German Historical School of
Jurisprudence around thinkers such as Friedrich Karl von Savigny.%®

Spengler contends that Germany is lacking precisely in a legal system
corresponding to its national character, for the continued preoccupation
with Roman law and its specific conception of jurisprudence is completely
at odds with core Germanic concepts such as honour, property and the
family. Germany’s ideal legal system is not to be found in codified Roman
law, but in the ruthless practice of the Roman praetor. This mix-up is yet
another manifestation of history taking bitter revenge on the German
people. The praetor did not bother to study Egyptian law, but ‘saw him-
self as a civil servant, military leader and financier in all affairs of the
Roman world surrounding him’ (50). Rights can only flow from duties,
not the other way around. For Germans, duty to the state must be the
standard by which legal infringements are punished. Hence, if any indi-
vidual commits an infringement against the honour of another, whether
this be ‘personal honour’ or ‘commercial honour’, then this should entail
‘a curtailment of rights ... and the rights of honour, freedom and property
at that’ (55). The primary considerations of Spengler’s ideal legal system
therefore revolve around determent through severe penalties. He is scorn-
tul of the idea that prison should primarily reform criminals, which he
views as ensuring that felons live out an existence that is often above and
beyond ‘the living standards of the middle classes’ (60). Finally, in an echo
of the violent and often paranoid atmosphere of the times, Rebuilding the
German Reich demands that it should be permissible for individuals to act,
in the name of the state, against criminals when the state itself is absent,
including when it comes to dealing with those suspected to be spies (58).
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Property and Socialism

In the next three chapters, “The German Currency’, ‘Against Fiscal Bol-
shevism’ and ‘Labour and Property’, Spengler shifts the focus to a theo-
retical-historical critique of Marxism that is similar to the arguments we
outlined with regard to his Prussianism and Socialism in Chapter 5. One
noteworthy alteration, however, comes in his discussion of the SPD. In
contrast to Prussianism and Socialism, there is now only positive mention
of August Bebel’s achievements. Moreover, the praise for the ‘Prussian’
qualities of the SPD once expressed in Prussianism and Socialism is entirely
absent, indicating how Spengler’s critique of socialism — Prussian or oth-
erwise — appears to be hardening. Indeed, the sole mention of socialism
within Rebuilding the German Reich comes not in relation to labour or the
innately socialist qualities of the Germans, but in relation to property. In
contrast to Prussianism and Socialism, where the terms are often conflated,
Spengler is referring not to economic socialism, but to ethical socialism as
one type of socialism: ‘Property, if we understand this word with all the
moral seriousness of Germanic life, contains within it a kind of socialism
too — a Prussian imperative, not an English one: Treat your property as if
it had been entrusted to you by the people’ (93). Spengler argues that the
precondition of a strong German nation is that the propertied classes in
that country — the industrial and the aristocratic elite — act in accordance
with the maxim of ‘property obliges’. Such an adage — a subtle dig at
the aristocracy in its modification of the term noblesse oblige — is purport-
edly a reflection of the true Germanic conception of property. Unlike in
Prussianism and Socialism, here Spengler does not dwell on the difterences
between ‘English’ and ‘German’ property as competing expressions of the
Germanic outlook. The absence of such a discussion suggests either that
this theme is not an enduring feature of his political thought or that he
now views England as more of a marginal power on the world stage. As
he puts it in Rebuilding the German Reich, England’s diplomatic short-
comings have placed it ‘in the service of French aims’ for the first time in
centuries (96).

Whereas in Prussianism and Socialism Spengler favoured a strong inter-
ventionist state and the central fixing of wages, in Rebuilding the German
Reich these ideas have given way to a pronounced opposition to the
taxation policies of the Weimar Republic. Spengler rather hyperbolically
views these as a manifestation of Russian Bolshevism within Germany.
Yet, it must be stressed that the implicit anti-capitalism of Prussianism
and Socialism has not disappeared from Rebuilding the German Reich;
however, it has been reduced to an opposition to finance capital. Spengler
places great emphasis on the rapidly increasing detachment of possession
as being characterised by actually owning something tangible — a process
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that has been accelerated by the interposition of loans, securities, shares
and stakes, with ownership having now become ‘moveable, invisible and
intangible’ (79). The outcome is that nobody really knows who owns a
particular enterprise, fleet or factory, nor how much of an individual coun-
try’s wealth lies beyond its borders. Spengler’s opposition to this form of
capital as nonproductive and elusive flows from his understanding that it
undermines the integrity of the German nation:

If we want to use the buzzword of the previous century, then there are two types
of capitalists: the entrepreneur and the speculator. The latter has capital, the former
has a factory. The former produces, whereas the latter exploits what has been pro-
duced. Money serves the one as an operating resource and the other as the object
of a game. (93)

In Rebuilding the German Reich, we thus find a toning down of the pur-
ported significance of socialism to the German soul when compared to
Prussianism and Socialism. Where does this significant change in perspec-
tive come from? In addition to Spengler’s disgust at the role played by
the SPD in the early Weimar Republic, it is possible to trace this reduced
emphasis on socialism back to three factors.

First, Spengler’s proximity to political power and his conviction that
an anti-Weimar Directorate, on which he himself may sit, is now a distinct
possibility. Many of his allies pursuing this project are highly suspicious of
socialism of any stripe. In this respect, the fact that Rebuilding the German
Reich’s only reference to socialism comes by way of a defence of property
is highly revealing.

Second, Spengler’s intimate links with German industry and its anti-
trade union, low-taxation agenda can account for the shift in emphasis on
the importance of socialism. This agenda becomes apparent in Spengler’s
distinction between entreprenecurship and speculation, as well as in his
conviction that Weimar taxation represents ‘the social revolution without
the bloodshed’ (84). He views this silent social revolution as a conscious
effort to tax disproportionately those entrepreneurs who are selflessly
advancing their capital in order to build up the German nation. The
spectral nature of finance capital, by contrast, makes it largely impervious
to taxation and thus parasitic on the productivity of Germany’s economy.
He thus sees a paradoxical sense in which the international workers’
movement and international finance often unwittingly pull in the same
direction in their demands for taxing the rich.®” His distinction between
what the National Socialist thinker Gottfried Feder later calls ‘schaffendes’
and ‘raffendes’ capital (capital that creates and capital that reaps profit) has
wide purchase across the German right of the time.%® However, there is
no discernible anti-Semitic dimension to Spengler’s opposition to finance
and the workers” movement. The main motivation flows from his position
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as a lobbyist for industrial interests, not from biological or metaphysical
considerations of Germanness and 7ace. His position on this is much less
clear in his last political publication, however, as we will discuss in the
tfollowing chapter.

Third, the shift away from socialism can be seen to be reflective of
his overwhelmingly negative experience of the fledgling National
Socialist movement and the Battle League during the turmoil of 1923.
Downplaying the prominence of socialist ideas within his thought there-
fore enables him to distance his project from organisations on the left and
on the right.

There is nonetheless a certain continuity within Spengler’s arguments
on socialism between 1919 and 1924. As we have seen, the overriding
concern of his Prussian socialism is that Germany’s contending classes
should rally behind a guiding idea of sacrifice, service and duty. This
project presupposes eliminating the baleful influence of Marxism. The
fact that Spengler reprints the opening section of Prussianism and Socialism
(“The Revolution’) as a standalone publication entitled The Revolution Is
Not Over in 1924 also testifies to the fact that he views the arguments he
outlined in 1919 as a roadmap to the events of 1924.

In total, Spengler produces four political publications in 1924. In
addition to Rebuilding the German Reich, he publishes three editions of
some of his earlier writings: The Revolution Is Not Over and standalone
reprints of two chapters from Volume 2 of The Decline of the West (“The
State’ and “The Economy’). The Revolution Is Not Over was published as
part of the of “Texts to the Nation’ Series.®” Hence, we find pragmatic
modifications and adaptations of his ideas and a shifting target audience
during these five years, but there is a clear underlying continuity. The
shifts in his thought appear to stem from the spirit of the times in which
the texts are written and the nature of the plans he is pursuing. The
core theme of PreufSentum is present in both, but the grand narrative of
Prussian socialism has been overshadowed by the focus on Realpolitik and
programmatic objectives in Rebuilding the German Reich.

The final chapter of the book, ‘On the World Situation’, explores how
developments in Germany interrelate with, and are influenced by, the
global situation. Spengler’s attention is aimed at the enemy on both
fronts. Looking to France, he is scathing. Instead of pursuing the kind of
civilising imperialism he envisages as part of Faustian culture’s tendency
to impose its own ideals universally, France represents ‘the bloodiest, and
the same time the most successtul coloniser that there is’ (98). French
revanchism strives to transform Germany into a ‘reparations colony’, a
‘European India’ (14). To the East, Spengler is keeping a close eye on
developments within Soviet Russia, following the death of Lenin in
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January 1924. He describes this event as marking the shift of Bolshevism
from a largely European phenomenon to an Asiatic one.

In our overview of Rebuilding the German Reich, we have outlined
how Spengler advances a range of demands in relation to Germany’s state
bureaucracy, the law, the education system and the economy as part of his
programme to revitalise the sick German political body. In so doing, we
have demonstrated how Rebuilding the German Reich evinces Spengler’s
consistent opposition to democracy as a manifestation of decadence,
his elitist conception of politics and education, and his polemics against
Marxism. We have further shown how the context in which Rebuilding
the German Reich is written finds reflection in the text’s arguments and
demands.

More generally, we have made the case that, given its focus on Realpolitik
and immediate demands for an alternative conservative government,
Rebwilding the German Reich is Spengler’s most explicitly programmatic
text. At the same time, we have seen how its length, lack of internal
coherence and the dispersion of its demands among typically Spenglerian
historical excurses ensure that it can only be viewed as programmatic with
reservations. Hence, the book amounts to an uneasy balance between the
determined aspects of Spengler’s diagnosis of Western decline and his
programmatic or interventionist prognosis. The outcome of this tension
is Spengler’s pragmatism in modifying or updating certain ideas in his
scheme (socialism being a case in point), but also his retention of others
(such as his opposition to parties, even at a time when he is actively trying
to coordinate a German-nationalist lodge).

Compared to Prussianism and Socialism,, in which sweeping rhetoric over-
shadows detailed plans for an alternative state, the constitutional proposals
in Rebuwilding the German Reich are more concrete. As a result, the text
exhibits a disjuncture between his lofty attempts to ready the German state
for the global power struggles ahead and his rather prosaic, or banal, pro-
posals. These proposals include the idea that civil servants should remain
sharp-minded by participating in sport in their spare time (as in England,
apparently), that uniforms and titles should be upheld and respected, that
relations between colleagues should be characterised by ‘example, criti-
cism and instruction’ (36) and that any local official should be offered
possibilities for promotion (ibid.). On occasion, his programme for the
state is more akin to a modern-day management restructuring programme
geared towards the minutiae of the state bureaucracy than to a longue durée
exposition on the end of democracy. For all his continued emphasis on the
significance of politics on the grand scale (Grofpolitik) to Germany’s future,
this section reveals a man who feels compelled to concern himself with the
machinations of petty politics (Kleinpolitik) in remarkable detail.
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Two Stages towards the Caesar

How does Spengler envisage the realisation of the aims scattered across
Rebwilding the German Reich? What kind of governmental form can
achieve the changes he wishes to bring about? Is the text’s comprehen-
sive discussion of Kleinpolitik indicative of a more moderate thinker who
largely dispenses with the ‘heroic realism™® of Prussianism and Socialism
to embrace a more ‘classically conservative”! or even German Tory”? ap-
proach? Answering these questions will shed further light on Spengler’s
political theory by demonstrating his ideal state form at this point in his
career and by revealing how it relates to his concept of Caesarism.

Our discussion of Rebuilding the German Reich has not yet had occa-
sion to discuss the concept of Caesarism in any detail. In fact, the idea is
nowhere near as central to the text as it is in Volume 2 of The Decline of the
West. Nonetheless, Rebuilding the German Reich concludes with a striking
statement on the emergence of strong personalities and dictatorial politi-
cal forms:

and with this, an awareness of no longer being tied to the existing forms emerges
on the other side too — the side of tradition, of national power, of honour and
inherited property. Today, coups and dictatorships are integral components in the
style of political action — and all the more so, since they are more than compatible
with the preservation of parliamentary forms, even of English ones.

But the decision thereby moves from problems of form to the existence and
will of strong personalities. Soviet Russia was Lenin, South Africa was Rhodes,
Mussolini #s Italy. Today, no parliament, no party, no army has the decisions in its
hands. Everywhere, these are exclusively in the presence or absence of individual
men — their personal decisions, ideas and aims ... These are the prospects for even
the smallest country. The preparedness is all. (104)

It should come as little surprise that Spengler explicitly affirms the need
to break with ‘the existing forms’ of political representation, or that he
calls for putsches to overthrow government power and establish a strong
political dictatorship. We have already discussed his conviction that Cae-
sarism will eclipse the era of parliamentary democracy and have seen how,
in practical terms, Spengler conspires with co-thinkers for a coup that, he
felt, could avert the ruin of the German nation. However, what is more
surprising is that the alternative state outlined in Rebuilding the German
Reich allows for the formal existence of a Reichstag legislative body chosen
by universal election. For this reason, the text is sometimes viewed as indic-
ative of a less radical stage in Spengler’s career following the failure of the
radical putschism in 1923. Koktanek, for instance, argues that Spengler’s
attitude towards parliament is ‘not consistent, even if it is generally dismis-
sive’ and notes that the constitutional arguments in Rebuilding the German
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Reich testify to a point in Spengler’s career when his disdain for the parlia-
mentary form is less pronounced. Koktanek’s assertion that in Rebuilding
the German Reich ‘parliament is not to be abolished, but in keeping with
the demands of the new period, is to be turned into an expert assembly’ is
formally correct.”? Yet, as we will see below, this statement overlooks how
Spengler’s proposals to weaken the German parliament are tantamount to
that body’s negation as a democratically representative institution.

Markus Henkel’s study, Nationalkonservative Politik und mediale Rep-
risentation. Oswald Spenglers politische Philosophie und Programmatik im
Netzwerk der Oligarchen (1910-1925), is the most impressive discussion
of Spengler in the 1920s and is successful in demonstrating ‘the signifi-
cance of Spengler as a “disruptive factor” in politics®.”* Nonetheless, when
it comes to Spengler’s ideas in the 1920s, Henkel claims that — despite
Spengler’s ‘cultural-philosophical’ recognition that, in the longer term,
democracy is doomed and Caesarism looms large on the historical agenda -
Spengler’s political-programmatic project is that of a reluctant democrat.
Henkel claims that even though Spengler despises parliamentary democ-
racy in Germany as an alien and artificial phenomenon, Spengler nonethe-
less feels that parliament should be exploited in a pragmatic-conservative
tashion to stall or offset the emergence of Caesarism. Henkel describes this
as Spengler’s ‘openly declared belief in an (unbeloved) pluralistic democ-
racy’.”> Henkel thus claims that Spengler pragmatically sees the necessity
of embracing parliamentary democracy in order to ‘be able to counteract
the Caesarism that was heralded abroad in the wake of the seizure of
power by leader figures such as Rhodes, Lenin and Mussolini’.”®

However, Henkel’s argument fails to address Spengler’s praise for cer-
toin types of Caesar figures, not least Rhodes and Mussolini. Spengler by
no means views these men as the products scraped from the bottom of
a barrel of an increasingly decadent political leadership, but rather as the
incarnations of the true ruler (Herrscher) demanded by their countries in
Faustian Zivilisation. In this instance, Henkel’s study is unable to show
how Spengler’s politics develop not merely 7 opposition to his metahistori-
cal considerations, but also in sarmony with them.

Sebastian Maafl goes further than Henkel and Koktanek. He claims
that Rebuilding the German Reich not only reflects a change from the
radicalism of the Spengler of the Conservative Revolution to a more prag-
matic conservatism, but also that Spengler strives to integrate ‘a demo-
cratic element’ into his political philosophy.”” In Chapter 2, we described
how the secondary literature on Spengler is unduly indifferent to changes
and developments within Spengler’s ideas and how it tends to view his
political thought as an unchanging whole. In this instance, however, we
will make the opposite case: to wit, that Maaf$’s and Koktanek’s noting of
a change in Spengler’s conception of democracy is erroneous.
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In order to see why this is the case, we need only highlight Spengler’s
consistent admiration for what he sees as the sham of parliamentarism in
England. Here, the ruling aristocracy still sits comfortably in the saddle of
power, not despite but because of the existence of parliament. As he puts it:

Since George I, the focus of authority is to be found in the cabinet, which does
not even exist in the constitution, as the committee of the faction of the aristocracy
that is ruling at the time. Absolutism is present, but it is that of a representation
of the estates. The concept of lese-majesté is transferred to parliament, just as the
inviolability of the Roman kings was to the Tribunes.”®

This apparent state of affairs is clearly what Spengler has in mind when
claiming that his proposed dictatorship is compatible with the ‘preserva-
tion of parliamentary forms, even of English ones’ (104). His proposals
can thus be viewed as allowing for the continued de jure existence of the
German Reichstag, but its de facto abolition.

A closer look at Spengler’s constitutional proposals in Rebuilding the
German Reich will illustrate how he foresees this process. He wishes
to see ‘an extraordinary strengthening of the government’s power with
great responsibilities’ (24) relative to parliament. This amounts to
giving the Reichstag the status of something along the lines of the ‘fig-
leaf of Absolutism’ it once enjoyed in the days of the North German
Confederation and in the German Kaiserreich. And perhaps it would
be even more toothless an institution than in the days of the Kaiser. For
instance, Spengler proposes that this body, while elected by universal
suffrage, should meet but twice a year, for short meetings’ (25). These
sittings will not be a forum to debate policy or to criticise the executive
branch of government. They will merely vote on matters such as legisla-
tion and the budget. In addition, they will reject or approve the govern-
ment’s annual report. As Spengler puts it: ‘It is not aims, but results that
should be subject to criticism [expressed by the Reichstag]” (24).

All the while, in Spengler’s plan the government retains the right to
dissolve the parliament whenever it sees fit — a power also enjoyed by
Wilhelm II, for instance — and to convene new elections. In these elec-
tions, only four parties are permitted to stand candidates (Spengler does
not elaborate which parties he has in mind). If a party fails to achieve
10% of the popular vote, then it will be denied representation altogether.
The Reichstag will be limited to a body of 150 seats and will contain as
tew party officials as possible. Ideally, it should be composed of experts.
This technocratic conception of politics, in which the smooth functioning
of the state machine trumps any considerations of democratic legitimacy
and accountability, even leads Spengler to entertain the possibility ‘of
demanding a kind of qualifying certificate from parliamentary representa-
tives’, thereby excluding ‘the bawlers, the drummers and the pipers’ from
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various party organisations (26).8° Even this is slightly more democratic
than a proposal he entertains at another point, namely to kick out all of
the Reichstag deputies and replace them with 400 economic experts: In
my view, the best “election to the Reichstag” would be if the four hundred
most significant representatives of our economy were brought into the
building and the rest were thrown out.”!

The Chancellor presides over enormous power relative to parliament:
‘the ministers are responsible to him alone and he alone is responsible for
the ministers’ (24). He should possess the authority to create his own gen-
eral staff and have complete freedom to choose the number, composition
and organisation of the ministries and the entire government apparatus.
Although this presidential power could perhaps be slightly offset by the
existence of a second chamber, a Staatsrat, which is a feature of a number
of modern constitutions, this body cannot make any decisions. It can only
discuss proposals and make suggestions: Spengler argues that it should
focus on discussing proposals and thereby become a higher school for
young talent (ibid.) — a salon for future success to accompany Spengler’s
German Eton and the ‘debating clubs’.

Contrary to what Koktanek and Maaf§ claim, then, Spengler does not
moderate or modify his stance towards parliamentarism in any meaning-
tul sense. Nor, as Henkel puts it, can his proposals be viewed as embody-
ing a modern state in keeping with the demands of the democratic age.®?
At best, Spengler’s incorporation of a parliament with highly attenuated
powers into his plans to overthrow Weimar Germany is not dissimilar
to his engagement with socialism in Prussianism and Socialism. He incor-
porates a concept into his political proposals in order to rid it of its real
content at the same time. His disgust at the existence of parliamentary
democracy in his theory of history remains a fundamental tenet of his
political thought.

Spengler is explicit that his proposals for Germany have more in
common with monarchism than with modern parliamentarism. Whereas
he once made the claim that the Germans are inherently socialist in nature,
he now maintains that a monarchism lies dormant in their soul: “The
Germans are a monarchical people due to their ancient Germanic traits of
adherence and submission to the leader that they inwardly recognise.’?
He adds that ‘one day, when some sunshine falls on us again, the sleeping
desire for this symbolic crowning of the state will be fulfilled” (27).

But how do Spengler’s thoughts on a German monarchy relate to his
understanding of Caesarism? For Thomas Tartsch, the head of Spengler’s
proposed state will not necessarily be a Caesar figure, as a monarch could
fulfil the same function.®* However, this is misleading, for Rebuilding
the German Reich views the power of the monarchy as consisting in its
political symbolism. It is no substitute for an emerging Caesar to preside
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over the state. In order to make this point, Spengler once against looks
across the Channel, arguing that English parliamentarism’s ‘greatness is
based on the fact that formally speaking, it is the King that chooses the
Prime Minister’ (ibid., emphasis added). While this is a mere formality,
with the monarch invariably assenting to the proposal from the party with
the most seats,3 Spengler feels that this act of appointment is historically
momentous. It provides the nation with a figure who stands ‘above all
parties and commercial interests’ and thus provides moral foundations
for the country (ibid.). This cohesion reflects the country’s historical
and dynastical traditions, and such emblematic national unity is utterly
absent when parties wrangle over who is to be the head of state. In their
entirety, therefore, the proposed reforms in Rebuilding the German Reich —
even in the absence of a restored German monarchy — do not amount to
Spengler’s rapprochement with democracy, but rather to its effective dis-
solution. As in 1919, Spengler is convinced that the Weimar Constitution
and its structures must be overhauled.

There is a more fundamental sense in which statements regarding
Spengler’s purported moderation in Rebuilding the German Reich are
misguided. They overlook the way in which his conception of the state
relates chronologically to the emergence of the German Caesar of Faustian
Zivilisation. In other words, they fail to grasp how Spengler’s constitutional
proposals in 1924 are tantamount to his earlier plans for a Directorate,
befitting of Germany’s own Directory Period. In Spengler’s proposed
state, the executive wing of government, particularly the Chancellor,
would be so dominant, so decoupled from popular sovereignty and so
overwhelmingly composed of the German elite that it would form some-
thing akin to the French Directorate at the end of the eighteenth century
before its overthrow by Napoleon.

The fact that Spengler outlines his constitutional alternative at some
length underlines the point we made in Chapter 5: his use of the term
Zufnll to describe the emergence of a Caesar to banish the exhausted forms
of democracy should be understood not in terms of ‘chance’ or ‘accident’,
but rather ‘contingency’. This significant point is entirely absent in the
secondary literature on Spengler’s politics.

In a similar fashion to Maafl and Henkel, for example, Walter Struve
asserts that ‘Spengler’s rhapsodic discourses on Caesarism obscured his
basic goal — the establishment of a single, stable elite upon much the same
social basis as the Junker-bourgeois coalition in Wilhelminian Germany
except that big businessmen would play an even more important role’.3¢
However, the alternative state proposed in Rebuilding the German Reich,
as its concluding passage underlines, is neither a Junker-bourgeois state
form that is an end in itself nor a mere holding measure to await the
arrival of a German strongman, but a very precondition of that figure’s
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arrival. It is not, as Spengler’s contemporary Theodor Heuss has it, the
‘business project of a dictator’ per se,” but rather a transitional framework
to create the conditions within which a future dictator can appear from
the elite layer of experts and officials. As we have seen, Spengler envisages
his political strongman emerging not from the streets, but from the salon,
not from rabble-rousing processions and rallies (here we need only recall
his comments on the jeunesse dorée during the French directorate period),
but in close consultation with the very business and political forces with
which he is allied at this time. It is for this reason that Mussolini’s close
consultation with the business world receives particular acclaim from
Spengler: ‘But fascism at least understood how to consult with the most
significant forces in the economy at the right time, for it was concerned
with success and not with programmes and parades.’® Taken together
with his other proposals and demands for a revitalised and effective state
bureaucracy, Rebuilding the German Reich endeavours not to bring into
being the final Caesarist state form, but to create the conditions within
which world-historical figures of Caesarian magnitude can be cultivated.

Rebuwilding the German Reich sheds important light on the precise nature
of Spengler’s proposed course of political action for Germany. Our discus-
sion of the text has facilitated an understanding of how his thought has
developed since the publication of Prussianism and Socialism against the
backdrop of the revolutionary crisis of 1919. By outlining the context in
which both texts are composed, we can account for the shifts in emphasis
and modifications in Spengler’s outlook on socialism, the monarchy and
the changing nature of his ideal German state, but also locate the conti-
nuities in his ideas. By 1924, the realism of what Maaf} calls Spengler’s
‘heroic realism’ appears to have become more dominant.?® As we have
seen, however, the fact that Spengler seems to be more pragmatic and
detailed in his political plans should not lead us to the conclusion that he
has become more moderate in his outlook and aims.

Spengler’s commitment to the development of a German Caesar, as
opposed to another Goethe, is as unswerving in 1924 as it was in Volume
2 of The Decline of the West. But what will Spengler’s Caesarist figure
look like? We have already observed that the final lines of Rebuilding the
German Reich offer praise for Mussolini. What is more, in the speech
Spengler gives to the conservative student group in Wiirzburg in February
1924, he states explicitly that those present are witnessing:

the end of democracy. Not its collapse, but its irrevocable inner decay: the less that
democratic forms mean in future, the less we will have to worry about allowing its
forms to continue to exist. This process would not have been understood before
the war; today it is impossible to overlook: wherever you look in Europe and in
America, where the farmers’ movement essentially wants the same thing as Italian
fascism. The best Germans, and not only the Germans, are waiting for a man to
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appear, in whose hands we can place the destiny of the country, with the authority
to repulse all those who, in the interests of individual groups, seek to curtail this
authority. %

Particularly in view of the rise of Hitler less than a decade later, this im-
plicit equation of Caesarism with fascism is quite a remarkable statement,
as it suggests that the coming Caesar might just resemble a German Mus-
solini. It is to this highly controversial matter of Spengler’s intellectual
relationship with fascism — and National Socialism in particular — that we
will turn in the next chapter of this book.
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However, Spengler overlooks how the monarch must not necessarily choose the leader of the
majority party as the Prime Minister. In 1894, Queen Victoria passed over the claims of Sir
William Harcourt and appointed Lord Rosebery to become Prime Minister instead; in 1923,
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George V appointed Stanley Baldwin, not Lord Curzon, who was previously the Deputy
Prime Minister.

86. Struve, Elites against Democracy, 269. Struve qualifies this statement by claiming that the
great leader needed to achieve this aim will be if not ‘a true Caesar’, then his ‘precursor’. But
there is no discussion of the connections between Spengler’s reforms and the establishment
of Caesarism in Germany.

87. Heuss, ‘Das Geschiftsprojekt des Diktators’.

88. Spengler, ‘Politische Pflichten der deutschen Jugend’, 152.

89. Maafl, Oswald Spengler, 23.

90. Spengler, ‘Politische Pflichten der deutschen Jugend’, 144.

EBSCChost - printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://wwmv ebsco.coniterms-of -use



EBSCOhost -

CHAPTER 7

Decisive Years

Spengler and National Socialism

Almost without exception, the scholarly studies of Spengler discussed in
Chapter 2 devote entire sections to an analysis of his understanding of
National Socialism.! It is, after all, one of the first questions that spring to
mind when his name is mentioned.

Secondary literature tends to oscillate between two extremes when it
comes to Spengler and National Socialism. On the one hand, there are
outright condemnations of him: either as a proto-Nazi or as a forerunner
of National Socialism whose ideas garner profoundly anti-democratic
and authoritarian sentiments in Weimar Germany. Clemens Vollnhals, for
instance, suggests that Spengler’s denunciation of the Weimar Republic
as a historical aberration manufactured by the Allies ‘pre-empted ... the
slogan of “National Socialism” that was propagated by Hitler soon after-
wards’.? In a similarly teleological fashion, GDR historiography sought to
portray Spengler as a precursor of fascism insofar as his ‘ultra-reactionary
bourgeois outlook corresponded to the ruling interests of the German
monopoly bourgeoisie’ — the class that, so it was claimed, was the driving
force behind the ultimate success of the Hitler movement.?

On the other hand, far more apologetic accounts exist, which portray
Spengler and his conception of late Faustian, Caesarist nationalism as a
bona fide, viable alternative to the rise of Nazism. According to Sebastian
Maafi, for example, Spengler is best understood as a ‘dissenter’ from
the Nazi cause.* Maaf} is suggesting here that there could have been a
Spenglerian alternative for Germany that was free of the pitfalls of both
National Socialism and Bolshevik-inspired communism.

There are also more nuanced accounts. Thus, Detlef Felken claims that
Spengler should be seen neither as a principled opponent of National
Socialism nor as a supporter of the NSDAP who publicly endorses that
movement. To make this case, Felken provides a comprehensive overview
of Spengler’s engagement with Hitler and National Socialism. He con-
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cludes that Spengler cannot be accused of opportunism in his response to
the Nazi regime:

If he was really an opportunist, then he would have taken the opportunity on
Potsdam Day [21 March 1933 — see below] to throw himself into the arms of
National Socialism with an unctuous speech. He certainly could have secured
for himself a laureate role in the Third Reich. But Spengler thought too much in
dimensions of his own greatness to content himself with the part of an ideological
window-dresser. His conditio sine qua non for cooperating with the regime was
a concrete influence on political development in order to push through his own
understanding of the revolution. He wanted nothing less than to provide thought-
provoking impulses, which he felt Hitler so urgently needed.’

Although this is true, Felken’s discussion of Spengler and fascism is weak-
ened by the conviction that Spengler’s politics, including vis-a-vis Na-
tional Socialism, are invariably the logical manifestation of his philosophy
of history. This approach cannot account for Spengler’s complex, shifting
and multifaceted intellectual interaction with the phenomenon of fascism.
If there is one instance in Spengler’s career when the tension between his
diagnosis of the rise of Caesarism and his response to unfolding events
becomes most apparent, then it is in the 1930s.

For this reason, Walter Struve’s distinction between two phases in
Spengler’s attitude towards the German National Socialists is more useful.
In the first phase, lasting until 1933 or ‘perhaps as late as the middle of
1934°, Struve says, Spengler ‘welcomed them [the Nazis], but he wished
to see them used and held in check by those on the Right to whom he
felt closer’.® In the second phase, by contrast, Spengler is convinced that
the Nazis might be interfering with the emergence of genuine Caesarism.
Struve notes: “His basic position during the two phases was similar; what
changed was his assessment of the consequences of Nazi tactics.”” However,
Struve’s account of Spengler and National Socialism is rather pinched and
does not involve a detailed discussion of Spengler’s The Hour of Decision
(Jahre der Entscheiduny), first published in 1933. In this chapter we will
build on Struve’s point of departure, but will make the case that Spengler’s
relationship with National Socialism is best viewed as the culmination
of his own metahistorical views and the specific outcome of a variety of
contingent day-to-day events that could have turned out differently: not
merely Spengler’s response to ‘Nazi tactics’. We will demonstrate how at
various junctures Spengler makes an assortment of seemingly contradictory
statements on National Socialism. Taken in isolation, these have facilitated
his paradoxical reception as both a proto-Nazi and as one of that regime’s
rare public critics. Finally, we will be able to reframe Felken’s discussion
of opportunism not in terms of careerism (as we will see, Spengler never
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seeks personal gain from the Nazi regime), but in terms of the question of
whether Spengler’s political thought is more reactive than proactive, more
pragmatic than prophetic, in this fateful period of European history.

In order to explore these questions, this chapter will contextualise
Spengler’s engagement with the National Socialist movement in the early
1930s and will explore his ideas on the rise of Hitler as Chancellor. First,
we will provide a concise historical overview of the most significant events
leading up to the Nazi seizure of power and discuss Spengler’s relation-
ship with Hitler and the Nazi intellectual Gregor Strasser. Second, it will
examine Spengler’s The Hour of Decision (1933) and will discuss some
of the National Socialist response to it. In our discussion of The Hour of
Decision, close attention will be paid to what his ideas on race, the Jews
and Prussian socialism reveal about the changing priorities of his political
ideas and aspirations.

Strasser, Spengler and Hitler

The years of crisis following the 1929 Wall Street Crash not only breathe
life into extremist right-wing organisations such as the National Socialists,
but also generate a renewed interest in politics for Spengler. So intense is
the crisis resulting from the economic crash that by 1932, the National
Socialist Party is in a strong position to contest the German elections — five
of which are held in 1932. We know from his sister’s diaries, which are
preserved in his papers, that Spengler not only votes for the NSDAP, but
that he is willing to hang swastika flags from the window of their shared
house in order to greet a Nazi procession.® In private, however, Spengler
repeatedly stresses that Hitler should urgently gather some intelligent ad-
visers around him if he wishes to take advantage of the convulsions to
come. As we saw in the previous chapter, Spengler’s experience of the
Beer Hall Putsch in 1923 did not exactly convince him of Hitler’s political
acumen. Other, more insightful strategists would be needed to harness the
energy and devotion of Hitler’s movement, and channel it into a feasible
alternative focused on the corridors of business and power, not on street
actions. In this, Spengler is reflective of the German establishment’s un-
derstanding of Hitler at this point, as expressed in the common denuncia-
tion of him as ‘the private from Bohemia®.?

Spengler’s explanation of this attitude to the Nazis, provided in a letter
to André Fauconnet in 192710 typifies his criticisms of the NSDAP as a
populist (and thus inherently flawed) political phenomenon at the time:

Not only have I kept away from the National Socialist movement, which led to
the Munich Putsch, but I have even tried — in vain, unfortunately — to prevent the
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worst ... I am of the view that politics must not be based on a sentimental romanti-
cism, but on sober facts and deliberations.!!

However, just two months later, Spengler strikes up a close intellectual
relationship with Gregor Strasser, the Munich-based leader of the ‘left’
wing within the NSDAP. Strasser writes to Spengler to inform him that
Rebuwilding the German Reich is ‘virtually a treasure trove of highly con-
structive and realist-practical politics’.!? Unlike several leading Nazis,
whom Spengler sees as ‘hopelessly stupid’,!® he obviously holds Strasser
in high regard. He describes him as ‘the smartest chap, alongside Hugo
Stinnes, that I ever met’.1* Spengler’s correspondence with Strasser (much
of which was unfortunately destroyed by Spengler following Strasser’s
murder in 1934) is indicative of two thinkers engaged in a genuine ex-
change of ideas. It is largely devoid of the uncritical flattery that charac-
terises the attempts of other leading Nazis, such as Joseph Goebbels,!® to
engage with Spengler and to win him over. Before we look at the intel-
lectual relationship between Spengler and Strasser, let us briefly recall the
latter’s life and career.

Strasser was an army volunteer in the First World War and was awarded
the Iron Cross. He studied pharmacy in Munich and joined a Fredkorps
paramilitary grouping during the November Revolution. He then led a
comfortable existence as a chemist in Landshut. He joined the NSDAP
in 1921 and participated in the Beer Hall Putsch of November 1923. He
was arrested for his involvement in the coup, but from prison was elected
to the Bavarian parliament as a representative of the Volkischer Block,
which succeeded the outlawed NSDAP. His politics were strongly shaped
by his experience as a soldier and the idea that social inequality and class
differences were a hindrance to the strength of the German nation. For
Strasser, the emphasis on anti-capitalism and German socialism was more
prominent than volkisch and anti-Semitic ideas. He advocated a German
socialism that was not too far removed from some of Spengler’s radical
proposals in Prussianism and Socialism. Among its key elements were the
subjection of the economy to the state and the integration of the working
class into an organic national community. At the Hannover Conference
of the NSDAP in 1926, Strasser proposed that the party adopt this
course of German socialism. However, Hitler and his allies were able to
outmanoeuvre him. They did so in an attempt to appeal to the interests
of German industry. They defeated Strasser’s call for a social revolution
within the party programme and also ensured that a party conference
would no longer have the right to change that programme.

Strasser thanks Spengler for the ‘extensive response’” to his letter
(sadly, Spengler’s response seems to have been destroyed) and appears to
concur with some of his criticisms of National Socialism. Yet he disagrees
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with Spengler’s dismissal of the National Socialist movement as utopian.
Strasser stresses that his project by no means entails a utopian world
revolution akin to that dreamed up by the communists, but rather a social
transformation: ‘a German revolution by a national socialism’.!8 Strasser
teels that such a perspective can be found in Spengler’s thought and ear-
nestly seeks to cooperate with him. Given the existence of common ideo-
logical points of departure between the two men, Koktanek even suggests
that Spengler is actually seeking to gain Hitler’s ear through Strasser.’®
Felken makes the same point by noting Spengler’s intellectual proximity
to Die Tat, a magazine that likewise seeks influence over Hitler. Indeed,
Spengler and Strasser are rumoured to meet on several occasions shortly
before Strasser is liquidated by the Nazi leadership.2 However, given that
their correspondence was destroyed, it cannot be deduced what they are
discussing or planning at this time. In retrospect, it can only be concluded
that their close relationship never entails either man completely shifting
his political priorities. Despite Strasser’s repeated insistence that, for all
their differences, Spengler is the real prophet of the German socialist
movement, Strasser never leaves the NSDAP until that same organisation
puts an end to his life. Spengler never joins. Moreover, as we will see, the
development of their friendship is replete with historical irony, for the one
piece of advice which Spengler offers Hitler — that a true Caesar must deal
ruthlessly with opponents in his own party — is precisely the action that
costs Strasser his life and contributes to Spengler’s estrangement from the
NSDAPD.

Yet, in spite of his private criticisms, during the Nazi rise to power
Spengler is generally enthusiastic about the prospects of a national rebirth
and an end to Weimar democracy. By February 1933, however, he seems
to entertain the view — privately again — that the fate of the national move-
ment might quickly be run into the ground by the ‘grotesque inability of
its leadership clique’.?! At this point, he seems to believe that the National
Socialist experiment will be short-lived and catastrophic. Nonetheless, just
two weeks later, following the Reichstag fire and the elections of 5 March
1933, which see the NSDAP and Franz von Papen’s German National
People’s Party (DNVP) narrowly maintain the joint majority they had
first secured in the elections of January 1933. Spengler’s enthusiasm in
his correspondence is evident: ‘Hopefully Ash Wednesday will not come
now! Now we can see whether Hitler is just a trumpet.”> What is striking
about this statement is that Spengler does not seem at all troubled by the
nature of the elections, which take place against the backdrop of a smear
campaign against left-wing and liberal organisations, as well as intimida-
tion, violence and arrests at the ballot box. Indeed, he even refers to the

overthrow of the Bavarian government by the Nazis as a ‘great delight’.?3
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Throughout 1933, however, Spengler continues to bide his time when
it comes to public pronouncements on, or associations with, the Nazi
regime. In June he refuses an offer of an academic post at Leipzig and
in July he turns down an offer from the University of Freiburg, where
Heidegger had held the post of Rektor since April. Moreover, Spengler
appears to be concerned that some of his allies on the German right are
falling in behind the Nazi project in a rather unprincipled and uncritical
fashion. He singles out Roderich Schlubach, chair of the Patriotische
Gesellschaft in Hamburg, the conservative publisher Albert Knittel and
the industrialist Paul Reusch as examples of this political opportunism.?*

Spengler, then, is confronted with the dilemma of how to respond
to overtures from the Nazi regime. He is torn on the matter, reflecting
how he continues to view the so-called national resurgence of 1933 posi-
tively, while maintaining his reservations about Hitler and his movement.
Spengler’s sister recalls the atmosphere in the Spengler household during
the March 1933 elections: ‘We voted Hitler. Signor [the name given to
Spengler by his sister and her daughter] said about it: “Hitler is an idiot,
but you have to support the movement.”?

Goebbels pushes for Spengler to provide a radio address on the occa-
sion of Potsdam Day. This marks the opening of the new Reichstag on 21
March 1933 in the Garnisonkirche. The Nazis hope that the festivities will
emblematically reconcile the old Prussian conservative outlook with the
new Nazi order. At this ceremony, Hitler is received by Reichsprasident
Paul von Hindenburg in front of the cameras, in a similar fashion to how
previous Chancellors were once greeted by the Kaiser. Having Spengler
provide an address amidst the pomp and circumstance would thus entail
an important symbolic victory for the new administration — the seal of
Preuflentum, as it were. Spengler’s initial reaction is to decline, but then
he is convinced by others close to him that the address would provide an
unrivalled opportunity to speak to potentially millions of people. After
turther consideration however, Spengler eventually turns down the invi-
tation. His sister nonetheless feels that Spengler will take up such an
opportunity at a later stage: ‘T think he will actually speak on the radio
one day.?® That his voice is never heard via what in popular vernacular
is known as ‘Goebbels’s snout’ (die Goebbels-Schnanze) suggests that at a
certain point, something fundamentally changes in Spengler’s attitude
towards the National Socialists.

Could the 90-minute meeting between Hitler and Spengler at the
Bayreuth Festival at the end of July 1933 perhaps account for Spengler’s
estrangement from the NSDAP, as Demandt implies??” The rendezvous
is organised for Spengler by Else Knittel, the wife of his friend Albert.
Else is a close friend of Winnifried Wagner (née Williams). Winnifried is
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an orphaned British woman who is adopted at a young age by a German
couple and eventually marries Siegfried Wagner, one of the composer’s
sons. In Bayreuth, she lives next door to another Briton by the name
of Houston Stewart Chamberlain. Chamberlain has a reputation as an
outspoken anti-Semite on account of his popular Die Grundlagen des
Neunzehmten Jahvbunderts (The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century,
1899). Winnifried and Houston, who always converse in German,
become ‘two of Hitler’s earliest and most ardent acolytes’.?® Moreover,
Winnifried plays an instrumental role in promoting Hitler in general and
his associations with the Bayreuth Festival in particular.

Spengler later seeks to portray the meeting as a vindication of his view
that Hitler is a poisonous influence on the German nationalist movement.
In a letter referring to a Nazi propaganda campaign to present the four
major brains of German history as Frederick the Great, Goethe, Bismarck
and Hitler, for example, Spengler notes: ‘Yes, three great minds and a
numskull.’? Nonetheless, the meeting with Hitler is not as disappointing
or discordant as Spengler or some subsequent scholarship would have
it.3 Contrary to the claim made by the erstwhile Nazi-turned-German-
American businessman Ernst Hanfstaengl in his memoirs, published
almost forty years after the event, Hitler and Spengler part from each
other with the intention of meeting up for another discussion in the near
future.3! Spengler feels that although Hitler does not create the impres-
sion of being a significant historical figure, he is nonetheless a ‘very decent
man’: he ‘wants something, is doing something, and you can speak to
him’.32 The most extensive account of what the two men actually discuss
once again comes from the diaries of Spengler’s sister Hilde. She notes
how her brother returns from the festival in good spirits:

A 1.5-hour discussion with Hitler (on France and on the Protestant church con-
troversy). On France, Spengler said, Hitler was exactly right (that is to say, he had
the same view as Signor); Hitler regretted that the Protestant church does not
have a single outstanding thinker ... when it came to the Reichstag fire trial, Hitler
claimed that there was interesting material that would prove how close we were to
a Bolshevik revolution, with systematic arson and attacks and murder. Hitler said
that the trial would begin in around five weeks.3?

This account of the meeting is taken from Hilde’s unpublished diaries,
which are located in Spengler’s papers. While it cannot be treated as an
objective account of what happened, it does provide an alternative sum-
mary of the meeting and of the overlap between Spengler and Hitler on
some of the pressing issues of the day. What is particularly striking is that
Spengler reports uncritically Hitler’s explanation that the Reichstag fire is
an example of how imminent a communist uprising was. By November,
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however, Spengler sees through this pretext. In a letter to Alfons Sack, a
lawyer involved in defending Ernst Torgler, the accused leader of the Com-
munist Party of Germany’s parliamentary group, in the Reichstag fire trial,
Spengler sarcastically notes: ‘By the way, the adage that “those who want
to prove more than they can, prove nothing”, clearly applies to this trial.”**

Following their meeting in July, Spengler appears to believe in the pos-
sibility of speaking to Hitler and of influencing his decisions. But whether
he thinks that he can now achieve his longstanding goal of becoming a
‘favourite of a capable ruler’, a modern incarnation of what Talleyrand
once was to Napoleon, is another matter.3® Shortly before the meeting
with Hitler, he completes his Jahre der Entscheidung. Deutschiand und
die weltgeschichtliche Entwicklung. Erster ‘Teil (The Hour of Decision. Part I:
Germany and World-Historical Evolution) and — in line with his usual prac-
tice of sending free copies of his publications to those he is seeking to
influence — arranges for Hitler to receive a personal copy, with the follow-
ing greeting:

Esteemed Reichskanzler!

I have taken the liberty of arranging for a copy of my new book to be sent to
you, which I kindly ask you to accept. I would welcome the opportunity to hear
your judgement of these issues at some point.

With loyal greetings,

Oswald Spengler3¢

As far as it is possible to ascertain, Hitler never responds to this request for
another meeting. Is Spengler labouring under the illusion that he can play
the advisory political role he always desired? Or is this a passive-aggressive
provocation on his part, written safe in the knowledge that Hitler would
never respond, given the book’s contents?3” Hitler may never have replied
to Spengler’s short letter, but the greater issue of how to respond politi-
cally to The Hour of Decision continues to exercise the Hitler regime for
some time. At a meeting of Nazi leaders, Hitler is said to have person-
ally intervened to prevent a ban on the book.3® Perhaps he does so in the
expectation that Spengler’s best days are now behind him and that the
public’s attention is focused on other matters. But another explanation, as
we will see, might be that Hitler does not feel unduly threatened or even
targeted by the publication itself. Nevertheless, by the end of September
1933, The Hour of Decision had sold a staggering 100,000 copies and it
becomes evident that the Nazi regime will have to convey its view of the
publication and the ideas it contains. Let us now take a closer look at the
structure and arguments in The Hour of Decision in order to shed further
light on Spengler’s understanding of fascism in general and National So-
cialism in particular.
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The Last Bestseller

The Hour of Decision. Part I: Germany and World-Historical Evolution is
Spengler’s last published political treatise. It is an updated and expanded
version of a lecture delivered to the Patriotische Gesellschaft in Ham-
burg on 3 February 1930. It therefore provides a useful summary of the
views Spengler forms on fascism in Italy and Germany between 1930
and 1933. Spengler’s title for his last bestseller is revealing. First, the
foregrounding of Germany and its place in world-historical development
reflects his career-long hopes for the German nation’s self-assertion in
a troubled climate. Second, this publication is conceived as one of two
volumes dedicated to an analysis of the global political climate. How-
ever, for reasons we will discuss below, the follow-up volume is never
completed.

The Hour of Decision breaks down into four main chapters: “The Political
Horizon’, “World Wars and World Powers’, “The White World Revolution’
and, finally, “The Coloured World Revolution’. The content of the first
two chapters will be largely familiar to those who have read Spengler’s
other works, but the final chapters contain fresh philosophical-historical
material and concepts, which we will discuss in more detail below.

Perhaps the most significant section of the book from the point of
view of Spengler and National Socialism is the Introduction, in which he
refers to the Nazi seizure of power positively as ‘the national revolution’
and asserts that nobody could have desired such an upheaval as much as
he. Conscious of the fact that the book is based on a lecture from 1930
entitled ‘Germany in Danger’, Spengler updates the title of the published
book. He is clearly seeking to avoid creating the impression that the Nazi
seizure of power has now placed Germany i jeopardy. He is at pains to
stress that the Nazi uprising is not what he sees as the danger facing his
country, but rather that Germany’s problems can be traced back to 1918
and, beyond this, its late development as a nation that has only recently
overcome political localism. He calls this ‘seven hundred years of miser-
able provincial small-state-ism without even a whift of greatness, ideas or
aims’ (10). By contrast, National Socialism’s rise to power is viewed as
nothing less than a ‘Prussian’ phenomenon comparable to 1914:

The national revolution of 1933 was something tremendous and will remain so in
the eyes of the future due to the elemental, super-personal force with which it came
about and the discipline of the soul when it was carried out. That was something
Prussian through and through, just like the awakening of 1914, which transformed
the souls [of the nation] at one stroke. (5)

Nonetheless, Spengler argues that even an event of such historical signifi-
cance is unable to eradicate the dangers on the road ahead. The emphasis

printed on 2/12/2023 5:35 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCOhost -

Decisive Years 153

on decision (Entscheidung) highlights the open-endedness of the historical
process he sees unfolding: ‘the great spectacle of global politics is not over’
(4). He points to a looming global conflict and contends that Germany is
‘the world’s most decisive country’ (7). He makes this claim not merely
due to its location “at the border of Asia’, but also because the Germans —
unlike the French or the English, who had their own national movements
led by Mirabeau and Cromwell — have these events in front of them: the
Germans are ‘still young enough’ (7) to have a real future.

Spengler explains the background to the publication by pointing out
that, as of 30 January 1933, the book was printed up to page 106. He then
adds that he has changed nothing of the original text before its publication
since he is a ‘historical connoisseur’ (4) who is able to understand the facts
of his time and to sketch out future development. This ensures that he
thinks not in months, but in years. Spengler’s pretensions aside, the book
does indeed read as if it were finished before Hitler’s rise to the position of
Chancellor. The Introduction is the only section of the book that directly
refers to the Nazi seizure of power and it feels incongruously appended to
a publication that is already out of date by the time it appears.

Spengler avoids taking a position on National Socialism in the text.
This is understandable in that it is only just beginning to consolidate
its power and thus has novel characteristics, claims and aspirations. As
we have seen, some of these appeal to him, some do not. The subtitle
of the book makes clear that Spengler is not attempting to theorise a
particular event or scene within this spectacle, but rather the plot as a
whole: Germany’s place within the longer-term development of world
history. At times, he speaks of decades (4)% and hypothesises about
where the world might be at the end of the twentieth century. The
English translation of the text as The Hour of Decision* is therefore
misleading. It implies that the decision faced by Germany is an immedi-
ate one against the backdrop of the Nazi rise to power. But this is not
the case. Surveying what he views as the hollowness of the political
process, Spengler bemoans the fact that politicians seem capable of
thinking merely in hours and days, not years or decades: ‘our age is a
tremendous one, but the people are all the smaller for it’ (16-17). The
choice of The Hour of Decision for the title of the English translation, as
well as the dominant interpretation of the text, retroactively view the
text through the lens of the Nazi seizure of power and the possibility of
it being censored. Sebastian Maaf3, for instance, calls the text ‘in essence
an anti-National Socialist one ... which was not however censored due
to the fact that it was published at a relatively early stage’.*! Thomas
Tartsch speaks of Spengler as an ‘opponent of the National Socialist
state’ because of his supposed ‘unveiled criticism of National Socialism’
in The Hour of Decision.*> H. Stuart Hughes writes of the ‘dilemma’ faced
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by Spengler when publishing The Hour of Decision, which ‘was sure to
displease the new rulers of Germany, who might even go so far as to
suppress the book entirely’.*3 Nonetheless, Hughes argues — fully in line
with the view that Spengler’s political thought forms an unchanging
and coherent whole — that ‘it was not in Spengler’s nature to withdraw
or alter anything that he said’.** Contrary to these claims, it must be
emphasised that The Hour of Decision is no critique of the Hitler regime.
It is a text that outlines Spengler’s view of the epoch in general. There
are, as we will discuss below, only a smattering of references to the phe-
nomenon of fascism as an international movement and even fewer to the
exact place of National Socialism within this movement.

The Hour of Decision can be more accurately described as a critique
of the structures and guiding ideological concepts of modernity than
as a polemic against Hitlerism. The publication possesses a typically
Spenglerian breadth that is both fascinating and difficult to summarise.
It deals with Germany’s position within the world order, the emergence
of global powers and conflicts, the domination of politics and decision-
making by money and finance, the distinction between the class antago-
nisms of the modern world and the rank-based hierarchies of the past
epoch, the emergence of working-class politics in Western Europe and
the rise of what Spengler deems the coloured peoples — a most unhelp-
ful term, particularly because Spengler claims that these non-A&endiand
peoples include those from nations as diverse as Morocco and Russia —
and their potentially destructive influence on the exhausted Abendiand.
Spengler warns that the Abendland must get its act together if it is not to
perish. We will return to this novel idea in his thought further below.

The decision presented by Spengler, then, is not one to be made within
hours or even years, nor is it a cut-and-dried choice between embracing
National Socialism and opting for the politics of Bolshevism or liberalism.
The decision on which the future of the “‘white peoples’ (97) hinges is far
more fundamental. It cuts across all the above ideologies and movements.
As Spengler puts it, there is a choice between two paths: one that goes to
the ‘left’ and one that goes to the ‘right’. This distinction is ably outlined
by Michael Thondl, who argues that the ‘left-right’ political axis should
be turned anti-clockwise by 90 degrees so that ‘left’ becomes the masses
at the bottom and ‘right’ the elite at the top. Thus: ‘It becomes evident
that, for Spengler, those parties that represent right-wing values also
contain left-wing elements, and that they do so precisely because they are
organised as parties.™®

The left is represented by what Spengler calls the “‘white world revo-
lution’ (76). This movement can be traced back to the emergence of
rationalism and liberalism in the late eighteenth century. It provides the
main impetus for phenomena as varied as liberalism, Bolshevism and
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fascism insofar as they all focus on mobilising the masses in party forma-
tions. For Spengler, the outcome of this trend is an undermining of the
socio-political virtues of the aristocracy: tradition, discipline and elite rule
give way to the stock market, parties and elections. He summarises this
position as follows:

‘Left’ is whatever is a party or whatever believes in parties, because that is a liberal
form of the struggle against higher society, of the class struggle since 1770, of the
desire for majorities ... for quantity over quality, for the herd over the gentleman.
(102)

By contrast, the path to the right creates the conditions for Caesarism
and counters this ongoing ‘offensive from below” with a ‘defensive from
above’ (100). It does so in order to uphold rank and tradition in the face
of the class struggle that has been raging since the rise of the modern
world in ca. 1770 and the rise of finance capital in ca. 1840. The prole-
tariat’s dominance has ensured that no politician dares to criticise or upset
the worker. All parties must appeal to the worker’s base and capricious
interests in order to chase votes and remain in power. Not only is this
situation leading to the collapse of morality, coherence, taste and style,
but, most importantly, it is undermining the ability of the Western states
to defend themselves militarily. As in Rebuilding the German Reich, he
claims that finance and the workers’ movement surreptitiously work hand
in hand to undermine national cohesion:

By contrast, as I have already shown, @il forms of worker socialism are thoroughly
English in origin. They arose around 1840, at the same time as the victory of the
joint-stock company and the rootless ‘financial’ form of capital. Both were the
expression of Free Trade Manchesterism: this ‘white’ Bolshevism is capitalism from
below, wage-capitalism, just as the method of speculative finance-capital is social-
ism from above, from the stock exchange. (105)*6

The vertical struggle in society between the masses and the forces of tradi-
tion within states takes place in parallel to the horizontal conflicts between
states. Any positive resolution of these battles is conceivable only when
the forces of Caesarism begin to assert themselves and make the nations ‘in
form’ (106) — ready to wage conflict successfully once more — by restoring
the values of custom, duty and honour. This distinction between the masses
as ‘the radical nothing’ and the nobility as the embodiment of a strong
state can first be found in Volume 2 of The Decline of the West.*” What is
new is his explanation of the baleful influence of the masses and money
with reference to the ‘white world revolution’. He feels that the economic
crisis of 1929 may represent the apogee of this process, although not its
conclusion: “Today the world revolution ... has reached what is perhaps
its zenith, but it is far from over’ (81).
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Another key development in Spengler’s thought is his use of the terms
‘white peoples’ and ‘masses of coloured peoples’ in relation to imperialism
and the colonies (97). He believes that the political and moral decadence
of the white revolution has dangerous implications not just for the indi-
vidual countries of the West, but also for the culture as a whole. He fears
that the ‘masses of coloured peoples’ will be able to seize on the internal
weakness of the white world and undermine it (ibid.). Specifically, he
worries that those in the colonies of the Western world will deploy the
knowledge and technology acquired from their colonial masters not as a
means of pursuing the Abendland’s quest for infinity, but of destroying it
for good. For the first time in his career, he posits the idea that in a glob-
ally interdependent world, the struggle between races and the struggle
between classes (Rassenkampf and Klassenkampf) could combine (111)
to obliterate the foundations of the Abendland. Here he has in mind the
anti-colonial uprisings in China, India and Mexico: ‘deep down, there is
one and the same thing that underpins the Taiping Rebellion in China,
the Sepoy uprising in India, the revolt of the Mexicans against Kaiser
Maximilian: a hatred of the white race and the absolute will to destroy it’
(118).

Michael Thondl seeks to defend Spengler from charges of straightfor-
ward racism on this matter. He claims that this position is consistent with
Spengler’s views on the necessity of defending and upholding the cultural
period of the Faustian world in the face of those who — whether because
they represent the mass (Masse) of Faustian Zivilisation or because they
have never belonged to such a culture in the first place — threaten to under-
mine it.*® Nonetheless, there is an unmistakable sense in which Spengler’s
use of the term ‘race’ here is both essentialising and, in contrast to previ-
ous uses of the term, appears to be informed more by biology (that is,
skin colour) than by a culture’s prime symbol (Ursymbol). We will return
to this point in more detail in our discussion of Spengler’s understanding
of Jewishness and the Jews below.

How do these world-historical trends located by Spengler relate to
the phenomena of fascism generally and National Socialism specifically?
As we have seen, Spengler does not mention Hitler by name. This alone
irks the Nazi philosopher Alfred Bacumler. He complains that ‘neither
Hitler’s name nor the term National Socialism appear in this work’.*’
However, the term fascism appears on a number of occasions in The Hour
of Decision. When it comes to fascism, Spengler is predominantly thinking
of Mussolini’s Italian movement, but he also uses fascism as an umbrella
term to describe the numerous international movements — including in
Germany — that have been inspired by the experience of Italy (101). As
we will see below, his praise for Mussolini’s political strategy allows him —
between the lines — to intervene in the German debates on fascism by
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highlighting its limits as a party-political phenomenon. He does so by
contrasting the dead-end of this plebeian fascism with the model example
of Mussolini’s elitist fascism. As Spengler puts it: “‘What pre-empts the
tuture is not the existence of fascism as a party, but solely and exclusively
the figure of its creator” (103, emphasis added). In keeping with his under-
standing of the terms ‘left’ and ‘right’, then, Spengler considers fascism
in its mass form to be another manifestation of the ‘left’, ‘partyist’ ‘white
revolution from below’:

Fascism is also a transition. It developed from the urban masses, as a mass party
with rowdy agitation and speeches among the masses — tendencies of worker social-
ism are not alien to it. But as long as a dictatorship has ‘social’ ambitions and claims
to be there for the sake of the ‘worker’, is active in the backstreets and is popular,
it remains a mere intermediate form. The Caesarism of the future fights only for
power, for a Reich and against all kinds of political parties. (103)

Spengler’s fundamental point is that, for all the mutual hostility between
movements such as fascism and communism, in the last instance they are
peculiar brothers-in-arms: they share the same emphasis on mass partici-
pation and veneration of the worker’s sectional interests. The Caesarist
alternative he has in mind — this point bears repeating — will only be able
to lead the late Faustian world if it dispenses with such an approach and
repairs the damage caused by parties and parliaments: “You need to know
whether you are on the “left” or the “right”, otherwise the course of his-
tory itself will decide this for you — and the course of history is more
powerful than any theory or ideological dreaming’ (101). Rulers, not
demagogues, are required to show the way:

It is here that the path splits to the left and to the right: the demagogue lives with
the masses always as one of them; the born ruler can use them, but he despises
them. He conducts his most arduous battles not against the enemy, but against the
swarm of his all-too-devoted friends. (111)

Hence, Mussolini’s variant of fascism comes in for much praise because
Spengler feels that Mussolini is the true ruler (Herrscher) of Italy. He has
shown himself willing to purge the influence of the masses on politics —
even, or especially, those within his own organisation (103). Spengler im-
plicitly refers to the ‘decision’ faced by fascism in Germany with reference
to Mussolini’s Italy:

The most difficult victories of a ruler, and the most essential ones, are not those won
over enemies, but those won over his own supporters, the practorians, the ‘Ras’, as
they are known in Italy. This is how the best ruler proves himself. He who does not
know this and has neither the power nor the courage to do so swims like a cork on
the waves, at the top and yet powerless. (103)
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Spengler’s admiration for Mussolini does not stop there:

Mussolini, although he was once a workers’ leader, is no party leader, but the
ruler of his country. Had Lenin lived longer, then he would have probably been
Mussolini’s role model here. He possessed a superior ruthlessness towards his party
and the courage to withdraw from all ideology. Above all, Mussolini is a statesman,
ice cold and sceptical, a realist and a diplomat. He really does rule by himself. (103)

This praise is reciprocated. In a book review of The Hour of Decision, Mus-
solini commends Spengler’s insights into the nature of the political pe-
riod and also arranges for a translation of the text into Italian.>® Contrary
to Markus Henkel’s claim that Spengler’s practical-political proposals are
designed to offSer the emergence of figures such as Mussolini,®! Spengler
leaves no doubts as to the dictatorial nature of the coming Caesarism for
which he is striving: ‘Caesarism in its finished form is a dictatorship, but
not the dictatorship of a party, but rather of a man against all parties — par-
ticularly his own one’ (103). If genuine Caesarism is to be achieved, then
the ‘Practorian Guard’ within fascist organisations must be eliminated in
a ‘ruthless’ fashion (103). Until this is the case, any political phenomena —
plebeian fascism included — will at best amount to ‘interim solutions and
transitions’ (102). In an epoch where ‘the age itself is radical’, any com-
promises with, or concessions to, the ‘revolution from below’ (103) will
prove to be short-lived and harmful. Spengler mocks those who fail to
realise this fundamental point. In his eyes, they lack the will to power de-
manded of the times and languish in the centrist mentality of what he
acidly deems the ‘will to the middle’ (101) of the political spectrum. He is
adamant that only uncompromising Caesarist political forms can do away
with the corrupting influence of the masses on democracy and politics:

The Caesarism of the future will not persuade, but will emerge victorious with
weapon in hand. Only when this goes without saying, when the majority is per-
ceived as something to be objected to, when somebody looks down on the masses,
on the party in every sense of the word and on all programmes and ideologies, will
the revolution have been overcome. (102)

Spengler’s call for fascist movements to emulate the example of Mussolini
and to deal ruthlessly with their own praetorian guard leads to a turning
point in his relationship with German National Socialism. Whether or not
Hitler is influenced by Spengler’s arguments on fascism and Caesarism, or
whether — as Klaus P. Fischer claims®? — Spengler actually informs Hitler
of these ideas in their meeting in Bayreuth, it is most ironic that Hit-
ler’s purging of the SA during the so-called Night of the Long Knives in
the summer of 1934 provides the occasion for Spengler’s disillusionment
with National Socialism. As we have already shown in Chapter 1, the
Nazi purge brings the death of several of Spengler’s companions and con-
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tacts. Alongside his friend Willi Schmid — killed as a result of an adminis-
trative error in the purges — these include two other figures who are at the
heart of political developments on the German right: Strasser and Gustav
von Kahr. Strasser is eliminated precisely in a move against a section of
the Nazi movement that is more closely associated with German socialism
and anti-capitalist, plebeian elements. Indeed, as Koktanek points out,
Hitler’s move against the SA occasions more support from the captains
of heavy industry — the very forces Spengler devotes most of his political
career to organising — and ensures that Hitler comes to be viewed as more
of a reliable, pro-establishment figure.>® Spengler views the death of von
Kahr as a loss of the kind of traditional, conservative figure who, with the
correct political guidance to address some of his past errors, could have
contributed to bringing Germany into form once again.

What could, using the language of The Hour of Decision,, be called Hitler’s
decision to the right therefore seals Spengler’s estrangement from the Nazis
and from politics as a whole. The kind of decision Spengler had been call-
ing for had been made, but he is horrified by the consequences. Since 1919
at least he is consistent in calling for Caesarist dictatorship and an end to
party-political life, but when faced with the reality of this move outlined in
his philosophy of history, he is distraught. He later writes with a palpable
sense of regret: ‘we wanted to get rid of parties — the worst one was left
over’.>* He shelves the planned second volume of The Hour of Decision: ‘so
it is that I have not written a single line of it and it would make no sense to
do so now, because I do not write books for them to be confiscated’.5> As a
result, he withdraws into private life and resorts to apergus and jibes against
the Nazis in his correspondence. Struve, then, does not tell the whole story
when describing Spengler’s shifting attitude towards National Socialism
as flowing from his assessment of Nazi ‘tactics’. His account overlooks the
tragic significance of Spengler calling for the measures that cause him to
turn his back on National Socialism.

Here the disjuncture between the claims, or predictions, of Spengler’s
historical philosophy and his political decisions in reaction to unfolding
events becomes apparent in the most tragic fashion. Moreover, following
his alienation from the Nazi regime, in his last years Spengler seeks to
project this estrangement back onto the past: there is no discussion of
how his musings on the necessity of authoritarian Caesarian rule may have
ted into, overlapped with, or provided fuel to the fire of the Nazi seizure
and consolidation of power. Instead, in an attempt to paint himself once
more as a prophet of historical development, Spengler merely notes that
there is ‘much that is correct’ in Nazi ideology insofar as it was not cre-
ated by ‘loudmouths’, but rather by him and others, such as Bismarck and
Frederick William I of Prussia.>® The Nazis, he concludes, had ‘sponged
> 57

off my ideas’.
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It is therefore wrong to claim that The Hour of Decision is ‘in essence
an anti-National Socialist’ text.>® Nor can its author be viewed as one of
Nazi regime’s ‘most prominent critics’.>® Nor, pace Farrenkopf, can the
text be seen as a ‘politically courageous criticism of the Nazi leadership’
that was supposedly ‘belatedly banned by Nazi censors ... one of few and
the most sensational of the regime-critical works to appear during the
Third Reich’.®? Nor, finally, can it be seen as marking the break between
Spengler and National Socialism, as Koktanek suggests.5!

True, implicit criticism of the Nazis is present between the lines:
Prussian statesmanship and elite traditions are called for, not mass mobili-
sations and rallies. In keeping with long-held ideas on politics as a serious
business of statesmanship and devotion, as opposed to mass enthusiasm
and intoxication, Spengler feels that the involvement of the masses will
obscure a proper, leadership-informed conception of politics: “The danger
with enthusiasts is that they see things far too simplistically’ (5).

However, explicit criticism is hardly forthcoming. When it comes to one
of the rare instances of such criticism in The Hour of Decision, irony yet again
plays an important role.®? In the Introduction, Spengler does mention the
Nazis by name and points out that they are seeking to build their ‘castles in
the sky’ without soberly assessing the fact that ‘Germany is not an island’
(10). His point is a familiar one in his work: Germany can only assert
her interests by pursuing Weltpolitik and by settling scores with the world
around her. Here Spengler has clearly been duped by the peace rhetoric of
the early Nazi regime and its claims of setting out on an independent path
of nonaggression. This professed foreign policy is summarised by the Nazi
writer Johann von Leers as calling for ‘the working peoples’ to collaborate
‘on the basis of these peoples’ respect for each other’.%® In reality, such
talk was a smokescreen to conceal the regime’s real plans for a new war in
Europe. Spengler is thus criticising the National Socialists for not carrying
out a policy they are in fact pursuing. Another instance of Spengler’s agree-
ing with the foreign policy of the National Socialists can be seen in his
support for the Nazi regime’s subsequent decision to withdraw from the
League of Nations, which in The Hour of Decision is pilloried as a ‘swarm of
parasites holidaying at Lake Geneva’ (34).

Once again, it is possible to detect a dynamic tension between Spengler’s
philosophy and his politics. While the former to some extent predicts and
accounts for the emergence of a movement akin to German National
Socialism, the latter is ultimately shaped by unfolding developments that
could have turned out differently. Spengler’s relationship to National
Socialism is thus not that of an all-seeing prophetic historical connoisseur,
as he would have it, but of a thinker who is responding to novel develop-
ments and rapidly unfolding events beyond his control. Had the Nazis
killed the correct man — Willi Schmidt instead of Willi Schmid — and had
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Strasser been spared, would Spengler have been won round to the project
of a more serious National Socialism that was now breaking with some of
its old habits and becoming more state-focused and statesmanlike? Had
Hitler not — against Spengler’s best advice — taken a turn ‘to the right’ in
1934, would Spengler have remained open-minded about his involvement
with the Nazi regime? These questions can never be adequately answered.
The fact that they can be posed at all reveals much about the ambivalence
and inconsistency of Spengler’s response to National Socialism.

The Propaganda Campaign

How do the Nazis respond to The Hour of Decision? We have seen that
they decide not to censor the popular book, so how does the regime deal
with its arguments? Before we discuss what The Hour of Decision reveals
about Spengler’s changing attitudes on race and Prussian socialism, let us
first discuss what several Nazi writers thought about the book.

Giinther Griindels Jahre der Uberwindung (Years of Overcoming) is an
example of a spontaneous response to The Hour of Decision.®* Griindel,
a fan of Spengler’s, implores him to draw the logical conclusions of his
arguments in The Hour of Decision: if the world does indeed look rather
like Spengler’s depiction within the book, then he must surely recognise
that the only force that can put an end to this situation is Hitler’s NSDAD.
When Spengler fails to respond to Griindel’s letter, Griindel publishes his
own text.%

At the same time, there is a coordinated response to The Hour of
Decision, in which the Nazi Minister for Propaganda Joseph Goebbels
plays a key role. Goebbels is becoming increasingly annoyed with the fail-
ure of his overtures towards Spengler.® In late October 1933, for instance,
Spengler accepts in principle Goebbels’s offer to provide a public radio
address to mark the occasion of the fifteenth anniversary of the Treaty of
Versailles, albeit on the condition that the press campaign against him be
suspended. This does not happen, so the address does not take place. In
December 1933, a Nazi press directive is issued that calls for an end to the
discussion of Spengler’s work in the media altogether.

Between 1933 and 1934, a range of book-length publications appear
on Spengler.®” Here we will focus on two such works that are reflec-
tive of the attitude of leading Nazis to Spengler in the 1930s: Arthur
Zweiniger’s Spengler im Dritten Reich. Eine Antwort auf Oswald Spenglers
Jahre der Entscheiduny’ (Spengler in the Third Reich: A Response to Spengler’s
“The Hour of Decision’, 1933) and Spenglers weltpolitisches System und der
Nationalsozialismus (Spengler’s World Political System and National Socialism,
1934), written by Johann von Leers.®
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The former book reflects aspects of the early Nazi government’s radi-
cal, worker-orientated and even utopian rhetoric® by taking Spengler
to task on what Zweiniger considers to be the looming issues of the
day. Convinced that Spengler has a ‘thoroughly conflicting’””® relation
to fascism, Zweiniger accuses Spengler of failing to understand the real
forces of historical change, as well as of an incomprehension of the true
significance of Hitler’s rise to power. This historic event has ushered in
a ‘wave of fervent love for the fatherland”! so desired by Spengler. For
Zweiniger, Spengler’s The Hour of Decision reveals a thinker who has next
to no positive proposals for Germany’s future. To the extent that Spengler
has any positive demands or desires in this text, they have all been realised
in practice by the Hitler regime. And whereas Spengler could once claim
to have highlighted the great values and ideals of Preufentum, at a point
when these very ideals are taking shape, Spengler can only carp from the
comfort of his armchair.”?> Zweiniger charges Spengler with ‘cold pes-
simism’ and a scepticism of collective action inspired by proud nationalist
aims, as well as with an inability to distinguish between ‘the masses’ (dze
Masse) of the atomised and alienated people and ‘the people’ (das Volk).”?
The former has been overcome in the project of National Socialism, a col-
lective movement organised around the heroic and self-sacrificing values
of PreufSentum. Spengler’s aloofness to the real force of historical develop-
ment ensures that he must seek refuge in fatalist hypothesising: “So it is
that, blinded by prejudice, he looks past reality and fails to recognise his
own children.””*

Von Leers’s Spenglers weltpolitisches System und der Nationalsozialismus
praises Spengler for his efforts in the struggle against the Weimar
Republic, but, like Zweiniger, points out that Spengler and the Nazis
were united in this struggle only ‘in the negative’ — that is, when it came
to what they were against.”> When it comes to positive proposals regard-
ing the future, they part company. In order to make this point, von Leers
distinguishes between the ‘positive’ Spengler of 1919 and the ‘pessimist’
Spengler of 1933. For von Leers, Spengler’s Prussianism and Socialism had
established him among the German people ‘not only the reputation of a
highly talented and original mind, but also the reputation of somebody
who showed the way to new shores”” The Spengler of 1919 possessed
some kind of understanding of how to overcome the class struggle and
create a strong Germany, but now he seems utterly indifferent to this
perspective. Now he ignores the plight of the masses and stands up for
the interests of those above instead. Von Leers compliments Spengler for
the profound insights of his concept of Caesarism, but argues that simply
because a Caesar emerged in the Roman world, it does not follow that it
will happen again in modern conditions.
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But how much truth is there to these accusations? What about von
Leers’s claim that the Spengler of 1933 has broken with the more opti-
mistic nationalist ideas of Prussian socialism he first outlined in 19192 It
is to these questions that we will now turn by discussing the significance
of The Hour of Decision in relation to Spengler’s ideas on race and Prussian
socialism.

Rasse and the Jews

Having arrived at this point, it is worth taking a closer look at the ques-
tion of how Spengler understands the role of the Jews in Germany. The
so-called Jewish question rages through Europe in the 1920s and 1930s,
with German nationalist discourse often proceeding from the understand-
ing that Jewish customs and traditions are simply incompatible with
modern European life.”” In order to arrive at a rounded understanding
of Spengler’s thought on race and the Jews, let us briefly take a step back
from an exclusive focus on The Hour of Decision in order to discuss his
ideas on the issue across his career as a whole. We can then establish how
his final published text relates to this understanding.

In Chapter 3, we pointed out that, for the Spengler of Prussianism
and Socialism, race is more of a metaphysical than a biological category.
This rejection of biological conceptions of race is also evident in one of
the most memorable statements against volkisch and Aryan-centric under-
standings of race in Volume 2 of The Decline of the West. Discussing the
uselessness of analysing skulls — let alone measuring them, as the Nazis
later would — in gaining an understanding of past societies and different
peoples, Spengler writes:

In fact, the racial expression of a human head is compatible with all conceivable
skull forms. What is decisive is not the bones, but the flesh, the gaze, the facial
expressions. Since the Romantic age there has been talk of the Indo-Germanic race.
But are there Aryan and Semite skulls?78

Moreover, we have seen that Spengler is a consistent critic of the political
aims and methods of the volkisch movement. Here, it is worth recalling an
important footnote from Rebuilding the German Reich, in which he writes:

And, incidentally, how petty, shallowly restricted and disgraceful the German sen-
tence ‘Jews out!” looks alongside the English one: ‘Right or wrong, my country?’
The former is a mere negation and completely underestimates the fact that one
of the most dangerous anti-German traits — the tendency to internationalist and
pacifist infatuation, the hatred of authority ... precisely have deep roots in the
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German essence. Members of one’s own race are always more dangerous than those
of another, who precisely in their status as a minority will always prefer to adapt if
they are seriously given the choice.”

This quote clearly demonstrates Spengler’s rejection of slogans calling for
the removal of the Jews from Germany. Yet he appears to do so on the
assumption that the Jews are not part of what he calls one’s ‘own race’
(die esgene Rasse). This allows him to make the case that it is not the Jews
that the Germans should be concerned about, but rather the weakness,
pacifism, liberalism and other ‘anti-German’ traits among the Germans
themselves. What does Spengler mean by this? Is his contention not based
on anti-Semitic tropes and stereotypes?

In The Decline of the West, Spengler claims that the Jewish outlook and
way of experiencing the world is the product of Arab or Magian culture
(ca. 0-1000 AD). It is thus fundamentally different from the modern
Faustian outlook. Magian culture coheres around the prime symbol of the
cave. It is a culture defined by close communal ties — the consensus omninm
of its adherents — and their isolation from those outside. The Jews have
been able to survive as a people well beyond the existence of the Magian
world precisely because of this cohesion. Regarding the lack of a home-
land for Jews living in the Abendland, tor instance, Spengler argues:

But the West-European-American section of the Jewish consensus, which largely
absorbed the other sections and tied them to its fate, has now fallen into a young
Zivilisation, without connection to any piece of land, after it had cut itself off,
ghetto-like, for centuries and thus had been able to save itself. It is thereby scattered
and is heading towards dissolution. But the fate of this grouping is one not within
Faustian culture, butr Magian culture 3°

For Spengler, then, Jewish otherness is not biological in nature, but his-
torical-metaphysical: the Jews reflect an outmoded manner of existence
that revolves around community, protection and cave-like isolation, not
the Faustian drive for expansion and infinity. The skull-measuring racism
of the National Socialists is nowhere to be found, but the assumption of
Jewish otherness is fundamental. This assumption occasionally spills over
into some of the problematic statements he makes on the Jews through-
out his career, such as his criticism of the “English-Judaic’ thought of Marx
and Bentham or his derogatory remarks on Spinoza, whose thought is
dismissed using classically anti-Semitic clichés.8!

Another example of Spengler’s postulation of Jewish otherness comes
in a letter to Hans Klores in 1915, in which he writes: ‘we must not
be fussy about who we call on [to strengthen the cause of the German
nation], even if that means talented Jews’.3? Such prejudiced language is
not restricted to his correspondence. In Rebuilding the German Reich, for
instance, he argues how nations can draw on leaders of foreign origins
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who become leading examples of ‘their own’ during acute crises. He men-
tions Russia’s Catherine the Great, who was German; France’s Napoleon,
who was Italian; and Britain’s Disraeli, who was a Jew.

On closer inspection, therefore, while Spengler’s views are far removed
from the biological and eugenic anti-Semitism of the National Socialists,
his metaphysical generalisations about the Jewish way of life’ as a nonsi-
multaneous (unygleichzeitiy) hangover from Magian culture are clear mani-
festations of anti-Semitism. ‘Metaphysical’ racism is still a form of racism,
as metaphysical categories and distinctions only acquire meaning with
reference to the social context in which they are conceived and employed.
His understanding revolves around an essentialising view of the Jews that,
as part of the typecasting of cultures in his morphology of world history
more generally, relies on tropes and stereotypes that are typical of his time
and milieu.

How does this understanding find reflection in The Hour of Decision,
however? In this text, Spengler equates a strong race to a people that
is ready to assert itself on the world stage: ‘it is not only an inexhaust-
ible birth rate that makes up a strong race, but also the harsh selection
imposed by the obstacles of life, such as disaster, illness and war’ (121).
Crucial in this respect are the Prussian values of coherent leadership. This
can act as a role model for all in society to emulate. Accordingly, Spengler
again distinguishes between his conception of 7ace and more biological
understandings: T repeat: the race that one has, not the race to which one
belongs. The one is ethos, the other is zoology’ (122, fn. 32). It is pre-
cisely this ethical or political understanding of race that can explain why,
paradoxically, Spengler dismisses the Nazis as belonging to an alien race
(fremde Rasse) alongside others (including, of course, the Jews): ‘Nothing
is as non-German, as non-Germanic, as this party mob [the Nazis] — they
are Jewish, Slavic ... anything but Nordic’.#3

In making the case for a Prussian understanding of leadership and an over-
haul of the values of the German nation, The Hour of Decision abounds with
radically racialised rhetoric that is largely absent from Spengler’s Prussianism
and Sociadism and Rebuilding the German Reich, and blurs his distinction
between biology and ethos. We thus find an array of concepts more com-
monly associated with the National Socialists: ‘the deformed’, ‘those who are
wayward and inferior in body and soul’, ‘human vermin’ and ‘subhumans’
(Untermenschen) feature throughout The Hour of Decision.3* Moreover, his
historical distinction between the peoples of the Abendland and those of
other cultures is expressed in terms of skin colour for the first time in his
career, with the white world lining up against its coloured counterpart.

This evolution in Spengler’s rhetoric could be explained with reference
to the dominance of these ideas at the time. However, a better explana-
tion — one that has not been considered in the secondary literature — is that
he is seeking to win over those in the right-wing authoritarian national-
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ist movement (nationale Beweguny) who entertain racist or anti-Semitic
views. The abundance of blood and race are therefore best understood
both as rhetorical devices similar to those we have located in several of his
writings and as points of reference for Spengler to outline his own views
on these issues.

As we have seen above, however, The Hour of Decision is not well
placed to present his alternative for Germany. Hitler’s rise to the position
of Chancellor renders the book out of date by the time it is published,
and it only refers to National Socialism by name in the hastily compiled
Introduction. Hence, Spengler does not always clearly establish where
he differs from Hitler and his ideas. This is particularly the case when
it comes to aspects of politics in which Spengler’s critique of Faustian
Zivilisation appears to overlap with aspects of National Socialism. One
example is the supposed interplay between the forces of finance and the
masses, which are ‘international’ in nature and thus undermine the bonds
of nation and state. Especially given that Spengler considers the workers’
movement and finance capital to be alien forces, such a view overlaps
with the Nazi understanding of the economy.> Spengler does not stress
the Jewish aspect of these phenomena — and is criticised by von Leers
for this® — but the idea that both are inimical to the German nation is
nonetheless present.

Similarly, while Felken is correct to stress that Spengler’s understanding
of global politics has no place for a biological hierarchy of peoples along
the lines of the Nazi categories of races that create culture, races that
destroy it, and races that support it,” Felken overlooks how a form of
hierarchy is implicitly present in Spengler’s attitude towards ‘the coloured
people of Java, Rhodesia and Peru’ (96). These peoples, as we have seen,
pose an imminent threat to the culture of the hypostatised white peoples.

Hence, The Hour of Decision places much more emphasis on the —
already problematic — understanding of race and Jewishness in Spengler’s
other works. It does so precisely in an attempt to highlight how his
conception of races and cultures is fundamentally different from that of
National Socialists, but largely fails in doing so.

But how does The Hour of Decision discuss the socialism of National
Socialism, and what does this reveal about the evolution of his political
thought? These are the final questions to which we must now turn.

Socialism and Shifting Priorities
It is apparent that the text’s foregrounding of the baleful consequences of

the revolution from below ensures that it is one of Spengler’s most elitist
publications. Whereas in Prussianism and Socialism he sought to win over
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the nationalist sections of the working classes, in The Hour of Decision
such a project is dismissed as a concession to the revolution from below.
Moreover, in contrast to Rebuilding the German Reich, The Hour of Deci-
sion avoids making detailed suggestions for the future of the German state,
beyond the observations about how Caesarism must learn to hold the
masses in contempt, not to organise amongst them.

We have already seen how Johann von Leers points to Spengler’s pur-
ported change of heart regarding Prussian socialism and how he thereby
attempts to undermine Spengler’s claims of being an all-seeing prophet. In
The Hour of Decision, Spengler appears to anticipate that he will be criti-
cised precisely on the question of socialism. Seeking to have the final say
on Prussianism and Socialism, he writes in The Hour of Decision: A certain
upbringing is necessary for this, which I have called Prussianism and which,
for all I care, you might call “socialist™ (123). Further: ‘What I described
years ago as “Prussianism” is important — it has after all, just stood the test
of time — and not any kind of “socialism™ (123). Whereas Prussianism and
Socialism was replete with ideas of war socialism (Kriegssozialismus) and
state planning, now Spengler claims that capitalism and socialism are mere
‘slogans’: ““capitalism” is not at all a form of economy or a “bourgeois” way
of making money. It is a way of seeing things’ (79). Hence, he does not
need to explain what he understands by them in any detail, ‘because you do
not define slogans’ (65). In this attempt to present his ideas on socialism
as consistent across his career from 1919 to 1933, Spengler could perhaps
have also referred to the distinction he made in Prussianism and Socialism
between ethical socialism as the universal moral imperative of Faustian
culture and economic socialism as a manifestation of urban thinking-in-
money in Zivilisation. He could have added that his socialism never had
anything to do with economics, as it is merely a variant on English trader
philosophy, of which Marxism is the purest embodiment: ‘Marxism is the
capitalism of the working class’, as he puts it in 1919.38

Yet neither Spengler’s talk of socialist ‘upbringing’ regarding Prussianism
and Socialism nor a reference to the two forms of socialism can obscure the
fact that he has changed his mind on the question of socialism by 1933.
We have already seen how and why he moved away from socialist ideas
in Rebuilding the German Reich, but in his last work it becomes clear that
socialism ‘in all its forms’ (105) no longer holds any significance in his
thought. This is most evident in a small but significant amendment to
the claim, first outlined in Prussianism and Socialism, that Marxism is the
capitalism of the working class. The Hour of Decision modifies this quote to
maintain that socialism fout court is the capitalism of the lower classes, not
just its Marxist debasement: ‘Socialism is nothing more than the capital-
ism of the lower classes’ (79). Whereas in 1919 Spengler was attempting
to salvage socialism from Marx and to channel it into German-nationalist
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perspectives, he is now trying to rescue Germany and the white world
from socialism of all stripes. He even claims that the age of socialism
(1840-1940) is coming to an end and thus no longer views it as a neces-
sary expression of Faustian culture, as he does in The Decline of the West.
Whereas in 1919 he invoked the purportedly Prussian/Germanic virtue of
‘one for all and all for one’ to convey a semi-utopian sense of what can be
achieved by a strong Prussian state of the future, by 1933 he is emphasis-
ing the ‘truly Germanic’ virtue of self-reliance and strength (more of an
‘English’ virtue in 1919, it should be recalled), not the welfarism and
dependency on others that he sees as poisoning the German economy.

The lack of discussion about his ideal Spenglerian state of the future
and the absence of the rhetoric of Prussian socialism in The Hour of
Decision have ensured that it has been mainly received as a disconsolate
text. It is often cited as proof of the author’s (increasing) pessimism, a
‘tragic twilight chapter to the life and work of this unusual thinker’.%’
After all, Spengler appears to be arguing that the great decision facing
the Abendland is no longer one between English capitalism and Prussian
socialism, but rather between the politics of an enlightened elite preserv-
ing all that is healthy and vital, and the continued baleful influence of the
masses and politics and economics. The outcome could be the collapse
of this world under the weight of its own contradictions long before his
predictions in The Decline of the West suggest it might.

The Hour of Decision may lack the utopian-nationalist ideas of Prussianism
and Socialism and the constitutional plans for Caesarism in Rebuilding the
German Reich, but Spengler nonetheless holds fast to the idea that the
German nation — again, with what he views as the right leadership — can
tap into its potential and the brilliance that lies dormant within it in
order to avert a possible downfall of the Western world. He remains con-
vinced that the best Germans are awaiting the arrival of a man who can
deploy power ruthlessly precisely because of his continued conviction that
Germany can become the harsh, unswerving power to lead the world in a
fashion analogous to Rome in the ancient world.

Spengler is clearly frustrated that National Socialism has emerged as
the victorious movement from the array of contradictory trends, tenden-
cies and factions that is the nationale Beweguny. He feels that his ideas in
Prussianism and Socialism have been misunderstood and misappropriated
by the National Socialists, but we have shown how the ambiguities in
his concept of Prussian socialism must invariably have caused confusion
among friend and foe alike. Spengler’s conviction that his ideas have been
misunderstood can only hold true if we, following the man himself, view
his political thought as the ready-made incarnation of his philosophy of
history that is largely unresponsive to the events unfolding around him.
Spengler was no opportunist in the sense of somebody who profited
from the Nazi regime. However, his political principles and judgements
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are always subordinate to making the best of the opportunities he sees as
emerging on the horizon. As we have shown in this chapter, The Hour
of Decision is not conceived as (and nor is it published early enough to
be) a text that can exploit the possibilities presented by the overthrow of
the Weimar Republic. This is the tragedy of Spengler’s interaction with
National Socialism: his horror at the consequences of the dictatorship that
he partially predicted with his theory of history and championed in his
politics of decline. Spengler is no Nazi and his political thought cannot
be viewed as that of a forerunner whose thought links the events of 1919
and 1933: he is one of many authoritarian and anti-democratic thinkers
who aspire to dictatorial forms. The Nazis do not turn out to be the force
of Caesarism he believes must emerge victorious. But Spengler the self-
professed prophet never seems to have predicted how the bloody end of
the party-political life he held in such contempt could have such devastat-
ing consequences for German society and culture. This fundamental failing
of his life’s work is one he never honestly accounts for and one that, for
all his brilliant insights into the nature of the human condition, taints his
legacy to this day.
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Conclusion

In this volume, we have advanced three main arguments. First, we have
challenged the view that Spengler was a philosophical pessimist whose
historical schema was straightforwardly determinist and implied a fatalist
diagnosis of the decline of the Western world. We have shown that this
reading of Spengler’s work is particularly prominent in the handful of
English-language discussions of his ideas. This approach is almost invari-
ably based on a one-sided focus on, and misreading of, his major work
The Decline of the West. This book was far from a ‘post-mortem’ of the
West (Klaus P. Fischer), nor was it the output of a ‘prophet of doom and
gloom’ (John Fennelly). By contrast, we have shown how Spengler aimed
to outline a rigorously informed historical consciousness with which to
address the manifold political tasks he identified within an age of wars
and uprisings. Informed by this new understanding, the individuals and
groupings he saw as the driving force of history could navigate the tides
of history, instead of being swept aside by them (‘Ducunt fata volentem,
nolentem trahunt’). Depending on the circumstances in which he em-
ployed the term, Unterganyg not only referred to his idea that all historical
formations would eventually die, but was also used as a rhetorical device
to express the urgency with which the remaining problems of the West
(das Abendland) must be solved.

Second, by shifting the focus from The Decline of the West to an analysis
of Spengler’s political activities and writings, our volume — the first such
English-language work — has contributed to a more rounded understand-
ing of Spengler as a well-connected and influential public intellectual.
We have shown how he — in contrast to Alexander Demandt’s claim
that ‘those who know what is going to happen do not say what should
be done’- did in fact develop an informed political project, a prognosis
of establishing a German-led socio-political order within the process of
decline. While it did not amount to a single overarching, holistic pro-
gramme across his career, this venture was a serious and interventionist
one, which was geared towards his country going down in history (in
both senses of the phrase) as a modern-day Rome. For this reason, we
have demonstrated how the claims that Spengler was an isolated indepen-
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dent scholar (Jiirgen Nacher), a political sciolist who ‘made something
of a fool of himself” during his career (Fennelly) or a philosopher who
was overwhelmed by the unforgiving world of politics (Paul Hoser) are
simplistic and one-sided. We have referred to this lifelong political project
as Prussianism (PreufSentum), in which his attachment to the German
nation and his understanding of politics as the preserve of an enlightened
elite intertwined. Both evolved in response to the major events of his
life. In other words, our contextualisation, summary and analysis of his
major political publications and activities have been able to explain how
and why the content of his nationalist, anti-democratic and authoritarian
project assumed different forms across his career: from his Prussian social-
ism of 1919 through to his contribution to the emergence of a German
Caesar in 1924 and his extended discussion of the relationship between
Caesarism and fascism in 1933. All the while, we have taken into consid-
eration Spengler’s historical method and his motivations, context as well
as content, in the development of his ideas.

Third, doing so has allowed us to make a significant contribution to
the understanding of Spengler the politician. As opposed to the lim-
ited literature that does engage with his political project, we have not
treated his political thought as a fixed and static entity across his career
(Detlef Felken), in which a text such as Rebuilding the German Reich
contains nothing that was not already present in Prussianisim and Socialism
(Thomas Tartsch). Nor have we approached it as merely the extension
of his philosophy of world history (Ernst Stutz). Instead, by contex-
tualising Spengler’s political works and writings, we have been able to
highlight both the continuities and discontinuities within his political
thought between 1919 and 1933. In contrast to the thinkers who note
a ‘classically conservative dimension’ (Domenico Conte) to Spengler’s
politics or a Tory understanding of state and society (Markus Henkel) in
the mid-1920s, we have demonstrated how Spengler’s radical opposition
to liberal democracy was an unswerving feature of his thought from 1918
onwards. At the same time, we have highlighted the enduring signifi-
cance of Caesarism — both as a historical prediction and as the basis of
his politics of decline — from 1922 onwards. We have thereby questioned
John Farrenkopf’s idea that it is ‘simplistic’ to view Spengler as an anti-
democratic thinker, as well as Henkel’s description of Spengler’s ‘openly
declared belief in an (unbeloved) pluralistic democracy’. By closely tracing
Spengler’s pragmatism and flexibility in applying some of the core tenets
of his philosophy of world history to his political work, we have been
able to show what was specific about his politics vis-a-vis other trends
on the German far right in his time. In so doing, we have been able to
locate the strengths and shortcomings of more nuanced discussions of
Spengler’s politics in the secondary literature: to wit, H. Stuart Hughes’s
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distinction between short-term optimism and long-term pessimism in his
ideas; Farrenkopf’s notion that Spengler gradually moved from qualified
optimism to outright pessimism; Sebastian Maaf?’s idea that Spengler was
a thinker of ‘heroic realism’; and Martin Falck’s location of ‘utopian traits’
in Spengler’s thought.

Ultimately, our discussion of Spengler’s politics of decline challenges
his self-stylisation as a historical seer. As he put it: ‘T see more clearly than
others because I think independently — free of parties, schools of thought
and interests. I have foreseen how things developed organically, according
to fate [schicksalbaft] and how they will continue to develop.”! By contrast,
we have shown not only how very few of Spengler’s predictions came to
fruition in his life, but also how his political thought partly developed in
response to the particular interests he was pursuing at any given point:
whether in the form of his commitment to an alliance between the aris-
tocracy and nationalist-minded workers in 1919 or in his role as a lob-
byist for German industrial interests in the 1920s. We have also shown
how misleading is Spengler’s Preface to his Political Writings, in which he
claimed that he has never modified, or felt the need to modify, anything of
fundamental importance he has ever written: T may say, without beating
about the bush, that I have not been wrong on any issue of significance.”
Our study has shown Spengler as a pragmatist who sought to uphold,
and intellectually justify, his life’s mission of a German rebirth in a variety
of ways. This overriding aim carried perhaps even more weight than any
metaphysical claims or historical consistency in his thought: both were
duly amended in response to contingent and often confusing events, not
just in anticipation of them. While Spengler claims that his method is
based not on ‘sentimental romanticism’, but on purportedly objective
‘sober facts and deliberations’,> we have seen how it is impossible to
understand his political ideas and actions without taking into account his
own feelings, aims and desires — particularly his German nationalism.

As the changing theorisation of socialism across his career under-
lines, Spengler was more than willing to modify or dispense with earlier
ideas in order to adapt best to the opportunities he saw before him. His
ideological relationship with fascism is thus a fitting place to conclude
this publication. This relationship brings to the fore a recurring frustra-
tion in Spengler’s political career: his attempts to impose a rigorous
worldview on his life and times — even when this was done with what
Ernst Bloch has deemed outright opportunism — did not always yield the
outcomes Spengler desired. This was particularly true of his experience
as a thinker of the right-wing authoritarian nationalist movement (dze
nationale Bewegunyy). This movement was a bewilderingly heterogeneous
spectrum of conflicting ideas and ideologies about how to overthrow the
Weimar Republic, from which the National Socialists eventually emerged
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victorious. We have demonstrated that, for all the common ground he
shared with Hitler and his allies, Spengler was no National Socialist.
However, nor could he be counted amongst the ‘most prominent critics’
(David Engels, Max Otte and Michael Thondl) of the Nazis after 1933.
His entire political career aimed at the establishment either of dictatorial
political forms or ones that could best facilitate the emergence of a dicta-
tor in Germany. That National Socialism represented the ‘wrong kind” of
dictatorship should not obscure this basic fact.

The centrality of authoritarianism to Spengler’s politics of decline
has important implications for the assessment of his legacy as a thinker.
Theodor Adorno once wrote that ‘the forgotten Spengler takes his revenge
by threatening to be right’.* By showing Spengler’s political thought in
all its complexity and contradictions across his career, this study will
hopetully make it more difficult for subsequent generations to cast him as
the all-seeing historical prophet he always sought to portray himself as.
Spengler was a fascinating, provocative and astute thinker, but our discus-
sion of his political ideas has shown that he was more of a pragmatist
than a prophet, more of a realist than a ‘prophet of decline’ (Farrenkopf)
who was ‘able to see like Cassandra and was just as scandalous and lonely’
(Koktanek). Spengler’s insights into humanity’s efforts to grasp the world
around it remain brilliant, but they were always the product of a thinker
who was steeped within the mentality of his age, not of a thinker writing
‘from timeless heights’.®> His ideas are both a diagnosis of the problems
and tensions within the modern world and an occasionally disturbing
reflection of them.

Notes

1. Spengler, “Vorwort’, in Politische Schriften 1919-1926, 14.

2. Ibid., 7.

3. Spengler to André Fauconnet, 15 March 1927, in Spengler, Briefe 1913-36, 517.

4. Adorno, ‘Spengler nach dem Untergang’, 115.

5. Spengler, Der Untergany des Abendlandes. Umyrisse einer Morphologie der Weltgeschichte, 47.
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