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Jurgen Kocka

German History before Hitler:
The Debate about the German Sonderweg

What is the place of National Socialism in German history? What were
its historical roots, and what did its victory — and its defeat — mean
for German history after 19457 How can this ‘German catastrophe’
(Meinecke) be interpreted in a comparative perspective? Such
questions have been at the centre of many scholarly and non-
scholarly debates, most recently in the so-called West German
Historikerstreit of 1986, and will continue to occupy, disturb and
divide historians and others, particularly in Germany.!

One way of answering these questions is to refer to the concept of a
German Sonderweg. First, we shall reconstruct the Sonderweg thesis
to the extent that it is a meaningful, though not necessarily accurate,
contribution to historical understanding.? In recent years, the
Sonderweg thesis has come under heavy attack, and I shall go on to
present the main objections. Then I shall present my own views of this
ongoing controversy.>

In the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, many German
historians were convinced of the existence of a positive ‘German
way’. In contrast to English and French historians, they liked to stress
certain basic German specifics, consistent with the German geog-
raphical and historical pattern. The non-parliamentary character of
the German ‘constitutional monarchy’ was seen as an asset, not as a
liability. One was proud to have a strong statist tradition, a powerful
and efficient civil service, a long history of reform from above —
instead of revolution, laissez-faire, and party government. German
‘Kultur’ was considered different from and superior to western
‘Zivilisation’, a view which reached its zenith at the beginning of the
first world war in the ‘ideas of 1914°. After the first world war, some
scholars like Otto Hintze and Ernst Troeltsch started to relativize this
positive variant of the Sonderweg thesis. After the second world war,
it no longer sounded convincing. It ceased to inform the historians’
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interpretation, and, grosso modo, has not been revived in German
historiography.*

In its place, after 1945, a liberal-democratic, critical variant of the
Sonderweg thesis emerged, one which had famous ancestors like
Friedrich Engels and Max Weber. Basically, this critical version of
the Sonderweg thesis tried to answer the question why — in contrast
to comparable, highly developed countries in the west and the north
— Germany became fascist and/or totalitarian in the general crisis of
the 1920s and 1930s. In this way, the National Socialist experience
became the focus of historical interpretation and reflection. The
attempt to explain this experience in a comparative way, the attempt
to understand it as an undeniable though terrible part of one’s own
historical heritage and, at the same time, the attempt to criticize and
to overcome this historical burden — this was, implicitly or explicitly,
the focal point and driving force of the Sonderweg argument which
promised to link interpretations of the past with experiences of the
present and needs of the future.

Certainly, nobody denied the great importance of the short-term
factors contributing to the early collapse of Weimar and the rise of
National Socialism. Who could have overlooked the consequences of
the first world war and the humiliating defeat which was not really
accepted by most Germans? Who could have denied that the
economic disturbances, the inflation, the difficulties of international
trade and, finally, the Great Depression greatly contributed to the
problems of the first German republic and to the rise of Hitler?

But, at the same time, historians looked back to the eighteenth and
nineteenth centuries and identified, by explicit or implicit comparison
with England, France, North America or ‘the West’, peculiarities of
German history, structures and processes, conditions and experiences
which — of course — were not thought necessarily to have led
directly to National Socialism but which, in the long run, hindered
the development of liberal democracy and ultimately facilitated the
rise of fascism. A wide range of scholars contributed to this argument
without, however, necessarily using the word ‘Sonderweg’.

Helmut Plessner spoke of the ‘verspitete Nation’, the belated
process of nation-building largely from above, and historians have
argued that nationalism consequently played a particularly aggressive,
rightist and destructive role in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century Germany. Ernst Fraenkel, the young Karl-Dietrich Bracher,
Gerhard A. Ritter, M. Rainer Lepsius and others described long-term
weaknesses of the Kaiserreich’s system of government: blocked
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parliamentarization, a very rigid and fragmented party system, and
other factors which became manifest problems of the Weimar system
of government and contributed to its malfunctioning. Leonard
Krieger, Fritz Stern, George Mosse and Kurt Sontheimer stressed the
illiberal, anti-pluralist elements of German political culture on which
the nazis were able to build. Hans Rosenberg and others demonstrated
convincingly that élites of pre-industrial origin, particularly the
Junker, the large agrarian landowners east of the river Elbe, and
senior civil servants, retained much power and influence well into the
twentieth century. In the long run, they stood in the way of liberal
democratization and truly representative government; a case in
point, cited by Heiner Winkler among others, was the detrimental
role played by agrarian interests in the deep crisis of 1930-3.
Bismarck’s way of framing the nation state from above, with ‘blood
and iron’, added to the political and social weight of the officer corps
which, in the Prussian tradition, was already strong and not in any
way controlled by the people’s representatives. Together with the old
¢lites, there survived many traditional (‘pre-industrial’) norms,
mentalities and life-styles (e.g. authoritarian patterns and the anti-
proletarian claims of the lower-middle classes), as well as militaristic
elements in the political culture of the middle and upper classes —
e.g. the ‘Reserveoffizier’. Max Weber, among others, criticized the
‘feudalization’ of the upper bourgeoisie, which was thought to have
accepted not only aristocratic dominance in the field of politics but
also aristocratic values and life-styles instead of sticking to its middle-
class pride. Without the experience of a successful revolution from
below, confronted with a long tradition of bureaucratic, government-
guided reform and challenged by an increasingly powerful proletarian
movement from below, the German Biirgertum appeared to be
relatively weak and ‘unbiirgerlich’, when compared with the west.
The Kaiserreich — according to the influential interpretation of
Hans-Ulrich Wehler — appeared to be a strange mixture of highly
successful capitalist industrialization and socio-economic moderni-
zation on the one hand, and of surviving pre-industrial institutions,
power relations and cultures on the other — an unstable mixture,
whose internal tensions led to much internal oppression and
manipulation, and to a rather aggressive foreign policy. In this
context, Germany’s special responsibility for the outbreak of the first
world war has been stressed by Fritz Fischer and his students.’
Admittedly, the first world war, Germany’s defeat and the revolu-
tion of 1918/19 deeply challenged and modified this constellation.
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The old ‘Obrigkeitsstaat’, the civil service and the military lost much
of their former legitimacy, the old élites were partly replaced,
parliamentary democracy finally emerged, with organized labour one
of the winners. Social Democracy split but moved into power, and the
evolution of a modern welfare state advanced quickly. But, so the
Sonderweg argument goes, much of the old legacy survived and
contributed to the particular weakness of Weimar democracy, and to
the fact that it collapsed in the Great Depression while other, more
stable democracies in the west survived.

There is certainly much evidence to support this type of argument.
Parliamentarization had been blocked for so long that in the 1920s it
did not work smoothly and was ill-equipped to deal with the deep
social tensions which had built up in the aftermath of the war and
under the impact of the economic crisis. The basic Wilhelminian
characteristics of the party system survived, but these parties were not
accustomed to playing the game of politics and forging the com-
promises needed in the new form of government. Traditional
orientations and high expectations had survived among large sections
of the élites — the Junkers, the civil service, the officer corps, the
judiciary and parts of the industrial bourgeoisiec — while a deep
conflict had developed between those more traditional, pre-demo-
cratic, pre-modern orientations and claims on the one hand, and
Weimar realities on the other. This helps to explain why large parts of
the ruling classes, of the economic, cultural and administrative élites,
remained sceptical or hostile towards the new democratic republic —
thus greatly contributing to its early collapse. In certain sections of
the lower-middle classes, such as artisans, traditional state-oriented
expectations survived, and were turned into resentment against the
new system when it proved to be incapable of protecting them against
the forces of modernization. Elements of illiberal culture survived —
in spite of Berlin and its famous ‘Weimar culture’ — and the nazis
were able to utilize them for their own purposes, as was the case with
anti-semitism.

According to this view, it was not just the economic crisis, not
simply class conflict and the perils of rapid modernization which
undermined support for the republic and carried the nazi movement
to power. Such ‘modern’ factors were important, but they were
present in other countries as well. It was only in Germany that they
were aggravated and reinforced by challenged, but surviving,
structures and traditions of a pre-modern kind — the legacy of the
Sonderweg.®
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This is only a very brief description of the Sonderweg thesis
presented in a simplified form. Many historians have contributed to
this line of thought, usually without using the word ‘Sonderweg’, and
the above outline has not done justice to their individual contri-
butions. It should also be stressed that this line of thought has never
been accepted universally. There have always been objections, and
such objections have accumulated in recent years. In actuality, the
word ‘Sonderweg’ was used more frequently by those who opposed
the Sonderweg thesis than by its defenders. The following paragraphs
summarize their more interesting objections to the Sonderweg thesis.

1. Some historians have argued that it is one-sided to interpret
modern German history sub specie 1933 (or 1933-45). Thomas
Nipperdey was one of the first to stress that there are ‘several
continuities’ in German history. According to this view, the more
1945 fades into the distance, the less self-evident it becomes to
interpret nineteenth- and early twentieth-century German history
primarily in relation to the breakdown of the first German republic
and the victory of National Socialism. German history until 1933 is
much more than just the antecedents (Vorgeschichte) of 1933. For
example, it is also part of the antecedents of 1987, and a period of
history in its own right as well.” Others have argued that, with the
growing distance of time, historians should stop staring at Hitler, free
themselves from the ‘shadow’ of National Socialism, and develop a
less constrained, more balanced view of German history as a whole.

2. One can argue that the concept of a Sonderweg poses many
problems, since it presupposes the existence of a ‘normal way’ from
which Germany’s development departed: the word ‘normal’ being
understood here in two possible ways, each equally problematic. If
‘normal’ means average, most likely or most frequent, it is difficult to
demonstrate that the French or the English or ‘the western’ way
represented normality. One can even argue that every country has its
own ‘Sonderweg’. And since the countries of western Europe and
North America differ strongly from one another, it is difficult to
speak of ‘the west’. However, if ‘normal’ is used in the sense of a
norm, or a normative model, it may be equally problematic to use the
west as the model from which Germany departed. Does this not
imply subjective value judgements and the danger of idealizing ‘the
west’? David Blackbourn and Geoff Eley have argued this line and
were well received by those more conservative German journalists
and scholars who prefer a more positive view of German national
history.® But a more critical attitude towards the model of western
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modernization has been developed by the intellectual left as well.
Vietnam played a role, weaknesses of the British system became
evident, the ecological crisis and other experiences cast shadows on
the project of western modernization. America is nowadays less of an
admired, unquestioned model than it used to be only a quarter of a
century ago. With rising doubts about ‘the west’, the Sonderweg
thesis lost part of its self-evidence.

3. Another type of argument and research strategy — to do with
changing interpretations of the rise of National Socialism — has
modified the Sonderweg thesis, or at least can be seen as a
consequence of this modification. On the one hand, new studies of
voting behaviour seem to show that the lower-middle classes and
particularly the white-collar salaried employees were less central to
nazisupport than previously thought.® This might mean that the role
of surviving pre-industrial mentalities in explaining nazi support was
less paramount. Some historians have gone even further and have
stressed the discontinuities and the perils of modernity as responsible
for the early collapse of the Weimar Republic. More or less orthodox
Marxist writers have always emphasized the class struggle in this
respect and the role of capitalists and entrepreneurs.'? Others have
stressed the social and cultural disintegration which resulted from
accelerating change and the deep rupture of the first world war, and
which facilitated the rise of totalitarian movements. The late Emil
Lederer argued this line, and so have historians of totalitarianism
from Hannah Arendt to Karl Dietrich Bracher.!' Knut Borchardt has
tried to show that it was the Weimar Republic’s early and over-
reaching move towards the interventionist welfare state which helped
to delegitimize the Republic under conditions of economic crisis.'?
Others like Gerald D. Feldman and George Mosse have recently
re-emphasized the great importance of short-term factors in
explaining Weimar’s difficulties and Hitler’s rise: the war and its
consequences, including its effect on the brutalization of mores and
values; inflation; the world economic crisis, etc. If one stresses such
factors, the long-term legacies of German history become less
important.!?

4. New arguments have tended to question the Sonderweg thesis
with respect to the nineteenth century. Historians have stressed the
modernity of the Kaiserreich: its achievements in the fields of science
and architecture, its dynamic character and relative liberality in
respect of the law, the press, theatre and other cultural institutions.
Blackbourn and Eley have gone even further and have spoken of
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bourgeois hegemony in the economic, social and cultural life of the
Kaiserreich. Eley has tried to interpret Bismarck’s founding of the
Reich as a form of bourgeois revolution. This certainly goes too far,
but the received thesis — that the Kaiserreich was a product of partial
modernization, and that it comprised a modern economy under an
antiquated political-cultural roof which supported itself by mani-
pulation and repression — has indeed been shattered.!*

Comparative arguments along the same lines have also cast doubt
on other aspects of the Sonderweg thesis. Thus, for example, it may
well have been the European rule rather than a German exception
that the bourgeoisie did not become the ruling class (as it did perhaps
in Belgium, the Netherlands, and later the United States). Detailed
studies seem to show that the aristocratic influence on the high
bourgeoisie was not more but /ess pronounced in Germany compared
with England or France. If one compares middle-class self-govern-
ment in English, French, German and Russian cities of the nineteenth
century, there is no evidence of a particular weakness of bourgeois
values and liberal practices in Germany.'®

5. Finally, the version of the Sonderweg thesis outlined at the
beginning of this essay is challenged by another, which stresses
Germany’s geographical location in the middle of Europe. This is an
old argument, but it has been revived recently by authors like Hagen
Schulze, Michael Stiirmer and Klaus Hildebrand. They stress that the
lack of a strong unified state in the middle of Europe was an essential
part of the European balance of power throughout the early modern
period and even after 1815. Founding a strong nation state in this part
of the world was a risky business from the start, and could only
succeed under Bismarck’s genial and (particularly after 1871)
conservative leadership. Unfortunately, so the argument goes, the
conservative forces in the top ranks of the bureaucracy and other
parts of the Empire’s establishment were not strong enough. Liberal,
democratic and populist forces gathered momentum, new types of
non-conservative nationalism and imperialism emerged, the Empire
tried to grow and to expand but, because of its specific geographic
position, this caused alarm among the neighbouring powers and
destabilized the international system, which in turn led to war. Itisin
this context of geography and international relations that historians
like Hildebrand see a specific German ‘Eigenweg’. While the liberal
Sonderweg thesis has stressed the illiberal, undemocratic, authori-
tarian and pre-modern aspects of the German system as responsible
for its particular problems before and after the first world war, this
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geopolitical version of the Sonderweg thesis turns the argument
around: Germany was not sufficiently conservative, the traditional
¢élites were not strong enough, populist nationalism from below,
democratization and the imperialism of the liberals were responsible
for a kind of dynamism which — in European terms — was not
exceptional but too much for Germany’s always endangered position
in the middle of Europe.!®

These five main arguments cast doubt on the received Sonderweg
thesis, but do they warrant its abandonment? Have we to refine it?
Must we reject the criticisms? In conclusion, we shall consider these
questions by developing, first, a methodological and — in a broad
sense — political point and, secondly, a more empirical observation.

To determine the proper place of National Socialism in German
history and in a universal context continues to be one of the most
crucial problems, perhaps the most crucial problem in German
historical self-understanding. Of course, there are other problems as
well. People direct various questions at history, and these questions
change over time. German history is long and complex, and has its
negative and positive dimensions. The answers of 1950 and 1960 have
to be rethought some decades later. But the moral, political and
anthropological weight of the nazi experience is such, and its effects
on the following decades of German, European and world history are
so far-reaching, that the explanation and understanding of National
Socialism continues to be the central, most sensitive and controversial
issue, both in scholarship and in the public domain.'’

It is in this context, and only in this context, that the Sonderweg
thesis continues to have value and justification. The term ‘Sonderweg’
is probably useless and should be avoided if we do comparative
research with other questions in mind, e.g. if we compare regional or
national industrialization processes in nineteenth-century Europe.'®
Of course, in a certain sense, every country and every region has its
own Sonderweg. It is also beyond doubt that German peculiarities
look very different if we compare them with Central-Eastern Europe
or with nineteenth- and twentieth-century Russia, rather than with
western countries. One should reserve the Sonderweg concept
(although not necessarily the misleading word) for the (comparative)
discussion of one basic and startling fact, namely, that Germany
turned into a fascist and totalitarian state while those countries in the
west with which Germany likes to compare itself and with which it
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should compare itself, did not — despite the fact that they were
confronted with similar challenges and conditions.

Of course, such a discussion has normative implications. From the
viewpoint of ‘fascism v. liberal democracy’ or ‘totalitarianism v.
liberal democracy’, the performance of those western countries was
better than Germany’s and therefore can serve as a historical (not
abstract) model for comparative purposes. Doubtless one cannot
prove scientifically that it is necessary to compare German develop-
ment with French, English, Scandinavian or North American. But
one can provide some arguments as to why it is reasonable for
Germans to compare themselves with such western examples — and
not only with Stalin’s dictatorships or with other genocides of the
twentieth century — if we want to generate an appropriate under-
standing of the nazi catastrophe and its causes. With those western
countries, after all, Germany has shared not only a similar degree of
economic development and social modernization, but also basic
traditions: the ideals of the Enlightenment, of constitutionalism and
of the rule of law, of human rights and humanism. Despite this,
Germany became fascist and totalitarian, while western countries did
not. Why? With whom does one want to compare oneself? In private
life and public debate as well as in historical research this is a decisive
question. The choice one makes influences the results one obtains,
and such a choice cannot be made without normative implications."

The word ‘Sonderweg’ has produced many misunderstandings.
Some English writers have used a more precise expression: ‘the
German divergence from the west’. I prefer this phrase, for, when
understood in this way, the idea of a German ‘Sonderweg’ makes
sense, while in other respects it does not. But what about the more
empirical objections against the Sonderweg thesis?

Probably no serious historian would argue that the peculiarities of
German history stressed by the Sonderweg thesis — late nation-
building, illiberal cultures, blocked parliamentarization, etc. — led
directly and necessarily to 1933. There is no doubt that many other
causal factors were involved — from the consequences of the lost war
to the person of Adolf Hitler — and it may be that even at the end of
1932 the turn to National Socialism could still have been avoided.

Nevertheless, those structures and processes identified by the
Sonderweg thesis did indeed facilitate the collapse of Weimar and,
eventually, the victorious rise of nazism. Recent research has added
new elements to this picture, thereby changing some of the emphasis,
but it has not overthrown the basic position. The rejection of Weimar
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by most of the élites, anti-democratic nationalism, the difficulties
faced by the parliamentary system, the power of the landowners and
the officer corps, illiberal elements in the political culture of Weimar,
the weakness of pro-democratic forces — factors such as these partly
explain what happened between 1930 and 1933 and were themselves
conditioned or strengthened by previous processes and structures
discussed in the Sonderweg literature.?®

I am not convinced by the new geopolitical Sonderweg thesis. It
may identify specific difficulties of the German situation and it brings
foreign policy back into the picture (which is to be welcomed). But it
cannot really explain why this nation in the middle of Europe had to
become so expansive in the first place. The thesis provides an
unacceptable whitewash of the governing élites; it underestimates the
rigidities and traditional aspects of the Kaiserreich; and it rests on the
unproven assumption that a more thorough parliamentarization and
democratization of the Reich would have made it even more unstable,
imperialist and aggressive. Sometimes the thesis virtually embraces
geographical determinism.?!

Finally, one has to admit that some elements of the old Sonderweg
thesis need to be revised. Probably the ‘Feudalisierung des
Grossbiirgertums’ was no German peculiarity. The weakness of
liberalism in the nation as a whole was perhaps somewhat com-
pensated for by the liberal strength of local self-government. While a
genuinely representative constitution was lacking, civil law was truly
liberal and ‘biirgerlich’. And while the merchants and industrialists
were comparatively weak and appeared relatively late in most of
Germany, there was a strong ‘Bildungsbiirgertum’ (although with a
strong statist element). Certainly, the Kaiserreich interpretations
have changed and comparative research is still under way.??

However, two very important German peculiarities — compared
with the west and important for the collapse of Weimar and the
victory of National Socialism — are corroborated again and again by
research. First, there is the particular timing and mode of nation-state
building: largely from above and rather late, and at exactly the same
time when two other major problems were on the historical agenda —
namely, the constitutional question of parliamentarization, and the
beginning of class conflict as a consequence of industrialization.
Neither Britain, France nor the United States were confronted with
this burdensome, overdemanding simultaneity of three fundamental
problems. The largely detrimental role of nationalism in modern
German history has to be seen against this background, which also
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helps explain why liberalism was relatively weak in Germany and
why the labour movement split away from liberalism so early.??

Secondly, one can hardly overestimate the importance of the
specific continuity of the bureaucratic tradition in Germany: a strong
and efficient Beamtentum; a long record of reform from above; a
strong Obrigkeitsstaat which could achieve much, and which was
widely admired (not without cause), but which had to be paid for with
a weakness of civic virtues and liberal practices. The bureaucratic
tradition has penetrated many spheres of life: social stratification and
class formation, the school system and the German Biirgertum, large
enterprises and even the social theory of Max Weber and others. It
facilitated the early rise of a pioneering welfare state, but it also
helped block parliamentarization until 1918. State-oriented expec-
tations were deeply ingrained in different strata and, whenever
frustrated, could turn into anti-systemic protests. And bureaucratic
tradition helps to explain why there was so little resistance to
government-sponsored atrocities in the 1930s and 1940s.24

Analytically speaking, one has to distinguish between (a) the
weaknesses and collapse of the Weimar Republic; and (b) the rise and
breakthrough of National Socialism. These are two different
phenomena. This short essay has concentrated on the long-term
causes of the early collapse of the Weimar Republic rather than on
those of fascism and its roots in German history. This is not
accidental. For the peculiarities of German history summarized
under the label ‘Sonderweg’ contribute much more to explaining the
weaknesses and the early collapse of the first German republic than to
explaining National Socialism. The Sonderweg thesis may help to
explain why there were so few barriers against the fascist or
totalitarian challenge in Germany. But the Sonderweg thesis is much
weaker in explaining fascism as such and what happened after 1933.
National Socialism was part of a European phenomenon, an aspect
of a more general challenge to liberal democracy in the inter-war
period. Many aspects of National Socialism were new, and trans-
cended the old German Sonderweg — which has finally come to an
end, due to the catastrophe which it helped to bring about.?’
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