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 Around 1800, education or self-formation -- Bildung -- evolved into a primary 

status marker for the Bildungsbürgertum. Germany’s nineteenth-century 

socioeconomic landscape was dominated by these new social values, redefining 

traditional class structures and identity through Besitz and Bildung. By century’s end, 

the newly-cultivated began to take their status as fiats for self-assertion rather than for 

serving the community. The Double-Edged Sword traces in three cases studies how 

Bildungsbürger around 1900 confronted this breakdown in identity structure (or 

Lacanian Imaginary), trying to retain agency in shaping the nation.  

 Thomas Mann (1875-1955), from a family affirming Besitz und Bildung, used 

Buddenbrooks (1901), Tonio Kröger (1903) and his play, Fiorenza (1905) to critique 

the bourgeoisie as aesthetic education confronts capitalism and mass democracy. I 

conclude that Mann criticized their behavior and modernity, without offering much 

hope for a rejuvenation of the Bildungsideal.  

 Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), founder of anthroposophy and the modern-day 

Waldorf schools, reflected modernity's socioeconomic dynamics in Die Philosophie 

der Freiheit (1894), defining empirical science as degrading to human mind and 

spirit, which his "occult science" was designed to reconstitute. He underscored that 
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lost social coherence in Grundlinien einer Erkenntnistheorie der Goetheschen 

Weltanschauung (1886), thus redefining the German Bildungsideal as a Lebenspraxis, 

as a quasi-religious community.  

 The sociologist Max Weber (1864-1920) uses Bildung to define cultural 

agency and political progress. In the Wissenschaftslehre and his pedagogical texts, the 

pursuit of academic knowledge emerges as an honorable task enhancing the gebildete 

Bürger’s distinction and status. In “Der Sinn der ‘Wertfreiheit’ der soziologischen 

und ökonomischen Wissenschaften” (1913/1918), Weber redefined that “academic 

calling” in the service of value-neutral science as a political force. In “Parlament und 

Regierung in neugeordneten Deutschland” (1918), Weber argues that expert 

politicians with specialized knowledge must create an effective parliamentary model 

and overcome bureaucratic dominance to solve the state's problems. The Gelehrter, as 

a modern Bildungsbürger, regains community distinction by providing ethical 

knowledge. 

Taken together, these case studies document the German bourgeoisie’s failure 

to modernize as an "imagined community." Preserving German culture would 

ultimately come to mean something else than engaging the community and the state. 
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Introduction 
 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century, the Pietist notions of duty, hard 

work and introspection reinforced the Enlightenment ideal that human beings can free 

themselves from the bonds of ignorance. Thus education or Bildung1 evolved into a 

primary status marker for the self-identity of a wide range of German Bürger and 

quickly became a dynamic force in establishing an individual’s distinction and status 

in the community. Constituted partially from the ideal of Bildung, the ideal of a new 

class of citizen emerged, the German Bildungsbürgertum. This imagined community 

became melded together by an “unselfconscious coherence” (Anderson 16)2 that 

flourished during the nineteenth century with no traditional legal or economic basis, 

and included nobles, clerics, workers and farmers (Lepsius, Soziologie 79). Despite 

this group’s social and political diversity (and hence its lack of sharp demarcation), 

the way of life they professed would come to dominate the socioeconomic landscape 

of nineteenth-century Germany, acting as a tool to redefine traditional class structures 

in terms of new social values.   

On the one hand, Bildung, with its emphasis on individual action, hard work 

and duty, accommodated the necessary psychological impetus for the gradual 

expansion of a more modern economy and the eventual dismantling of mercantilism. 

These changes helped redefine the more immediate capitalist context of mercantilism 

into a more abstract notion of capitalism that provided greater access to 

socioeconomic success in principle, if not always in fact. Moreover, the nineteenth-
                                                           
1 The definition of Bildung in the context that I am referring to will become more apparent in these 
introductory chapters. I would like to point out, however, that Bildung is not just formal education, but 
includes a variety of characteristics that distinguish the individual Bildungsbürger, including codes of 
behavior such as manners and gestures, even dress. 
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century’s new-found emphasis on such an entrepreneurial economy fostered a strong 

socioeconomic link between the behaviors associated with the responsible handling of 

Besitz (financial capital) and Bildung (cultural capital). The cherished ideals of 

Bildung parallel many of those attributes required of a successful entrepreneur, and so 

markers of traditional social and economic privilege became linked with other types 

of social status, providing new avenues for individuals to express, claim and exercise 

social power. Thus the ideal of Bildung became correlated not only with economic 

success, but also with social worth, taste and even religious salvation throughout the 

nineteenth century. 

The kinds of social performance required of these individuals who were 

gebildet required not just formal education, but a unique combination of manners, 

style, knowledge and spirituality.  In other words, through the proper combination of 

these attributes, the model citizen was able to assert his or her “self-formation” or 

what W. H. Bruford calls “self-cultivation” (1). These ideals gradually developed into 

what Pierre Bourdieu calls a habitus (Language 51), a set of social practices and 

rewards rooted in the ideals of introspection, hard work and duty.  Adhering to this 

habitus provided an individual not only with rewards of distinction and status in the 

community, but also with the assurance of a self-willed salvation experience. Because 

of underlying assumptions about success drawn from Protestantism, attaining Besitz 

and Bildung confirmed not only the individual socially and culturally, but by 

extension also the spiritual salvation of the German Bildungsbürger within the 

community. This link substantially enhanced the power of this symbolic union in 

Germany as a new ideal type for the core of society, the Bildungsbürgertum, came to 

be defined socially, culturally, economically, and religiously through a single ideal 

motivation: the self-formation of an individual.     

                                                                                                                                                                      
2 Benedict Anderson employs the expression “imagined community” in the context of nation-building, 
yet the means of community-building that Anderson describes are equally applicable to other types of 
communities that become unselfconsciously coherent such as the German Bildungsbürger. 
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The social prowess of the Bassermann family of Mannheim typifies this 

combination of financial success and social values, as exemplified in their villa, Haus 

am Markt, built in the 1830s.  The villa, in Classic style, was designed by Germany’s 

renowned architect, Friedrick Christoph Dyckerhoff (Gall, Bürgertum 174), who 

remained dedicated to maintaining the integrity of German architectural traditions. 

This villa symbolized, as Lothar Gall describes it, a confidence and certainty in the 

future perspectives of the Bildungsbürger (Bürgertum 176) because it links a visible 

sign of a family’s economic well-being to the maintenance of its traditional German 

“virtue.” By building such a house, then, the Bassermanns signaled to their 

community that they had achieved distinction and status, conjoining economic 

success with the taste and community orientation of their Bildung. Significantly, the 

family villa was built in the center of Mannheim, which also confirmed the link 

between this family’s success and their community, their need to distinguish 

themselves in the center of their city.        

The emphasis on individual Bildung, not just inherited social and political 

status, as part of a family’s tradition of self-formation, however, eventually became a 

double-edged sword, as the industrial economy expanded and modernized throughout 

the nineteenth century. On the one hand, self-formation through education guaranteed 

the family’s continued distinction and status, yet at the same time, new forms of 

education began to create new social groups, for instance, Lesegesellschaften, outside 

or at the edge of traditional class boundaries that could assert themselves against 

traditional hierarchies, even as these groups overlapped. In its implicit tendency 

toward individual agency, for example, the Bildungsideal equally provided a mental 

framework for the more egocentric modes of industrial capitalism within a 

community, exemplified by the likes of Alfred Krupp, as well as for the rising 

proletariat. Unlike the Bassermanns, who regarded their economic enterprise as part 

of a family and community legacy, Krupp’s entire project and his industrial enterprise 

employed many of the same markers to satisfy his own egotistical impulses. 
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 Krupp’s Villa Hügel, built just forty years after the Bassermann residence, 

was in its own way also the product of Bildung, yet more closely exemplifies a self-

indulgent form of industrial capitalism. This extravagant villa, designed by Krupp 

personally as a signal of his own cultivation, was built at his factory site and thus no 

longer socially integrates into the surrounding community (Manchester 124-25). 

Additionally, it was decidedly eclectic and modern rather than faithful to older styles, 

incorporating almost random elements from German traditions in a new capitalistic 

mode, rather than serving as a more integral reference to the existing traditions of 

community space. Too many later incarnations of Bildung began to mean such self-

importance, and so Krupp and his family typify the expanding predominance of self-

interest over traditional community interest in their use of Bildung as a habitus.   

The contrast between the behaviors and style sensibilities of the Bassermanns 

and Alfred Krupp (which I expand on in Part One below) suggests that the ideal of 

self-formation, the means through which a Bildungsbürger purportedly established 

his or her identity within the group, also had the potential to undermine any 

cohesiveness that the Bildungsideal might have provided as an alternative to actually-

existing class structures. In other words, a gap between ideal and praxis ultimately 

weakened the potential of this ideal as a sociopolitical force in modernized Germany 

(and may have undermined the classes, which adhered to it). In fact, many of the 

newly-cultivated in the latter part of the century began to take their markers of status 

as a fiat for self-assertion rather than deducing it to service or prestige within the 

interest of the community as a whole. As texts like Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks 

confirm and as I shall expand in Part Two below, this disjunctive process also 

ultimately devalued the efficacy of that esteemed identity marker, Bildung, that had 

until the second half of the nineteenth century defined a vital component of a 

“distinctive” citizen, but which never evolved into a coherent program of social or 

political action that might supercede older class or new financial boundaries within 

German society.   
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As the nineteenth century came to a close, not only was the young German 

State during and after Bismarck’s reign in turmoil, but many who viewed Bildung as 

the core social ideal recognized that the nineteenth-century means for earning 

distinction and status in the community were losing their effectiveness as a vision of 

how to access power in the new socioeconomic paradigm. The forthcoming chapters 

will trace a breakdown or loss of faith in many Bildungbürger’s identity structure to 

cope with the new and changing socioeconomic demands of the second half of the 

nineteenth century. As we shall see, their continuous attempts to modernize, to 

rebuild a social consensus, yet preserve the ideal of self-formation, materialized in a 

vast array of methods and practices. Thus I will depict the attempted transformation 

of a changing middle class through the ideal of self-formation, as this group struggled 

in various ways to assume new forms in the face of challenges to its status and ability 

to shape the nation. That is, the project traces how certain individuals in Germany 

attempted to understand, maintain, and redefine their traditional identity through the 

ideal of Bildung, as they attempted to cope with the pressures of modernization and 

the massive economic reorganization of the German Empire.   

As I will argue in more detail in the first chapter, an ideal of self-formation 

prevailed in Germany as part of the legacy of German Classicism, which through the 

course of the nineteenth century became conjoined with very specific acts of 

economic prowess and thereby with recognizable status markers for individuals in the 

community. This “ideal” identity of German Bildungsbürger spoke to a vast array of 

citizens from all walks of life and socioeconomic categories, because it promised to 

replace traditional class boundaries with a new meritocracy. My intention is not to 

deal with all categories; for instance, the workers who might have also aspired to join 

the new (and imagined) class of Bildungsbürger. Rather, I will show in Parts Two, 

Three, and Four how three distinctive fin-de-siècle intellectual creations, Thomas 

Mann’s aestheticism (Chapters Three and Four), Rudolf Steiner’s Anthroposophy 

(Chapters Five and Six) and Max Weber’s sociology (Chapters Seven and Eight) 
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responded to the breakdown of the Bildungsideal as a tool to orient individuals to new 

class parameters. This project is not intended to exhaust the diverse “uses” and forms 

of the Bildungsideal, nor to analyze every type of response to its devaluation. Instead, 

I seek to provide a unique comparison of what might normally be seen as unrelated 

phenomena. Through this comparison I will show how a significant group in society 

sought to maintain and redefine their status and agency in a modernizing Germany 

that had not really accommodated the new social mobility embodied in the ideal of 

Bildung. 

For reasons that will become more apparent in Chapter One, I will employ the 

term Bildungsbürger to refer to a group of German citizens that does not necessarily 

always comply with neat socioeconomic definitions. I am using this word, 

nevertheless, for lack of a better one. What a Bildungsbürger is in precise 

socioeconomic terms would take me into very murky waters that is not the purpose of 

this dissertation. My task is to analyze specific “uses” of a societal archetype, the 

German Bildungsideal, as it developed, attained influence, deteriorated and became 

reconstituted during the fin-de-siècle to Weimar.   

Before I outline the case studies dealing with these various reactions to the 

bankruptcy of the ideal of self-formation as a tool for identity construction, I will 

provide a brief description of the theoretical model to be employed in future chapters 

as a key to reading the various texts involved.  

BUILDING AN IDENTITY 
Recent theory has sought to explain and bridge the gap between a 

community’s ideals and individual behaviors.3 How a community establishes an 

ideological carrier, a set of markers that can facilitate an individual’s access to power 
                                                           
3 Such works include Anthony Giddens, The Consequences of Modernity (Stanford: Stanford UP, 
1990), Jürgen Habermas, Theorie des kommunikativen Handelns, 2 vols. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1981), 
and Christopher Lasch, The Minimal Self (London: Picador, 1985).  Pierre Bourdieu, in Distinction: A 
Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste, trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge: Harvard UP, 1984) and 
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and identity, originates of course at a most fundamental level in the interaction 

between individuals and the existing community. Out of this interaction evolves a 

working consensus, within which individual prerogatives are asserted. Individual 

choices are marked as mirroring a set of values characterizing the community 

perception of reality, a Weltanschauung. In turn, each individual’s perception of that 

social reality must be maintained by successful interactions between individual 

human instincts (both biological and psychological) and that existing social 

consensus. Thus not only do individuals develop their own identities, but they must 

interact with a given set of values, which are already in place at birth within a 

community, in order to modify or reaffirm those values or his / her identity in terms 

that allow effective membership in the community.4   

As a consequence of an individual’s on-going confrontation with society’s 

various mirrors, some of these previously “unsymbolized forces,” among them human 

instincts from within individuals and social pressures from outside, become 

articulated as part of an individual’s identity. This happens as individual’s ideals 

attach to objects in the world that are deemed by their society to be “appropriate” 

expressions of individual “desire.” Through those objects, an individual gains the 

ability to negotiate with the group. For example,  a frequent topic of conversation 

among investment bankers (my former community) was the new “Porsche” models. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Language and Symbolic Power, trans. Gino Raymond and Matthew Adamson (Cambridge: Harvard 
UP, 1991) shows how ideals, or symbolic capital, confirm social power in individuals. 
4 Jacques Lacan’s social psychoanalytic theory, for instance, describes this interaction. This 
communicative process begins for a human being at a moment which Jacques Lacan termed, in a 
speech delivered on July 17, 1949, the “mirror stage”; that is, the mythical point sometime between six 
and eighteen months of age in which a human being becomes aware of his or her own existence (1-7). 
Prior to this stage, human instincts are “wholly uncognized” or represent an “unsymbolized force,” as 
Richard Boothby asserts in his book, Death and Desire. It is this unknown force, those instincts both 
physical and emotional yet unattached to symbols, which Boothby designates as Lacan’s “real” (19). In 
other words, at such moments when an individual moves into the community, the “real” human 
instincts are not yet articulated through symbols and therefore not yet transformed through interactive 
processes with the symbolic order into “desire.” However, Lacan’s mirror stage is also a model for 
each individual’s emergence into the social order. That emergence may not happen at one particular 
moment in individual evolution, and so, he seems to suggest, individuals repeat this process often in 
their lives. 
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Not intending here to deal with the intricate symbolic forces of powerful and sporty 

automobiles, it is nevertheless significant that this particular car became an object of 

desire for a specific group of individuals, and thereby served as a negotiating tool for 

establishing adherence to this particular group. In other words, just like the houses for 

the Bassermans and Alfred Krupp, these individuals negotiate and confirm 

membership, belonging to a social group through such symbolized objects: are you an 

SE or TR7 driver?  Thus a set of socially-constructed desires, the new Porsches in my 

example, function both as a mirror though which each individual attains an identity 

but also as a marker of distinction, a symbol of where one stands in relation to the 

social concensus - - as an organizing principle within the group.  

For our purposes, the status markers of Bildung that I have been discussing 

become the mirrors through which individuals reference their interactions with the 

community. As the Bildungsbürger espouses these ideals, this interaction yields what 

Bourdieu terms a habitus in the social consensus, a predictable relationship between 

the individual and the community. This habitus is a “structuring structure, which 

organizes practices and the perception of practices” in the community, but is “also a 

structured structure: the principle of division into logical classes which organizes the 

perception of the social world is itself the product of internalization of the division 

into social classes” (Distinction 170). The work of Lacan and Bourdieu thus will 

guide my readings of individual texts from the late nineteenth and early twentieth 

centuries that outline how the ideal of Bildung can become an organizing principle for 

society, as the agency of individuals turns ideals into actions and beliefs.   

The houses built by the Bassermanns and Alfred Krupp and their roles as 

status markers in the community can exemplify this process of how human 

perceptions become ideationally attached to objects in the world, structures a habitus, 

and offer the means by which individuals can join communities and “distinguish” 

themselves. In needing to signal their social goals and role, each family built its house 

(an approved “practice” within the community for those who wished to mark their 
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success just as some investment bankers buy Porsches), after designing it according 

to their own perceptions of their communities’ values (with appropriate decisions 

being made to symbolize their status visually). Note, however, that these two 

examples also illustrate how status markers and individual practices associated with 

them fluctuate over time and can be put to related but differing use, due to the shifting 

consensus formed out of the continuous interaction between human desire and the 

social world, what Bourdieu would term its “symbolic economy.” Such status is not 

just marked permanently by physical symbols such as villas or powerful automobiles, 

but it will also be manifested and reinforced in codes of behavior, including gesture, 

dress and knowledge, and being “gebildet”5 – by various other symbolic economies 

that help an individual assert or maintain position within the group.  

For that reason, when the Bassermanns built in historicist style in the center of 

the city, they were claiming allegiance to traditional forms of German Bürgertum, yet 

placing themselves at the top of the hierarchy by using a combination of markers 

from traditional social and economic realms. The Basserman ideology of Bildung – 

an opulent house furnished in German taste – advocated social and artistic interaction 

with the community. Krupp, in contrast, built only according to the ideals of economy 

and personal interest, and not necessarily those of the community. He chose to place 

his villa near his factory, outside of the city, built in a modern eclectic style and 

decorated the main hall with the portraits of his best customers, the Kaisers and their 

wives (Manchester 164). He thus eschewed more traditional artistic tastes, and 

defined his community in terms of money and influence rather than traditions and 

historical affirmation.  

Such examples, to be elaborated in Part I as part of my discussion of the 

Bildungsideal and in the individual case studies which follow, thus show how 

symbolic gestures reveal an individual’s identity constructs as they shift and attempt 
                                                           
5 In the case of Germany the work of Norbert Elias is of particular interest concerning the role of 
manners and gesture in what Elias calls “the civilizing process.”  See Norbert Elias,  The Civilizing 
Process:  The History of Manners and State Formation and Civilization  (Oxford: Blackwell, 1994).   
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to mediate a changing social world.6 That is, as external change is constant, the 

human individual only experiences the world, as recent theorists like Lacan would 

argue, as an incomplete and ever changing “whole,” creating a gap which the 

individual negotiates repeatedly, in various confrontations with the social world as it 

is codified (imagined) in the Weltanschauung they employ to direct choices of 

behavior and values. To explain this interaction, Boothby posits that, “The symbolic 

is the register of language and of linguistically mediated cognitions” (18). In other 

words, the symbolic order is the term that denotes the linguistically negotiated sum of 

all the individual imaginaries in the community – the languages (like systems of car 

models) upon which all agree and convey “symbolic power” in various ways within 

the community (Bourdieu). Again, however, that symbolic order is never static, but 

always in flux and divided into many rooms, as the house examples suggest. Both 

Krupp and the Bassermanns espoused the economies and status markers of their 

individual notions of Bildung (architecture and art), but their choices took different 

forms as individual reactions to hereditary class structures and as reactions to a 

habitus that had covertly shifted. For reasons that will be pursued below, their house 

shows that the Bassermanns Weltanschauung perceived a much more intact 

community and their place in it than Alfred Krupp did. 

                                                           
6 Since Freud, the human ego has been defined as embodying that part of the human psyche which 
consists of primitive instincts, both physical and psychological, that are bound to representations of 
“reality” in the social consensus that each individual uses as an operant day-to-day reality (Boothby 
90). To emphasize the social component of this equation, Lacan terms this model of an individual 
mind’s interaction with the social realm as the “imaginary,” which can be designated as a construct of 
the human ego based on idealization of objects in the world within an individual’s articulation of the 
world -  a Weltanschauung. In this sense, as psychologists since Freud have claimed, the human ego 
can be said to have formed an internal defensive structure, the human imaginary (the ideal of self-
formation in the case of the German Bildungsbürger), which exists in opposition to the instinctual 
drives. Thus every human identity is based on temporary resolutions of this conflict, which continually 
evolves with the group consensus, the “symbolic order” derived from the interaction of individual 
imaginaries and the community. 
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BILDUNG AND THE IMAGINARY 
To restate the problem to be addressed in this study as applied in its social-

historical contexts: By the end of the nineteenth century in Germany the identity 

constructs of a large community of Bildungsbürger became severely threatened by 

destabilizing affects of history, by the “disembedding mechanisms” of 

industrialization, bureaucratization, and the rising force of democratization that 

impeded their ability to cope with challenges to their more traditional class 

affiliations (Giddens 21-29). These processes, associated with modernization, were 

gradually degrading not only traditional class positions but also the ideals of self-

formation as an effective means for establishing status and distinction in the new 

socioeconomic constellation. That is, to act in the habitus of a Bildungsbürger no 

longer necessarily enabled individuals to negotiate the challenges with which the new 

German State presented them -- as is the case for Thomas Mann’s characters. Yet the 

symbols of Bildung, once they became associated with art and genius in the German 

Classic, had provided a 100-year old tool to negotiate the social status of the 

bourgeoisie and other traditional classes, and so they could not be merely discarded at 

the end of the nineteenth century, as the case of Rudolf Steiner and his 

Anthroposophy will argue. Thus economic prestige was gradually separating itself 

from social prestige. This implies that the Weltanschauung of the Bildungsbürger, the 

sturdy principles governing the individual identity constructs, was no longer capable 

of effectively negotiating agency in a modernizing Germany. This even led certain 

social scientists like Weber to attempt to reconstitute the Bildungsideal in a form 

capable of achieving agency in a modernizing sociopolitical world, as I will argue in 

Chapters Seven and Eight of Part Four.  

The social-symbolic conflict which I will be tracing in individual texts has an 

additional side, however. As I have suggested, a Weltanschauung, or ego in Lacanian 

terms, can be defined as a construct synthesized out elements at play in the conflict 

between the imaginary and the symbolic, an individual’s identity and the identity 
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markers of the culture in which they live.7 This synthesis serves the individual subject 

as a defensive structure in coping with the alienation experienced in the ever-present 

“gap” between the name and the thing (symbols and their referents within the social 

habitus). As we shall see, this gap between the symbol and the object in reality had 

reached unmanageable proportions in the psyche of many German Bildungsbürger by 

the age of Krupp, characterized by a diminishing of their “experience of security” as 

they negotiated class and social position through the traditions of Bildung (Giddens 

36). In many ways, the actual prerequisites of successful industrial entrepreneurship 

were no longer consistently linked to the well-being of the community, or to self-

cultivation in many of its guises. In consequence, the Bildungbürger’s articulation of 

their human instincts within that changing social era, their “desires,” constantly 

attempted to close a gap between Bildung and the modern entrepreneur’s behavior 

which they assumed went together. Thus in the age of economic moguls, philanthropy 

often assumed a high value within a group which was trying to preserve the symbolic 

order of Bildung.   

In a case where the gap is irreconcilable, that gap can also lead human desire 

to dismantle an individual’s stable ego structure, leading to its “death,” that is death to 

the protective shield of the ego. Such death is the cost of the human endeavor to 

“become” an affective self, to achieve agency in a changing world. That is, a too 

deeply embedded adherence to values which no longer correspond to real 

circumstance can lead to depression, to a loss of identity and agency, when the world 

shifts and the individual becomes aware that the habitus on which his or her identity 

is based no longer yields promised rewards and distinction. Thus for every mogul-

philanthropist at the end of the nineteenth century, there may have been a depressed 

Bildungsbürger of good aesthetic character, who moved out of the world of 

                                                           
7 Here Lacanian psychoanalytic theory serves well because of its descriptive force in terms of what 
human beings must give up, be willing to sacrifice, or even destroy in their own identity constructs 
(imaginaries) to reestablish and restabilize their identities under the conditions of a constantly 
changing social environment. 
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commerce into art (the Wagnerian paradigm) because economics and the values of 

society no longer seemed connected in any useful way.   

Lacan’s model, with its emphasis on the constant renegogiation of individual 

identity as linked to a changing social context, therefore, allows us to define the 

consequences of a historical shift as a potential moment of individual choice, 

particularly applicable in the case study of Thomas Mann, rather than as only a 

deterministic result of fate. In this sense, my study will follow such diverse reactions 

and the unique similarities of the Bildungsbürger greeting the altering challenges of 

nineteenth-century Germany. Bourdieu elaborates the task of such individuals trying 

to negotiate new class boundaries with tools drawn from an outdated symbolic order: 

 

There is no way out of the game of culture; and one’s only chance of 
objectifying the true nature of the game is to objectify as fully as possible the 
very operations which one is obliged to use in order to achieve that 
objectification.  (Distinction 12) 
 

This is particularly the case for the German Bildungsideal within the extant social and 

political orders at the end of that ideal’s reign, 100 years after nineteenth-century 

Germany declared itself the Land of Poets and Thinkers, in the era when industrialism 

and democratization had transformed the traditional social norms and economic 

distinction of classes.   

My case studies will trace such links between imagined values, or identity 

constructs, and the real world, analyzing the subjective creativity of the aesthetic 

artist Thomas Mann and the scientific endeavors of Max Weber as ideals that attempt 

to explain, understand and criticize the new socioeconomic model of modern 

Germany – to update the Bildungsideal in forms that would aid certain 

Bildungsbürger in negotiating these shifts in the State’s economic and political 

configurations. Similarly, the ideal of spiritual rejuvenation promoted by Rudolf 

Steiner in Anthroposophy will be discussed as a novel reaction to the paradox, in 
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offering a spiritual model that preserves and purportedly modernizes the older core 

values of Bildung by breaking down class identities. That is, where Mann calls 

Bildung into question as a center of the imagined community under pressure, Steiner 

tries to change society to accommodate the imagined community, and Weber attempts 

to reconstitute the scientific community as a necessary and essential component of a 

new politics in Germany. Covering the literary, the spiritual, and the scientific, The 

Double Edged Sword: The Cult of Bildung, Its Downfall and Reconstitution in Fin-

de-siècle Germany will address how a generation of Bildungsbürger at the turn of the 

twentieth century would attempt to grasp and come to grips with the magnitude of 

this extraordinary shift in the capability of their Weltanschauung to persist in the new 

socioeconomic paradigm. 
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Part I 

The Cult of Bildung 
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 CHAPTER 1 

THE DOUBLE EDGED SWORD: THE CULT OF BILDUNG 
 

 

WHAT IS A BILDUNGSBÜRGER? 

Throughout the early nineteenth century the importance of Bildung expanded 

exponentially as an identity marker transcending Germany’s traditional definitions of 

class, occupation or religious affiliation. M. Rainer Lepsius points out that in terms of 

occupational categories there is an extremely heterogeneous range of those who 

consider themselves “gebildet,” educated, including nobles, clerics, farmers and even 

workers that in some fashion can be classified as Bildungsbürger (79). Given how the 

rubric cuts across class lines, it is a task of great if not impossible complexity to 

adequately define and categorize Bildungsbürger as a class per se.  Despite these 

difficulties, there remains within this diverse group of Bürger a set of consistent 

values that distinguishes and defines this otherwise amorphous group.  These values 

derived in no small measure from the secularized Pietist ideals familiar from the 

Enlightenment and Classicism, including duty, self-discipline, social conscience and 

manners; they defined a habitus, what Pierre Bourdieu calls those “situations and 

practices of everyday life,” which was attained through the process of Bildung or self-

formation (Language 51).1  This habitus became prestigious among a large group of 

Bürger at the beginning of the nineteenth century and thus linked together a wide-

ranging variety of classes, occupations and denominations in terms of a given cultural 

                                                           
1 For a discussion of the difficulties of translating the German term Bildung, see Reinhart Koselleck’s 
introductory chapter: “Einleitung - Zur anthropologischen und semantischen Struktur der Bildung,” in 
Reinhart Koselleck, ed., Bildungsbürgertum im 19. Jahrhundert.  Teil 2: Bildungsgüter und 
Bildungswissen  (4 vols.; Stuttgart:  Ernst Klett,  1990): 11-46.  Based on Koselleck’s suggestion I 
have chosen to use the term “self-formation” as providing the most accurate translation. 
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identity and standards of behavior.  This diverse body of German identifications with 

these social, moral, and cultural values became what we now refer to as the 

Bildungsideal.   

Despite a reasonably clear moment of organization when this habitus emerged 

as a general cultural value, the term Bildungsbürgertum, as recent scholarship has 

emphasized, is problematic to say the least.2 Occupation, class and religious 

categories contribute components to a Bildungsbürger’s identity, but nevertheless fail 

to constitute clear parameters of distinction and demographic classification. As a 

result, traditional socioeconomic definitions tend to break down in the attempt to 

interpret precisely what defined a Bildungsbürger in Germany between the 

Enlightenment and World War I.  Bildung was a phenomenon outside the legal and 

economic determinants that ordinarily organize the identity of social groups as we 

have come to define them since Marx. 

The term has its own semantic history of transformation, extending from the 

Middle Ages to the present. Ulrich Engelhardt, in Bildungsbürgertum: Begriffs- und 

Dogmengeschichte eines Etiketts, traces the lines of demarcation of the expression 

“gebildet” as it became canonized during the early decades of the nineteenth century 

as a marker of identity. Engelhardt nevertheless depicts how being “gebildet” became 

the primary distinctive quality, the source of self-identity and status, for many 

German Bürger during the first half of the nineteenth century, no matter the real class 

positions they had in German culture:   

Die immer häufigere Hinordnung von gebildet auf Bürgertum überhaupt 
entsprang in erster Linie ja ihrer Eignung als Artikulationsinstrument 
bürgerlichen Leistungsbewußtseins und Überlegenheitsanspruchs gegenüber 
den herkömmlich feudal-adligen Führungseliten.  (115) 

  

                                                           
2 See especially Rudolf Vierhaus,  “Bildung,”  Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe:  Historisches Lexikon 
zur politischen Sprache in Deutschland,  ed.  O. Brunner, W. Conze and R. Koselleck, (Stuttgart: Ernst 
Klett,  1972).  
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The relation between the rising distinction of self-formed Bürger and traditional 

feudal status markers suggests that to be gebildet not only served as a distinctive 

emblem of a certain social status but also became a means of articulating division and 

separation from established, traditional class boundaries, thus providing a potential 

tool for redefining established status markers along new lines. This potential for 

symbolic self-redefinition again does not imply that Bildungsbürgertum can or should 

be identified and defined as a class. The fact remains, however, that social and 

cultural capital, acquired and maintained through the ideal of Bildung, became a 

principal means of carving out an identity for many German citizens.3  

Education, to be “gebildet,” forged the cornerstone of self-identity for the new 

German Bildungsbürgertum and formed the primary attribute of the era’s new “type,” 

the social climber. When Bildung became a mark of distinction, transcending class 

and occupation, it provided new and specific means of cultural differentiation that 

purportedly allowed individuals to rise through traditional social classes, if new 

criteria were met (Lepsius, Vergesellschaftung 9). Thomas Nipperdey elaborates: 

“Bürger, das war kein Stand mehr und auch nicht primär eine Klasse, sondern eine 

Kultur von Werten und Normen, eine Lebensform aus Erziehung, Stil und Symbolen” 

(1: 393).  

These symbols of lifestyle and upbringing, a habitus, were based upon the 

ideal of Bildung. “Knowledge” was now a measure of contradistinction, 

distinguishing and separating the Bildungsbürger from traditionally well-defined 

socioeconomic classifications. Specific cultural knowledge elevated the 

Bildungsbürger in status as well as in terms of competitive capability in a slowly 

developing capitalistic environment.  

                                                           
3 The term “cultural capital,” borrowing from the work of Pierre Bourdieu, can be defined as those 
attributes ranging from education to manners, which contribute to an individual’s source of status and 
identity in the community.  For a complete discussion of cultural capital see Pierre Bourdieu,  
Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgement of Taste,  trans. Richard Nice (Cambridge:  Harvard 
UP, 1984).  
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Even in terms of the less successful Bürger, Rudolf Vierhaus contends, 

Bildung served as a means for individuals to negatively distance themselves from the 

pressure experienced from the “spätfeudalistischen Sozialstrukturen und staatlichen 

Disziplinierungstendenzen einerseits, frühindustriellem ökonomischem und sozialem 

Wandel andererseits [....]” (Aufstieg 65).  For this reason, Bildung came to serve as a 

source of identity available to a wide variety of classes with various economic 

interests, belief orientations and motivations. For the resulting German 

Bildungsürgertum, whatever that may be, Bildung yielded compatible standards of 

behavior, a habitus, with which a group of citizens with diverse interests and 

motivations could identify themselves outside of traditional politics.  

To be sure, these new values unfolded against a traditional map of 

sociocultural norms and laws. Rudolf Vierhaus posits that standards of behavior, what 

he refers to as “bürgerliche Tugenden,” had evolved within a certain sociopolitical 

framework, which had a direct impact on mentality and behavior (Aufstieg 70).  

While Vierhaus’ analysis is accurate, it does not provide enough attention to the 

developing dynamic of the ideal of Bildung as a tool for orientation used by 

individuals trying to gain access to the evolving power structures. In other words, 

Bildung itself and the behavior associated with it conveys or represents the mark of 

style, taste and status required to wield influence in the new sociopolitical 

constellations of power; it prescribed certain ways of approaching the group and 

asserting a position within it.   

The task of this first chapter is to explore how the ideal of self-cultivation 

became this marker of distinction and status and to characterize the resulting social 

and economic praxis in Wilhelminian Germany. That is, the following sections will 

expand on the organization and the consequences of the Bildungsideal for Germany, 

explaining how an ideal became a habitus, a way of life for nineteenth-century 

Germany.   
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 KNOWLEDGE AND SALVATION: THE RISE OF THE BILDUNGSIDEAL 

During the last decades of the eighteenth century an astounding 

metamorphosis of societal, economic and political structures was underway in 

Europe.  In Germany, these processes originated in the revolutionary traditions of the 

Lutheran Reformation and the evolving ideals of Pietism.4 In a substantial way, these 

revolutions advanced the liberation of the individual human being as master of his 

own destiny, as Enlightenment philosophy underscored the individual’s ability to 

become freed or “enlightened” from the bonds of ignorance. Helmuth Plessner, 

despite his claim that the Enlightenment was less influential in Germany, posits that 

“die Idee eines mit dem Menschen geborenen Rechts auf Selbstbestimmung findet in 

dem christlichen Glauben an das Reich Gottes und die Erlösung des Menschen durch 

Christi Blut ihren übernatürlichen Grund” (Nation 59). Through duty and service, 

coupled with introspection, the human modus operandi for achieving salvation and 

atonement shifted to an inward orientation of the individual from an outward/worldly 

orientation. The “enlightened” Protestant operated under new fiats for self-

consciousness and personal responsibility, rather than an externally imposed order.  

However revolutionary these ideals may have been in terms of traditional 

class rights and duties, the religious and social forces were nevertheless co-opted by 

the powers of eighteenth-century feudal/monarchical Germany. All too easily, these 

Enlightenment ideals could model a society in which the individual human being was 

connected to the community in utilitarian terms. Human beings, through their own 

cognitive power of ratio, would be expected to serve with a sense of duty and merit 

that would generate societal progress; such progress, however, tended to maintain the 

overall sociopolitical system more or less intact. Kant’s “Beantwortung der Frage: 

Was ist Aufklärung” (1783), as we shall see, will eventually take the idea of ratio 

                                                           
4 For a more elaborate description of Pietist ideals, see Dale Brown, Understanding Pietism (Grand 
Rapids: Wm. B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1978), and Richard L. Gawthrop, Pietism and the Making 
of Eighteenth-Century Prussia (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1993). 
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down a different path, but within the context of the post-reformation, these ideals 

remained embedded in the feudal / monarchical paradigm.   

One example of how Enlightenment ideals could be adapted in the service of 

broader social prerogatives was the pedagogical reforms of Johann Bernhard 

Basedow. As Anthony J. La Vopa explains in Grace, Merit, Talent: Poor Students, 

Clerical Careers, and Professional Ideology in Eighteenth-Century Germany, 

Basedow’s Philanthropismus outlined an educational ideology grounded in the 

protestant notion of merit and self-cultivation intended to educate (erziehen) human 

beings as a means of promoting individual usefulness in society (206).5 Basedow’s 

educational model not only verifies the utilitarian tendencies of these early 

educational reforms, but also characterizes the changing role of human beings in the 

public sphere, as introspection and the cultivation of the self were co-opted in terms 

of societal/worldly objectives. Now, the individual was obligated through his 

attainment of knowledge to contribute directly to the community, to become literally 

a productive cog in the social machine.   

Basedow, in his 1774 Elementarwerk, advocates relentlessly this application 

of individual knowledge to social interaction and the contribution of the individual to 

the community:   

Eine stumme Gesellschaft wird schläfrig und mißvergnügt.  Führe etwas auf 
die Bahn, wenn niemand redet.  Auch zu diesem Ende ließ eine Zeitung, 
Geschichtsbücher oder andere gute Schriften, und richte dich auf gute 
Gespräche.  (501)  

 
                                                           
5 For an excellent analysis of the debate over education and its structure during the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century, see Anthony J. La Vopa, Grace, Talent, and Merit: Poor Students, Clerical 
Careers, and Professional Ideology in Eighteenth-Century Germany (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 
1988).  Other references for the history of education in Germany are Friedrich Paulsen, German 
Education Past and Present, trans. T. Lorenz.  (New York, 1908), as well as Paulsen’s The German 
Universities and University Study, trans. Frank Thilly  (New York, 1906).  More recent scholarship on 
the subject of education in Germany include Charles McClelland ,  State, Society, and University in 
Germany, 1700-1914  (Cambridge: Cambridge UP), and Christa Berg, ed.,  Handbuch der deutschen 
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The knowledge attained through education was intended, in Basedow’s view, to build 

an enlightened society, not to dismantle or evoke revolutionary changes in the 

monarchical system in the service of absolutist ideas. Thus the attainment of 

knowledge,  an individual’s cognitive exercise of “reason,” became a primary 

component of the Enlightenment model for improving society.  

This enlightened community, however, was not viewed only in terms of social 

values as suggested in the above quotation; the educated citizen was also intended to 

become a “useful” and productive force in the community. La Vopa describes this 

utilitarian aspect of the educational reforms during the last third of the eighteenth 

century:  “German reformers were engaged in efforts to create out of the existing 

institutional chaos a several-tiered educational system, maximizing “usefulness” at all 

levels of society and training a small elite of “state servants” to staff the civil and 

ecclesiastical bureaucracies” (197). Thus Basedow’s fundamental reform was indeed 

based on individual duty and merit, but was primarily concerned with the individual’s 

direct contribution to societal function, order and progress. This educational model, 

though centered around self-formation and the contribution of the enlightened 

individual (an inward reform, as it were) actually served foremost the outward, 

utilitarian goals of the community.  

In 1783, shortly following Basedow’s Elementarwerk, Immanuel Kant 

formulated his now famous statement in “Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist 

Aufklärung?”  Kant proclaimed that: “Aufklärung ist der Ausgang des Menschen aus 

seiner selbst verschuldeten Unmündigkeit” (55). While Kant consistently rejected 

revolutionary tactics as mediators of societal progress, Kant’s statement nevertheless 

sanctioned a re-focusing of the dynamic interaction between the individual and 

society. Kant’s idea still incorporated the Enlightenment hope that, through reason, 

society could indeed be improved. At the same time, however, because Kant insisted 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Bildungsgeschichte, Bd. IV: 1870-1918. Von der Reichsgründung bis zum Ende des Ersten Weltkriegs, 
6 vols. (München:  Beck.  1991).  
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upon the individual’s responsibility, his redirection of Enlightenment merit to 

distinguish between public and private uses of reason also provided a window for 

later philosophers, poets and intellectuals to recapture what many viewed as a loss of 

the spiritual unity and integrity of the human being brought about by rationalist 

positivism. A young and rising group of intellectuals during the last two decades of 

the eighteenth century sensed a need to claim such spiritual unity and agency as a 

new and necessary elite, contributing to society’s sociopolitical betterment, especially 

as they confronted the utilitarian/rationalistic implementation of Enlightenment 

philosophy. 

In Kant’s model, through “reason,” ratio, human beings could achieve 

freedom from the bonds of ignorance. The education of the individual, however, was 

portrayed as an act of self-enlightenment without the strictly utilitarian tone of earlier 

Enlightenment models that Germans would identify more precisely as Erziehung 

(education) rather than Bildung. Kant certainly related the enlightenment of the 

individual directly with the progress of society, but his model structured that 

relationship in a far less unilaterally group-determined fashion. Kant’s elaboration of 

the term Unmündigkeit clarifies: “Unmündigkeit ist das Unvermögen, sich seines 

Verstandes ohne Leitung eines anderen zu bedienen” (55). While Kant foresaw 

challenges to the status quo through such individual freedom of understanding, he 

nevertheless consistently emphasized the strict maintenance of social stability, based 

on traditional political structures. In other words, Kant envisioned revolutionary 

tactics only as violence and destruction, but nevertheless anticipated the enlightened 

human being to be capable of “affecting” and changing the community without 

destroying a status quo with a dynamic character.    

No wonder, then, that a young generation of poets, scholars and intellectuals, 

reaching adulthood during the decade of the French Revolution and including Ludwig 

Tieck, Novalis, Johann Gottlieb Fichte and an older Schiller, re-appropriated Kant to 

re-introduce values such as self-fulfillment and individual atonement into the debate 
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over the proper formation of the individual within society. Their more individual and 

potentially elitist values emphasized individual introspection as a primary source of 

enlightenment, a way to re-capture the spiritual unity of the human being, disjointed 

by the forces of rationalism. Thus later Romanticism drew on Pietist introspection, as 

well as on the Enlightenment, with an emphasis on individual action and experience 

within the group. What had been in the eighteenth century a fostering of the 

individual in rationalist terms for utilitarian purposes, an objectifying of the human 

being as it were, had now become an “ideal of absolute ‘individuality’” (LaVopa 

264). As a realization of Enlightenment ideals such individual’s aspired to a unique 

set of “noble” characteristics, which were to take precedence over the utilitarian 

motivations of a purely rationalist approach. Now the individual came to be viewed as 

an organic being through which the interrelationship of “Ich und Universum” effects 

a “geheimnisvoller Zusammenhang, der allein den Maßstab für menschliche Bildung 

abgibt” (Fiedler 43). The formation of the self almost as a religious obligation was 

emerging to make the well-formed individual not just useful for the State, but also as 

a kind of special personal blessing or distinction that would lead to the ideal of the 

artist-creator.   

Schiller’s philosophical letters Über die ästhetische Erziehung des Menschen, 

in einer Reihen von Briefen (1795) and Friedrich Immanuel Niethammer’s early 

nineteenth-century educational reforms reveal this new trend that redefines the 

education of a human being in terms of spiritual fulfillment and atonement, not just 

utilitarianism. Schiller writes in the eleventh letter: “Die Anlage zu der Gottheit trägt 

der Mensch unwidersprechlich in seiner Persönlichkeit in sich; der Weg zu der 

Gottheit, wenn man einen Weg nennen kann, was niemals zum Ziele führt, ist ihm 

aufgetan in den Sinnen” (603). The human being was conceived as innately 

possessing a “noble” character that was to be extracted through these neohumanist 

educational prerogatives, thereby binding the idea of individual enlightenment or 

Bildung directly to a religious salvation experience. Thus Bildung was gradually 
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beginning to take on the form of self-formation in terms that typified an unveiling of 

the “God-like” qualities of the human character.    

Not just the objectives, but the means of this unveiling were tacitly initiated 

by the Protestant Reformation. During the late eighteenth century language came to 

be viewed as the most distinctive manifestation of the quality of humanness and, 

therefore, the cultivation of language arose as the dominant expression and indicator 

of these God-like qualities. Language, and various modes of expression, attested to 

individual enlightenment and experience, and thus the cultivation of language would 

lead to the formation of the individual. Fiedler describes language in terms of 

Bildung: “Sie ist ganzheitlich, unterliegt den Wachstumsgesetzen des Organischen 

und ermöglicht - fern jeder nach außen gerichteten Tätigkeit - die Kultivierung des 

Inneren” (Fiedler 47). A paradigm with many ramifications for the style of the 

professional activity surrounding Bildung, it motivated, as one major consequence, 

the search for linguistic roots as a means of establishing direct relationships to the 

eras of a particular culture’s greatness. This exploration, in turn, initiated the modern 

(re)founding of fields such as philology, history, and the other social sciences. 

Consequently, the study of humankind and the human medium of communication, 

language (including poetry), became the central basis for discovery of the self and the 

community – a formulation of Kant’s precepts that laid the groundwork for a nation 

with new social values. 

The study of Greece, its language, culture, and artifacts is an example of how 

“reading a language” became a metaphor for human revolution and development. 

Greek culture, seen through the eyes of German intellectuals such as J. J. 

Winckelmann, F. A. Wolf and Wilhelm von Humboldt, typified the harmonious 

formation of the entire human being, a non-utilitarian formation which embraced the 

spiritual essence of humanity. Humboldt’s concept of science and the university, as 

Herbert Schnädelbach posits, “ist das Bild des forschenden Menschengeistes, der sich 

durch Selbsttätigkeit zur höchsten Einsicht und sittlichen Vollkommenheit bringt; 
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Bildung ist bei ihm der Prozeß der Selbstwerdung des Individuums, das in sich eine 

wahre und sittliche Welt verkörpert” (43). Suzanne L. Marchand asserts in her recent 

book, Down from Olympus: Archaeology and Philhellenism in Germany, 1750-1970, 

that under the influence of Winckelmann “the aesthetic philosophy of the late 

eighteenth century exalted Greek art as the symbol and embodiment of humankind’s 

true, free, uncorrupted nature” (15).  Specifically in regard to the role of language in 

this process of self-formation and its expression based on tradition, the Germans 

turned to ancient Greek for models of how culture could be practiced in every-day 

life, as La Vopa concurs: 

The educational value of a language lay in its interpenetration of sensual 
substance and logical form.  In its artifacts the concreteness of vocabulary and 
the abstraction of grammar had fused into a model for “harmonious” Bildung.  
Ancient Greek deserved special reverence because it had achieved this fusion 
to a unique degree and hence was the most appropriate medium for achieving 
an equivalent unity in the individual personality.  (269) 
 

A direct outgrowth of the German Bildungsideal, the ability to master language in its 

various modes became a particularly distinguishing factor for the self-formation and 

spiritual unity of the individual human being in nineteenth-century Germany.   

With growing institutional support from the German university system 

emerging after Humboldt’s Napoleanic era reforms, this evolving model of self-

formation propelled the ideal of Bildung to a new status within German society. 

Through the emphasis on the linguistic and cultural capabilities of humankind, self-

formation, in terms of intellectual prowess, gradually attained a position as a primary 

identity marker for many German Bürger at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

At the same time this process never relinquished its interdependence with a 

moralistic, quasi-religious belief structure stressing the individual, even though a 

modernized one.  

 In the rationalist/neo-humanist debate over education and individual efficacy 

during the Enlightenment and early nineteenth century, pedagogical ideas, as well as 
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Enlightenment philosophy in Germany, remained significantly intertwined, literally 

bound with religious modes of thought. The privileging of the individual in terms of 

spiritual unity, grounded in Idealistic and Romantic interpretations of Kant, found full 

expression in what La Vopa calls the “radical visions” of Johann Gottlieb Fichte. In 

his radical interpretation of Kant, Fichte, attempting to establish his own career and 

personal identity, launched an exemplary secular synthesis of Pietist introspection 

with Enlightenment ideals of duty and freedom. Fichte also models a direct individual 

contribution to the moral quality of the community, but expressed in explicitly 

cultural terms. For Fichte, subjective identity allows the basis for Kultur to emerge 

out of the practices of transcendental mind. Fichte explains in Von den Pflichten der 

Gelehrten: Jenaer Vorlesungen, delivered in 1794/95:     

Die Erwerbung dieser Geschicklichket, theils unsre eigenen vor dem 
Erwachen unsrer Vernunft und des Gefühls unsrer Selbstthätigkeit 
entstandenen fehlerhaften Neigungen zu unterdrücken und auszutilgen; theils 
die Dinge ausser uns zu modificiren und sie nach unsern Begriffen 
umzuändern, - die Erwerbung dieser Geschicklichkeit, sage ich, heißt Kultur;  
und der erworbene bestimmte Grad dieser Geschicklichkeit wird gleichfals so 
genennt.  Die Kultur ist nur nach Graden verschieden;  aber sie ist unendlich 
vieler Grade fähig.  Sie ist das lezte und höchste Mittel für den Endzweck des 
Menschen, die völlige Uebereinstimmung mit sich selbst, - wenn der Mensch 
als vernünftig sinnliches Wesen; - sie ist selbst lezter Zweck, wenn er als bloß 
sinnliches Wesen betrachtet wird.  Die Sinnlichkeit soll kultivirt werden: das 
ist das höchste und lezte , was sich mit ihr vornehmen läßt. (8) 

 

Here, the imperatives of community and individual development converge. Fichte is 

implying that moral value and cultural standards are affected directly by each 

individual process of self-formation, based on that individual’s freedom to act, to 

establish and define one’s personal identity as part of knowledge shared with the 

whole. La Vopa elaborates that in Fichte’s model “the self-generating “I,” 

incorporating sense objects into itself by free acts, always remained the starting point 

for causation” (362). Thus in Fichte’s model, Bildung and the manners and language 

of “higher” culture became the focal point of his own model of identity and of 
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defining German culture and the community. Thus the ideal of self-formation, 

including its religious component, had become deeply intertwined with the identity of 

the community and its culture.    

 In one sense, then, the Pietist framework for introspection, salvation and 

atonement had been revamped after 1800 to converge with the philosophical and 

cultural aims of the new generation. La Vopa correlates Pietism with Fichte’s model 

explicitly: “If in Pietism freedom from doubt was effected by the infusion of grace, it 

now lay entirely within the individual consciousness, in an intuitive awareness of the 

transcendental ego” (363). In other words, the formation of the self became literally 

the means to salvation and the avenue for establishing a “higher” culture in the 

community. 

 Yet this model does not completely ignore society as a whole. Fichte’s 

Bildung contains no meaning without the community, as he elaborates:   

 

Der gesellschaftliche Trieb gehört demnach unter die Grundtriebe des 
Menschen.  Der Mensche ist bestimmt,, in der Gesellschaft zu leben;  er soll in 
der Gesellschaft leben; er ist kein ganzer vollendeter Mensch und widerspricht 
sich selbst, wenn er isolirt lebt. (Pflichten 15) 

 

Thus the standards of behavior associated with the self-cultivated Bürger necessarily 

directly interact with the community and so define humankind as absolutely 

interdependent with the community. In consequence, Fichte and others have, in a 

certain sense, appropriated the Pietist idea of the atonement struggle to make room for 

personal achievement in cultural terms: “If iron self-discipline is meant to make him a 

willing instrument of providence (or at least to resign him to his fate), it is also the 

means to an emphatic voluntarism that impels “action” and produces an ‘effect’ on 

the world” (La Vopa 358). Self-formation, in this model a duty, is now measured in 

terms of its effect on the community: “self-denial in the Pietist sense has become 

willed self-mastery aimed at prevailing in a constant struggle against external 



 

 29

obstacles and restraints” (La Vopa 358). In other words, through the denials required 

in achieving self-formation the human individual can carve out a personal identity 

that will be meritoriously recognized as cultural capital attributed to the individual 

and measured in terms of the contribution to the “higher” culture of the community.   

This interrelationship provided an additional impetus to the ideal of self-

formation as a primary marker of distinction for nineteenth-century Germany’s model 

of a “fulfilled” human being in the community and made personal development 

crucial to the whole. By the end of the nineteenth century, however, this symbiosis of 

religious duty and cultural achievement, between self-formation and religious 

experience began to unravel, when a severe breach in the means of establishing a 

stable identity construct began to occur among the Bildungsbürger. This breach 

between the ideal of self-formation as religious fulfillment and cultural capital would 

eventually launch an entire generation of German intellectuals into an identity 

vacuum. For the early nineteenth century the ideal of self-formation, Bildung, had 

been the predominant modus operandi for many German Bürger to establish societal 

standing. By the 1890s, however, other cultural forces that had tacitly been woven 

together with the ideal of Bildung emerged more clearly to challenge the definitions 

of individual and community established at the century’s beginning. These forces 

would ultimately destabilize and transform the German Bildungsideal of the early 

nineteenth century. 

 

BESITZ UND BILDUNG 

 As outlined above, self-formation, as it found expression in German society 

during the early nineteenth century, had been integrated with spiritual fulfillment and 

a kind of cultural capital that provided a springboard for the individual to differentiate 

him- or herself in a society no longer dominated by utilitarian principles. Fritz Ringer 
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describes this as: “a personal liberation from the needy, time-bound self of everyday 

utilitarian man, an ‘inner freedom’ from the entanglement in the merely ‘external’ 

and temporal that characterized the life of the ‘philistine’” (Tradition 108). In other 

words, the self-formation that had joined the individual to the community became the 

standard for individual differentiation, distinction, and fulfillment in a world of 

rapidly changing societal constellations in both the political (gradual weakening of 

feudal/monarchical and economic realms (decreasing mercantilism).6 An ideal 

quickly loses any affective thrust in a community, however, if not somehow attached 

to some type of reward within the community, such as access to power, whether 

economic, political or otherwise. Thus self-formation began to affiliate distinction 

(cultural capital) with Besitz (economic capital), especially as Germany gradually 

became industrialized and its sociopolitical structures modernized.   

As we have seen, at the beginning of the nineteenth century the ideal of 

Bildung became integrated with bourgeois community interests, conveyed primarily 

by linguistic means. This transformation through language, therefore, fused two 

ideals: “knowledge,” achieved through the process of self-formation and the 

dominant mode of symbolically promoting the economic interests for a divergent 

group of Bürger, united principally by this ideal. M. Rainer Lepsius describes this 

historical process and the resulting dynamic that affected the discourse of knowledge, 

“Wissen” as: 

die Herauslösung eines Bildungswissens aus dem Heilswissen dogmatisierter 
Religion und die Durchsetzung der deutschen Sprache als Medium des 
wissenschaftlichen Diskurses.  Damit war jener Diskursraum geschaffen, in 
dem ‘amtslose’ Intellektuelle Wertideen formulieren und verbreiten konnten, 
aus denen sich ein allgemeiner Anspruch auf Gültigkeit ableiten konnte.  
(Vergesellschaftung 14) 
 

                                                           
6 For a detailed historical study of the development of German communities see Mack Walker,  
German Home Towns: Community, State, and General Estate, 1648-1871 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1971). 
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Significantly, this new, secular discourse of “knowledge,” opposed indeed to biblical 

orthodoxy, felt little pressure to relinquish its spiritual component as it became the 

primary conveyor of social ideas.  

As the more dogmatic religious ideas of out-dated institutional frameworks 

became empty of their meaning, from the perspective of newly-developing societal 

constellations, German communities often sought new sources of spiritual meaning in 

new community structures, including higher education and art. Bourdieu explains this 

process:   

Knowing that “manner” is a symbolic transformation whose meaning and 
value depend as much on the perceivers as on the producer, one can see how it 
is that the manner of using symbolic goods, especially those regarded as the 
attributes of excellence, constitutes one of the key markers of ‘class’ and also 
the ideal weapon in strategies of distinction… (Distinction 66)   

 

In Bourdieu’s sense, new strategies of affiliation, novel ways of using symbolic 

goods, affected new, diverse cultural centers for the newly-nationalized German 

community, a country that was rapidly becoming a world power. These changes 

allowed for many new forms of personal distinction, new ways to transform capital 

into distinction and cultural capital, engendering a new discourse of “knowledge,” 

both in the private as well as in the public sphere. As a result, the ideal of self-

formation became a much less personal, more public concern.    

Not surprisingly, this trend became intricately intertwined with and affected 

directly the germination of a market economy and the eventual democratization of 

Germany. A rising entrepreneurial class, striving for economic success through 

individual hard work, duty, and discipline, quickly latched on to the ideal of self-

formation and the freedom that it implied as a symbolic means of promoting their 

own prerogatives and interests. Bildung and the style and status associated with it, 

bonded with socioeconomic ideals, and easily re-appropriated the accesses to power 

in an evolving German society. Consequently, the social unification between 
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economic interests and value orientations (Bildung) came to articulate the specific 

sociopolitical and cultural interests of the Bildungsbürger.   

The historical grounds for this fusion of ideals is clear. Early capitalism 

flourished, bringing new means of accessing and accumulating economic capital. As 

mercantilism, and thereby state influence and intervention in the economic sphere 

diminished, the bourgeoisie and the individual entrepreneur became increasingly 

independent. Lepsius describes the increasing leverage of this emerging economic 

group during the first half of the nineteenth century:   

Die Bourgeoisie wird wirtschaftlich selbständig.  Gelingt es ihr auch die 
staatlichen Machtmittel zu appropriieren, sie im eigenen Namen oder durch 
Beauftragte zu verwalten, so wird sie auch politisch autonom und gewinnt 
Strukturdominanz.  (Soziologie 85) 

 

With the breakdown of mercantilism, access to economic capital shifted dramatically 

by the beginning of the nineteenth century, altering the means of influencing the 

political sphere as well. As this transformation dictated a dynamic re-configuration in 

the constellations of power the ideal of Bildung remained a status symbol within 

German society, appropriated by the economically powerful as its mark of distinction.  

Thus the prerogatives of self-formation of the Protestant ideals of merit and 

achievement, which had coalesced in the transformed ideas of Enlightenment 

philosophy, German Romanticism and Idealism, now facilitated the redefinition of 

democratization and capitalism in the German sociopolitical context. In this way 

economic interests of the new bourgeoisie merged with the ideal of Bildung. As a 

result, the Bildungsideal forged by earlier generations to express individual freedom 

and responsibility within the community now allowed the bourgeoisie to carve out an 

identity structure to promote their own new economic and political interests, as 

evidence of such Bildung, as an independent, creative force for community 

development within the new sociopolitical environment. 
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 Through this symbiosis of economic interests and Bildung the term 

Bürgertum, according to Lepsius, became:  

ein Sammelbegriff für heterogene Sozialgruppen, die durch zwei 
Dimensionen aus der Sozialstruktur herausgehoben werden:  durch ihre 
wirtschaftliche Selbständigkeit und/oder durch eine spezifische 
Fachgeschultheit, also durch “Besitz und Bildung.” (Soziologie 79) 
 

Lepsius’ definition articulates a very complex boundary shift in class structure: the 

codependence between economic capital of the traditional bourgeoisie and the 

cultural capital, or self-formation of a now heterogeneous class of Bildungsbürger. 

Yet this Sammelbegriff remains only a means of describing what Clifford Geertz 

would term “a context” or “interworked systems of construable signs” (14). In other 

words, this codependence developed from a system marked by filiations (close 

personal ties) and advanced to a system of affiliation through shared ideals, but did 

not lend itself well to sharply conceived socioeconomic demarcations. Thus emerged 

a unique and culturally exclusive group of citizens woven together by the cultural 

capital of Bildung and certain economic prerogatives. This Bildungsbürgertum 

transcended traditional classifications of community based on wealth, legal class, 

occupation and/or religious denomination. At the same time, “Knowledge” in its 

multiple representations of personal status or distinction, bonded with economic 

success (though economic capital alone did not suffice to define the educated, nor 

was every Bildungsbürger economically successful), to become the essential 

circumscribing element of identity in this modernizing society. I am suggesting that 

the Bildungsideal, symbolically related to economic capital and success, became the 

primary source of identity in various ways for an increasingly diverse group of 

German Bürger.  

The increasingly multifaceted public “uses” of Bildung in the community 

effected a massive shift in the social markers providing access to power in Germany 

during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. Symbolically attached to the 
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economic interests of a divergent range of heretofore less-powerful citizens and rising 

bourgeoisie, the ideal of Bildung became the arbiter of the standards of behavior and 

action both in the public and private spheres. Bildung, in a sense, had become more 

powerful than wealth or Stand.     

 By the end of the century, the utility of Bildung was not formulated solely in 

terms of Romantic ideals of spiritual unity; rather, self-formation was indeed 

significantly interwoven with the economic interests of a rising group of Bürger, who 

were dedicated to hard work, discipline and capitalism in its early forms, as Max 

Weber would describe in 1904/05. At the same time, the utility of a better educated 

citizenry remained undeniable to many sectors of the state, so that Bildung also 

served as a significant motivator supporting the growing labor needs of a developing 

market-economy, as well as a state bureaucracy (especially in Prussia) that gradually 

required higher standards of education. Jürgen Kocka elaborates the beginning of this 

evolution in “Bürger und Bürgerlichkeit als Probleme der deutschen Geschichte vom 

späten 18. zum frühen 20. Jahrhundert”:   

Diese beiden Kategorien waren nicht unbedingt neu, aber jetzt, im späten 18. 
Jahrhundert, wuchsen ihre Zahl und ihre Bedeutung schlagartig:  einmal 
aufgrund des Aufschwungs, der Expansison [sic] und Intensivierung des 
kapitalistischen Wirtschaftsbereichs (Großhandel, Protoindustrie, 
Manufakturen usw.) und zum anderen aufgrund der fortschreitenden 
Staatsbildung und der zunehmenden Bedeutung der wissenschaftlich-
akademischen Bildung und Ausbildung. (24) 

 

From a practical standpoint, education (as an acknowledged process of Bildung) thus 

became not only in ideal terms, but also in the institutional sense, a significant 

predictor of success in the shifting socioeconomic and -political environment. In this 

way the spiritual component of self-formation became more directly coupled with the 

economic prerogatives and controlling institutions of a developing market economy. 

In other words, self-formation now not only held a powerful position in terms of 

sources for establishing individual identity due to its spiritual component, a fulfilling 
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experience as it were, but also due to its new symbolic and utilitarian roles in an 

evolving market economy and expanding Prussian bureaucracy.   

More significant perhaps was a demographic necessity that helped transform 

an ideal into a social praxis. Both the new centralizing German state and the 

international markets for manufactured goods now required the service and dedication 

of larger numbers of workers than were available in the traditional bourgeois classes. 

Due to this encompassing role in German society after the end of the eighteenth-

century, Bildung now marked an individual as useful and potentially distinguished 

within this new community, and thereby aligning their personal interests with those of 

the new community in predictable forms of manners, behaviors and experiences.     

 

LIBERALISM AND THE DOUBLE EDGED SWORD 

 As I have already suggested, this shift in the markers of differentiation 

brought new cultural structures into everyday life, reflecting the new priority placed 

on Bildung.  Hans Erich Bödeker describes this phenomenon in “Die ‘gebildeten 

Stände’ im späten 18. und frühen 19. Jahrhundert:  Zugehörigkeit und Abgrenzungen. 

Mentalitäten und Handlungspotentiale”:   

Der Gebildete gewann “persönlichen Stand;” aufgrund seiner “Bildung,” 
seiner reflexiven Form der Lebensbewältigung schuf er seine eigene kulturelle 
Identität.  Er wurde zum Individuum durch “Selbstbildung,” das im 
Beziehungsgeflecht von Beruf, privater Lebensführung und Familienleben 
neue, spezifische Kulturformen entwickelte.  (33) 

 

Thus music, art, and literature - aesthetische Kultur - became the symbolic 

representations of an associated praxis, the habitus, of a self-formed citizen, a 

Bildungsbürger.7 These cultural forms establish and maintain identity, and make a 

                                                           
7 For a more detailed account of this aesthetic culture see Hans Erich Bödeker, “Die ‘gebildeten 
Stände’ im späten 18. und frühen Jahrhundert:  Zugehörigkeit und Abgrenzeungen  Mentalitäten und 
Handlungspotentiale,”  Bildungsbürgertum im 19. Jahrhunder.  Teil 4: Politischer Einfluß und 
gesellschaftliche Formation, ed.  Jürgen Kocka, 4 vols. (Stuttgart: Ernst Klett Verlag, 1989) 21-52. 
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people socially unified through an organized expression of political, economic and 

cultural values. These organizations serve as carriers, soziale Trägergruppen, of this 

diversity of interests (Lepsius, Soziologie 90).    

 At the beginning of the nineteenth century various forms of social 

interactions, such as Lesegesellschaften, developed, which promoted the priority of 

Bildung in the new socioeconomic and -political constellations of Germany (and 

often carried over into forming trade or educational groups as communities with their 

own validity). Lepsius describes the historical process leading to the establishment of 

these social groups:    

Die Verbreitung dieser ideellen Interessen erfolgt in einem langsamen Prozeß 
der Innovation von Ideen und Organisationen im Verlauf des 18. Jahrhunderts, 
vor Beginn der Industrialisierung.  Aus dem Geflecht neuer 
Kommunikationsformen - Zeitungen, Lesegesellschaften, der Briefkultur und 
der Bildungsreisen - entsteht eine neue Öffentlichkeit, quer zur 
absolutistischen Staatlichkeit und orthodoxen Kirchlichkeit.  Die Idee der 
Bürgerlichen Gesellschaft findet so ihre sozialen Trägergruppen und über sie 
ihre politische Durchsetzungskraft. (Soziologie 90) 

 

These organized groups substantiate how intertwined the Bildungsideal had become 

with the economic and political interests of a diverse group of Bürger. Through these 

groups an increasingly large portion of the German citizenry, representing various 

economic, political and religious interests, was able to identify, outside the traditional 

forms of governments and church, with the ideal of Bildung, especially among the 

Liberalen in the political world. At the national assembly of 1848/49 in Frankfurt, for 

example, three out of four members had attained an academic education (Kocka 34). 

The Bildungsideal thus became a powerful political factor as Germany democratized 

and industrialized, effecting a reformulation of traditional class lines on social 

grounds that easily became overt political interest groups. 

The habitus of these newly affiliated groups carefully aligned their acts with 

the cultural values they symbolized, cultivating a social practice out of their 

philosophical allegiances. For example, the motivations of the Liberals in Germany 
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leading up to the 1848 Revolution were cultivated upon the ideals of freedom, duty, 

discipline, and merit. In a real sense these ideals were essentially democratic in intent 

and coupled with the economic interests of the rising bourgeoisie. Dieter 

Langewiesche, in his essay “Bildungsbürgertum und Liberalismus im 19. 

Jahrhundert,” argues that the Liberals, composed primarily of Bildungsbürger, 

became the driving political force in German nationalism, as well as in the economic 

and cultural spheres. In this way Germany was becoming a “protestantische 

Kulturstaat.” (Langewiesche 103). Langewiesche summarizes the importance of the 

Liberals in the process of industrialization: 

Wirtschaftlich, denn es waren ebenballs Liberale, die nach der 
Jahrhundertmitte Industrialisierung und Marktrationalität als integrale 
Bestandteile des allgemeinen, nämlich für alle Sozialschichten profitablen 
Fortschritts zu mehr Freiheit und Vernunft legitimierten und in die nationale 
Idee einfügten.  (103) 

   

These liberals were, in a real sense, the first progressive political manifestation of an 

intellectual position at least a half-century old. 

Yet this first success may have been a pyrrhic victory. The political ideals of 

the Liberals represent a double-edged sword, which would ultimately vitiate the ideal 

of self-formation as a carrier and marker of identity for the future German 

Bildungsbürger, as it became the norm for society in many spheres rather than a mark 

of personal distinction. Bernhard Giesen, in his book Intellectuals and the Nation, 

explains: “when the broad cover of a universalist cultural identity offers a place to 

everyone, the drawing of borders itself tends to be endangered” (36). While 

distinctive and elitist in nature because of their emphasis on self-cultivation, they 

professed at the same time to be democratic, as were the ideals of merit, duty, hard 

work, discipline and individual initiative. Geoff Eley also describes this paradox:  “… 

from bürgerlich qua citizenship and the universals of progress to bürgerlich qua the 

bourgeoisie as a specific class sociology. Where the one was theoretically open to all, 

the other was constituted by principles and practices of exclusion” (88). The 
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Bildungsideal had provided access to power and the impetus for dismantling 

traditional power constellations of monarchical Germany, but also provided the 

ideological basis for democracy. Now, the cult of the individual could paradoxically 

assume an extreme utilitarian form, and eventually pointed toward a society of the 

masses. In other words, the ideals of the German Bildungsbürger and their political 

arm, the Liberal party, ironically provided the means, expressed through the gradual 

implementation of democratic principles, for the dismantling of Bildung as a status 

carrier for private individuals. The Bildungsideal that had provided exclusionary 

status to a large group of German citizens paradoxically also furnished the 

mechanism for its dismantling as an elite group in the face of democratic pressures 

from below.  

M. Rainer Lepsius elaborates the changing status of Bildung at the end of the 

nineteenth century:   

Das Bildungsbürgertum verliert seine Definitionsmacht, das Bildungswissen 
verliert sein Prestige.  Wirtschaft und Technik gewinnen einen Eigenwert, der 
erfolgreich das Bildungswissen konkurenziert.  Realgymnasium und 
Oberrealschule bieten dafür auch den institutionellen Unterbau mit 
gleichrangigen Zugangschancen zum tertiären Bildungssystem.  
(Vergesellschaftung 15) 

 

In the burgeoning economic system and expansion of education, rationalization and 

technology shifted the value of specific forms of education, a theme that would later 

fascinate such thinkers as Max Weber. In 1830/31 in Prussia, for example, an 

“altsprachliche Abitur” became a requirement for entrance to the University.  (Ritter, 

Kocka 119). Yet by the end of the nineteenth century technical skills were quickly 

becoming the predominant means to career mobility. Traditional aesthetic Bildung, as 

the source of “knowledge,” was being circumvented as a marker of distinction in a 

modernizing economy, being replaced in some circles by other forms of education. 

Education as a value was easily co-opted into a new kind of rationalization and 

institutionalized in specific service to the State’s interests. 
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By the end of the century, such shifts in the praxis of Bildung changed the 

standards in how the individual defined himself and competed in Wilhelminian 

Germany, and devalued or at least weakened the spiritual component of Bildung as it 

had been defined. The cult of individual self-formation through aesthetics and 

classical education, as its spiritual component gradually broke down under the 

pressures of scientific discovery in the latter half of the nineteenth century, incited at 

the same time a growing disjunction between the community of economically and 

politically unified Bildungsbürger and the traditional cultural capital that the 

Bildungsideal had provided. Gradually the new, more independent utilitarian drives 

circumvented an individual’s subordination to the values of the community. This 

resulted in the kind of shift to an egotistical utilitarian mode found in the comparison 

between the Bassermann family of Mannheim and Alfred Krupp, with which I began 

this discussion.  

I believe that this disjunction between ideals of Bildung and the new 

socioeconomic interests of the State and German society created the identity vacuum 

so many intellectuals felt in fin-de-siècle Germany as Bildung was dismantled as an 

identity marker. Thus the purpose of the following chapter will be to explore: 1) the 

evolving economic and political paradigm and its ramifications for the German 

“community” and 2) how this shift effected the dismantling of the Bildungsideal as a 

primary source of habitus, leaving the German Bildungsbürger with a diminished role 

in the community. The cases of two “cultivated” families will lead us again into the 

demise of Bildung under stress in the socioeconomic climate of Wilhelminian 

Germany.    
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Chapter 2 

The Demise of Bildung: The Cult of the Individual - Utilitarian 

Egocentrism 

 

In April 1870, on the verge of the Reichsgründung, Alfred Krupp laid the 

cornerstone for his castle Villa Hügel. As I showed above, but will discuss in more 

detail here, the monstrosity that this residence would eventually become exemplifies a 

dramatic hiatus between an old monarchical system of government, surviving in some 

form until World War I, and a new, dynamic economic system. This new economic 

paradigm of Wilhelminian Germany, one of free enterprise and industry provided the 

financial capital for Alfred Krupp, the “canon king,” to construct this new symbol of 

power and wealth, departing drastically from the traditional forms of “taste” and 

Erziehung. The entrepreneurial spirit of an Alfred Krupp did not, as we have seen, 

first appear in the second half of the nineteenth century; nevertheless, Krupp 

represents something different and distinctive as Germany’s economic engine 

developed throughout this century. This distinction is well-marked by the “taste” 

exemplified in the architectural monuments of two economic giants during this 

century, and how these individuals used these markers of social status.   

A return to these houses will allow us to approach the particular challenge 

faced by the Bildungsbürger in the era of German unification. 

 

HAUS AM MARKT AND VILLA HÜGEL 
The traditional forms of cultural capital find no better representation than 

Friedrich and Wilhelmine Bassermann’s Haus am Markt, built in Mannheim during 

the 1830s. The Bassermann family, depicted in detail by Lothar Gall in Bürgertum in 

Deutschland, typifies the conjoining of economic success with status in the 
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community derived from “geistig, selbständiger, gebildeter, übergreifenden 

Kulturwerten” (197). The family included Ernst Bassermann (1854-1917), leader of 

the National Liberal party in Germany for a time, as well as Albert Bassermann 

(1867-1952), the famous actor. It was a family of status and tradition, citizens of 

wealth with an understanding of style and class, which at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century had perceived no tension in a German Kaufmann’s appropriation 

of the artistic, aesthetic and economic values of a an intellectual elite (Bürgertum 25). 

Self-formation was, as I have shown, upheld by institutions, which were symbolic 

conveyors of these economic values. The premises that these values were built upon 

are exemplified in the family homes of two of these entrepreneurs: the Bassermann’s 

Haus am Markt contrasts dramatically with Krupp’s Villa Hügel, built forty years 

later. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century, the entrepreneurial spirit of 

Friedrich Ludwig Bassermann and his familial predecessors had produced substantial 

economic success that was linked with their adherence to the values of Bildung. The 

family to this point had lived in frugality, its only luxury until the early part of the 

century, a garden house (Bürgertum 172). With increasing economic success it 

became time to build a representative dwelling to match the status of the family in 

Mannheim society. In 1829, therefore, the cornerstone for the house was laid and the 

building began for what would become the architectural showpiece of the center 

square in Mannheim.  

The architect for the Haus am Markt was Friedrich Christoph Dyckerhoff, 

whose father was the chief architectural planner of Mannheim and who had worked 

with other architects on such famous construction projects as the Brandenburger Tor 

in Berlin and the English Gardens in Munich (Bürgertum 174). Dyckerhoff was 

obviously an architect of substantial reputation and dedicated to constructing 

buildings that would contribute to the cultural status of his city’s artistic and 

architectural tradition. His goal matched the intent of the Bassermann family: to 
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construct a villa that would represent and preserve the tradition of German culture 

and connect with the community that sustained them and their values.   

The scale of construction was nonetheless commensurate with a new rich 

class. The building itself contained three stories and replaced three original houses 

built side by side on the market square. The Bassermanns and Dyckerhoff were 

dedicated to maintaining what Gall refers to as a “strengen Klassizismus ohne 

Konzessionen an biedermeierliche oder gar schon historische Formen” (Bürgertum 

174). The villa was judged a complete success both in terms of structure and style and 

eventually became a social centerpiece for Mannheimer society. Gall further 

describes the representative achievement of the Haus am Markt: 

Die Leichtigkeit und Selbstverständlichkeit, mit der diese einen solchen 
Sprung wagten und den neuen Rahmen dann ohne jede neureiche Attitüde 
Schritt für Schritt ausfüllten, dokumentiert besser als vieles andere sowohl das 
inzwischen erlangte Selbstbewußtsein als auch die Zukunftsperspektive und 
die Zukunftserwartungen des neuen Bürgertums. (Bürgertum 176) 

 

 

The taste of this family thus represented the values of the community and symbolized 

its own leadership within it. 

This is not to suggest that this new Wirtschaftsbürger was not without 

extravagances. Wilhelmine, who, like Friedrich, was very involved in the planning 

and building of the project, was concerned about “free spaces” in the confines of the 

center market. The Bassermanns desired space even for their animals, which 

eventually included two monkeys brought back to Mannheim by Wilhelmine from 

Marseilles. The monkeys found a permanent home at the Haus am Markt and 

instigated a variety of humorous escapades, including the snatching of the 

Magazinmeister’s wig, which was given a thorough treatment with oil and a brush by 

the triumphant monkey on the roof of the house (Bürgertum 180). Such economic 

success and its representation in public extravagances suggest the confidence and 

self-assurance of the family, yet little disconnection from the societal markers of the 
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community through which successful Bildungsbürger distinguished themselves. Their 

space was part of the community’s space, a focus for its interests, which illustrates the 

strong tie between the Bildungsideal and community values. 

Despite such comparatively minor extravagances, the house itself and the 

“taste” of the family were nevertheless grounded in German traditions of style. The 

main room at the center of the house was fashioned with paintings depicting scenes 

from Lago Maggiore, and contained figures from Manzonis “I Promessi sposi” as 

well as paintings of the majestic German mountains in Oberbayern and Schwarzwald 

(Bürgertum 178). Gall points out that, while these paintings are more romantic in 

style than the house itself, a devotion to German Classicism predominated in the 

overall effect of the villa:  “Hingegen entsprach das bis auf wenige Stücke neu 

angeschaffte Mobiliar ganz der strengen und klaren Form des Gebäudes” (Bürgertum 

178). Thus while the Bassermann family represented a new economic spirit, one 

based on entrepreneurial flair, merit and self-made men, their self-representation in 

style and taste reverted back to older traditions. As we shall see through the example 

of Krupp’s Villa Hügel, this distinction of “taste,” cultural values and style in 

harmony with the community would drastically change in the second half of the 

nineteenth century and no longer connect the community and the entrepreneur in this 

way.   

A house that represented the values of the community so directly would not be 

built in the second half of the nineteenth century. William Manchester, in his in-depth 

study of the Krupp family, The Arms of Krupp, describes the Villa Hügel as an 

“edificial nightmare” (124). The construction itself was marred by chaos, and even 

upon the building’s completion it was still unclear how many rooms it contained. The 

idiosyncrasies of a powerful capitalist, who did the entire architectural planning 

himself, were contained in almost every detail of the building: from the assemblage of 

a forest upon a bare hill to the ventilation ducts purposely leading from the horse 

stables to his study, since Alfred believed that this provided medicinal benefits for his 
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lungs, ruined by the smoke of black coal (Manchester 124-25). For the Bassermanns, 

an architectural monument, while expressing their wealth and status, had remained a 

symbol of cultivation, German identity and tradition. Krupp’s monument, however, 

was from the very beginning engulfed in the disconnected arrogance and 

idiosyncrasies of a major capitalist, who held little regard for the German traditions of 

style and “taste,” and preferred a “modern” style that celebrated excess rather than 

rootedness in a past. 

From Krupp’s unwillingness to engage a professional architect to the art 

selected for the mansion, the entire project was subordinated to the peculiar whims of 

an economic giant who believed in how own cultivation. The main hall was decorated 

with the portraits of Kaisers, including Friedrich III and the two Wilhelms, all side-

by-side with their jewel-laden wives (Manchester 164). Symbolically the presence of 

these portraits, which would many years later include Adolf Hitler, do not reflect 

solely a nationalist spirit, for Krupp had always been very willing to court the 

emperors of other nations, including Prussia’s arch rival, Napoleon III – his loyalty 

was to his profession and business, not necessarily to his community. In 1868, at the 

height of the animosities between the French and the Prussians, Alfred had no 

scruples about selling his new fourteen-inch gun to Napoleon. Even though the deal 

was eventually rejected by the French, a major military blunder in hindsight, Alfred 

was awarded a Grand Prix and received an officer’s rank in the French Legion of 

Honor (Manchester 117). For Alfred Krupp any of these Kaisers thus seem to have 

been equal “customers” of his economic machine.  Manchester points out that, 

although Krupp indicated his willingness to help Prussia in any way possible in the 

event of war, Krupp’s nationalism was always subordinated to his entrepreneurial 

ambitions and motivations. He went so far as to be outraged if the Prussian monarchy 

even considered the purchase of military equipment elsewhere, even while he 

continuously marketed his now famous canons the world over (Manchester 117-18). 

Such a new entrepreneurial spirit, rooted in the cult of the individual, had provoked 
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such activities, elevating economic self-interest and “progress” over that of the 

community. This excess was of a very different order than the escapades of monkeys 

in a public garden. 

Every detail of the two houses confirms the shift in values between these two 

cultivated entrepreneurial families. The Bassermann family had built a monument on 

the market square during the first half of the century, which was intended as and 

indeed became an integral part of the cultural pulse of their community. While the 

interior spaces of houses like theirs reflect the increasing status of the individual, they 

nevertheless incorporate new social constellations in their space and actions. Bödeker 

describes this transformation of communal forms as they related to the family:   

 

In diese Familienkultur wurden neue Formen der Geselligkeit und 
Freundschaften mit einbezogen, die Familie wurde in erhötem Maße in 
außerfamiliale Beziehungen eingespannt und in die gesellige Kommunikation 
integriert.  Es war die Entwicklung einer neuen, nicht repräsentativen, intim 
häuslich-individuellen Kultur der Geselligkeit.  (34) 

 

Bödeker’s analysis verifies how these new social constellations were dependent upon 

the interconnection between the cult of the individual and the community, as Fichte 

foresaw. The success of the entrepreneur, Friedrich Bassermann, although based on 

individual initiative, was still intricately tied to the community, just as his house set in 

its midst.   

  Similarly, the Bassermann’s economic success did not circumvent their 

devotion to the values of German tradition, but remained intertwined with the cultural 

and political values of the community. Frugality and devotion to the community in 

the form of political leadership were the hallmark of the Bassermann family during 

the nineteenth century. These facts were never lost in the construction of the Haus am 

Markt, and so the interior space of the Bassermann dwelling reflected a symbiosis 

between entrepreneurial success and the cultural values of the community.   
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A more severe contrast of habitus could not be provided than Krupp’s Villa 

Hügel, as it was designed and used. While not every entrepreneur in Germany under 

the two Wilhelms displayed the idiosyncratic character of an Alfred Krupp, the 

“canon King” and his mansion nevertheless underscore the society’s shift in values, 

now tied to self-preservation and economic utility, increasingly at the cost of 

community spirit. 

Nipperdey describes these new values as “Leistung und Können, Fleiß und 

Sparsamkeit, Entschlußkraft und Mut zum Risiko, rationale Kalkulation, Ehrbarkeit 

und Solidität, Wille zur Selbständigkeit, Lust an der Konkurrenz und daran, andere zu 

überflügeln” (1: 392). These values, on the surface not necessarily vastly different 

from those of the Basserman family, had nonetheless became disconnected from a 

predominant association with the community, starting with the very location of 

Krupp’s villa. Krupp chose to build near his industrial complex, not in the near-by 

city of Essen and not in the center of the community. Krupp’s villa emphasized 

individual initiative, by separation and isolation from the community at large in the 

service of production and the utilitarian license of the manufacturing gurus. Such 

individual idiosyncrasies, validated as being in service to progress, outweighed any 

devotion to the community. The interior space of Krupp’s villa connects to the 

community only as it objectifies it; the community is an object upon which Krupp 

exercises his utilitarian, nonetheless gebildet, entrepreneurial spirit. This shift in 

values is reflected in the stark contrast between these two architectural monuments as 

well as in the “taste” incorporated into the mansions. The characteristics associated 

with these two villas not only specifies the shift in entrepreneurial values in relation 

to society at large but also an underlying shift in the political and social realities of 

the nation and the second Reich, which would substantially diminish the 

predominance of Bildung as a social marker of distinction.   

While it is not the design of this work to write a complete social history of 

Imperial Germany, a synopsis of the political, social and economic parameters as they 
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shifted throughout the latter half of the nineteenth century can inform our sense of the 

political and economic bases of the differences I have traced between these two 

entrepreneurial families. The next section is intended to show how these shifts 

diminished the Bildungsideal as cultural capital during the second Reich as well as 

diminished the status value of the distinctive markers that had to this point been 

associated with Bildung. 
 

LOSING DISTINCTION: BESITZ AND EDUCATION 

The construction of Villa Hügel marks a period in German history during 

which Bismarck was attempting to save an “old” system of government, while an age 

of reform and industrial capitalism were sweeping in new modes of access to power. 

The results for Germany would eventually be catastrophic and the commercial castle 

Villa Hügel exemplifies such changes. William Manchester corroborates this 

connection: “Like the Germany of which it was to be an architectural allegory, Villa 

Hügel was in danger of becoming a public joke.  Yet like the Reich it was rising, 

beam by beam and block by ugly block. Indeed, they were about to rise together” 

(125). Manchester’s comparison is perhaps shaded by post-Nazi hindsight, but the 

association is nevertheless accurate in corroborating a connection between the 

distinctive character of Alfred Krupp’s atrocious villa and the unique economic and 

political paradigm of Bismarckian Germany that would literally deplete the 

Bildungsideal of its capacity to convey the distinction of societal status.  

In the aftermath of the German victory at Königgratz in 1866 Bismarck had 

attained the reins of power. Thomas Nipperdey describes the moment:   

Bismarck, der Erzreaktionär, der im preußischen Konflikt gegen alle 
Verfassung regiert, die Liberalen zu unterwerfen, ja politisch zu vernichten 
getrachtet und so ungeheure Erbitterung erregt hatte, der Mann der Gewalt 
und des Unrechts, der Junker, der Militarist, der Nurpreuße und der Mann 
großpreußischer Machtambitionen, hatte gesiegt und mit ihm das Preußen des 
ultrakonservativen und militärishen Establishments. (2: 34) 
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Despite Bismarck’s ambition and conservatism he was nevertheless astutely 

cognizant of the political dynamics in Germany that would require him to take the 

liberal Bildungsbürgertum into consideration along with the older Prussian powers. 

As Nipperdey suggests, reform was in the air and Bismarck was aware that 

compromise was unavoidable (2: 46). Thus Bismarck sought to initiate and thereby 

co-opt any necessary social reforms, to keep them in the hands of the government, 

and so he chose the economic realm to reshuffle the social deck as he saw it.  

Bismarck’s early reforms were directed at the economic initiatives of the 

Liberals, a party of Protestants, who believed in individual responsibility, 

achievement and free enterprise (2: 316). Bismarck’s selection of the economic realm 

as the area in which to play out his attempt at preserving traditional power structures 

probably had two motivations: one, economic reforms would benefit the State and 

two, the Liberals could be appeased through economic initiatives. With this strategy 

Bismarck could avoid sacrificing political power, at least for the time being. Lothar 

Gall, in reference to Bismarck’s economic reforms, confirms this assessment in his 

biography, Bismarck: Der weiße Revolutionär: “Er unterstütze sie vielmehr in der 

festen Überzeugung, daß nur auf diesem Weg wirtschaftliche Prosperität und damit 

politische Stabilität dauerhaft zu erhalten seien” (495). Wolfgang J. Mommsen, in 

Imperial Germany 1867 - 1918: Politics, Culture, and Society in an Authoritarian 

State, explains Bismarck’s reforms as a means of maintaining as much of the status 

quo as possible, to carry old values into a new generation:   

 

It might be argued that what Bismarck, as a true conservative, did was to 
wrest from his own landed aristocratic class just enough by way of reform to 
ensure that the social system would remain stabilized on a new plane for 
decades to come.  (11) 
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By 1870 significant economic reforms were in place with the traditional form of 

monarchical government left largely intact, now with industry rather than landowners 

as the government’s primary partner. Nipperdey summarizes what these reforms 

implied on a broader scale: “Das Wichtigste an all dem war, daß der Staat die 

Wirtschaft freigab und die vielerlei Protektion wegfiel, die es in den 

traditionalistischen Staaten noch gegeben hatte - man denke an Zünfte und an die 

vielen Wettbewerbsbeschränkungen” (2: 47). Modern capitalistic principles were now 

becoming the designed policy for political constituencies that had heretofore been 

rooted in older traditions.   

This new economic freedom initiated by Bismarck provided an environment 

in which new power constellations could be constructed within what was essentially 

the political status quo. Mommsen describes the one-sidedness of these new power 

constellations in light of the wider-ranging modernization processes: “The fluid, 

indeterminate nature of the power structure was the central reason why German 

society underwent the process of modernization without, at the same time, 

undergoing a process of democratization” (Imperial 15). The modernization of the 

financial markets, to cite just one example, allowed an industrial expansion in 

Germany that had heretofore been unthinkable. A brief synopsis of this particular 

economic sector, the banking industry, will suffice to show how significant these 

shifts were, as they developed their own dynamic. 

Until the economic reforms, which included the liberalization of stock 

ownership in 1870, the banking system in Germany had been dominated by private 

banks. After 1870, however, with increasing industrialization, new needs for financial 

capital were developing. Companies were becoming larger, and larger companies 

were becoming more important in the economic landscape of the second Reich 

(Nipperdey 1: 244). This tendency intensified particularly after 1885. The growth of 

capitalistic conglomerates such as Siemens and AEG increasingly turned competitive, 

“die durch Zusammenschlüsse, Fusionen und Übernahmen zu zwei mächtigen 
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Konzernen wurden, die zunächst den Markt aufteilten, dann aber immer stärker in 

Konkurrenz zueinander traten und versuchten, kleinere Elektrizitätsgesellschaften von 

sich abhängig zu machen” (Pohl 170). In consequence of this economy of scale, 

private banks were no longer capable of providing the amounts of capital necessary to 

finance expansion of this magnitude, which took such individual entrepreneurs like 

the “Eisenbahn- und Gründerkönig Strousberg” out of their determining role vis-à-vis 

the State, enjoyed earlier in the century (1: 245). Bismarck’s reforms aimed at 

correcting this problem.  

As Volker Berghahn discusses in his book, Imperial Germany 1871-1914: 

Economy, Society, Culture, and Politics, Germany’s banking system allowed for 

“universal banks,” which, distinct from their British and American counterparts, 

meant that banks could participate in virtually all types of financial transactions, 

including the buying, selling and brokering of stocks for their own benefit (25). In 

other words, a universal bank is not only allowed to lend money, but also can legally 

underwrite and own stock. Thus these new universal banks, due to their diverse 

means of accessing capital and an expansive Filialnetz, were able to better satisfy the 

increasing financial requirements of Germany’s expanding industries. That is, a 

smaller number of universal banks could form entities large enough to directly 

influence the decision-making processes of industry -- to become a class unto itself. 

The consequence of this development is that German banks had a direct and 

vested interest in the economic success of Germany’s evolving economy and political 

policy, rather than being just an individually profitable concern. Moreover, with 

greater concentration in the financial sector and the development of these 

“Großbanken,” a select group of large banks with greater financial flexibility 

provided the primary source of credit and capital to Germany’s major industrial 

concerns, thus becoming political forces in their own right. Charles Tilly points out 

that “zwischen 1870 und 1913 stieg der Wert des Nettokapitals der sogenannten 

Kreditbanken (Aktienbanken ohne Pfandbrief- oder Notenzirkulation von ca. 492 
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Mill. M. auf fast 15 Mrd. M., d. h., noch stärker als das Kaptial der 

Industrieunternehmen” (165). Tilly states in addition that approximately half of this 

sum was concentrated among the five largest Berlin banks by 1913 (165). These 

banks, including some now familiar names such as Deutsche Bank (1870), 

(Hamburger) Commerz- und Discontobank (1870) and Dresdner Bank (1872), 

became the financial wheels behind German’s developing economy (1: 265-66).   

What is particularly significant is that this expansion of industry and the 

concentration in the banking sector were happening virtually independently of the 

State and the political system – legislation was little concerned with pulling these 

independent concerns under direct State control. The vibrant economic development, 

combined with a stagnating political domain thus affected a major shift in the 

constellations of power during the reign of Bismarck, a revolutionary shift in access 

to power. Rather than the community-based merchant bankers of the Napoleonic era, 

major industrialists and banking concerns were now spreading their influence in both 

the economic and political realm. Mack Walker posits that “the economy that 

mattered was no longer local but supra-local in its realm of interdependence,” which 

motivated these industrialists to adamantly advocate their political interests in free 

market terms, not under direct State control (408). Although somewhat later, Bankier 

Rießer, Vorsitzer des liberalen Hansabundes, laments the stifling political 

environment in 1909 as it relates to the thriving economy:  

 

Hier wird vergessen, dass Deutschlands Gesamtwirtschaft nur groß geworden 
ist und nur groß belieben kann, wenn ihr zwei Eigenschaften seiner führenden 
gewerblichen Kreise unvermindert gewahrt bleiben:  der Wagemut auf der 
einen und die Initiative auf der anderen Seite.  Diese Eigenschaften können 
die Leiter von Staatsbetrieben in dem erforderlichen Maße nicht haben oder 
doch nicht betätigen, weil sie, wenn sie irgendwie gewagte Geschäfte 
abschließen wollten, nur allzu leicht dem Monitum der 
Oberrechnungskammer oder sogar einer Ersatzplicht unterliegen können, 
während ihnen bei irgendwelcher größeren Initiative recht balk der 
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Instanzenzug oder der präsumtive alles besser wissende Vorgesetzte die 
Flügel stutzen würde ... (Ritter and Kocka  86). 
 

Rießer’s remarks reflect the independence and self-initiative characterizing the new 

economic giants of industrialized Germany, who embodied a capitalist spirit very 

much in terms of the ethics of self-formation. In such a system the government is seen 

only as a hindrance to the continuing fulfillment and initiative of Germany’s 

economic endeavors, just as Bildung might come from within the individual, not just 

from outside. 

On the surface, this development appears as a logical stage in the evolution of 

modern capitalism (economic activity based on individual initiative and economies of 

scale) out of mercantilism (government regulation of national economies), but the 

consequences for German society were dramatic, when one considers the habitus of a 

substantial number of German Bürger rooted in the Bildungsideal. Mommsen 

summarizes succinctly how these shifts impacted the societal constellations of the 

second Reich: 

 

The process of industrialization, [...], in which the dominant role was played 
by a comparatively small number of large enterprises closely allied with a few 
large banks, eventually led to the break-up of classical middle-class 
liberalism.  The widening range of middle-class incomes, and the emergence 
of what Friedrich Naumann called an ‘industrial aristocracy,’ together with its 
vassals and retainers, brought about the atomization of what is traditionally 
known as ‘Besitz und Bildung’ (the educated and propertied class) and gave 
rise to a growing diversification of vested interests and political aspirations 
with the middle class. (16) 

 

Mommsen is suggesting, as I have indicated above, that the shifting means of 

accumulating capital (Besitz) in all of its forms, became the dominant factor in the 

divergence of social and political interests during the later stages of Wilhelminian 

Germany. Such shifts in turn affected the decoupling of Bildung, as cultural capital, 

from Besitz, the traditional capital which Bismarck had disassembled. The influence 
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of the traditional Bildungsideal, linked with the potential attainment of Besitz or 

wealth, had passed down through the family lines as a new kind of inherited status, 

formerly providing access to the political throttle of Imperial Germany. Now it was 

being circumvented by the powerful industrialists of the new economic paradigm, 

who became gebildet through their own initiative. These industrialists generated 

assets on an unheard-of scale, but still adhered to the ideals of Bildung, though often 

in more extreme forms than earlier generations had. 

 Not only were the modes of power shifting, but the very marker of status, taste 

and power, Bildung, was itself being redirected to satisfy the transformation in 

educational requirements of this new and highly rationalized economy. The entire 

process of industrialization led to increased specialization of the work force, as well 

as to completely new functions, such as the service sector. Nipperdey describes the 

growth of this newly developing service sector: 

Das überproportionale Wachstum des Dienstleistungssektors, die Zunahme 
der Schriftlichkeit und der arbeitsteiligen Organisation, die Zunahme von 
Mittel- und Großbetrieben, Warenhäusern und Filialketten führt dazu, daß die 
Zahl der Stellen für Handlungsgehilfen als Verkäufer im Laden wie als 
Sekretär und Buchhalter im Kontor gewaltig stieg. (1: 374) 

 

Parallel to these developments, new skill requirements evolved in the labor sector. 

For example, the ability to master more complex forms of written communication, 

and to analyze and manipulate numbers now became required skills among the 

Beamten, who moved into this new class structure with hopes of becoming an elite 

class, distinguished by economic activity. Education oriented toward the development 

of these skills, a practical/technical education as it were, thus became increasingly 

essential. By 1910 two-thirds of the technical Angestellten had attended some form of 

“mittlere oder höhere Schule” (Nipperdey, 1: 376). This evolution in educational 
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identity provoked a massive shift in Germany’s educational system, which to date, 

had been dominated by a humanistic emphasis, i.e. Greek and Latin.8  

The continuing dominance of humanistic values and the failure of a 

sufficiently practical connection began to cause frustrations for many students. In 

Ritter and Kocka’s Deutsche Sozialgeschichte, 1870-1914: Dokumente und Skizzen, a 

Gymnasium student in Leipzig recalls these frustrations during his student years 

around 1880:   

Ich vermochte den Flächeninhalt einer Ellipse zu errechnen, hatte aber keine 
annähernde Vorstellung von der Größe eines Quadratkilometers oder von dem 
Gehalt eines ordentlichen Professors an der Universität. (330)   
 

Such comments represent the dissatisfactions of a student seeking practical 

knowledge, connected to the realities of the new economic paradigm rather than a 

broader palette of socially-valued skills. The student’s frustrations suggest new 

educational goals not only among the work force, but also indicate what types of 

knowledge were now being sought as the industrialization reached its peak in 

Germany: practical knowledge and skills, as the student’s reference to the full-

professor’s salary suggests. Greek and Latin as the fundamental building blocks for a 

humanistic education and the ideal of self-formation were losing their dominance as 

sole markers of Bildung, and thereby the Bildungsideal was losing its force as a 

marker of distinction in its traditional form. 

 In summary, many of the gebildete German Bürger had enjoyed a life of 

economic well-being and increasing access to power throughout the nineteenth 

century, marked and grounded in the distinguishing attribute of Bildung. Rudolf 

Vierhaus asserts in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe:   

                                                           
8 See Fritz Ringer, The Rise and Fall of the German Mandarins, 1890-1933 (Hanover, NH: University 
Press of New England, 1969), for a detailed description of this educational transition and, in particular, 
the pedagogical debates at the beginning of the twentieth-century surrounding it in Germany.  Also 
important are the previously reference works by Friedrich Paulsen and the multi-volume Handbuch der 
deutschen Bildungsgeschichte. 
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Bildung wurde zum Besitz: man erwarb und hatte Bildung und genoß deshalb 
Rechte und Prestige.  Bildung war, so gesehen, ein Besitzstand, den zu 
verteidigen das Interesse der Gebildeten war, die ihrerseits mehr und mehr, 
durch Tätigkeit, soziales Ansehen und materielle Sicherheit, zu den etablierten 
und herrschenden Schichten gezählt wurden und sich selber dazu zählten.  
(543) 
 

This symbolic symbiosis of Besitz and Bildung, however, was being driven apart in 

two dramatic ways in the last decades of the nineteenth century and during the years 

leading up to World War I. First, capital and, therefore, political influence and power, 

had now become situated largely among the new industrialists, who had often 

achieved their goals partially through Bildung, but who identified with their economic 

force rather than their social function.9 Politics gradually became increasingly 

dependent upon the industrialists like Krupp, who supplied the superior canons to 

defeat France in 1871.  

 As a result, the traditional Bildungsbürger, no longer possessed the political 

status and power enjoyed during the heyday of the Liberal Party. M. Rainer Lepsius 

summarizes: “Bourgeoisie und wirschaftlich selbständiger Mittlestand treten 

auseinander, das ‘Bildungsbürgertum’ zerfällt in Berufsgruppen” (Soziologie 95). 

Although the Bildungsbürger in all forms still exerted political influence and power 

until the final decades of the nineteenth century, the reins of power were shifting 

dramatically. The cultured Bildungsbürger no longer dominated the political 

landscape in its traditional form. 

The educational requirements of an industrialized economy and the 

corresponding work force had helped to diminish the emphasis on humanistic 

educational values, even while their élan remained intact. What had provided the 

older Bildungsbürger with the style and elegance of beautiful speech and knowledge, 
                                                           
9 It is worth noting that with the unification of Germany under Prussian authority and influence, as 
Mack Walker argues, “national politics after the decisions of the fifties and sixties had very little to do 
with communal affairs, and local politics, such as they were, bore little relation to doings in Berlin.  
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distinguishing him as an elite in Imperial Germany despite the lack of clear class 

demarcations, was now becoming interspersed with a rational/technical curriculum. 

Thus education began to serve the needs of an industrial economy and, in essence, 

diluted Bildung, as it had been previously defined. The cult of individual self-

formation as a principal means of establishing cultural capital was crumbling at the 

moment when the newly educated like Krupp were using it to their own ends. 
 

SELF-FORMATION AND THE LOSS OF SPIRITUAL UNITY 

Not only was political liberalism affected by nineteenth-century German 

Idealism and Romanticism as they converged within new economic parameters, but 

the idea of self-formation profoundly influenced the natural sciences, as well. That is, 

the Bildungsideal took on the quality of a universal panacea, defining an integrative 

approach to the scientific analysis of humanity in all regards, not just in the 

humanities.10 The contemporary understanding of Bildung as a self-instigated process 

compelled no conflict between aesthetic culture and the “hard” sciences of nature, 

since both were systematic expansions of the human spirit. Dietrich von Engelhardt, 

in his essay, “Der Bildungsbegriff in der Naturwissenschaft des 19. Jahrhunderts,” 

describes this phase of the natural sciences in Germany: 

Von den Anhängern dieser philosophisch beeinflußten Phase der 
Naturforschung wird ein Bildungsbegriff vertreten, der die Brücke von den 
Naturwissenschaften zu den Geisteswissenschaften schlagen, die Künste 
einbeziehen und auch für die Lebenswelt bedeutsam werden soll.  Der 

                                                                                                                                                                      
National questions that exercised comparable people in the United States, such as slavery and the 
disposal of western lands, had no real counterpart in Germany” (425). 
10 For a brief introduction to the influence of Protestantism on the development of modern science in 
Europe see Stephen Mason, “Religion and the Rise of Modern Science,” Science and Religion.  
Proceedings of the Symposium of the XVIIIth International Congress of History of Science at 
Hamburg-Munich, 1.-9 August 1989, ed. Änne Bäumer and Manfred Büttner (Bochum: 
Universitätsverlag Dr. N. Brockmeyer, 1989) 2-13.  Of related importance were the philosophical 
debates raging in the later half of the nineteenth century concerning the revitalization of Kantianism.  
For an elaborate study of Neo-Kantianism see Klaus Christian Köhnke, Entstehung und Aufstieg des 
Neukantianismus (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1986). 
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Bildunsbegriff, wie er in jener Zeit von Philosophen, Theologen und 
Pädagogen entwickelt wird, kommt diesen Vorstellungen der Naturforscher 
entgegen, insofern auch hier Naturerkenntnisse in den Bildungsbegriff 
einbezogen werden und seine Struktur - wie von den Naturwissenschaftlern 
ebenfalls - am natürlichen Organismus orientiert wird... (109) 
 

Engelhardt describes an absence of conflict between a culture based on the internal 

formation of a human being and its external representations (culture and the 

scientifically verifiable analysis of nature). As scientific discovery proceeded 

throughout the nineteenth century, however, this harmonious relationship, as already 

mentioned in the case of archaeology, would begin to dismantle into a conflict of the 

“two cultures,” debates memorialized by C.P. Snow.11   

The links between scientific theory and the ideal of Bildung are already 

evident in the early works of the century. In 1809 Jean-Baptiste Lamarck published 

Philosophie Zoologique, which proposed a theory of transformism, depicting 

evolutionary change in forces dependent upon the inheritance of characteristics 

acquired by individuals. This theory suggests that human beings would also be 

adaptable to environmental conditions and, therefore, allowed the theory’s 

cohabitation with the Christian belief in “purpose” (Bowler 7). Lamarck’s model was 

easily integrated into the Pietist-influenced expressions of Bildung, based on the duty 

and merit of the individual, attained through human introspection. Both contained 

paradigms of achievable progress.    

In a further exploration of human evolution, forty years after Lamarck’s work, 

Charles Darwin published Origin of Species (1859), which outlined the preliminary 

expression of the theory of natural selection. In this original form, natural selection 

was not as problematic for nineteenth-century Christian dogma as it became under 

social Darwinism/materialism toward the end of the century because this theory (in 

one form) could still be incorporated into the idea that evolutionary laws were 

                                                           
11 For his analysis see C. P.  Snow, The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution (New York: New 
American Library, 1964). 
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instituted by God (Bowler 6). In this version, Darwin’s theory implies simply that the 

integrity of the spiritual unity of human beings, as viewed from the perspective of 

self-formation, was compatible with an ideal of development for the spirit – the spirit 

was returning to the perfection with which it had been created. 

These two works among many others of the century represent two poles of 

one major scientific endeavor of the era, trying to ascertain how human beings, and 

species in general, change, develop and fit together in an “empirical” universe12 – 

goals very parallel to those couched as spiritual development in the rising sciences. 

Yet this harmony soon split. At one end of the spectrum there is Lamarckian 

determinism, which still allowed a moral design to be implicit in human development 

(Bowler 39), and on the other end what eventually became Darwinian materialism, 

based on natural selection, and depicting a species as developing from a random 

choice of more utilitarian characteristics contributing to its survivability (Bowler 59). 

The latter interpretation, however, could justify either the emergence of a superman 

or a debauched man, while the former denied the ultimate power of human agency.  

On the one hand, this is a simplification and represents for the most part 

nineteenth-century interpretations of these theories, which ignore the actual intent of 

these two scientists as well as many of the problems in modern portrayals of Darwin 

and Lamarck, as Bowler thoroughly discusses. There are nevertheless several unique 

and common factors to these scientific approaches that remained relevant to the 

spiritual component of self-formation as it persisted throughout the century.  

First of all, both models operate historically in their perspective on human 

progress. They analyze observable and verifiable phenomena over time in life 

context, with their development presumably continuing into the future. This 

“historical” framework for establishing such knowledge filtered into all the sciences, 

                                                           
12 One of the most renowned Darwinists in Germany, even though he differed substantially from 
Darwins’ views in many aspects, was of course Ernst Haeckel.  Two important works are: Ernst 
Haeckel,  Natürliche Schöpfungsgeschichte (Berlin:  G. Reimer, 1868) and Die Welträtsel (Leipzig:  
Alfred Kröner Verlag, ([1898] 1926).   
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including religion and the human sciences. Wilhem Dilthey’s concept of the “life-

world,” which depicts individual knowledge of the spiritual and physical world, out 

of which patterns of behavior develop,13 exemplifies this intersection of history and 

the human being. Charles R. Bambach describes Dilthey’s model of the human 

sciences as an attempt to see all methodological access to history as something 

grounded in the part-to-whole interplay of self and world, a context of shared 

meaning which opens itself up to us in various linguistic, cultural, and psychological 

forms” (164). Thus the human being is both product and agent in a diachronic, i.e. 

historical, and synchronic interplay between individuals and the world. Out of this 

interplay, as Bambach suggests, Dilthey sought to discover the foundation of human 

knowledge. Sigmund Freud would also employ this model to decipher the complex 

workings of the human psyche.14   

Second, these scientific models threatened to reduce the human species to just 

another cog in the great universe of nature – the negative side of integrating humanity 

with a world perspective. Not only has the human being become an “object” in this 

model, but in many interpretations, Darwin’s “progress” implied a parasitic 

competition between humans in a process of natural selection and thus the 

requirement that a culture must over time “degenerate” to develop and survive. For 

obvious reasons, such examples were extremely unpalatable to any one believing in 

the spiritual unity of humanity because they were verifiable to a larger degree. Thus 

the observation of nature seemed in this framework to seriously question the 

benevolence of God as well as the primary position of human beings in the 

hierarchical relationship of what came to be called the Great Chain of Being. How 

                                                           
13 For a concise and accessible essay of this model see Wilhem Dilthey, “The Understanding of Other 
Persons and Their Life-Expressions,” The Hermeneutics Reader, ed. Kurt Mueller-Vollmer (1926; 
New York: Continuum, 1994) 152-164. 
14 See William J. McGrath, Freud’s Discovery of Psychoanalysis: the Politics of Hysteria (Ithaca: 
Cornell UP, 1986), and Katherine Arens, Structures of Knowing: Psychologies of the Nineteenth 
Century (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989) for two excellent portrayals of the intellectual and cultural 
background leading up to psychoanalysis. 
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such a brutal system of progress could be ordained by a loving God was a pervasive 

question in light of Darwin’s model (Bowler 41). Not only religious models of 

salvation, but also Enlightenment hope for progress required that such brutality be 

overcome. 

While this was certainly not the first time in European history that God’s 

benevolence had been questioned, scientific causality seemed now even to be 

“predicting” brutality as a necessary ingredient for survival and progress. The belief 

in the human being, made in the “image” of God, as Schiller had proclaimed, seemed 

precarious at best in this discussion. Thus regardless of his intent and the actual 

conclusions of the theory, Darwin’s theory of evolution and natural selection severely 

challenged the human belief in a benevolent God and in human identity as uniquely 

positioned to evolve a relation to God in the hierarchy of the universe. Bildung, as an 

introspective means of converging toward perfection of the human species in the 

image of God therefore began to lose its ideological status as a conveyor of spiritual 

unity and fulfillment. 

The growth of such theories in the latter part of the nineteenth century 

indirectly prescribes a loss of status for Bildung as an identity marker for the self-

formed Bürger. Whereas a believer in God would believe not only in an individual’s 

agency, but also in a more impersonal and community knowledge based on the whole 

of creation, an advocate of science (or economics), as the case of Alfred Krupp has 

shown, gradually ceased to need to consider the community in the progress of his 

discipline, moving instead towards a more utilitarian scheme of evaluating results.   

As empirical science emerged as a dominant contributor to human 

“knowledge” of the world, Naturwissenschaftler, scientists in the growing natural 

sciences that complemented the new economic sector, thus secured then our re-

definition of Bildung and a new society in terms corresponding to the discoveries in 

nature. Such scientists defined Bildung in terms that would displace the 

Geisteswissenschaften as the primary source of “knowledge” of the human species, 
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thus transforming the qualities of distinction heretofore gleaned from the ideal of self-

formation in humanistic terms to a new kind of utilitarianism or positivism. 

Engelhardt elaborates the resulting perspective of the German 

Naturwissenschaftler in their assessment of the social sciences and their own 

relationship to society in the second half of the nineteenth century: 

“Naturwissenschaften befreien vom Aberglauben und überwinden soziale 

Ungleichheit, was nicht in den Intentionen und Möglichkeiten der anderen 

Wissenschaften liegen soll...” (Bildungsbegriff 113). These other sciences, the older 

Geisteswissenschaften, depicted the essence of human beings as subjects and in 

community, emanating from the cult of Bildung. Such were now being severely 

challenged in their primary position as conveyors of individual identity because they 

required metaphysical assumptions about humanity not justified by the external 

confirmation required in the Naturwissenschaften. 

While many natural scientists were still largely concerned with a “universal” 

view of man and nature, as evidenced by Haeckel’s Die Welträtsel (1898), the cult of 

individual Bildung as a source of achieving spiritual unity came increasingly under 

fire as an explanation of a community evolution. Lucian Hölscher, in his article “Die 

Religion des Bürgers: Bürgerliche Frömmigkeit und protestantische Kirche im 19. 

Jahrhundert,” posits:   

Wie immer die neuen Erkenntnisse der Kultur- und Naturwissenschaften, die 
sie Lügen straften, auch christlich interpretiert wurden, sie leiteten sich doch 
nicht mehr aus christlichen Grundvorstellungen ab und können somit nicht als 
Teile einer christlichen Religion oder Weltanschauung reklamiert werden.  
(626) 
 

Thus as the natural sciences began to dominate in a society increasingly dependent 

upon technological discovery, including how nature and the world function, the 

spiritual component of Bildung began to be overlooked in the economic sphere, in 

spite of their shared origins in a model of human self-formation. In addition, the 

empirical evidence for a universe of disjunction between humankind and spirituality 
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seemed overwhelming to a gebildete Bürger, despite the attempts of Haeckel and 

others to justify a harmonious view of man in nature. By the end of the century, the 

more traditional Bildugsbürger, who had to date established his community worth and 

identity on a model of aesthetic cultural values and spiritual fulfillment, could no 

longer successfully access these ideals in precisely that form in a world gradually 

being dominated by the hard sciences.   

The Bildungsbürger and the ideal of self-formation were clearly confronting 

what was beginning to emerge as a vacuity in spiritual essence and, therefore, a 

disintegration of the cultural capital associated with being gebildet was signaled 

within the culture. In 1880, Friedrich Nietzsche, in Morgenröte, describes Bildung as: 

“ein weicher, gutartiger, silbern glitzernder Idealismus, welcher vor allem edel 

verstellte Gebärden und edel verstellte Stimmen haben will, ein Ding, ebenso 

anmaßlich als harmlos” (149). In his version, the Bildungsideal of this sort could no 

longer provide the spiritual unity or the means of “nearing” the image of God. In this 

reality, the religious component of Bildung had been emptied of its value for identity 

within the group and by implication, the ideal of self-formation lost its value as a 

source of cultural capital for all but an elite group affiliated with aestheticism. A 

model aimed at and producing predictable scientific implications now challenged the 

position of the human being in the larger picture of the universe in relation to God, 

which in turn threatened the spiritual overtones of the Bildungsideal.   

By the end of the nineteenth century, a German society that had provided a 

new group of individuals access to power through the ideal of Bildung had 

dramatically changed. The Bildungsbürger of the early century with his joint reliance 

on spiritual and economic means within the community confronted a world by the 

end of the century in which his role had been devalued in the face of a new model for 

scientific progress. The role of the community, as the case and villa of Alfred Krupp 

illustrate, had shifted to be based on capitalistic principles of self-interest and 

utilitarian concepts without the overtones of communal development that the 
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Bassermann house and German idealism had proposed. In more practical terms, one 

can say that a world of laissez-faire economics, at least for the time being, dominated 

German society.   

In a related development, the self-formed Bürger also no longer had automatic 

access to the political reins of power as the moral principles of liberalism gave way to 

more economically-driven models of the raison d’être, which allowed the Angestellte 

and the Beamte to become new powers. Thus Germany had begun to become a world 

of big industrialists, democratic movements, and associations or Vereine, based first 

and foremost on the openness and freedom promoted by the German Bildungsideal, 

yet without the kind of spiritual center on which the Fichtes of the early nineteenth 

century sought to base the norm.   

Furthermore, the ideal of Bildung as a conveyor of status and identity had 

succumbed to the educational and institutional needs of Germany, now dictated by 

the new economic paradigm. Education began to be grounded in economic needs at 

the cost of humanistic educational goals; the aesthetic value of education began to 

lose its importance and as a result its position as a status-marker. And finally, the 

religious component of Bildung had been significantly damaged by the new paradigm 

of the natural sciences and the implicit degradation, based on new theories of human 

evolution, of the privileged position of the human being in the universe.  

These facts were experientially present for many at the time. The next part of 

this study will offer a contemporaneous view of this process in the works of Thomas 

Mann, whose own family participated in the ideal of Bildung.    
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Part II 

The Aesthetics of the Double Edged Sword: Thomas Mann 
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Chapter 3 

Rejuvenating the Aesthetic Imaginary: Buddenbrooks  
 

During his early productive years Friedrich Nietzsche embarked upon his 

career in cultural criticism in Unzeitgemäße Betrachtungen (1873-1876). As the 

socioeconomic paradigm shifted in Germany during these same years, resulting in the 

cognitive displacements of individuals and traditions, a shift in the dominant 

imaginary, discussed in the last part of this story, thinkers like Nietzsche began to 

recognize the vacuity of the intellectual foundations of the German nation. In one of 

the essays, “Aus den Vorarbeiten zu der Betrachtung Vom Nutzen und Nachtheil der 

Historie für das Leben” (1873), Nietzsche lambasts the German devotion to history as 

a symptom of how the Bildungsideal was trapping those who had thrived in it. In 

many versions, the primary marker through which the educated German, die 

Gebildeten, had conceived their identity as functioning in a special link between 

German identity and the style and distinction of the Greeks. Nietzsche rhetorically 

describes that historical Bildung had given Germans their identity: “Was anders als 

angelernte leere Worte und historische graufadige Begriffs-Spinnennetze, durch die 

der Deutsche seine volle und tiefe Natur einfangen lässt, in die eingesponnen er dann 

der eignen lebendigen Wirklichkeit das Blut aussaugt” (342). As already noted, 

Nietzsche’s comments exemplify the growing sense of a lack of substance and 

agency, of cultural decline, already rising among many German Bildungsbürger even 

as the nation unified and the economy expanded. The self-image which Nietzsche 

criticizes was closely tied to the infrastructure of the new nation. 

In 1871, under the leadership of Wilhelm I, Prussia had defeated the French 

and unified the second German Reich. Politically, then, and despite the dominance of 

Prussia and Bismarck, Germany had attained the external characteristics of a nation.  

Economically, Germany had achieved remarkable success during the so-called 
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Gründerjahre, the decade of the 1860s. Alfred Krupp’s economic machine was at full 

throttle. This reorganization of the nation around such practices extended into 

everyday life, as we shall see in this part of my study. For example, with the 

achievement of political unification in 1871 and the preceding economic expansion, 

investors euphorically jumped on the investment bandwagon. Due to the vehement 

speculation and the over-extension of credit during this period of substantial growth, 

it was inevitable that a correction would soon occur; economic growth and prosperity 

are never unidirectional. With the massive inflow of investment funds at the start of 

the expansion, production capacity and the valuation of stocks exploded. Yet as this 

over-expansion became more transparent investors became uneasy and, hoping to 

protect their earnings, began to withdraw funds from the market, causing the stock 

market to fall and the economy to crash. The “Gründerboom,” having reached its 

peak in 1869, quickly became the “Gründerkrach” in 1873 (Nipperdey 1: 284). It was 

a classic “reality-check” for the new economic paradigm of free-market capitalism, as 

investors panicked, resulting in economic depression.1  

While the crisis in Germany justifies no comparison with the world depression 

of 1929, it was nevertheless devastating for the German worker and many small 

companies, as well as for the new alignments between economics and national 

interests. The crisis actually benefited the larger entrepreneurs such as Alfred Krupp, 

who with deeper pockets and access to capital were much better able to adjust to and 

take advantage of economic turbulence. As a result, due to the further concentration 

of industry and economies of scale, the crisis contributed substantially to the 

modernization and rationalization processes of the German economy as the new 

economy centralized in the hands of larger scale entrepreneurs. Old-fashioned 
                                                           
1 For a general discussion of the economic development of this period see: Volker R. Berghahn, 
Imperial Germany. 1871-1914:  Economy, Society, Culture, and Politics (Providence, RI: Berghahn 
Books, 1994) and Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Imperial Germany 1867 - 1918: Politics, Culture, and 
Society in an Authoritarian State  (London: Arnold, 1995).  For a more elaborate treatment of the 
subject see Thomas Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte, 1866-1918: Bd. 1, Arbeitswelt und Bürgergeist 2 
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enterprises were simply unable to adequately compete under such volatile economic 

conditions (Nipperdey 1: 285). Thus the accumulation of capital into the hands of the 

few continued to accelerate among the larger industrialists and banks, advancing their 

political and economic agency in the last third of the nineteenth century.  

More important for the cause of national identity, this new history was 

suppressing the traditional mercantilism that Germany’s bourgeoisie had engaged in 

and identified with since the Reformation, leaving a class whose values were those of 

the Bildungsideal, but who began to lack the capital and economic savvy to maintain 

it. Most crucially, the ideal of self-formation through art was called into question 

more generally, making Nietzsche’s questions about history and values more broadly 

applicable than ever before. 

 

THOMAS MANN: AESTHETICS, HARD WORK AND DUTY IN HISTORICAL CONTEXT 

It was in this turbulent cycle of economic boom and bust, 1875 to be exact, in 

which Thomas Mann (1875-1955) was born in the free city of Lübeck, the son of a 

merchant and consul – the son of a family based on traditional forms of capital 

investment, yet thrust into a new socioeconomic world. Mann’s family, economically 

successful in a thriving grain trade, with a politically prominent father in local 

government, represented a devotion to traditional values achieved through self-

formation (Prater 1), including a cultivation of knowledge through the appreciation of 

art and literature, combined with hard work and duty. Herman Kurzke, in his recent 

book Thomas Mann: Das Leben als Kunstwerk, describes the role model of Mann’s 

youth: “des Vaters Würde und Gescheitheit, sein Ehrgeiz und Fleiß, seine persönliche 

und geistige Eleganz, die Bonhomie […]” (Leben 25). This model of Bildung would 

remain an essential component of Mann’s lifelong endeavor to justify himself as an 

aesthetic human being, an artist – which he tried to transport into the new historical 
                                                                                                                                                                      
vols.  (München: C.H. Beck, 1990).  In Nipperdey’s book the reader can find a more extensive 
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era of Germany, preferably not as the kind of spider web (“Spinnennetz”) that 

Nietzsche had criticized. Times had clearly changed, but Mann did not believe 

traditional German values needed to become irrelevant – they might, under certain 

conditions, be revised for the new generation.   

While Mann’s parents themselves had attained no form of higher education, 

they were both “well-read” and “cultured.” Mann’s mother, Julia, provided the young 

Thomas with early exposure to the great works of German culture. Mann’s happiest 

childhood memories were the evening stories and readings by his mother or the 

enjoyment of her musical talents as she sang or played the piano (Prater 2). Mann 

recalls fondly these evenings with his mother and in so doing confirms his family’s 

origins in older social forms: “Ihre freien Abende schenkte sie uns oft, indem sie uns 

unter der Lampe des Wohnzimmertisches Fritz Reuters Erzählungen vorlas” (D 90).2 

Mann thus grew up in an atmosphere where experience of the aesthetic, hard work 

and duty forged the principal component of the “educated” human being; an 

experience which formed an essential component of his identity throughout his 

lifetime, and an experience which the emerging industrial capitalism was consigning 

to the historical dustbin.  

By 1890, when Thomas was fifteen years old, his father’s firm celebrated its 

centenary in the family mansion at 52 Beckergrube, a house with tradition and linked 

to acknowledged power structures. This celebration occurred in the midst of an 

eventful political year in Germany and at a time of diminishing economic success for 

the family business. These two factors exposed the youthful Thomas Mann to an 

atmosphere of turbulence and potential decline, both in terms of society and his 

family. The end of a “way of life” was physically present for him in the objective 

circumstances of his own family and thus were necessarily intertwined with his 

                                                                                                                                                                      
bibliography of works dealing with German economic history. 
2 For frequently cited Mann works I will employ an abreviation system.  References to Dichter über 
ihre Dichtungen, ed. Hans Wysling (Frankfurt: Heimeran/S. Fischer, 1975) will be D followed by a 
page reference. 



 

 69

perceptions of the monumental shifts in the surrounding social world, as they were for 

many. Hugh Ridley, in Thomas Mann: Buddenbrooks, posits that authors such as 

Mann “find within themselves and the biography chance has decreed for them the 

material for a lifetime’s work” (1). The link between Mann’s biographical 

circumstances and the transformations in German society, as we shall see later, are 

incorporated into his first major novel, Buddenbrooks (1901). 

Yet for the present discussion, we must recall that societal pressures in a 

family like Mann’s also unfolded out of the political disruptions of Bismarck’s 

Prussia. For instance, the Social Democrats and Linksliberalen had enjoyed 

significant gains in the recent elections of early 1890, thereby eliminating the 

majority position of the conservative parties and Nationalliberalen, and 

demonstrating the power of new groups. Bismarck, reacting with his customary 

power politics to manage the loyalty of these parties, introduced new laws against the 

Socialists and the disruptive strikes of the now organized workers; he also attempted 

to enlarge military forces. By this time, however, his traditional supporters, including 

the Emperor, had had enough (Nipperdey 2: 424). Bismarck was officially dismissed 

on March 18, 1890, just two months before the Mann firm’s centenary celebration. 

Bismarck’s dismissal may not have been a momentous event in Lübeck, but a 

political giant and his dominance of the German political landscape had come to an 

abrupt end, foreshadowing the eventual end to the monarchical system of government 

and a reorientation of the public sphere – a change in politics that allowed new 

powers to emerge in society and economics, requiring traditional families and 

businesses to seek new courses.   

Parallel changes happened in Mann’s local context, as well. The year 

following Bismarck’s downfall, Thomas’ father abruptly and unexpectedly died. As 

required by his father’s will, the firm’s assets were sold and the family business 

dismantled. Echoing this economic change in the social sphere, Thomas’ mother saw 

no further need to maintain the family mansion, and so the house at 52 Beckergrube 
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was sold (Ridley 3). Thus a young and mediocre schoolboy had witnessed what 

seemed to be the downfall and dismantling of the family business and household at 

the same time that the political and social environment of Germany seem to have 

been equally unsettling. Many critics believe this combination of historical events and 

personal experience would instruct Mann to see his personal development as an artist 

to be intertwined with Germany’s historical transformations (Ridley 16). Thus in his 

first major novel, Buddenbrooks, Mann juxtaposes the personal dilemma of the 

human being, rooted in the aesthetic ideals of Bildung, with the presentation of 

historical events, yielding psychological representations of each generation of 

Buddenbrook men. More importantly, it is within this context of historical downfall, 

directly related to socioeconomic transformations, that Mann chose to portray the 

dilemma of the aesthetic artist, the person who has bought into the historical image of 

Germany as a country of Bildung and made it his exclusive mark of identity. Hugh 

Ridley explains the larger implications:  

As Mann tried to place his own experiences in the wider context of his family 
and society and in addition to place family and society in a still wider 
historical context, he found himself tackling a central issue of his day, one 
which the newly emerging social sciences were beginning to confront. (17)   
 

Thus Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks can be traced, as I will do here, as presenting the 

personal dilemma of an individual coping in at least one version of the socioeconomic 

transformations in the community of Bürger in this era.    

Not surprisingly, then, Mann’s novel reflects the same questions that 

Ferdinand Tönnies, Werner Sombart, Georg Simmel and (later) Max Weber would 

confront in the context of the emerging social sciences. Mann confirms this 

connection in Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen,3 written mostly during the First 

World War:  

                                                           
3 Future references to Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen will be cited as BeU followed by a page 
number. 
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Ich lege einigen Wert auf die Feststellung, daß ich den Gedanken, der 
modern-kapitalistische Erwerbsmensch, der Bourgeois mit seiner asketischen 
Idee der Berufspflicht sei ein Geschöpf protestantischer Ethik, des 
Puritanismus und Kalvinismus, völlig auf eigene Hand, ohne Lektüre, durch 
unmittelbare Einsicht erfühlte und erfand und erst nachträglich, vor kurzem, 
bemerkt habe, daß er gleichzeitig von gelehrten Denkern gedacht und 
ausgesprochen worden.  (BeU 145) 
 

Mann thus exposes how difficult his society’s confrontation with modernity in many 

fields was, including the social sciences and religion. In the Buddenbrook version, 

this confrontation manifested itself through the interaction between personal Bildung 

through the aesthetic with the socioeconomic transformations of the nation.  

As my earlier references to the Krupp and Bassermann manors suggest, the 

bourgeoisie of the era sought to express their identities in the representative objects of 

the social world, the villas, art, and literary knowledge which symbolize identity and 

status. These objects are present in much fin-de-siècle fiction, in narrative details such 

as the treasured ornaments of the Kaufmannssohn in Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s “Das 

Märchen der 672. Nacht.” In this story, as Nina Berman notes, “die ästhetisierte 

Dingwelt des Kaufmannssohnes steht also im Widerspruch zur Lebenswelt, sie 

substituiert soziale Erfahrung” (181). In Buddenbrooks, in a related sense, these 

symbols of status, such as the family residences, play a significant role in the novel 

by reflecting the decay of traditional values in a transformed socioeconomic 

environment. These objects also become substitutes for social engagement through 

cultivation as the traditional means of distinction in the Buddenbrook community 

were breaking down, portraying lack of substance, decadence, in the Buddenbrook 

imaginary. In the Buddenbrooks-Handbuch, Ernst Keller confirms the critical role of 

the Buddenbrook villas in embodying the leitmotif of decay:   

Das Haus, das diese Familie auf dem Gipfel ihres Aufstiegs erwirbt und das 
deren Macht und Größe verkörpert, wird zum Mittel zu zeigen, daß sich deren 
Verfall auch darin manifestiert, daß sie dessen Ansprüchen nicht mehr 
entsprechen kann.  (Moulden and von Wilpert 141)    
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The family residence, once the center for all Buddenbrook affairs and representative 

object of bourgeois status, becomes by the end of the novel an unpleasant reminder of 

the disintegrating and weakened position of the family as their social, political and 

business arch rival, Hermann Hagenström, purchases their house in the Mengstraße.  

Such objects, particularly the houses, serve to express another vital aspect of 

Mann’s perceptions: the link of his personal experience and his fictional 

characterizations. The family residence in the Beckergrube as model for the 

Buddenbrook family is exemplary.4 Mann wrote in a letter to Julius Bab in 1910: 

“Thomas B’s Haus lag in Wirklichkeit nicht in der Fischergrube, sondern in der - 

parallel laufenden - Beckergrube. Es war No. 52” (D 45). Correspondences between 

the houses in the Fischergrube und Mengstraße allowed Mann to intertwine objects in 

the real world with the leitmotifs of his fictional work.5 

As I am discussing them here, such details can be said to be borrowed from 

reality to signify the Bildungsideal, as we have seen through the examples of the 

Bassermanns and Krupps; they also represent one of the means through which 

Thomas Mann expresses his own identity as part of his own imaginary, as the field in 

which his own motivations and desires can be played out with a set of symbolic 

objects that tie to his culture in a distinctive way. This imaginary, as he himself 

explains in numerous essays and letters, is rooted in the values of the nineteenth-

century Bildungsideal, as they formed the symbolic order of the Bismarck era.  

Critics have noted how consistently introspective Mann's creative patterns 

were, such as when they designate his œuvre (including fiction, essays, letters and 

diaries) as “Produkte einer einzigartigen, weil hemmungslosen und kontinuierlichen 

Introspektion” (Höpfner 166). In another formulation of the same assertion, T. J. 
                                                           
4 For a concise comparison of the Buddenbrook house with Mann’s own house in Lübeck see 
Buddenbrooks-Handbuch, Ed. Ken Moulden and Gero von Wilpert (Stuttgart: Kröner Verlag, 1988).  
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Reed asserts that Mann’s Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen represents attitudes that 

“are rooted unmistakably in his preceding work and thought and in his private life” 

(Tradition 179). For this reason, we may look to Mann texts dated significantly 

beyond Buddenbrooks, particularly the Betrachtungen, to corroborate the objects and 

acts functionalized in that work as fundamental reference points in Mann's vision of a 

disintegrating class.  

In a speech entitled “Meine Zeit,” delivered at the University of Chicago in 

1950, Mann pays tribute to his cultural roots in everyday terms:   

Es ist kein kleines, dem letzten Viertel des Neunzehnten Jahrhunderts - eines 
großen Jahrhunderts -, der Spätzeit des bürgerlichen, des liberalen Zeitalters 
noch angehört, in dieser möchte man in Altershochmut sagen, ein 
Bildungsvorzug vor denen, die gleich in die gegenwärtige Auflösung 
hineingeboren sind, - ein Fond und eine Mitgift von Bildung, deren die später 
Angekommenen entbehren, ohne sie natürlich zu vermissen. (Üms 8)6   

 

The values of the young Thomas Mann, economic success and the ideal of self-

formation, recurred a half-century later. While Mann never showed the least aptitude 

for business, economic success and the corresponding symbols of that success 

remained nevertheless manifestations of these bürgerlichen values for him, in his life 

as well as in his art. Thus objects such as the family residence, to cite just one 

example among many, surface frequently in Mann’s work. These objects of 

distinction cement the world of Mann's fiction and his imaginary, entrenched in the 

Bildungsideal, just as they did for the Bassermanns and Alfred Krupp. 

The parallels between Thomas Mann’s own youth and upbringing and the 

events and personalities of his first major novel, Buddenbrooks, that I am suggesting 

                                                                                                                                                                      
5 Of particular interest concerning the connection between objects and the leitmotiv in Buddenbrooks 
is section D, “Leitmotive und Symbole” in Chapter II, “Die Form,” from the aforementioned 
Buddenbrooks-Handbuch. 
6 All references to Über mich selbst, (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1983) will be Üms followed by a page 
number. 
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here have been researched thoroughly.7 That Thomas Mann was confronted with and 

aware of the decline of a “way of life” requires little further analysis. The subtitle of 

the novel, Verfall einer Familie, speaks for itself. Nevertheless the novel should not 

be categorized as a mere realistic portrayal of the fall of a bourgeois family, as has so 

often been the case. T. J. Reed explains, for example, in Thomas Mann: The Uses of 

Tradition, that the novel persistently returns to “the conflict between commercial 

interest and human feeling” (66), suggesting additional themes that Mann might have 

intended. Martin Swales, in Buddenbrooks: Family Life as the Mirror of Social 

Change, convincingly argues that the novel should be defined as symbolic realism.8 

Yet, recalling Lacan’s insistence that identity is formed in dialogue with a symbolic 

order, both overlook the identity politics in which individuals are engaged. In other 

words, Mann’s novel presents not only a realistic history of downfall, but also a set of  

symbolic gestures that link the psychological characterizations of the Buddenbrook 

men to Mann’s personal crisis and his struggle to define his identity as an artist in the 

context of Wilhelminian Germany. This is the link that I will pursue in the following 

sections: how the fictional text uses this common symbolic material to characterize a 

                                                           
7 For an excellent and concise interpretation of the novel see the chapter entitled “The Making of a 
Novelist” in T. J. Reed, Thomas Mann: The Uses of Tradition  (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1974).  Other 
related works include Paul Scherrer,  “Bruchstücke der Buddenbrooks-Urhandschrift und Zeugniss zu 
ihrer Entstehung 1897-1901,” Neue Rundschau 69 (1958): 258-91; also from Scherrer, “Aus Thomas 
Manns Vorarbeiten zu den ‘Buddenbrooks,’” Quellenkritische Studien zum Werk Thomas Manns,  ed. 
Paul Scherrer and Hans Wysling (Bern: Francke Verlag, 1967).  More recent are Hugh Ridley,  
Thomas Mann: Buddenbrooks,  (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1987); Martin Swales,  Buddenbrooks: 
FamilyLife as the Mirror of Social Change (Boston: Twayne Pubs., 1991);  Buddenbrooks-Handbuch,  
ed. Ken Moulden and Gero von Wilpert (Stuttgart: Kröner Verlag, 1988). This list represents only a 
brief selection of a voluminous amount of work done on Mann’s Buddenbrooks.  For further reference 
the reader should consult Die Thomas-Mann-Literatur, ed. Klaus W. Jonas and Helmut Koopmann 
(Frankfurt: Klostermann, 1997), which is a bibliography of Mann criticism from 1976-1994.  Other 
volumes of this same work extend the bibliography to 1895. 
8 See Swales concluding chapter in Buddenbrooks: Family Life as the Mirror of Social Change, which 
summarizes the symbolic aspects of Mann’s “realistic” picture of the Buddenbrook family.  The 
Buddenbrooks-Handbuch also emphasizes the symbolic aspects of the novel.  Also for the role of 
mythological symbolism, especially pertaining to women, see Richard Sheppard, “Realism Plus 
Mythology: A Reconsideration of the Problem of ‘Verfall’ in Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks.”  The 
Modern Language Review, 89.4 (1994): 916-41. 
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very specific psychological reaction to the general aspects of modernity, how it forms 

a social type, not just reflects reality. 

Just as we have seen through the contrast of the Bassermann family and 

Alfred Krupp, Thomas Mann witnessed his family’s and his classes’ breakdown in 

the agency, both political and social, that had heretofore been grounded in their 

bürgerlichen values, and in the psychological orientations that these values provided. 

These transformations caused Mann to seriously question his identity, at the 

beginning of his career and throughout his life, and his own role as an artist in his 

culture. In his analysis of Buddenbrooks, Hugh Ridley notes that Mann “saw the 

activity of an artist not as an alternative to bourgeois values (however much he might 

have felt exiled from the profession traditional to his family) but as the form in which 

he had to find ethical justification for his life” (7). That is, in this account the artist 

was part of the ethical world of his class or origin, but that analogy was breaking 

down as society was shifting. Yet Ridley does not trace how that artist’s identity may 

be complicit in problematizing the traditional strategies which artists of Mann’s class 

had used to ground their identities.  

Thus a closer look at Buddenbrooks allows an elaboration of how Mann 

depicts the problem of individuals in confrontation with the historical breakdown in 

aesthetic values, the ideal of self-formation that had allowed a merchant aristocracy to 

function as a social aristocracy. This is not to over-emphasize the autobiographical 

aspects of the novel, nor to suggest that Mann intended some kind of adaptable model 

for confronting modernity in depicting the fall of a bourgeois family. Rather, 

Buddenbrooks outlines a potential psychological response to, and critique of the 

threat of modernization processes facing the German Bildungsbürger.  

To be sure, the portrayals in the novel also implicate the personal conflicts of 

Thomas Mann as he confronted the quandary of his identity destabilized by the 

collapse in the traditional means of achieving distinction through Bildung. Yet this 

analysis will provide evidence for Mann’s link in this identity’s imaginary to a larger 
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group of gebildete Bürger in diverse realms such as the social sciences and religion, 

who were also trying to evaluate aspects of modernity in the least and sometimes re-

define and rejuvenate traditional values in a transformed society – who were trying to 

retain their agency as both artists and a social elite, as they had grown up to believe 

was possible.   

 

THOMAS BUDDENBROOK AND THE COLLAPSE OF THE IMAGINARY 

Thomas Mann links his Buddenbrooks distinctly with German history, and 

hence with the identity crises of that age in transition.  In the spring of 1842, the 

family father and consul Johann Buddenbrook met his death. This event effects a shift 

in leadership in the firm: Thomas’ father, Jean, became the next consul, a position 

Thomas, the eldest son, would also soon hold. Yet this transition also marks the end 

of an era, both economically and socially, for an elite family of the German 

bourgeoisie, which will come under more social pressure in the revolution of 1848.  

Up to the time of his death, the habitus of the bourgeoisie – its values and behaviors - 

remained intact and stable for the elder Johann, despite the oddity of his final word, 

“Kurios!” (B 71).9 Yet the peculiar psychological characteristics of his own heirs are 

perhaps signaled by this unusual final word, which also could suggest Johann’s 

perception of the increasing introspective nature of the Buddenbrook men. Johann’s 

heirs would, not surprisingly, have to move into a new socioeconomic paradigm, yet 

be unable to adapt. Significantly, Mann underscored their generational differences in 

the celebration of the new Buddenbrook home, in which the elder Johann would die. 

Seven years earlier, at the housewarming for a newly purchased residence in 

the Mengstraße, Johann played the flute, accompanied by his daughter-in-law, 

Elisabeth, on the Harmonium. In an echo of the Prussian Emperor, Friedrich the 

                                                           
9 All references to Buddenbrooks will be the letter B followed by a page reference. 
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Great, at Sans Souci with his flute, Johann will be the last of the Buddenbrooks until 

Hanno to be musically adept. For that elder generation of Buddenbrooks, just as for 

the historical Friedrich and Wilhelmine Bassermann, the socioeconomic world is in 

harmony. For Johann, as Uwe Ebel contends, music represents a “geschmackvolle, 

kultivierte, unverbindliche Unterhaltungskunst, wie sie den Ansprüchen und 

Bedürfnissen einer aristokratisch ausgerichteten Gesellschaft entspricht” (46). At this 

juncture the imaginary of the Buddenbrook men, their values, which incorporate 

economic, social, and aesthetic perspectives, is still intact. Economic success and the 

objective rewards that this success entails are signified through their cultivation of the 

aesthetic, in this example through music. In other words, aesthetic appreciation, 

always conditioned by economic success, provides the “distinction” characterizing 

the family. 

The heir, Thomas Buddenbrook, has been raised with these ideals of self-

formation: duty, hard work, integrity and honor, values that distinguish him as a man 

of taste and style reflected in manners and dress. Throughout the novel, Thomas 

remains immaculately dressed, his beard and hair trimmed and combed to perfection 

as outward signs of his inner distinction; he follows explicitly the expectations of 

familial predecessors in his social behavior and his career plans. His youthful 

relationship to Anna, a girlfriend outside of his social realm, exemplifies this attention 

to social forms. He breaks the relationship at its proper time and explains 

purposefully to her: “heute müssen wir nun vernünftig sein. Es ist soweit...” (B 166). 

Thomas, the trustworthy son and heir, is thus consistently devoted to the traditions of 

the family and represses those desires that might dictate other behavior. 

To describe his situation in another way: Thomas’ instincts, as Lacan would 

have described, have been invested in the ideals of self-formation, upon which his 

ego-ideal rests: hard work, duty, economic success, family, style. His imaginary has 

been structured upon the symbolic value of these objects in his social world. In other 

words, the drives of Thomas Buddenbrook are articulated through his attachments to 
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objects, valued in the social world of his family and community, and thus he 

expresses his personal desires through these objects, as he chooses to remain in the 

core of that community, without challenging its values, or even adjusting to the era’s 

changes. As his life would proceed, the ideal of self-formation, a key constituent in 

his bourgeois identity, would, paradoxically, contribute to this growing 

ineffectiveness in dealing with change. The introspective self-doubt of Thomas 

exacerbates the dynamic conflict between his identity and historical forces as his 

inherited identity and values lose their effectiveness in the new socioeconomic 

paradigm. That is, the stable structure of his imaginary is being assaulted by his 

introspection, and by new economic and non-communicative impulses. 

In Lacanian terms, Thomas Buddenbrook’s imaginary consists of ideational 

objects which are losing their capacity to successfully negotiate his era’s symbolic 

order, its symbolized objects that determine social practices and perceptions of those 

practices.  He experiences an expanding gap between the imaginary he has built on 

values inherited from Johann, his grandfather, and his father Jean and the shifting 

symbolic order, as Germany modernizes. Because he is unable to adapt to new 

socioeconomic circumstances, however, his instincts are increasingly unable to attach 

psychologically to objects in the external world. In other words, he cannot articulate 

his desires in terms recognizable to his own inner life and the new social order, nor 

reduce the gap between his imaginary and this shifting symbolic order to a 

comfortable level. In consequence Thomas cannot efficiently negotiate his role in the 

family and community. Thomas thus yearns for the psychological stability he is 

losing, as the modernization processes in Germany advance: 

Aber obgleich er, wie selbstverständlich, fortfuhr, in angemessener Weise zu 
repräsentieren und seinen Diners die Anzahl von Gängen zu geben, die seine 
Gäste von ihnen erwarteten, hatte doch die Vorstellung, sein Glück und sein 
Erfolg sei dahin, diese Vorstellung, die mehr eine innere Wahrheit war, als 
daß sie auf äußere Tatsachen gegründet gewesen wäre, ihn in einen Zustand 
so argwöhnischer Verzagtheit versetzt, daß er, wie niemals zuvor, das Geld an 
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sich zu halten und in seinem Privatleben in fast kleinlicher Weise zu sparen 
begann.  (B 467) 
 

The narrator describes Thomas desperately clinging to those idealized objects of his 

imaginary through which his inherited habitus has heretofore granted him agency in 

the community and has provided security and access to power within the social order. 

This description also reflects the alienation of the self, as Thomas no longer had an 

equitable interface with the social world. That world is graceful and dignified, but is 

based on social forms that no longer yield confidence and assurance.  

This disintegration of psychological coherence between social forms and their 

usage runs through Thomas’ entire life. Mann foreshadows the impending challenges 

to his pre-1848 bourgeois imaginary in the novel’s first chapter while Thomas is still 

in his early youth. The Buddenbrooks had recently purchased the impressive 

residence in the Mengstraße, and at the dinner reception the prior owners of the 

house, the Ratenkamps, are a topic of conversation.  The Ratenkamp family has risen 

and fallen just in the past twenty years, ending, as the narrator explains “verarmt, 

heruntergekommen, davongezogen” (B 22).  Jean is inhibited by what he views as the 

overwhelming power of fate in the case of the Ratenkamps: “Aber ich glaube, daß 

Dietrich Ratenkamp sich notwendig und unvermeidlich mit Geelmaack verbinden 

mußte, damit das Schicksal erfüllt würde…” (B 23). This opinion stands in stark 

contrast to that of the elder Johann and foreshadows the increasing introspective 

nature and the feeling of impotency of the Buddenbrook men to affect their 

community.  Johann remains convinced that the power of fate remains a result of hard 

work and duty, ordained by God, while his son Jean begins to argue only in terms of 

fate, not individual agency.   

A further foreshadowing of the pending disaster for the Buddenbrook dynasty 

is the previously mentioned impromptu concert delivered by the elder Johann and his 

daughter-in-law. While they play, Consul Jean Buddenbrook absorbs the soothing 

music and “wäre gar zu gern im Landschaftszimmer zurückgeblieben, um in einem 
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Lehnsessel bei diesen Klängen seinen Träumen und Gefühlen nachzuhängen, allein 

die Wirtspflicht....” (B 36). Martin Swales posits that in this scene:  “music is 

associated with Jean’s dreams and emotions, with that inwardness and religious 

feeling that comes increasingly into conflict with his duties as a Buddenbrook” (B 

82). Swales fails to emphasize, however, that an additional difference between Johann 

and Jean lies in the fact that the elder Buddenbrook “makes” the music, instead of 

simply submitting to it. This early scene and these feelings portend the increasing 

inward shift of the Buddenbrook men away from social agency, toward the 

introspection arising from the ideal of self-formation to challenge  their ego ideals 

and agency in the community.  At this point in the novel the elder Johann still acts 

with a congruence between his imaginary and the symbolic order, the symbolic 

register of known social values and rewards. Yet as the symbolic order, the habitus, 

of modernizing Germany shifts, these values begin to become not only inefficient as a 

means of establishing agency in the new socioeconomic paradigm, but even contain a 

disabling psychological tendency toward introspection. 

Thomas, after becoming consul and head of the family, does indeed recognize 

the transformations in the socioeconomic environment, which have been caused by 

the dynamics of industrialization and the ascent of democracy. Yet due to his 

developing self-introspection, Thomas is even more astutely cognizant of the “lack” 

or gap that these changes have produced between his traditional means to agency in 

the world and the symbolic order: 

Ich habe stets das Bedürfnis, den Gang der Dinge ganz gegenwärtig mit Blick, 
Mund und Geste zu dirigieren ... ihn mit dem unmittelbaren Einfluß meines 
Willens, meines Talentes, meines Blickes, wie du es nennen willst, zu 
beherrschen.  Aber das kommt leider allmählich aus der Mode, dies 
persönliche Eingreifen des Kaufmannes ... Die Zeit schreitet fort, aber sie läßt, 
wie mich dünkt, das Beste zurück ... Der Verkehr erleichtert sich immer mehr, 
die Kurse sind immer schneller bekannt.  (B 268)  
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Modern, industrial society has created what Anthony Giddens calls “symbolic 

tokens” or “media of interchange which can be ‘passed around’ without regard to the 

specific characteristics of individuals or groups that handle them at any particular 

juncture” (22), requiring new negotiating skills. Thomas wants to “master” these 

newly required skills, but understands that the dominant habitus no longer values the 

“hands-on” approach which he values. His pensiveness shows both the problems 

posed by a shifting socioeconomic paradigm as well as the self-doubt that prevents 

Thomas from coping proficiently with these shifts. Trends have shifted too quickly 

for his intervention to be sufficient.   

His incapacitating self-doubt finds an echo in the objective circumstances of 

the family and firm’s position under Thomas’ leadership. Thomas’ awareness of a 

shifting world is accompanies by his trepidation, despite the economic and social 

successes achieved during his reign as consul – he does indeed take the business in 

hand, but does not feel confident or valued in his role, because his social identity does 

not correspond with his sense of economics. Still, the business actually thrives, 

Thomas is elected to the Senate, and the status of the family is confirmed through the 

purchase of another new home in the Fischergrube: “Kein Gesprächsstoff in der 

Stadt, der anziehender gewesen wäre!” (B 424). The Buddenbrook name under 

Thomas’ leadership had again reached the pinnacle of influence and status in the 

community, which he confirms through the purchase of a home befitting their 

position. Despite these successes, Thomas’ perception of the social environment 

anticipates an expanding gap between his imaginary and the symbolic order of 

industrial capitalism: he sees that his habits will not be justifiable. 

The family’s external successes under Thomas’ leadership do not coincide 

with the mood of the novel and in particular that of Thomas Buddenbrook, who 

conveys an aura of decay and decline even as he forges ahead. Yet the family will not 

be strong enough to maintain the identity that Thomas works as a charade. By the end 

of part six and beginning of part seven of the novel, Christian has returned to 
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Hamburg to a hospital for treatment of rheumatism. Clara, Thomas’ younger sister, is 

dying of tuberculosis. Hanno, the remaining family heir, physically vulnerable to 

sickness, provides nothing to warrant hopes for the family’s strong and vibrant future. 

These physical symptoms confirm Thomas’ sense of the family’s decadence and 

physical vulnerability. Those objects of status in the community, the symbols of 

distinction, and Thomas’ ego ideals will no longer be able to maintain agency in the 

new socioeconomic constellation, if that agency is based on the taste and activity that 

has characterized his life, but which is not to be found in the rest of the family. 

Thomas recognizes the lack of permanence in these objective symbols of distinction: 

Aber ‘Senator’ und Haus sind Äußerlichkeiten, und ich weiß etwas, woran du 
noch nicht gedacht hast, ich weiß es aus Leben und Geschichte.  Ich weiß, daß 
oft die äußeren, sichtbarlichen und greifbaren Zeichen und Symbole des 
Glückes und Aufstieges erst erscheinen, wenn in Wahrheit alles schon wieder 
abwärts geht.  (B 431)  
 

Thomas not only recognizes the lack of substance in these objects of distinction, but 

also the gradual impotency of the pre-1848 bourgeois values of his father’s 

generation, the Buddenbrook imaginary, as a means to successfully establish agency 

and distinction. The ego ideals in Thomas’ imaginary have lost substance and weight 

in the community. In this way, Mann’s novel consistently intertwines a shifting 

socioeconomic paradigm and the psychological self-doubt of the Buddenbrook men, 

which prevent them from re-defining their own ego ideals in a way to yield agency in 

their community.      

Such calculated ambivalence between the success of Johann and the 

impending failures of his heirs suggests that Mann is not just interested in  

“realistically” portraying the predominance of commercial interest over traditional 

bürgerlichen values. Instead Mann also implicates the psychological component of 

self-formation as a direct causal factor in the increasing ineffectiveness of the 

Buddenbrook imaginary. Their management of the inherited habitus will no longer 
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yield successful negotiating tools for accessing new identities or forms of power 

within the community. Thomas is no longer practical, by his own admission, in the 

way his grandfather certainly was.  

This lack is as devastating for the family as it is for the firm. Johann had dealt 

with his life as directly as he did with his business. For example, he dealt harshly with 

a son, Gotthold, who, through an inappropriate marriage, failed to adhere to the 

values that had given the family distinction. At the time of Gotthold’s death Thomas 

still maintained the facade of confidence in traditional values. As Gotthold lay dead, 

Thomas rhetorically questions: “Wußtest du nicht, daß man auch in einer kleinen 

Stadt ein großer Mann sein kann? Daß man ein Cäsar sein kann an einem mäßigen 

Handelsplatz an der Ostsee?” (B 276). This scene depicts the powerful protective 

imaginary of Thomas’ ego, which defines the merchant as a kind of Caesar in his own 

domain, a man with infinite agency. Yet Thomas’ own introspective nature 

culminates in pessimistic self-doubt, disrupting such stable ego protection, but not 

articulating his desire in more modern, effective ways. August Obermayer explains in 

“Die Funktion von Literatur und Theater” from the Buddenbrooks-Handbuch that 

“Thomas gelingt es nicht, diesen Konflikt zwischen Pflicht und Neigung zu lösen” 

(Moulden and von Wilpert 273). Yet Obermayer only implies that Thomas recognizes 

and acknowledges this conflict, both socially and individually. But the novel marks 

Thomas Buddenbrook’s identity as based on an inherent discord derived from the 

ideal of self-formation that promoted the decline and increasing pessimism of the 

German Bildungsbürger. As Martin Swales argues, the novel ultimately “seeks to 

persuade us that social, economic, psychological, artistic, and philosophical 

considerations all contribute to the sequence of events it recounts” (29). My analysis 

underscores that Thomas’ psychological make-up, like Hanno’s eventual artistic 

drives, combine with Mann’s socioeconomic portrayals to demonstrate the necessary 

disintegration of an ego ideal dedicated to traditional means of access to power for the 
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German Bildungsbürger. Mann asks the question of what happens to men like 

Thomas who refuse to bring their cultivation into harmony with new social needs. 

That generation of Buddenbrooks will not manage to identify with both 

Bildung and society. Thomas’ perceptions of his world anticipates the dismantling of 

an identity model based on integrity, Bildung, hard work and tradition - the identity of 

his grandfather, compromised by a transforming society. For example, at a pivotal 

moment in the novel Tony confronts Thomas with a business deal that is legal but not 

necessarily ethical. In May, 1868, a family friend, Herr von Maiboom from 

Pöppenrader, has reached a financial crisis and, desperate to clear his debts, offers to 

sell Thomas his harvest for a pittance, a small percentage of its market value. On the 

one hand, the scene corroborates the brutality of economic realities in Thomas’ world. 

Here, the grain trade no longer represents the economic future of Germany, since this 

scene plays out in 1868 at the height of the economic success of the Gründerjahre, 

which was an era of more predatory capitalism and exploitative opportunism. The 

Buddenbrook business, still dominated by trade in commodities, however, is now 

beginning to falter. More significantly, this scene depicts in precise terms the self-

doubt of Thomas as this bold decision in his own commercial interest torments him. 

Traditional values, as Thomas claims, motivate his discomfort with the deal, as he at 

first emphatically rejects the possibility of doing this type of business in his 

discussion with Tony: 

Du begreifst also nicht, daß du mir zu etwas höchst Unwürdigem, zu 
unreinlichen Manipulationen rätst?  Ich soll im trüben fischen?  Einen 
Menschen brutal ausbeuten?  Die Bedrängnis dieses Gutsbesitzers benützen, 
um den Wehrlosen übers Ohr zu hauen?  Ihn zwingen, mir die Ernte eines 
Jahres gegen den halben Preis abzutreten, damit ich einen Wucherprofit 
einstreichen kann?  (B 455) 
 

Thomas recognizes that this deal represents the show of strength that the merchant 

ideal requires. Yet the fateful decision to eventually pursue the deal will summon in 

his mind the dilemma of a group of Bürger, who had read their Goethe and Schiller, 
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learned Latin and Greek, and believed that God took care of the righteous, those 

devoted to the traditional values of honor, integrity and religious piety.  

For that person such hard-nosed business practices were “unclean.” In the 

traditional socioeconomic paradigm of monarchical Germany leading up to the 

revolutionary year of 1848 and unification in 1871, honor and integrity were still 

deemed to bestow economic success and social standing. But Thomas is agonizingly 

aware that the imaginary that he has based his life upon, a self-image that equates 

strength with protection of the community, is in direct confrontation with a more 

utilitarian economic order that deals in legalities rather than morality. Thomas openly 

recognizes for the first time in his life “die grausame Brutalität des Geschäftlebens” 

(B 470), that the strength that protects can also destroy. Thomas, along with the 

decadent Christian, thus openly doubts his own status, integrity and the “right” and 

“duty” to promote his own commercial interests through the strength that his 

grandfather’s model has passed down to him. His introspection, however, makes him 

hesitate to act – he can still act, but no longer with the assurance of his grandfather. In 

this sense, he is not decadent; he has absorbed all too well the ideal humanitarian 

vision of Goethe, Schiller and Hegel,10 that Karl Marx would so adamantly criticize 

in “Kritik der hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie” (1844). In so doing Thomas forfeited 

his freedom to act as Johann Buddenbrook could, which will ultimately render his 

family unable to survive.    

Mann builds this impending hollowness into the novel. In the illuminating 

scene in which Thomas’ contemplates the Pöppenrader business deal, the great hall of 

the house in the Fischergrube stands empty as he labors under the pressures of his 

family’s economic subsistence. As Thomas Buddenbrook gropes to reconcile his 

devotion to traditional values with the more predatory realities of a new 

socioeconomic constellation, Mann characterizes Thomas’ state of mind by 
                                                           
10 For an in-depth study of Hegel and one of the central documents of German Idealism see Robert C. 
Solomon, In the Spirit of Hegel: A Study of G. W. F. Hegel’s Phenomenology of Spirit (New York: 
Oxford UP, 1983). 
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describing in detail the majesty of their new home in the Fischergrube. Illuminatingly, 

the great hall of that mansion no longer houses the family business as it always had in 

the past. The integration of family, the values of daily life, and the successful family 

business are shown by Mann to be gradually separating.  Economic prosperity and the 

distinction of style and status are no longer interdependent – business has moved out 

of the home. 

This ambiguous scene contrasts objective success with Thomas’ self-doubt 

and pessimism, the external and internal components of the merchant’s ego ideal as 

they anticipate different fates for future generations. Thus Thomas is tormented and 

walks from room to room turning on all the gas lamps, attempting to extinguish the 

dark unknown of a new economic and social order with which his conscience is no 

longer in equilibrium. The majestic room with high windows, spanning the width of 

the house, stands empty except for the heavy sofas, high-backed chairs and “mächtige 

chinesische Vasen” (B 472). Mann describes the room in terms that reflect the power 

of interior space in Thomas’ imaginary, just as it played a role for the Bassermanns 

and for Alfred Krupp in his idiosyncratic way. Mann, however, includes in his 

description a fireplace with fake coals, hinting at the vacuity of modern style and the 

lack of substance in these objects that had heretofore symbolized power and status – 

such a hall was intended originally to protect and entertain, not just to impress. This 

new great hall is brightly lit but empty, “wie nach einem Feste, wenn der letzte Gast 

soeben davongefahren” (B 472). The emptiness of the room reflects Thomas’ 

loneliness in attempting to balance the hereditary standards of bürgerliche Tugend 

with the economic pressures of survival in a transformed economic world. This 

society’s symbolic order has moved elsewhere, beyond his means to negotiate 

effectively, because Thomas has never imagined business as exploitative, but rather 

as community building. Yet as the grain trade turns predatory, the community is 

conspicuously absent in the Buddenbrook household, just as it was, though for 
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different reasons, in Villa Krupp. Amicable concerts on the flute and Harmonium no 

longer grace the family’s social gatherings.  

The words of Christian, though unconnected to any specific business deal, 

haunt Thomas (“eigentlich und im Grunde sei doch jeder Geschäftsmann ein 

Betrüger”) (B 473), and he intuitively knows that he is not acting with the confidence 

of his forefathers, because the deal he is about to undertake does not reflect the often 

repeated family motto: “sey mit Lust bei den Geschäften am Tage, aber mache nur 

solche, daß wir bey Nacht ruhig schlafen können” (B 482). The fateful step is taken, 

however, when Thomas convinces himself that he must act as his forefathers. With 

resolve and confidence, attempting to recoup the strength and solidity of old symbols, 

he professes the outward strength of actions that his ego ideals require, but he feels he 

has failed to maintain their ethical framework. In Lacanian terms, by not allowing his 

desire to penetrate the suppressive protection of his ego, to allow the death drive to 

initiate a redefinition of his own imaginary that would change the outmoded forms of 

his life, Thomas holds on to the remaining fragment of power and stature in his 

quickly decaying bourgeois values. He convinces himself that he can recoup the 

security and confidence of his grandfather Johann: “Aber daß sie praktische 

Menschen gewesen, daß sie es voller, ganzer, stärker, unbefangener, natürlicher 

gewesen waren als er, das war es, was feststand! [...]” (B 471). With this outburst 

Thomas vows to put an end to his self-doubts: “Dies ist zu Ende” (B 473) and the 

decision is made to accept this dubious business offer from Herr von Maiboom.   

On the one hand, Thomas Buddenbrook embodies the introspection resulting 

from the ideal of self-formation, yet his introspective nature, turned toward an ideal 

rather than reality, facilitates only self-doubt, causing him and the generation of self-

formed citizens to be increasingly incapable of effectively negotiating in the new 

socioeconomic paradigm and devaluing the ethical imperatives that had reinforced 

this class’ “call to action.” The “decadence” implicit in Thomas’ behavior, which is 

displayed in the physical blemishes of the Buddenbrook family, corresponds to his 
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inability to establish new patterns of agency accommodating traditional bourgeois 

values both in the community and as head of the family. He gradually becomes only 

the head of a business concern, an exploiter. An exemplary verification of that 

diminution that Thomas’ decadence brings is his subsequent weakened authority in 

family affairs. Upon Clare’s death, their mother transfers Clare’s inheritance to her 

widowed husband, Liberties, without Thomas’ approval. In the face of such 

belligerent action challenging the traditional family hierarchy, Thomas feels helpless 

to exercise the authority and respect derived from his status in the community and 

familial position: “Es war Eire neue Erschütterung des eigenen Glaubens an sein 

Glück, seine Macht, seine Zukunft… Und es war nichts als seine innere Schwäche 

und Verzweifelung, die vor Mutter und Schwester während dieses Auftrittes 

hervorbrach” (B 435). This account convincingly describes the primary causal factor 

in the decline of Thomas Buddenbrook: internal weakness and self-doubt, both of 

which result from his vacillating, ambivalent self-formation.  

Mann’s depiction of Thomas thus clearly defines his purported decadence as 

embedded in a combination of historical transformation and subjective psychological 

characteristics that are incompatible. His internal weakness, however, produces a 

desire for the lost, which challenges the stability of the Buddenbrook imaginary, yet 

which in the case of Thomas does not yield a new identity. Thomas has been raised 

on the ideal of self-formation, which molded his imaginary in a way to exude strength 

of action as a value for the community and family. Yet the economic constellation of 

the day has divided action from ethics in a specific way. As a consequence, Thomas’ 

belief in self-formation has caused him to question the validity of these traditional 

values as he attempts to remain the effective merchant his forefathers were under 

increasingly more complicated and dubious circumstances. The self-introspection of 

Thomas Buddenbrook, as Martin Swales contends, has indeed provoked him “to 

think, to ponder, to dream,” rendering the Buddenbrook men unable “to discover in 

their inner life any convictions that are supportive of the weighty legacy of their 
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family and status”  (25). But Swale’s analysis fails to verify the source of this 

“weighty legacy”: that is, the humanist introspection of Weimar Classicism and 

German Idealism ultimately provoked self-doubt on the part of Thomas 

Buddenbrook. The dysfunctional psyches of the Buddenbrook men, their inability to 

negotiate agency in a less communitarian world, is thus not only a sign of their own 

internal weakness. On the contrary, it may be a sign of their former strength of 

identity, driven now to the point of rigidity. They espouse the ethical-aesthetic values 

outlined by Schiller and act through the family business to protect their family and 

community. Economically, Thomas still achieves everything his grandfather could. 

However, Thomas has lost the ability to retain a symbiosis between economic and 

family / community issues, to unify the ethical and economic values. Johann’s art, 

externalized in music and appreciation of the aesthetic, has become Thomas’ 

introspective reflections, the source of his self-doubt.  

The paradox of the Buddenbrook sons and the remaining heir, Hanno, thus 

represents for Mann the dilemma confronting an entire generation of Bildungsbürger 

and the apprehensions of Mann himself as a young artist. All are attempting to 

discover and define their identity and agency in a “modern” society; a society, as 

Marx outlined, in which human beings become alienated from their humanity. In the 

Betrachtungen Mann illuminatingly elaborates on the role of art in his life: 

In Wahrheit ist die ‘Kunst’ nur ein Mittel, mein Leben ethisch zu erfüllen.  
Mein ‘Werk’ - sit venia verbo – ist nicht Produkt, Sinn und Zweck einer 
asketisch-orgiastischen Verneinung des Lebens, sondern eine ethische 
Äußerungsform meines Lebens selbst: dafür spricht schon mein 
autobiographischer Hang, der ethischen Ursprungs ist, aber freilich den 
lebhaftesten ästhetischen Willen zur Sachlichkeit, zur Distanzierung und 
Objektivierung nicht ausschließt … (BeU 104). 
 

Such comments indicate Mann’s desire to justify his work and his own identity as an 

artist; they also signal his continued adherence to an early nineteenth-century 
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definition of art within the community, in the traditions of Schiller and Humboldt.11 

In one sense, Mann is attempting to avoid the kind of alienation that Thomas 

Buddenbrook perceived: art as a form of life, as an ethic, that no longer corresponds 

with economics and community. Art is supposed to be part of the community, like 

Johann Buddenbrook’s music, not a product of an alienated generation. This is a 

definition of art and self-formation drawn from the Enlightenment and Weimar 

Classicism, from the age of Germany’s merchant moguls, not from the outsiders of 

Romanticism, nor from the more predatory world of Social Darwinism. Hugh Ridley, 

in reference to Mann’s remarks, interjects that “Mann’s undertaking in Buddenbrooks 

was an exploration of self which would not be self-indulgent, and which would, by 

the rigour of its self-examination and the labour of its craftsmanship, be justified in 

society” (7). In other words, Mann’s first major novel not only depicts the more 

general constellation of a momentous societal transformation and the disintegration of 

the agency of traditional bourgeois values, but also represents the personal endeavor 

of Mann himself to clarify his role as an artist in the face of modernity – to assume a 

role as artist defined differently from other early modernists, like Baudelaire or 

Verlaine. Not the poet maudit, but the poet citizen, himself a representative of 

Bildungsbürgertum in the most positive sense, is the model that Mann purports to 

assume.  

 This analysis suggests a somewhat different alignment of Mann and his novel 

that most critics assume today. The self-doubt of a struggling artist from the merchant 

class has indeed found expression through the conflicts of Thomas Buddenbrook and 

eventually in the response of Hanno to these conflicts. It is, moreover, within Hanno’s 

dysfunctionality, that Mann will outline the potential germination of a fruitful 

response by the “educated citizen” to the breakdown in his “imagined” community. In 
                                                           
11 For a more elaborate analysis of the definition of art by Schiller, Humboldt and others during the 
Classic and Romantic periods see the first volume of Viktor Zmegac, ed., Gechichte der deutschen 
Literatur vom 18. Jahrhundert bis zur Gegenwart, 2 vols.  (Frankfurt: Hain-Athenäum, 1992) and M. 
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Hanno Buddenbrook, Mann draws the self-formed human being in a transformed 

economic world, a figure ultimately forced to reject the family’s traditions by current 

circumstances. In this way Hanno offers the potential for restoring the ethical 

imperatives of those forsaken traditions. Hanno, just as his father Thomas, recognizes 

the increasing cleft between traditional values and the brutality of current economic 

life. In Hanno, as I will argue, Thomas Mann depicts a Buddenbrooks whose 

engagement with Wagnerian music might have transformed his potential had be been 

strong enough. 

 

DEATH AND DESIRE: GENERATING CHANGE 

In depicting Hanno Buddenbrook (and later artist figures) in this way, Thomas 

Mann applied pseudo-scientific theories of Social Darwinism, which associated 

physical weakness and biological decay with the aesthetic constitution of the 

introspective artist. Many of his early works, particularly Der kleine Herr 

Friedemann (1897) and Der Bejazzo (1897), but also Tristan (1903) and Tonio 

Kröger (1903) exemplify public images that represent the aesthetic human being as 

physically incompetent and vulnerable. Wolfdietrich Rasch emphasizes the thematic 

significance of decay in his article “Thomas Mann und die Décadence” in exemplary 

fashion: “Es ist bekannt, daß Thomas Mann diesen Verfall ambivalent sieht, daß für 

ihn die Einbuße an Vitalität und willenskräftiger Aktivität zugleich einen Gewinn 

bedeutet: Vergeistigung, Sensibilisierung, Künstlertum” (271). Mann verifies this 

equation in an early letter from May, 1995 to his boyhood friend, Otto Grautoff, in 

which he describes his own family: 

Der Vater war Geschäftsmann, pracktisch, aber mit Neigung zur Kunst und 
außergeschäftlichen Interessen.  Der älteste Sohn (Heinrich) ist schon Dichter, 
aber auch >Schriftsteller<, mit starker intellectueller Begabung, bewandter in 

                                                                                                                                                                      
H. Abrams, The Mirror and the Lamp: Romantic Theory and the Critical Tradition, (Oxford: Oxford 
UP, 1953). 
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Kritik, Philosophie, Politik.  Es folgt der zweite Sohn, (ich) der nur Künstler 
ist, nur Dichter, nur Stimmungsmensch, intellectuell schwach, ein sozialer 
Nichtsnutz.  Was Wunder, wenn endlich der dritte, spätgeborene, Sohn der 
vagsten Kunst gehören wird, die dem Intellect am fernsten steht, zu der nichts 
als Nerven und Sinne gehören und gar kein Gehirn, - die Musik? – Das nennt 
man Degeneration.  Aber ich finde es verteufelt nett.  (BGB 51) 

 

“One” calls it degeneration – but Mann embraces this family history as a kind of 

evolution. This letter is a telling indication not only of Mann’s embracing attitude 

toward the decadence of a class no longer relevant to history, but also of how he 

viewed his own gradual submission to his aesthetic nature, descending ever further 

into the depths of artistic sublimity. Each generation becomes not weaker in society, 

but less attuned to a useful role in society, alluding to Mann’s concerns about his role 

as an artist in the community. The parallel to the Buddenbrooks is apparent. The 

physical decay of Thomas and Hanno Buddenbrook implies a gradual submission to 

their aesthetic natures, which affects decreased status and distinction in society, even 

as their family purports to succeed. As they embrace the other side of their heritage, 

the art, they become forced to choose between art and action. Yet within this 

submission and in the contrast of the character’s climactic deaths, the novel points 

toward a step in resolving the conflicts that these two Bildungsbürger confronted. 

That is, as Thomas’ generation has lost the ability to reconcile economics and the 

ethics of a community, the gebildete Bürger has forgotten that art and its ethics may 

still play that reconciliatory role. 

Mann does not purport to create an ideal model for the successful negotiation 

of modernity, and Buddenbrooks certainly does not offer ready-made solutions to the 

disintegrating influence of the German Bildungsideal at the end of the nineteenth 

century. Precisely for this reason I am depicting Thomas’ situation as a question of a 

moral-economic dilemma, not just personal weakness. The novel nevertheless depicts 

a kind of psychological synthesis, yet one in which the devalued imaginary of an 

older order is no longer capable of adequately functioning in the community.  
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While the physical decay that Mann so often portrays can be read as realistic, 

I suggest that death in Thomas Mann’s work should not be viewed solely as organic 

decay or destruction, but also symbolically. Death represents the attempt to dismantle 

worn-out negotiating tools, i.e. traditional bourgeois values as they have been 

depicted by Mann, to potentially re-establish an imaginary capable of achieving 

agency in a transformed society – to reread the traditions in a new way. In the reading 

I am proposing for Buddenbrooks, “death” is also the reclamation of an individual’s 

ability to change. Richard Boothby, in his exposition of the Freudian death drive, 

posits that death is “an assertion of the instinctual as such against the bound structure 

of the ego” (94). Only through the expression of that which has been negated, i.e. 

those instincts unattached to objects in the world, can a reassertion of the self 

successfully occur. If the ego does not die, the unused instincts cannot innovate, or 

create a new pattern of self. This often suggests transcendence, as it were, of those 

dominant sources of individuation, which, in the case of the Buddenbrooks, have 

been based upon the ideal of self-formation read in only one way.  

In other words, the stable structure of the Buddenbrook imaginary, defining 

their individuation in terms of Bildung, is being assaulted by the introspection of 

Thomas, and by new economic and non-communicative impulses. If the family could 

learn to adapt to this assault, the Buddenbrook men could attain the means to re-direct 

desire and commit the stable structure of their egos to the motives of their instincts 

and transcend the shackles of their present individuation as the Georgekreis sought to 

do. Thomas is alone in a hall constructed on old patterns, but has been shown by 

Hanno that the “house” must be sold. In the family chronicle, which carefully 

registered the family’s history, Hanno entered a “schönen, sauberen Doppelstrich 

quer über das ganze Blatt” (B 523), directly under the entry marking his own birth. 

When vindictively rebuked by his father about the incident, Hanno stammers: “Ich 

glaubte … ich glaubte … es käme nichts mehr …” (B 524). I believe that Hanno’s act 
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symbolizes death to the older traditions of this bourgeios family, upon which the 

Buddenbrooks have defined their individual identities in the community.      

To be sure, beyond the individuation of the human imaginary lies the abyss of 

darkness, that which we cannot know or contrive, yet that darkness also provides the 

human being with a connection to what Peter Berger terms in The Sacred Canopy, 

“an immensely powerful reality other than himself” (26). Thomas Mann sensed the 

potential fulfillment offered by this “Unbeschränktheitsverlangen,” by a connection to 

the abyss of darkness, in sleep and the sea (Haug 31); Mann links the infinite nature 

of the sea with the “Gnade des Schlafes” in Süßer Schlaf (1909) (Ü 155):   

Das Meer!  Die Unendlichkeit!  Meine Liebe zum Meer, dessen ungeheure 
Einfachheit ich der anspruchsvollen Vielgestalt des Gebirges immer 
vorgezogen habe, ist so alt wie meine Liebe zum Schlaf, und ich weiß wohl, 
worin diese beiden Sympathien ihre gemeinsame Wurzel haben.  Ich habe in 
mir viel Indertum, viel schweres und träges Verlangen nach jener Form oder 
Unform des Vollkommenen, welche >Nirwana< oder das Nichts benannt ist, 
und obwohl ich ein Künstler bin, habe ich eine sehr unkünstlerische Neigung 
zum Ewigen, sich äußernd in einer Abneigung gegen Gliederung und Maß.  
(Ü 158) 
 

In Buddenbrooks, the sea, the open waters that seem endless and know no boundary, 

symbolically reflects this drive to darkness, to the unknown outside society, that 

which is beyond, which could provide relief from the burdens of the symbolic order 

and re-establish their psychological sense of harmony with the universe, just as trade 

had originally established the house and this class. Tony, Thomas and Hanno love the 

sea, and all have experiences in Travemünde, the seaside resort, in which each 

experiences flashes of this release, the experience of the beyond, and the “death” of 

the symbolic world. That escape allows a glorious release of the body and psyche, but 

not necessarily a mirror for identity within the community – they will not be parts of 

their traditional community.  

In the Buddenbrook family, the horizon of identity, the potential for 

reinvigorated agency within the community, remains far away, with little hope for 
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change. Tony, in her brief love affair with Morton Schwarzkopf, steps out of, if only 

briefly, the restraining standards of her upbringing but not into a new community.12 

Thomas, in the final days of his life and after his Schopenhauer experience, finds 

peace only at the sea:   

Breite Wellen ... Wie sie daherkommen und zerschellen, daherkommen und 
zerschellen, eine nach der anderen, endlos, zwecklos, öde und irr.  Und doch 
wirkt es beruhigend und tröstlich, wie das Einfache und Notwendige. (B 671)   

 

The immensity of the sea consoles Thomas psychologically because it pulls him away 

from economic pressure and family responsibility. The vastness of the sea, which 

perpetually attracts the Buddenbrooks, also causes Thomas’ sense of responsibility to 

seem trivial, an effect he savors, “berühigend und tröstlich.” Hanno also finds in the 

sea temporary escape from the chains of the profane world, from his family identity:   

... mit sanftem Sausen ein starker, frisch, wild und herrlich duftender Hauch 
daherkam, der die Ohren umhüllte und einen angenehmen Schwindel 
hervorrief, eine gedämpfte Betäubung, in der das Bewußtsein von Zeit und 
Raum und allem Begrenzten still selig unterging. (B 632)   

 

Experiencing the boundlessness of the sea, Hanno transcends, if but for a moment, the 

shackles of time and space as he knows them. But the reality of returning home to the 

obligations of school and family prevent the sea from fulfilling Hanno’s desire for 

death, just as they fail to do for Thomas and Tony.  

In consequence, any synthesis, any renewal of older values, seems impossible 

in this novel, as the Buddenbrook heirs seem unable to stem the tide of an 

increasingly alien world. This family’s imaginary allows an identity constituted 
                                                           
12 In this reading of the novel, Tony indeed represents the opposite of Hanno Buddenbrook. Tony 
remains fully attached to traditional values and the “aura” of being a Buddenbrook, even while she 
mistakes what that aura means for a community. She is alive at the end, but only after two failed 
marriages and a failed surrogate marriage (her daughter, Erika’s to Hugo Weinschenk). At the end of 
the novel she is virtually unmarriable and without the means to carry on the traditions and distinction 
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around the aesthetic values of Bildung, but does not maintain its communitarian 

aspect for the new generation, or allow an adaptation for the present one. 

 

MUSICAL EPIPHANIES AND POTENTIAL REJUVENATION 

The question must be raised, whether or not anything in the novel reaches 

beyond the decay of traditional values and their ineffectiveness in affording 

distinction and identity in a transformed world? The realities of the new 

socioeconomic paradigm perhaps no longer permit the agency of traditional bourgeois 

values; death and decay may well be the result for the efficacy of the German 

Bildungsideal that stresses art and aesthetics rather than action. But death, the 

destruction of a worn-out imaginary, plays a more compelling role in the version of 

Buddenbrooks I have offered, one which suggests Mann’s endeavor to define and 

establish his role and that of the aesthetic artist in new terms that might transcend this 

dead end. Though Buddenbrooks is by no means exclusively autobiographical, the 

novel indeed incorporates and interweaves the idiosyncratic “desire” of a young 

author trying to define himself and his trade in a changing world that seems hostile. In 

other words, an interpretation of the novel can reveal certain autobiographical 

aspects, which show Mann’s attempt to justify his position as an aesthetic human 

being. Moreover, Mann’s Buddenbrooks further substitutes the authority of his own 

clash with modernity, connecting him to the larger socioeconomic and -religious 

questions posed by Max Weber and the spiritual solutions proposed by Rudolf Steiner 

in his anthroposophical movement. More significantly, however, the novel sets Mann 

clearly as opposed to modern images of the artist as alienated or outmoded: he is, 

instead, trying to keep the artist and the Bildungsbürger as viable, even as they are 

obviously not.     

                                                                                                                                                                      
of the Buddenbrook name – she exemplifies the bankruptcy of a habitus that is cultivated within the 
family, not in the community at large. 
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Remember that Thomas Buddenbrook seeks and succumbs to death due to his 

imaginary’s lack of stability as he attempts to maintain his distinction in the 

community and conduct the affairs of the family. Mann, years later in his essay from 

1938, Schopenhauer, published in Leiden und Größe der Meister,13 describes 

Thomas: 

Ihm, dem leidenden Helden meines Bürger-Romans, des Werkes, das Last, 
Würde, Heimat und Segen meines Jünglingalters war, schenkte ich das teure 
Erlebnis, das hohe Abenteuer, in sein Leben, dicht vor dem Ende, wob ich es 
erzählend ein und ließ ihn im Tod das Leben finden, die Erlösung aus den 
Fesseln seiner müden Individualität, die Befreiung von einer Lebensrolle, die 
er symbolisch genommen und mit Tapferkeit und Klugheit repräsentiert, die 
aber seinem Geist, seinem Weltverlangen niemals genuggetan hatte und ihm 
ein Hindernis gewesen war, etwas anderes und Besseres zu sein. (LGM 695) 

 

Mann’s comments, using a different diction, refer directly to the worn-out and 

inhibiting imaginary of Thomas Buddenbrook that foils his attempts to be “different 

and something better.” As consul and head of the family he is still “gallant and wise,” 

but he can no longer redirect the pressures of his desire to find correlates in the 

symbolic order of Wilhelminian Germany that would allow him to maintain agency in 

a world to include family and community ethics, as well as economics. Thus Thomas 

succumbs to what critics call his aesthetic nature and dies, according to Hermann 

Kurzke, “an den jahrelangen Unterminierung seiner Lebenskraft durch Reflexivität 

und künstliche Willensanspannung” (Epoche 73). Expressed psychologically, the 

self-doubt of Thomas Buddenbrook undermines his confidence in his right to be a 

man of “distinction” as well as his ability to achieve status and power in the 

community. This pessimism yields him helpless to adequately adjust to new 

requirements for agency in the modernizing habitus. But note that what his identity 

really confronts is ethics, not simply a cultural disposition: Thomas continues to 

conduct himself as a strong individual, disabling the positive aspects of his 

                                                           
13 All references to Leiden und Größe der Meister will be LGM. 
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inheritance that had provided the foundation for acceptable behavior in the 

community. Thomas’ strength becomes both his downfall and his potential source of 

renewal, however, as he confronts the philosophy of Schopenhauer.    

Mann’s description of Thomas Buddenbrook implicitly connects the downfall 

of the Buddenbrook men with Schopenhauer, and hence with a broader issue than just 

individual psychology. As Boothby suggests, Schopenhauer’s individual is only a 

partial reflection of the “universal will” in time and space. The conflict between the 

individual and the universal will and the impending death of the individual provide 

“the material upon which new and different forms will feed and grow” (195). In other 

words, it is from within Thomas Buddenbrook’s destruction that the sacrifice of the 

individual can lead to death and renewal of the whole. Death, therefore, can be 

viewed in a positive light, which the narrator confirms:   

Was würde enden und was sich auflösen: Dieser sein Leib ... Diese seine 
Persönlichkeit und Individualität, dieses schwerfällige, störrische, fehlerhafte 
und hassenswerte Hindernis, etwas Anderes und Besseres zu sein!  (B 657) 
 

Thomas dies of the strength and rigidity of his inheritance as he has used it to form 

his identity outside society. The drive to death, the attempt of Thomas to express the 

“real” and to negate the stability of the ego in its relationship to the symbolic order, I 

believe, links Thomas’ physical death to a necessary psychological one, represented 

in Thomas’ confrontation with the philosophy of Schopenauer.  

The possible salvation is in the novel, as well. In this confrontation Thomas 

experiences briefly the release from the burden of his attachment to a no longer 

effective ideal of individual vitality, of hands-on management of the business and the 

family. In Schopenhauerian terms, he experiences a momentary suppression of the 

individual will. He is nevertheless incapable of allowing this drive to death, as Hanno 

will be able to do, to extinguish the impeding idealizations of his imaginary as he 

interacts with the symbolic order – though neither can stop themselves from 
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becoming Buddenbrook men, both in their traditional convictions and ultimate 

physical ruin.  

 

MUSIC AND AESTHETICS RESTORED AT THE TURN-OF-THE-CENTURY 
Scholars have successfully argued that Schopenhauer’s work did not serve as 

a model for the early Thomas Mann, pointing out that he was first exposed to his 

philosophy late in the writing of Buddenbrooks (Reed 80). It is undeniable, however, 

that Schopenhauer was intellectually important to Mann in bringing the novel to a 

conclusion, and as I have argued he indeed employed Schopenhauer’s philosophical 

model and finally the music of Wagner to make the suggestion that a new form of the 

bourgeois imaginary might be possible.   

Through death, Thomas has been relieved of his pain and suffering in a world 

that had resulted from the conflict between history and his psychological incapacity to 

negotiate with the changing social world. But Thomas’ embrace of death is somehow 

incomplete. He does not succumb completely to his “aesthetic” nature, to the kind of 

Spieltrieb or transcendence of the individual self that Weimar Classicism or 

Wagnerianism would expect from art. Instead, Thomas only glimpses in one brief 

night the inner most realms of his desire. The next morning he is even slightly 

embarrassed after his bout with Schopenhauer’s metaphysics. He will be unable to 

carry through:  “[...] und schon am nächsten Morgen, als er mit einem ganz kleinen 

Gefühle von Geniertheit über die geistigen Extravaganzen von gestern erwachte, 

ahnte er etwas von der Unausführbarkeit dieser schönen Vorsätze” (B 659).  

Even the physical aspect of his death has the flair of the ridiculous, as 

incommensurate with the potential of the art. He literally dies from a bad tooth, as the 

pristine camouflage of style and manner upon which his identity has been based 

simply disintegrates: “Sein Pelz war mit Kot und Schneewasser bespritzt. Seine 

Hände, in den weißen Glacéhandschuhen, lagen ausgestreckt in einer Pfütze” (B 680). 

It is a death that brings individual relief, but one that does not shift an obsolete 
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imaginary; by condemning itself to decay, his identity fails to challenge or negotiate 

with the new social order. The rigidity of Thomas’ ego ideals is too powerful to allow 

him to dismantle them and initiate the rejuvenation of his family’s agency in the 

world. In the end: “Thomas Buddenbrooks Dasein war kein anderes mehr als das 

eines Schauspielers, eines solchen aber, dessen ganzes Leben bis auf die geringste 

und alltäglichste Kleinigkeit zu einer einzigen Produktion geworden ist, [...]” (B 614). 

In other words, Thomas has failed to submit to his aesthetic nature and is indeed 

doomed to a death of unfulfilled desire.   

This reading of Thomas’ aesthetic inclinations as less than salutary is 

symbolized elsewhere in the text. Mann underscores a striking difference between 

Thomas and Hanno in their adherence to music, whose thread thematically meanders 

through the entire novel. Thomas’ grandfather, as we have seen, is adept at music, 

and still able to create a community with it. The balance between his ego ideals, his 

imaginary, and the symbolic order is intact. The economic, social and aesthetic 

realms of his existence are in congruence. Yet no remaining Buddenbrook shows 

musical ability until Hanno. Thomas, increasingly confronted by both his wife’s and 

Hanno’s turn to musical expression, exclaims: “das Trumpfen auf diesen 

‘musikalischen Wert’ scheint mir eine ziemlich dünkelhafte und geschmacklose 

Sache zu sein!” (B 509). But through music (re-introduced into the family through 

maternal inheritance, through Gerda) Hanno is able to expose and discard the burden 

of his paternal inheritance, express his desire and experience the sublime in a way 

that his father never could. He promises to turn self-formation to an end other than 

willful aestheticism.  

Music thus serves in the text as a link beyond class-bound interest and in turn 

offers the potential for reshaping the imaginary within the community. In “Zur 

Metaphysik der Musik” from the second volume of Die Welt als Wille und 

Vorstellung, Schopenhauer describes music as being beyond the other arts, which 

only objectify the universal will, “weil die Musik nicht gleich allen andern Künsten 
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die Ideen oder Stufen der Objektivation des Willens, sondern unmittelbar den Willen 

selbst darstellt” (2: 574). Boothby interprets Schopenhauer’s view of music as “the 

sensuous likeness of the will itself (197). Music in Buddenbrooks and particularly for 

Hanno acts as a positive outlet which, even as a death drive, offers a potential for an 

individual’s desire to attach to new objects in a transformed society.  

Harvey Goldman, in Max Weber and Thomas Mann: Calling and the Shaping 

of the Self, depicts Thomas Buddenbrook’s drive to death as a rejection of bourgeois 

values based on a Schopenhaurian interpretation of Mann’s novel. In this view, a 

physical, organic death provides Thomas with the “means of overcoming the isolation 

and restraint he experiences in life [...]” (Goldman 78). This interpretation, however, 

tends to restrict Mann’s portrayal of Schopenhauer’s model to the physically real 

aspects of death, and not to this intergenerational shift between the elder 

Buddenbrook men and their heirs, Thomas and Hanno, I have been outlining. From 

this perspective, suicide could be seen as an acceptable form of rejecting society, but 

the life and death of Thomas suggests that Mann did not see Schopenhauer’s model 

this way. Mann confirms this viewpoint in his essay, “Schopenhauer” (1938): “Aber 

daß sein Denken ihn beispielsweise zur ethischen Verurteilung des Selbstmords 

führte, weil nämlich darin der Wille zum Leben sich bejahe, statt sich zu verneinen, 

dafür war er seinem Denken doch dankbar” (LGM 699). Thus Mann portrays the 

physical death of Thomas Buddenbrook as symbolizing the drive to death, release of 

the “real,” that art can redefine the balance between an individual’s imaginary and 

identity and the symbolic order of a new society. In this ironic depiction, one form of 

Weltverlangen is destroyed, what one can define as the objects upon which desire is 

attached in the construction of the particular form of the ego – such as the constructs 

set into place by Johann Buddenbrook, three generations before. That is, self-

formation is not the Buddenbrook’s inherited curse, but its willful use outside the 

community.   
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Thus I am positing that Buddenbrooks is indeed a story of downfall and decay, 

yet also that it depicts the death of a family name and ossified habitus as a potential 

initial step in how Mann might re-define and thereby rejuvenate the imaginary of an 

aesthetic human being in fin-de-siècle Germany. Thomas Mann’s novel presents the 

process of decay with an implicit potential rejuvenation in the age where an aesthetic 

human being learns to function in modern society without alienation. Hermann 

Kurzke describes Thomas Mann’s effect in similar terms. Demontage and Aufbau, 

appear on the surface to be mutually exclusive, but, according to Kurzke, they reveal 

Mann’s unique synthesis of Wagner, Nietzsche and Schopenhauer: 

Nietzsches Wagnerkritik macht ihm das Verfahren zur Erzeugung organischer 
Geschlossenheit bewußt.  Er wendet dieses Verfahren in seiner eigenen 
organische Totalität auf, läßt aber den Montagecharakter erkennbar und 
entlarvt damit zugleich sein eigenes Werk.  Er ist ein ironischer Wagner.  
Wagner liefert die Mittel der Kunst, Nietzsche ihre Entlarvung und 
Schopenhauer die Grundkonzeption, die es möglich macht, sowohl die Mittel 
nur als ironisches Selbstdementi des eigenen Willens verstanden wird.  Der 
Geist macht also Kunstwerke, an die er gar nicht glaubt, aber er tut dies nicht 
zum Zwecke des Betrugs, sondern um in der Form der Ironie zugleich von 
dem in ihren Inhalten ausgedrückten Willen zum Leben Abstand zu gewinnen.  
Mittels Ironie wird jenes Freiwerden vom Willen erzielt, das nach 
Schopenhauer die Leistung der Kunst ist (Epoche 117) 
 

The irony in Buddenbrooks, which is Mann’s “Leistung der Kunst,” his exploration of 

his own heritage, is to have the novel culminate in a pessimistic tone, to depict 

Hanno’s achieved release from the mounting pressures of a social world bearing 

down on his imaginary. Yet in contrast to his father’s almost pathetic, pro forma 

death, Hanno’s drive to death is not just an organic process of decay. Rather, Hanno 

Buddenbrook symbolizes a conscious aesthetic interface (not just somatic) between 

the body, the psyche and the Symbolic Order out of which the generation of positive 

change may come. In Hanno, there is hope because his hereditary imaginary has 

ultimately been negated, offering at least the possibility for the bourgeois identity’s 

rejuvenation in the less class-bound world.     
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Mann confirms this potentially positive interpretation of the novel’s 

conclusion as showing hope, however wary, in a letter to Kurt Martens from March, 

1906, in which he rejects contemporary criticism based on the conclusion of some 

critics that Buddenbrooks displays a pessimistic rejection of life: “Noch jedes gute 

Buch, das gegen das Leben geschrieben wird, ist eine Verführung zum Leben” (D 

44). T. J. Reed concurs with an analysis that in the pessimistic aura of the novel a 

positive conclusion can be drawn: “This is not to deny the general – indeed, 

increasing – pessimism the story-line of the novel imposes, but only to stress the 

positive effect which is achieved by the artistic fusion of this outlook with a 

demandingly complex reality” (52). This suggests, as I do, that death can potentially 

change society’s order, even if the Buddenbrooks fail, and through which Mann can 

justify his new “ethical” role as an artist. In retrospect Mann found he had discovered 

an even larger significance in the decadent, but positive fate of Hanno, as he explains 

in “Zu einem Kapitel aus Buddenbrooks,” written in 1949, that “ohne den décadent, 

den kleinen Hanno, wären Menschheit und Gesellschaft seit diluvialen Zeiten um 

keinen Schritt vorwärtsgekommen” (RuA 11). Thus the symbolic death of Hanno 

must be viewed not only as a justification of aesthetics but also as a reminder to 

readers of the effect that this new aesthetic being has on the community. The ethical 

values in Mann’s version of aestheticism could potentially re-establish the role of art 

and the artist as an essential component of community life, as it was in German 

Classicism.     

Given this evidence, it becomes less convincing to portray Mann’s novel as 

exclusively realistic.14 Like those of many critics, Martin Swales’ comments on 

Buddenbrooks reflect: “Its density of artistic, stylistic, and symbolic organization is 

directed not at some poetic transcendence of the observable social world but rather at 

the articulation and comprehension of that world through art” (24). Thus Hanno’s 
                                                           
14  This debate is longstanding.  See Martin Swales introductory chapters on this issue in 
Buddenbrooks: Family Life as the Mirror of Social Change.  Also see Buddenbrooks-Handbuch,  ed. 
Moulden, Ken and Gero von Wilpert (Stuttgart:  Kröner, 1988). 
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turn to music need not be seen as escape from the pressures of the social world, but 

expresses “die vermittelnde Aufgabe des Künstlers, seine hermetisch-zauberhafte 

Rolle als Mittler zwischen oberer und unterer Welt” (LGM 670). Through music, 

which had always been lacking in his father, Hanno is able to negate the 

overwhelming pressures of the Symbolic Order and integrate his family’s strength in 

a way that only his great-grandfather had been able to. The “real” of Hanno’s being, 

that which literally brings death to the inhibiting structure of his inherited ego, 

becomes articulated through music, generating new possibilities for self-identity.   

To amplify this point, let us turn now to music and the controversy 

surrounding the achievements of Richard Wagner, which substantially influenced 

Mann’s depiction of Hanno and which forms an essential aspect of the conclusion. 

Carl Dahlhaus, in Nineteenth-Century Music, posits that the significance of Wagner’s 

music is often underestimated, but that “it was precisely because music, as presented 

by Wagner, was ‘different’ that it became of immediate cultural import in the age of 

positivism” (331). Mann was not guilty of underestimating Wagner’s significance in 

these forms. In a letter to Joseph-Emile Dresch in 1908 Mann writes: “Den tiefsten 

künstlerischen Einfluß hat zweifellos Richard Wagner auf mich ausgeübt - ein 

Einfluß, der sich wenigstens in der Compositionsart von ‘Buddenbrooks’ nicht 

verleugnet” (D 44). In an essay from 1933, “Leiden und Grösse Richard Wagners,” 

Mann defines more precisely the influence of Wagner’s music:   

Ihre Reinigung und Heiligung galt ihm als Reinigungs- und Heiligungsmittel 
für eine verdorbene Gesellschaft, er war ein kathartischer, ein reinigender 
Mensch, der durch das Mittel ästhetischer Weihung die Gesellschaft von 
Luxus, Geldherrschaft und Lieblosigkeit befreien wollte… (LGM 718) 
 

Mann’s evaluation of Wagner’s impact as cathartic and progressive not only 

corroborates Mann’s uneasy attitude toward modernity but also reflects why he chose 

music and particularly the music of Wagner as the conduit for Hanno to gain escape 

from the heavy burden of traditional bourgeois values.  
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  In Die Geburt der Tragödie, published in 1872, Friedrich Nietzsche posits:  

“der Ursprung der Musik liegt jenseits aller Individuation” (345). Hanno’s turn to 

Wagner, juxtaposed with the traditional forms of music represented by his music 

teacher Herr Pfühl, precipitates such a release of the “real” forces of his life. This 

dialectic releases that which is beyond individuation and that which his father could 

not retain from his more individuated Schopenhauer experience. Gerda, Hanno’s 

mother, exposes the stark contrast between father and son in terms of music: 

Thomas, ein für allemal, von der Musik als Kunst wirst du niemals etwas 
verstehen, und so intelligent du bist, wirst du niemals einsehen, daß sie mehr 
ist als ein kleiner Nachtischspaß und Ohrenschmaus.  In der Musik geht dir 
der Sinn für das Banale ab, der dir doch sonst nicht fehlt … und er ist das 
Kriterium des Verständnisses in der Kunst. (B 509) 

 

Note, too, that “the banal,” the everyday, must be overcome in the experience of 

music – what Thomas fails at. This scene directly follows the two-minute musical 

epiphany of Hanno on the Harmonium at a Buddenbrook family gathering. Thomas 

views Hanno’s musical performance skeptically as a “ziemlich dünkelhafte und 

geschmacklose Sache” because it is a social form he does not recognize (B 509). 

Thomas is unable to even detect the release and rapture of Hanno’s experience as an 

authentic sharing of self; this experience will nonetheless allow Hanno to extinguish 

the burdens of his upbringing and apprehend that which is beyond his individuation, 

beyond the image of hands-on management that his family has bestowed to him. 

Mann deliberately contrasts Hanno with his father in two ways. First, Mann 

portrays Hanno with an acute perception of what Martin Swales terms “the manifold 

mechanisms of vanity and self-assertion at work” (76). For example, Thomas, hoping 

to spur Hanno’s interest in the business world, takes him to the harbor as he conducts 

his daily business dealings. Hanno perceives precisely the arduous work and personal 

pain of his father’s position, that Thomas is at pains to conceal because of his 

adherence to style: 
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Er sah nicht nur die sichere Liebenswürdigkeit, die sein Vater auf alle wirken 
ließ, er sah auch - sah es mit einem seltsamen, quälenden Scharfblick -, wie 
furchtbar schwer sie zu machen war, wie sein Vater nach jeder Visite 
wortkarger und bleicher, mit geschlossenen Augen, deren Lider sich gerötet 
hatten, in der Wagenecke lehnte, und mit Entsetzen im Herzen erlebte er es, 
daß auf der Schwelle des nächsten Hauses eine Maske über ebendieses 
Gesicht glitt, immer aufs neue eine plötzliche Elastizität in die Bewegungen 
ebendieses ermüdeten Körpers kam [...] (B 627) 

 

Not surprisingly Hanno’s perception of the external world spurs his rejection of his 

expected role in the community and family, because he perceives how inauthentic it 

is. He calls self-formation reduced to a social form into question.    

At school Hanno also exhibits the same acute perceptiveness as he intuitively 

senses the embarrassment and self-doubt of the young philologist, Kandidat 

Modersohn: “Er sah auch in sein Inneres hinein” (B 738). Such perception reveals the 

intensity of the deepest dimensions of Hanno’s “real,” his ability to discern the depths 

of human feeling and motivation that characterize the aesthetic human being rather 

than just the objective economic structures of his world. Hanno is productive “in his 

ability […] to pictorialize those powers which govern his school world and which 

other members of his family could or would not confront” (Sheppard 940). The 

discerning character of Hanno is missing or is at least repressed in his father, 

preventing him from recognizing and adjusting his imaginary as he interacts with the 

powerful pressures of the Symbolic Order. In Lacanian terms, Hanno has begun to 

look into society’s mirror, into the mirror of the new age, and to develop a new 

identity. 

As noted in the foregoing discussions, the second factor distinguishing father 

and son, is music. Symptomatic of his inability to change, Thomas is not able to find 

an outlet for his affective self. Despite his epiphany as he reads Schopenhauer, 

Thomas’ yearning for the infinity of the sea is unable to establish a meaningful outlet 

for his desire. Thus Thomas seeks death, as Hanno will later. However, Hanno 

embraces death in a fashion that Thomas cannot, manifested in the banality of 
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Thomas’ death from a rotten tooth. In contrast Hanno emphatically emphatically 

embraces death as he exclaims to his friend Kai: “Ich möchte sterben” (B 743). 

Not surprisingly, Hanno, in the final chapter, turns to music one last time to 

experience the vitality of Auflösung, his dissolution and release, which is the word 

Thomas Mann employs in these final pages of the novel to point to a potential 

reconstitution of the bourgeois imaginary. The German term indicates a “resolution in 

music,” but also expresses that “disorder and dissolution, is […] central to Hanno’s 

music and to the illness that destroys him” (Swales 86). In other words, Hanno’s 

musical epiphany symbolizes the dissolution of the ego, the drive to death that will 

release, à la Schopenhauer, the “real” forces of the human being from behind the 

Buddenbrook mask. Thus death is a fulfilling moment consummated through music: 

Und immer heftiger wurden die Synkopen, ratlos umhergedrängt von hastigen 
Triolen, die Schreie der Furcht jedoch, die hineinklangen, nahmen Gestalt an, 
sie schlossen sich zusammen, sie wurden zur Melodie... (B 748) 
 

Und dann trat etwas ein wie Sammlung und Konzentration, festere 
Rhythmen fügten sich zusammen, und eine neue Figur setzte ein, eine kecke 
Improvisation, eine Art Jagdlied, unternehmend und stürmisch.  Aber es war 
nicht fröhlich, es war im Innersten voll verzweifelten Übermuts, die Signale, 
die darein tönten, waren gleich Angstrufen, und immer wieder war zwischen 
allem, in verzerrten und bizarren Harmonieen, quälend, irrselig und süß, das 
Motiv, jenes erste rätselhafte Motiv zu vernehmen...Und dann begann ein 
unaufhaltsamer Wechsel von Begebenheiten, deren Sinn und Wesen nicht zu 
erraten war, eine Flucht von Abenteuern des Klanges, des Rhythmus und der 
Harmonie, über die Hanno nicht Herr war, sondern die sich unter seinen 
arbeitenden Fingern gestalteten, und die er erlebte, ohne sie vorher zu kennen 
[...] (B 749) 
 

Hanno became no “master of these evils,” but through his experience in music, he is 

able to circumvent a suffocating individuation and begin to move into a richer 

identity construction. His fingers play the notes without his cognizant regulation, as 

he transcends the mundane world through the symbiosis of mind and body. Martin 
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Swales identifies this ability as a rebirth as he describes in similar terms the 

psychological impact of a birthday concert, played by Hanno with his mother:  

The hammering dissonances that obstruct the resolution serve to intensify the 
longing and expectation and to make the final attainment of the key and the 
restatement of the first subject the more overwhelming in their sense of 
homecoming achieved, of a triumphant return to first, indeed to primal, things.  
(87) 
 

This nominal resolution is a new state of being. Thus Hanno experiences the primal, 

the infinity of the sea, that allows him escape from his torturous existence under the 

dominance of the outdated German Bildungsideal. Through death to the no longer 

effective structure of the ego, Hanno is able to overcome self-formation’s grasp, 

thereby opening up the possibility for new avenues of agency.   

Thomas Mann, in his assessment of Hans Pfitzner’s opera Palestrina (1915), 

sensed the powerful potential of art to define such meaning for an artist’s activity, a 

role which an artist must play historically: 

Dies Werk, etwas Letztes und mit Bewußtsein Letztes aus der 
schopenhauerisch-wagnerischen … seinem Ethos von ‘Kreuz, Tod und Gruft,’ 
seine Mischung aus Musik, Pessimismus und Humor, - es gehört durchaus 
‘zur Sache’, -… es entspricht meinem eigensten Begriff der Humanität, es 
macht mich positiv, erlöst mich von der Polemik, und meinem Gefühl ist ein 
großer Gegenstand damit geboten, an den es sich dankbar schließen kann, bis 
es zu eigener Gestaltung wieder genesen und beruhigt ist, und von dem aus 
gesehen das Widerwärtige in wesenlosem Scheine liegt …” (BeU 411) 
  

The symbols of death, in Mann’s view, combined in artistic production define not 

only his understanding of humanity but provide the artist with the means to reduce the 

abominable to an inconsequential semblance.  

In Thomas’ brief subliminal confrontation with Schopenhauer and in Hanno’s 

emotional quest in music, Mann thus redefines the drive to death as it has been 

defined in the individual introspection of the Bildungsideal as a potential means of 
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breaking down the barriers of depreciated ego ideals that no longer engender 

successful agency in a changing late nineteenth-century Germany. This dismantling, 

this death to inherited ego structures, which nonetheless reaffirms their underlying 

value scheme within the historical present, can potentially generate change in the 

imaginary of individuals. The change of the individual imaginary could in turn affect 

the constitution of the symbolic order, rendering the aesthetic human being effective 

in interacting with the community, not alienated nor estranged from the community. 

Hanno indeed redefines his imaginary, by allowing desire, articulated through music, 

to literally destroy the traditional aspects of his inherited imaginary and, hence, 

initiates a potential new congruence them. 

Hanno’s physical decay symbolizes the death inherent in the suffocating 

standards of an imaginary that has already debilitated his family. But the result of 

death for the reader is also psychological, as it redefines the ideals of Bildung and 

justifies a space for the aesthetic human being in the community.  This redefinition of 

aestheticism as self-formation within the community in turn justifies Mann’s own 

identity as an artist and at least suggests a personal resolution to the crisis of 

modernity and Bildung. How this plays out for Thomas Mann in the post-

Buddenbrook years is the subject to which I turn in the next chapter.
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Chapter 4 

The Double Edged Sword Revisited: Tonio Kröger’s Flight to the 
North 

 

The symbolism of Hanno Buddenbrook’s death, the positive aspects of what 

has become decadence as social practice, would have remained vacuous if Mann had 

in subsequent works been unable to persevere in redefining the aesthetic imaginary as 

part of communitarian Bildung. As an individual, Hanno had gained the potential for 

rejuvenating his imaginary that his father and grandfather lacked, but this is where 

Buddenbrooks stops. T. J. Reed explains the paradox of the Buddenbrook’s fate in 

novelistic terms: “… the shape of the ‘intellectual plot’ within which they were 

presented had cut them off short” (Tradition 91). In so many words, Reed is 

suggesting that the only theme open to Mann after Buddenbrooks was the role of the 

artist in society, which indeed, as Reed emphasizes, had significant personal 

implications for Mann, who was looking to define the future of decadents like Hanno 

(Tradition 92).  

While this is perhaps the case, critics have failed to emphasize the broader 

implications of such fiction as Tonio Kröger (1903) and other post-Buddenbrook 

work leading up to World War One, especially the socioeconomic dynamics that 

permeate much of Mann’s œuvre during this period. Because of the persistent belief 

that Mann’s theme remained the artist, rather than society, critics have tended to 

neglect Mann’s consistent inclusion of specific socioeconomic aspects of 

modernization as they relate to the agency and redefinition of the aesthetic 

imaginary.1 In other words, Mann’s later versions of the Bürger-Künstler dilemma, 

                                                           
1 Many critics employ terms such as “modernity” without specifying the exact dimensions of what this 
means.  One example is Richard Sheppard’s essay “’Tonio Kröger’ und ‘Der Tod in Venedig’: From 
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confronting the decadent artist in a changing world, could not only mourn the loss of 

art as a guide to life, but also serve as a guide for the “self-formed” citizen to 

potentially reestablish an identity as he or she confronts new socioeconomic 

parameters.   

In the case of Tonio Kröger, this meant that the main character must somehow 

come to terms not just with art, but with his aesthetic identity (imaginary) as an artist 

in a community whose socioeconomic parameters had shifted, as Hanno could not, 

and as Mann continually struggled to do.2 Mann depicts very specific aspects of 

“modernity” in this Novelle as he struggles to resolve the plight of the aesthetically 

oriented human being in a world in which these bourgeois values were no longer 

automatically a conduit to distinction in the community. Thus the Bürger-Künstler 

dilemma as Mann figures it in this fin-de-siècle prose form serves, not just as a 

subjective infatuation of the author, but as a beacon for how the gebildete Bürger 

might still maneuver validly in the new socioeconomic paradigm. The task of this 

chapter will be to show how Mann again depicts the confrontation of the aesthetic 

human being within the confines of a new socioeconomic paradigm. How Tonio 

Kröger resolves this dilemma for himself, as Hanno could not, suggests both the 

strengths and the limits of the Bildungsideal in the new generation. 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Bourgeois Realism to Visionary Modernism” Oxford German Studies 18/19 (1990): 92-108, which is a 
superb and enlightening comparison of the two Novellen.  Sheppard, however, refers to “bourgeois 
institutions,” but does not define what these institutions entail or how they relate specifically to the 
new socio-economic paradigm that I am discussing. 
2 This view, corroborated by T. J. Reed, stands in stark contrast to the interpretation of Hellmut Haug, 
Erkenntnisekel.  Zum frühen Werk Thomas Manns, (Tübingen: Max Niemayer, 1969), who argues that 
the Bajazzo, Hanno Buddenbrook, Tonio Kröger and Thomas Mann (my emphasis) himself are 
“wirklichkeitsreinen Träumer.”  Haug bases his interpretation of these texts on a biographical portrayal 
of Thomas Mann.  Hans Vaget, in Thomas Mann Kommentar zu sämtlichen Erzählungen, (München: 
Winkler, 1984) summarizes correctly the problems with Haug’s method: “Der Schluß von einer derart 
ungesicherten inneren Biographie auf den Text verdient gewiß weniger Vertrauen als der umgekehrte” 
(120).   
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REVISITED SPACES: TONIO KRÖGER’S BILDUNG 
Mann’s Novelle revisits much of the same landscape I have already discussed. 

Tonio Kröger, like Thomas Mann and each succeeding Buddenbrook heir, is a 

consul’s son, a leader in the community. The Kröger family also personified status 

and distinction, linked through Besitz (financial capital) and the attributes of Bildung 

(cultural capital), which remained an acknowledged prerequisite for self-identity 

during Tonio’s youth: 

Aber Tonio war Konsul Krögers Sohn, dessen Getreidesäcke mit dem breiten 
schwarzen Firmendruck Tag für Tag durch die Straßen kutschieren sah; und 
seiner Vorfahren großes altes Haus war das herrschaftlichste der ganzen Stadt 
… Beständig mußten die Freunde, der vielen Bekannten wegen, die Mützen 
herunternehmen, ja, von manchen Leuten wurden die Vierzehnjährigen zuerst 
gegrüßt… (TK 274)3 

 

Despite the commercial roots of his family’s fortunes, Tonio grew up in an 

atmosphere of distinction and respect within the community. He experienced a home 

life biographically similar to that of Hanno Buddenbrook and Thomas Mann, which 

was symbolized by a “majestic” house, connected to the community and so similar in 

aura to that of the historical Bassermanns. The upbringing associated with this type of 

home life, one rooted in the German Bildungsideal, combined and instilled in Tonio 

the characteristics of duty, honor, and hard work, as Tonio explains to his friend 

Lisaweta: “Mein Vater, wissen Sie, war ein nordisches Temperament: betrachtsam, 

gründlich, korrekt aus Puritanismus und zur Wehmut geneigt; …” (TK 340). This 

father might have been Thomas Buddenbrook.   

Tonio reveres these traditional values of his heritage, which were embodied in 

his father and also in his childhood friend, Hans Hansen. Yet the contrasts between 

these two childhood friends show how the social world has changed. The 

“heldenhafte” Hans Hansen symbolizes the icon of Tonio’s bourgeois imaginary, but 

                                                           
3 All references to Tonio Kröger are from Frühe Erzählungen (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1981) and will be 
designated in the text as TK, followed by a page number. 
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he is a modern type who has been able to adapt to the transformed standards of a 

modern society. Moving beyond the technical requirements of education and self-

formation, Hans embodies the physical prowess and strength of a society that rewards 

the “fittest” of its members, as Tonio explains:  

Wenn du die Schulaufgaben erledigt hast, so nimmst du Reitstunden oder 
arbeitest mit der Laubsäge, und selbst in den Ferien, an der See, bist du vom 
Rudern, Segeln und Schwimmen in Anspruch genommen, indes ich 
müßiggängerisch und verloren im Sande liege und auf die geheimnisvoll 
wechselnden Mienenspiele starre, die über des Meeres Antlitz huschen.  Aber 
darum sind deine Augen so klar.  Zu sein wie du… (TK 278) 

 

Though scholarship has often emphasized the homosexual implications of this 

relationship (Kurzke, Leben 134-6; Detering 5-22), a further dimension is apparent in 

Tonio’s admiration of Hans’ physical prowess and success in school: his ability to 

access those attributes that provide distinction and apply them in a modernized 

community, or more specifically in the increasingly militarized world of 

Wilhelminian Germany. In this sense, Tonio’s feelings represent more than just 

homosexual urges, but acknowledgement of a new national prototype for the 

“successful” citizen.  

In his youth, Tonio wanted to participate in the “bürgerlichen” world, though 

he finds his chances of success minimal as the above passage continues: “Er machte 

nicht den Versuch, zu werden wie Hans Hansen, und vielleicht war es ihm nicht 

einmal sehr ernst mit diesem Wunsche” (TK 278). The economically driven 

bourgeois world, as Tonio Kröger would discover and Thomas Mann was very aware, 

no longer cherished the aesthetic value of art as an inclusive source of ethical 

imperatives, nor self-formation as a marker of distinction, as it had throughout the 

nineteenth century. With a hint at the ascendancy of Naturalism and its reading of 

Social Darwinism parallel to that of Buddenbrooks, Mann’s Novelle shows how the 

modern “times” rewarded health, physical prowess, and the strength to survive, those 
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attributes of Hans Hansen, not the reflective introspection of an aesthetic human 

being.   

 Yet, unlike Hanno, Tonio Kröger was capable of innovation in his own way, 

as he abandoned the roots of his childhood dreams and desires when his family, 

similar to the Buddenbrooks, experienced “einen Zustand des Abbröckelns und der 

Zersetzung” (TK 291), moving to Munich and searching for personal enlightenment 

in Italy. The parallels between Mann’s personal experience and his fictional 

representations are apparent, but Tonio differs from the other artist portrayals to date 

in Mann’s career in his acknowledged public success: by actively experiencing and 

readjusting the Bildungsideal and reenacting the traditional pilgrimage to Italy, he has 

become a famous author. Because of his success as an artist outside his home, he is 

set apart from Hanno and the other Buddenbrook types because he has taken the step 

outside that they did not. Yet his aesthetic success was won at a price similar to 

Thomas Buddenbrook. He does not relish the agency in the community that his 

father’s generation had enjoyed: 

Er ergab sich ganz der Macht, die ihm als die erhabenste auf Erden erschien, 
zu deren Dienst er sich berufen fühlte, und die ihm Hoheit und Ehren 
versprach, der Macht des Geistes und Wortes, die lächelnd über dem 
unbewußten und stummen Leben thront.  (TK 291) 
 

The narrator’s description hints at a certain submission in Tonio’s artistic career, 

suggesting his inability to articulate his desire within the new German community 

(“stummen Leben”) and the powerful promises of the aesthetic life where he can 

work on his own terms, outside Germany (“Hoheit und Ehren”). In this sense Tonio’s 

successful artistic career is one, in the judgement of his Russian friend Lisaweta, that 

has led him to be a “Bürger auf Irrwegen” (TK 307), hinting at the disconnection 

between Tonio’s identity, embedded in the Bildungsideal, and the artistic praxis of 

this aesthetic human being, which forces him out of the community. Mann confirms 

what German Bildungsbürger would consider the collapse of Tonio’s imaginary as it 



 

 115

relates to this modern society. At the height of his external success, Tonio responds to 

Lisaweta’s evaluation, which Mann italicizes: “Ich bin erledigt” (TK 307). His 

success, he knows, does not guarantee his relevance to the community, or to history. 

Where Thomas Buddenbrook tried to hold on to his money and relinquished his 

ethics, Tonio holds on to his ethics and his art, but not his community. 

 Tonio, as Lisaweta in so many words has claimed, is still in love with life. 

Still, and despite his artistic success, he no longer can maintain agency in this social 

world; he no longer can justify his aesthetic life in Germany in terms of the new 

socioeconomic paradigm. Thus, as Rodney Symington posits, “’Life,’ in Mann’s 

version of it here, […] is in eternal opposition to intellect and art” (129). In other 

words, the artist’s articulation has become an act (re)presenting life in its objective 

form, Erscheinung, or as Nietzsche would call it, the Apollonian, no longer actively 

interconnected to the daily affairs of the community. Mann himself confirms this 

view of the artistic process in his well-known essay, Bilse und Ich (1906): 

Du magst als Mensch gut, duldsam, liebevoll, positiv sein, magst eine ganz 
und gar unkritische Neigung haben, alle Erscheinungen gutzuheißen, - als 
Künstler zwingt dich der Dämon, zu ‘beobachten,’ blitzschnell und mit einer 
schmerzlichen Bosheit jede Einzelheit zu perzipieren, die im literarischen 
Sinne charakteristisch ist, typisch bedeutsam ist, Perpektiven eröffnet, die 
Rasse, das Soziale, das Psychologische bezeichnet, sie rücksichtslos zu 
vermerken, als hättest du gar kein menschliches Verhältnis zu dem 
Geschauten, - und im ‘Werk’ kommt alles zutage. (RuA 26)4 

 

Though Mann’s essay is a defensive reaction to the accusations made by many 

citizens of Lübeck that Mann had defamed many persons in Buddenbrooks, the 

comments nevertheless reflect Mann’s position at this time that art is generally 

practiced from a distance, without emotional involvement in the community, as I 

believe Tonio Kröger does. Symington describes Mann’s view of the artistic process 

as he presents it in Tonio Kröger:  “… the act of aesthetic creation requires that the 
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artist be ruthless and calculating: form can be brought into being only by the 

conscious exercise of the artist’s ability to cast material into form” (129).  

In other words, in this view, the artist is in a sense defined as a builder, a 

shaper of disjointed material into a coherent presentation.5 From this perspective, 

Mann judges the artistic endeavor as an essentially Apollonian process, yet one which 

is not entirely primitive, in which the artistic observer only (re)presents “reality” 

without necessarily participating in it directly. Tonio, shackled by the decreasingly 

effective Bildungsideal of his heritage, could not consistently satisfy the needs of his 

imaginary with such detached art (no matter how successful), because it failed to live 

up to Tonio’s expectations of engagement in the community. Before turning to 

Tonio’s attempt to resolve this dilemma, a brief elaboration of Nietzsche’s concept of 

the Apollonian should help us to draw further implications about Mann’s portrayal of 

Tonio Kröger.   

Recall that Friedrich Nietzsche, in Die Geburt der Tragödie (1872), associates 

the Apollonian with Schopenhauer’s principium individuationis, which depicts the 

individual human being as an imperfect reflection of the “universal will,” “a source of 

pure force or drive that motivates the projects of consciousness but that ultimately 

operates outside the horizon of awareness” (Boothby 192). Nietzsche explains how 

this Schopenhauerian concept relates to the Apollonian:  

Ja es wäre von Apollo zu sagen, daß in ihm das unerschütterte Vertrauen auf 
jenes principium und das ruhige Dasitzen des in ihm Befangenen seinen 
erhabensten Ausdruck bekommen habe, und man möchte selbst Apollo als das 

                                                                                                                                                                      
4 This essay is from Rede und Antwort (Frankfurt: Fischer, 1984).  All references from this work will 
be designated as RuA, followed by a page number. 
5 Symington correctly warns that there is risk in taking Mann at his word. Mann contradicts himself 
often in his letters, essays and diaries.  The above quotation from Bilse und Ich, which emphasizes the 
objective nature of the artistic process, is preceded just a few pages before in the same essay by 
Mann’s statement that objectivity is only “das Pittoreske, die Maske, die Geste, die Äußerlichkeit, die 
sich als Charakeristikum, als sinnliches Symbol darbietet, […].  Alles Weitere – und das Weitere ist 
beinahe alles – ist subjektiv, ist Intuition und Lyrik, gehört der wissenden und umfassenden Seele des 
Künstlers.”  This suggests that corroborating Mann’s positions with his own comments is a somewhat 
less than reliable undertaking.  
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herrliche Götterbild des principii individuationis bezeichnen, aus dessen 
Gebärden und Blicken die ganze Lust und Weisheit des ‘Scheines,’ samt 
seiner Schönheit, zu uns spräche (23)  
 

In the case of Tonio Kröger, I believe that this devotion to the Apollonian dimension 

of art has left him “erledigt,” tired of life because of his lack of agency, a lack of 

connection with the ground of life. Tonio Kröger’s imaginary, as founded in the 

bourgeois traditions of Bildung and practiced as an artist, is no longer capable of 

articulating desire in an effective manner in the community: “Aber siehe da, es 

sündigt trotz aller Erlösung durch die Literatur unentwegt darauf los; denn alles 

Handeln ist Sünde in den Augen des Geistes …” (TK 304). In consequence, Tonio’s 

devotion to form and thus essentially to a debased version of the values of Bildung 

accuse this artist of sterility within a modern community, which is no longer willing 

to reward and honor the aesthetic form of life because it individuates. Thus the 

dilemma of Tonio Kröger as the aesthetic human being in the era is directly linked 

with a different kind of devotion to outward traditional forms, appearance (“Schein”), 

the Apollonian, which has allowed Tonio to achieve objective success as a distanced 

and “objective” observer of the world. Yet despite this nominal success and external 

recognition he is disgruntled and aware that he has not fulfilled the standards of his 

upbringing because of that individuation.    

Significantly, another side to the personality of Tonio Kröger suggests one 

potential causal factor in his frustrations as an aesthetic human being. Recall that 

Tonio not only possesses an upbringing based on duty, honor and hard work, but also 

has begun to embody the introspective nature of Bildung, which we have seen 

increasingly dominate the Buddenbrook men. On the one hand, this introspection 

allows for innovation, as the ideology of the genius would confirm: Hanno’s 

introspective nature has allowed him to challenge the shackles of his imaginary by 

exploring the depths of his psyche. In so doing, he discovers what Nietzsche calls the 

Dionysian, which Nietzsche describes in Die Geburt der Tragödie:  
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Wenn wir zu diesem Grausen die wonnevolle Verzückung hinzunehmen, die 
bei demselben Zerbrechen des principii individuationis aus dem innersten 
Grunde des Menschen, ja der Natur, emporsteigt, so tun wir einen Blick in das 
Wesen des Dionysischen, das uns am nächsten noch durch die Analogie des 
Rausches gebracht wird. (23) 
   

Familiarly, Nietzsche views the Apollonian and Dionysian in opposition, or in 

conflict.  Yet what he later calls the physical world (form), the Apollonian, can be 

united, according to Nietzsche, with the metaphysical (essence), the Dionysian, 

through music (Tragödie 100), as Hanno’s musical epiphany would suggest – the 

music allows him to externalize his new-found insight and engagement with the here 

and now.  

Nevertheless, the conflict between form and essence - the Apollonian and 

Dionysian, the ego and the real in Lacanian terms - has proven itself again as a double 

edged sword for a group of Bildungsbürger, especially for the individual aesthetic 

human being like Tonio Kröger. As Hegel would put it, the synthesis of the 

Apollonian and Dionysian provides relief for those like Hanno from the external 

pressures of a transformed society, but in Mann’s characters it has ultimately failed to 

provide the means for regaining agency in the community. In other words, this 

conflict between the Apollonian and Dionysian offers the individual potential for 

rejuvenation of a worn-out imaginary attempting to justify itself in a transformed 

socioeconomic environment. This proves finally to be ineffective for those like Tonio 

who maintains his love for a traditional bürgerlichen life, which demands an active 

role in the community. This rejuvenation of agency is yet to be resolved for Tonio 

Kröger, despite his success with art as he practices it. Tonio Kröger’s dilemma, 

however, offers a clearer statement of the problem of a latter-day Bildungsbürger in 

the new economic order.  

In many ways, Mann delineates the predicament here as he did in 

Buddenbrooks. Tonio is, for example, also cognizant of the Dionysian component of 

his personality, inherited from his mother: “… meine Mutter von unbestimmt 
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exotischem Blut, schön, sinnlich, naiv, zugleich fahrlässig und leidenschaftlich und 

von einer impulsiven Liederlichkeit” (TK 340). His mother, described by the narrator 

as dark and fiery, “die so wunderbar den Flügel und die Mandoline spielte” (TK 277), 

embodies the emotional attributes that Mann always associated with southern Europe, 

especially its access to personal expression in the community. Tonio also exhibits this 

emotional and introspective nature, exhibited in his youthful poetry, foreshadowing 

early in the story the eventual resolution for his own identity, a personal reclamation 

of traditional bourgeois values as they have become manifested but not truly mastered 

in his aesthetic identity:  

Der Springbrunnen, der alte Walnußbaum, seine Geige und in der Ferne das 
Meer, die Ostsee, deren sommerliche Träume er in den Ferien belauschen 
durfte, diese Dinge waren es, die er liebte, mit denen er sich gleichsam 
umstellte, und zwischen denen sich sein inneres Leben abspielte, Dinge, deren 
Namen mit guter Wirkung in Versen zu verwenden sind und auch wirklich in 
den Versen, die Tonio Kröger zuweilen verfertigte, immer wieder erklangen. 
(TK 276)   
 

The story’s message is clear; because of the Dionysian component of his upbringing, 

Tonio possesses the means to challenge the protective structure of his ego-ideals by a 

new engagement with his desires and the world available to satisfy them. Thus, in his 

youth and early adulthood, he is drawn to Italy, “dessen Sonne er sich ein üppigeres 

Reifen seiner Kunst verspach” (TK 292). However, years later, after he has become a 

successful and respected artist, Tonio will adamantly reject the emotional, Dionysian 

attributes of southern Europe, as he locks into the pattern that doomed Hanno:  

Gott, gehen Sir mir doch mit Italien, Lisaweta!  Italien ist mir bis zur 
Verachtung gleichgültig! Das ist lange her, daß mir einbildete, dorthin zu 
gehören. Kunst, nicht wahr? Sammetblauer Himmel, heißer Wein und süße 
Sinnlichkeit … Kurzum, ich mag das nicht. Ich verzichte. Die ganze bellezza 
macht mich nervös.  Ich mag auch alle diese fürchterlich lebhaften Menschen 
dort unten mit dem schwarzen Tierblick nicht leiden. Diese Romanen haben 
kein Gewissen in den Augen …  (TK 308) 
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Concluding this outburst and indicating the false path he will choose, Tonio declares 

to Lisaweta that his vacation plans will take him to Denmark, a country which 

symbolizes traditional Protestant values, an attempt to re-initiate himself in another, 

stricter version of bourgeois values of his upbringing and a rejection of the Dionysian.  

Perhaps in choosing his Northern heritage, he wants to become more formal, 

more distant, less responsible for works within the community. This conflict in 

Tonio’s character embodies the Nietzschean model of form and structure 

(Erscheinung) juxtaposed with the mythological depths of the human psyche. Mann 

confirms the influence of this model in his Nobel Prize speech from 1929 in which he 

refers to Tonio Kröger: 

Sie handelt vom Süden und vom Norden und von der Mischung beider in 
einer Person: einer konfliktvollen und produktiven Mishung.  Der Süden, das 
ist in dieser Geschichte der Inbegriff alles geistig-sinnlichen Abenteuers, der 
kalten Leidenschaft des Künstlertums; der Norden dagegen der Inbegriff aller 
Herzlichkeit und bürgerlichen Heimat, alles tief ruhenden Gefühls, aller 
innigen Menschlichkeit. (D158) 
 

If the Dionysian could be joined with the Apollonian aspects of form and structure, as 

Nietzsche would argue, new avenues could be opened for redefining the 

Bildungsideal to reinvoke its influence in the community. In the argument I am 

pursuing here, the North represents the view of community that Tonio Kröger has, but 

it also lacks the experienced potential that Hanno Buddenbrook could not find.   

In Tonio Kröger, however, the hero finds and then ultimately rejects the 

Dionysian component of art in the vain hopes of revitalizing traditional bourgeois 

values and the artist’s embodiment of those values. This resolution occurs in the 

North, where form and tradition are still intact, but Tonio’s epiphany at the seaside in 

Denmark transpires in direct confrontation with the transformed spaces of his heritage 

(to be reversed in von Aschenbach’s trip to Venice). Thus Tonio’s rejuvenation, 

consummated in the North, reflects the reclamation of an imaginary based on older 

traditions and a rejection of reconstituting his imaginary in terms that would allow 
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him to re-establish agency in a modern community – he is moving backwards, to an 

older community form, not addressing the modern community of the new Germany.  

At this point in the story, Tonio Kröger has already become a successful 

author, but in his role as artist senses his ultimate alienation from the community. He 

knows that his practice of art does not allow him to participate and has extinguished 

his “desire” to interact as he had hoped to in childhood: “Damals lebte sein Herz; 

Sehnsucht war darin und schwermütiger Neid und ein klein wenig Verachtung und 

eine ganze keusche Seligkeit” (TK 283). Moreover, the community also knows that 

this version is exhausted: the values upon which his identity as an aesthetic human 

being have been based no longer instill in him the status and distinction of his 

upbringing:  

Ich sage Ihnen, daß ich es oft sterbensmüde bin, das Menschliche darzustellen, 
ohne am Menschlichen teilzuhaben…  Ist der Künstler überhaupt ein Mann?  
Man frage ‘das Weib’ danach!  Mir scheint, wir Künstler teilen alle ein wenig 
das Schicksal jener präparierten päpstlichen Sänger…  Wir singen ganz 
rührend schön.  Jedoch-.  (TK 299) 
  

Despite his artistic successes, then, Tonio Kröger doubts his own position and 

purpose in the world when he behaves as an artist. His literary work has obviously 

gained him social recognition, but there has been a break, just as there was for 

Thomas Buddenbrook, between their external success and their perceived agency in 

the community. Thus by returning to the roots of his childhood, to his native city, his 

“Ausgangspunkt,” as he describes it to Lisaweta (TK 309), Tonio hopes to reenlist the 

bourgeios attributes of his father (duty, integrity, and conservative manner), to seek 

his roots in literature (Eddy 122), and by synthesizing them, to circumvent the 

disjunction between his imaginary and the transformed symbolic order. Yet in so 

doing, he reclaims only an old art, not an art for the new modern community.  
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TRANSFORMED SPACES AND THE REENLISTMENT OF TRADITION 
At this point, we can confirm this contention by returning to another room in 

the bourgeois house of the era: its library. The era’s image of books and libraries give 

us an additional key to Tonio’s relative lack of success as a beacon for the new 

generation. 

In his study of German libraries during Weimar Classicism and Romanticism, 

Jeffrey Garrett posits that, leading up to this period, one is “struck by how books and 

things are merged within a single space referred to as a library, a place we have 

always thought to be mainly for books” (105). In this eighteenth / nineteenth century 

paradigm, the domain of knowledge was represented objects categorized according to 

similitude: “it was resemblance that organized the play of symbols, made possible 

knowledge of things visible and invisible, and controlled the art of representing them” 

(Foucault, Order 17). As the nineteenth century wore on, this symbiosis began to 

break down in favor of “linguistic assertion, different entities based upon supposed 

defining characteristics, while separating others” (Garrett 106). In other words, during 

the Enlightenment period “knowledge” was organized around the idea of “connecting 

things both to the eye and to discourse. A new way of making history” (Foucault, 

Order 131). With the subsequent transformation of this objective knowledge into a 

user-based model of knowledge, subjective will, even social consensus as a group 

expression, now became a determining factor in the organization of knowledge. As a 

result, books and knowledge were no longer classified in terms of how they represent 

the natural world (Garrett 107). Instead, how we know the world was forever 

redefined as a continuous interaction and synthesis between subjects and objects – an 

interaction between books and their uses.  

Thus the empirical world also generated a new type of intellectual, the 

specialist, rather than the cultivated soul. As the sheer volume of printed sources 

expanded at the beginning of the nineteenth century, the physical organization of 

books based on similitude and on the premise that a kind of general (if no longer 
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universal) knowledge was possible failed miserably to cope with this growth. It was 

no longer possible for books and the observed world to be mastered as a sign of 

cultivation and utility simultaneously:  

The Bücherflut was an intrusion of history into the relatively static world of 
the eighteenth-century library.  But it also signaled the failure of the culture of 
display (the wall library was no longer practicable, nor therefore was the all-
encompassing single glance as the ‘measure’ of the library and the universe) 
and of memory (no human mind, no memoria localis, could cope with a 
collection this size).  (Garrett 114)     

 

Both the physical capacities of wall space and the mental capacities of librarians had 

reached the boundaries of efficient functionality, and therefore cataloging became 

abstract rather than concrete, referring to functions rather than to states of being. The 

library now was a rationalized system allowing broader access to knowledge.   

Garrett’s discussion of what he calls the “archaeology” of knowledge in the 

context of German libraries again points to how interior spaces both reflect and 

influence the surrounding sociocultural paradigm – and to how Mann used the space 

of the library in his Novelle. This shift in the style and use of libraries foreshadows 

not only a social and cultural phenomenon, but also a “time-space distanciation,” in 

which a place (physical location) becomes dislocated from space (coordinated social 

influences across time) (Giddens 18-19). In other words, as the nineteenth century 

unfolded, “knowledge,” as socially determined across time, became gradually 

disjoined from that physical “place,” where it had been located in the medieval 

library.   

This metaphor deserves attention because it is one metaphor that Mann 

employs in his Novelle, Tonio Kröger, to depict the kind of devalued imaginary that I 

have described for the Buddenbrooks – a kind of habitus and education that is 

ultimately being misused, although its potential still remains. Tonio Kröger’s world 

was still devoted to the integrity, hard work and duty of the Bildungsideal, yet in the 

context of a modern socioeconomic paradigm, it was proving itself inadequate as a 
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habitus, as a social practice, in the aesthetic form that he sought to use it. In the brief 

fifth chapter of the Novelle Tonio announces a trip to the North “wo der ‘Geist’ zu 

Hamlet kam und Not und Tod über den armen, edlen jungen Menschen brachte…” 

(TK 309). As noted, Tonio is in search of rejuvenation, sought in his beloved 

“Ausgangspunkt,” “to resolve the dilemmas of Art and Life” (Eggenschwiler 60), but 

this voyage also leads to a direct confrontation with Germany’s transformation to a 

modern society, not just to the stable community of his father. He undertakes what he 

hopes will be a spiritual voyage, but experiences a social one.   

Tonio’s voyage portrays several dimensions of the artist’s “künstlerische 

Situation” that so many critics have emphasized (Baumgart 105-16; Eddy 119-25) 

and that Mann will eventually attempt to explicate a few years later in Geist und 

Kunst (1909-10). Most critics, however, fail to provide enough attention to the direct 

confrontation with modernity, which Tonio Kröger experiences as he revitalizes his 

personal devotion to older traditions and accepts his role as the aesthetic artist, 

fulfilling its Apollonian function in a vain attempt at recovering the kind of 

community in which it had originally developed. To underscore the social 

implications of that transformation, however, Mann deliberately chose to depict in 

detail yet another interior space: Tonio’s family residence turned Volksbibliothek 

physically juxtaposes the devalued identity structure based on the Bildungsideal with 

a modernized community space. This house signals Tonio’s eventual epiphany during 

his journey to Denmark, suggesting that his rejuvenation of an identity structure on 

older terms occurs independently of the dynamic historical transformations in fin-de-

siècle Germany (Gillespie 97). In other words, as Gillespie correctly asserts without 

being so specific about the artistic means through which Mann specifies the problem, 

Tonio Kröger possesses attitudes about modernity which prohibit his effective re-

tooling of traditional bourgeois values, even while his own house, the world in which 

he functions, is being renovated by sociopolitical forces. Yet the result will not be 

entirely optimistic as a predictor for the future of Tonio’s class. Tonio’s imaginary is 
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restored, not renovated, and so will only become restated and reconfirmed in 

traditional terms. In other words, he will choose to accept his fate as distanced 

observer without reentering the community sphere as it has now been transformed, 

even while he has recognized that distance.  

Thus Tonio’s encounter with the house of his youth is a confrontation with the 

mental household of the era. Tonio is nervous and fearful, standing before the former 

family residence. On the one hand, he feels guilt for not having remained devoted to 

the values that his father and tradition required of a “distinguished” Bildungsbürger: 

Sein Herz schlug ängstlich, denn er gewärtigte, sein Vater könnte aus einer 
der Türen zu ebener Erde, an denen er vorüberschritt, im Kontor-Rock und die 
Feder hinterm Ohr, ihn anhalten und ihn wegen seines extravaganten Lebens 
streng zur Rede stellen, was er sehr in der Ordnung gefunden hätte.  (TK 314) 

 

This scene exhibits the depths of a bourgeois imaginary that remain attached to and 

greatly respectful of the traditional values of duty and hard work that had provided 

distinction and status for his father’s generation. Despite Tonio’s external success as 

an artist, the self-castigation in these thoughts also reveals his self-image, one that 

fails to meet these aspects of the paternal standards of the Bildungsideal, even while 

he has responded to his generation’s call for self-cultivation. He is thus a personal and 

artistic success, but not a success in the larger communitarian terms that the house 

had originally implied. The house that Tonio finds has now been transformed to a 

modern function, still connected to the contemporary community, but Tonio Kröger 

cannot renovate the building of his own imaginary in the same way. 

This scene thus links Tonio’s memories of familial scenes, still attached to the 

imaginary of an older tradition, with a transformed interior space. What was once an 

elegant and distinctive family residence, now a Volksbibliothek. This contrast 

exemplifies the disjunction between these older traditional bourgeois values that 

Tonio has reinstated in his trip to Denmark and a democratically modernizing 

community; it reminds us of the Buddenbrook dilemma and their houses. Like 
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Hanno’s, Tonio’s tradition-bound imaginary is no longer capable of actively 

participating in this social world. He peers out of an upstairs window, notices the old 

walnut tree, which had once been an object, along with the sea and violin, upon which 

“sein inneres Leben abspielte, Dinge, deren Namen mit guter Wirkung in Versen zu 

verwenden sind …” (TK 276). The integrity, solidity and security of these older 

symbols which defined the gebildete Bürger are now neglected in the new 

socioeconomic constellation: “Der Walnußbaum … Eine stechende Wehmut 

durchzuckte ihn. Er blickte seitwärts durchs Fenster hinaus. Der Garten lag wüst, aber 

der alte Walnußbaum stand an seinem Platze, schwerfällig knarrend und rauschend 

im Winde” (TK 316). The majestic tree and Tonio’s nostalgic yearning signify the 

remaining older values, but also their decreasing credibility in the surrounding 

landscape of this new social world that is less interested in aesthetics (“Der Garten lag 

wüst”). The imagery also suggests a tree of knowledge rooted in a world of chaos, a 

modern society based on democracy and economic self-interest, gradually invading 

and smothering the space of traditional values. Those roots persist, but their 

pertinence is not being cultivated.    

Mann uses this tableau to show that Tonio has become a stranger in his own 

house. The dominant traditions of this departing world based on Bildung, in which the 

Apollonian and Dionysian, the body and the soul, have so long seemed to be in 

congruence, are symbolized by Tonio’s recollection of the death of his father and 

grandmother as a community: 

Seines Vaters Mutter war dort gestorben, so alt sie war, unter schweren 
Kämpfen, denn sie war eine genußfrohe Weltdame und hing am Leben. Und 
später hatte dort sein Vater selbst den letzten Seufzer getan, der lange, 
korrekte, ein wenig wehmütige und nachdenkliche Herr mit der Feldblume im 
Knopfloch … (TK 315) 
 

This social world, Tonio’s former home and the imaginary that they represent, have 

clearly expired and have now been replaced by an eager populous, propelled into new 
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kinds of significance by the engine of democracy, a world to which Tonio Kröger 

does not belong:   

In jedem Zimmer saß ein dürftiger Mensch und schrieb. Zwei davon wandten 
nur die Köpfe nach Tonio Kröger, aber der erste stand eilig auf, wobei er sich 
mit beiden Händen auf die Tischplatte stützte, den Kopf vorschob, die Lippen 
spitzte, die Brauen emporzog und den Besucher mit eifrig zwinkernden Augen 
anblickte… (TK 315) 
 

Mann’s use of the word dürftig, repeated twice in this scene, to describe the library 

patrons, presents an instructive comment about Tonio Kröger’s attitude toward the 

new avenues and accesses to knowledge and education in this modern society.  It 

marks him clearly as outside the awareness of the new social era, where others were 

being educated, yet in different ways than he himself had been.  

The word dürftig carries very negative connotations and indicates an extreme 

lack in what could be all respects, from appearance, means and behavior to 

intellectual prowess. These new library patrons, beneficiaries of an expanding 

democratic climate, represent, in the eyes of Tonio Kröger, the devaluation of 

knowledge, the depreciation of Bildung as a social norm – they are not the 

community he hopes to rediscover: “Volksbibliothek? Dachte Tonio Kröger, denn er 

fand, daß hier weder das Volk noch die Literatur etwas zu suchen hatten” (TK 315). 

The “people” do not belong here because they are dürftig, lacking the intellectual 

capacity, style and distinction of Bildung, and so literature does not belong here, as 

Tonio Kröger has practiced it, because that art no longer represents a significant 

source for the ethical imperatives of the community as it once did among his 

ancestors. Despite Tonio’s apparent satisfaction with finding one of his own works in 

the library, Tonio does not revise his reaction to the new community; rather, this 

discovery in the library shelves serves to confirm and foreshadow that Tonio will 

regain satisfaction with his attachment to traditional values rather than revaluing his 

inheritance in other ways. The presence of his books and his self-satisfaction 
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represent what Tonio sees as the reconstitution of his perceived role in this modern 

community, not the formulation of a new community. Thus for Mann’s reader, this 

reconstitution is devoid of active agency, representing the growing distance from the 

day-to-day world of his Germany. Tonio Kröger resolves his artistic dilemma, as 

Richard Sheppard posits, by realigning and ordering “his life consciously in relation 

to a remembered ideal” (99), rather than by taking the new library as a guidepost for 

his own future. After this trip, Tonio has reshaped his identity, but in essence has 

enacted simply a self-serving resignation, to compensate for his lack of agency. He 

cannot be pleased that literature still stands among other books, helping to form a new 

community. Tonio Kröger wants the old one, as many of Mann’s readers (and maybe 

Mann himself) do, but that world is clearly marked as willfully obtuse, no matter how 

beautiful it is. 

This narrative technique explains why Tonio Kröger seems a more modern 

work than Buddenbrooks, even while it confronts the same problems. Mann threads 

together this psychological perspective with a sociological shift through the story. 

Tonio’s Bildungsreise to his childhood home, in the midst of his external success as 

an author and a personal identity crisis, symbolizes the return “wie als versuche er 

schüchtern, ob die ehemalige Vertrautheit mit diesem alten, soliden Geländer wieder 

herzustellen sei ...” (TK 314) and eventual re-founding of the traditional values of his 

upbringing. Heinz Peter Pütz describes this journey as: 

… mehr als bloße Vergegenwärtigung des Vergangenen; sie führt ihn über die 
Stätte seines jugendlichen Liebesschmerzes hinaus, führt ihn noch weiter nach 
Norden und läßt dort das nur sentimentale Verhältnis zu dem geliebten Leben 
in eine Bejahung der eigenen Existenz umschlagen. (68)6 

 
 

                                                           
6 Winfried Hellmann, in Das Geschichtsdenken des frühen Thomas Mann (Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 
1972), analyzes this journey in similar terms: “In der Begegnung mit dem Damals und durch die 
Erschütterung, die sie auslöst, stellen sich Tonio Krögers aus der Ferne liebendes Verhältnis zum 
Leben und seine innere Lebendigkeit von damals wieder her” (29). 
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 Pütz and Hellmann accurately assess Tonio’s journey, but fail to recognize the 

significance of the socioeconomic leitmotif in the Novelle that I have emphasized.  

Mann has written Tonio’s “failure” into the novel, just as he has written his success. 

Tonio returns to the “majestic” house of his childhood only to find a Volksbibliothek. 

This transformed interior space allows Mann to mark this return to the North and to 

traditional values as the aesthetic human being failing to come to terms with a modern 

socioeconomic paradigm, even while he asserts his idiosyncratic connection to the 

community; Mann underscores political consequences, as well, when he adds the 

detail of Tonio’s failure to recognize the need to carry identification on his journey 

(TK 318). Tonio lives in a world psychologically distanced from societal realities, 

politics, or conventions, as Mann marks it. 

Mann is not debunking the value of self-formation. Tonio’s world will still 

persist, even though it has become ineffectual. In fact, because of his talent and 

devotion to art, Tonio eventually becomes in a sense reconnected to society, but the 

story achieves this, as Richard Sheppard explains, by presenting “the institutions of 

bourgeois society as not only secure, but as the touchstone of reality and authenticity” 

(Visionary 98). In other words, Tonio’s epiphany in Denmark reestablishes, in his 

vision of the world, the form, structure and identity of bourgeois values through a re-

dedication to his northern heritage, without exploring the depths of his own psyche or 

that of his own class. In the traditional view, these psychological depths could open 

up the human being to what Nietzsche calls the “mystischen Jubelruf des Dionysus,” 

in which “der Bann der Individuation zersprengt wird und der Weg zu den Müttern 

des Seins zu dem innersten Kern der Dinge offenliegt” (Tragödie 98). However, 

Tonio Kröger uses this experience to reaffirm instead his devotion to traditional 

values, roles and class structures.  In the reading I am offering here, he fails to 

explore the true Dionysian, which can challenge worn-out ego-ideals and community 

roles and promote a rejuvenation of the imaginary to regain agency in the community 

– he is seeking only a garden, not Nature. 
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In this sense, Mann’s Tonio Kröger accepts and reclaims not his art in its true 

potential, but at most his Bürgerliebe, depicted in the repeated phrase that closes the 

first chapter and marks the end of the story: “Schelten Sie diese Liebe nicht, 

Lisaweta; sie ist gut und fruchtbar.  Sehnsucht ist darin und schwermütiger Neid und 

ein klein wenig Verachtung und eine ganze keusche Seligkeit” (TK 341). This quote, 

which Mann repeats virtually verbatim from the end of Chapter One (TK 283), has 

been analyzed in various fashions, as a confirmation of Tonio’s artistic maturity 

(Hoile 243-61; Eddy 123-25), lack thereof (Sheppard 105, Eggenschwiller 61) or 

something ironically in-between (Baumgart 115-16). But the conclusion of Tonio 

Kröger reaffirms one group of German society’s ideals of a traditional way of life. 

Tonio Kröger, as David Eggenschwiller posits,  

… has turned Life into Art in order to ‘love’ it, to remain detached from it, 
and to consider his love for it to be the source of the highest poetry; thus he 
merely reconciles the artist to his own imaginative creationism, which he 
deludes himself into believing are the beautiful ‘other.’” (61) 

 

Without stating it explicitly, Eggenschwiller is suggesting that the Bildungsideal, a 

traditional imaginary, remains intact in the psyche of Tonio Kröger, as Tonio himself 

explains: 

Ich shaue in eine ungeborene und schemenhafte Welt hinein, die geordnet und 
gebildet sein will, ich sehe in ein Gewimmel von Schatten menschlicher 
Gestalten, die mir winken, daß ich sie banne und erlöse: tragische und 
lächerliche und solche, die beides zugleich sind, - und diesen bin ich sehr 
zugetan.  (TK 341) 

 

Yet I believe that Mann included this as a gesture of acquiescence, not triumph. Thus 

Tonio accepts his fate as an outsider, destined to observe and describe without active 

participation, which perhaps does not necessarily deny agency for literature in this 

social world. He is nevertheless no longer orienting himself to the Bildungsideal in its 

full implications.   
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I am positing that Mann understood he was writing the story of a beautiful 

failure. Tonio Kröger’s resolution emerges as potentially weak and short-lived as a 

tradition if one considers the ensuing work that Mann produced: Königliche Hoheit 

(1909), which depicts Prinz Heinrich as a dilettante artist unable to connect to his 

community, or the hedonist artists in the play Fiorenza,7 as well as a list of 

uncompleted works such as the Maja-Projekt, a novel about Friedrich the Great, Ein 

Elender, and Geist und Kunst. Considering Mann’s resolve to come to terms with the 

artistic identity in both his fiction and essays, as well as his pains to complete works 

during this period, it seems justified to conclude that Tonio Kröger, as other critics 

have suggested (Goldman 107; Pütz 75; Eggenschwiller 61), prescribes only a 

temporary and incomplete resolution to the dilemma that both the aesthetic artist and 

Thomas Mann encountered as their source of self-identity disintegrated. Gerald 

Gillespie posits that in Tonio Kröger: “No solution arrives from the external world of 

history, nor does psychological growth occur according to external norms; instead, an 

illumination manifests itself from within” (97). I would add that this Novelle is also 

the clearest indictment of such a solution that prefers art over life. Socio-politically, 

Tonio Kröger looks backward, not forward, and thus sells out the potential of Bildung 

for a new generation.   

I believe that Thomas Mann intended thus a double reading of the story, 

reflecting his own ambivalence about the inheritance of the Bildungsideal. 

Throughout Thomas Mann’s life Tonio Kröger remained a cherished work for him, 

one that he always identified with. In a letter to Kurt Martens from 1914, Mann 

describes Tonio Kröger as his “schönste Novelle […], die das ganze Gefühl meiner 

Jugend enthält” (D 144) and in his essay On Myself (1940) calls the Novelle his 

“literarisches Lieblingskind” (D164). Mann’s satisfaction with the Novelle is 

apparent, but I would suggest that this is due to the accurate portrayal he achieved of 

                                                           
7 See my article “Sickness and Death: The Transformation of Geist in Thomas Mann’s ‘Fiorenza,’” 
Seminar 37.3 (2001): 209-26.  
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the Bürger-Künstler dilemma from both sides, not to any attained resolution that 

Mann might have perceived in the work. I would offer the suggestion, given Mann’s 

lifelong affinity toward Tonio Kröger, that the Novelle represents the only “real” 

alternative for the aesthetic artist that Mann could foresee at this time, a graceful end 

to his own life as a monument to a glorious past type.  

This beauty of mixed heritage (North and South, Apollonian and Dionysian) 

will not, however, be the solution for Mann’s art in the long run. Tonio Kröger’s 

return to the style and form, the “Apollonian,” of his renegotiated bourgeois 

upbringing to resolve his identity crisis as an aesthetic human being fails to endure. 

Mann continued to register the need for his own type to negotiate the issue of art and 

the role of the artist in modern society – in a new society. Mann’s work after Tonio 

Kröger thus brings into focus his dissatisfaction with the praxis of the Bildungsideal, 

which he witnessed among his fellow adherents of the aesthetic as they confronted 

modernity and sold out their best tools. Mann continues, through Der Tod in Venedig, 

to explore the Bürger-Künstler dilemma with specific socioeconomic components, to 

assess any chance it still has to confront modernity, exposing both the weaknesses of 

the aesthetic human being’s reaction and the negative characteristics of a modern 

society.  

That this was a concern to Mann about his public is evidenced in his one 

completed drama. How Mann criticized aesthetic behavior and a modernizing 

community is the subject of the play, Fiorenza (1905).  

 

DILETTANTE ARTISTS AND THE CONTINUED CONFRONTATION WITH MODERNITY: 
FIORENZA 

In both his fictional and essayistic work after Tonio Kröger Mann indicates 

that the resolution to the problematic position of the aesthetic Bildungsideal for a 

modern society was far from achieved. Mann continued to explore this theme, but as I 
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will show in this analysis of Fiorenza, his thematic exploration consistently involved 

a link to the pressures of a society that no longer rewarded and respected the 

attributes of Bildung in traditional ways. Like Tonio Kröger, Fiorenza provides a 

criticism of how fin-de-siècle aesthetic human beings practiced art in the modern 

social world. Thus Mann’s play can be seen not only as a criticism of modernity, but 

also explicitly criticizes what Mann would call the Zivilisationsliterat or dilettante.8 

 Fiorenza is more than an expression of an aesthetic dilemma. It expresses 

Mann's confrontation with the social processes of modernization that result from the 

Empire's economic shifts. As I have argued for Tonio Kröger, my position is not that 

the Bürger-Künstler analysis of this phase of Mann’s œuvre is necessarily incorrect. 

Many of Mann’s letters and essays, particularly the unpublished Geist und Kunst 

justify this interpretation of his overriding philosophical concerns of the day. Mann, 

in a letter to Kurt Martens from 1906, even writes that Fiorenza “ist ein Traum von 

Größe und seelischer Macht […] Es ist die Darstellung eines heroischen Kampfes 

zwischen den Sinnen und dem Geist” (Dichter 185). Mann was undoubtedly 

concerned with the definition of art, the role of the artist, and the repercussions of 

these social shifts for his life and career. Nevertheless the broader sociocultural 

aspects of Fiorenza and his other works have not been given adequate attention. As I 

will now argue, like Tonio Kröger, Mann’s Fiorenza reveals his sentiments about 

social and political modernization, and about his own class’s reaction to those 

processes.          

Again, Mann’s play is set up as sympathetic to the self-image of the gebildete 

Bürger, to the community imagined as a group of cultivated individuals; he was, at 

the same time, aware of the two faces of that heritage. Thus Herbert H. Lehnert 

describes Mann’s lifelong dilemma as an opposition between “romantischer 

Sehnsucht nach einer wirklichkeitsfreien und zeitlosen ästhetischen Ersatzreligion 

                                                           
8 See especially Mann’s chapter “Der Zivilisationsliterat” from Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, 
(Frankfurt: Fischer, 1983) 52-67. 
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einerseits und der moralischen Verantwortung des Bildungsbürgers für die 

Menschheit andererseits,” while Helmut Koopmann argues that Mann consistently 

remained devoted to his bourgeois upbringing, no matter how critical he became at 

times (Lehnert 90; Koopmann 39-60). These two statements confirm Mann’s lifelong 

attention to bourgeois values as a viable option for identity building, even as they 

were transformed after National Socialism (Koopmann 58).   

At the same time, when moving beyond Tonio Kröger, Mann specifically 

begins to criticize excesses that this heritage, this generation’s practice of their 

traditional bourgeois values, could yield, such as the dilettantism of fin-de-siècle 

aestheticism - excesses that distorted this class’s traditional identity. Thus Fiorenza 

specifically portrays the dilettante aspects of aestheticism and decadent culture in 

order to criticize them, as he also had, for instance, in the more peripheral person of 

Christian Buddenbrook. Here, Mann consciously chose the figure of Michelangelo’s 

patron, Lorenzo Medici, as the subject of his play, which naturally brings into focus 

how the aesthetic elite re-imagines the “distinction” of this class under pressure, in a 

time of change (Bourdieu 6). In Mann's portrayal, the Lorenzo who combined 

political power and aesthetic taste within the Florentine community – the epitome of 

the Mäzen, the artistic patron of sensibility - is aging, surrounded by younger 

followers who are virtual hedonists, even while they claim the status of peers within 

Lorenzo's own class. Thus Mann’s Lorenzo is placed in a situation where his 

hereditary claims to education and agency are interrogated by their transmission to a 

changed younger class - just as the heritage of Bildung was being questioned in the 

new Germany.  

The choice of characters is telling. Thomas Mann was a member of such an 

educated community himself, and so was well placed to simulate a group ideal under 

threat by dilettantism. In addition, his imagined community - and the dramatic 

Lorenzo's - is an elite of Bildung, who exercised their taste and aesthetic privilege 

outside of institutions, without formal university education. However much Mann 
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identified with the stereotype of Bildung, however, he felt it to be threatened by the 

march of industrialism and democracy.  

As I have already shown, Mann grew up in an atmosphere where experience 

of the aesthetic (Bildung), hard work and duty together forged the principal 

component of the “educated” human being; an experience which formed an essential 

component of his identity (Kurzke, Leben 25; Prater 1-4). Mann, however, 

acknowledges again that this particular heritage of aesthetic and civil merit was not 

the dominant social constellation in play at the turn of the twentieth century, when he 

sets Fiorenza around two figures from the same class whose interests begin to 

seriously diverge: Lorenzo Magnifico and Girolamo Savonarola. The ways in which 

Mann criticizes the aesthetically-educated citizen emerge in the stereotypes of these 

two figures and their specific class-consciousness, as each hopes to maintain his 

distinction on older terms. As Mann began to show with Tonio Kröger’s aesthetic 

example, those patterns of distinction for the bourgeoisie would not have the same 

impact, no matter how devoted one remained to them (Koopmann 39-60). Thus the 

characters in Fiorenza are again designed to contrast traditional nineteenth-century 

descriptions of Bildung with the more aesthetic versions that emerge after the turn of 

the century. This shift means that traditional “aesthetic men,” embodied on the stage 

in Lorenzo Magnifico, were shown as no longer viable social types, using a historical 

setting to complement the contemporary setting of works like Tonio Kröger.   

Just as the characters in the play evoke traditional forms of bourgeois values 

that are passing, the play's setting invokes the aesthetic climate of Mann's Germany, 

as they did in other prose pieces of the era. In the opening scene of the story, Gladius 

Dei [1902], written in the midst of the Zensurdebatte (Füssel 427-36),9 Thomas Mann 

describes the artistic splendor of Munich in terms that illustrate the climate that he 

sought to establish for Lorenzo's Florence: “Die Kunst blüht, die Kunst ist an der 
                                                           
9 I would like to thank Professor Peter Jelavich for pointing out the significant political debate in 
Munich concerning the censure of art during the time that Mann wrote Gladius Dei and was working 
on Fiorenza.  
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Herrschaft, die Kunst streckt ihr rosenumwundenes Zepter über die Stadt hin und 

lächelt” (Erzählungen 201). Mann associates this imagery not only with Munich, but 

also with the Florence of the Italian Renaissance and of Lorenzo Magnifico. As Mann 

knew it, the Florence of Lorenzo Medici and its impending downfall thus offered the 

perfect analog to his own quandary about modernity. In a letter to Paul Ehrenberg 

from 1901, Mann describes his impressions of Florence from one of several visits in 

words that exemplify his connection between art and the life of his city: “daß 

nirgends auf so engem Raume so viele schöne Sachen bei einander zu finden sind, 

wie dort” (Dichter 177). Yet that city was also the site of a historical conflict between 

traditional aesthetic values and a rising democracy. It is not surprising, then, that 

Mann chose a confrontation between Lorenzo and Girolamo Savonarola to reflect the 

decay of a world previously dominated by “high” art and Bildung.   

As Mann makes these links of character, location, and values across several 

centuries, he does so completely within his own era’s stereotypes about Renaissance 

Italy (familiar from texts like Jakob Burckhardt's Kultur der Renaissance in Italien  

[1860]. As Mann's Germany conceived it, Italy was one of the high points in Western 

culture, with Lorenzo Medici representing a combination of economic savoir faire 

and political assurance comparable perhaps only to the mystic stature of 

Charlemagne. Cecilia M. Ady, in Lorenzo dei Medici and Renaissance Italy, offers a 

typical characterization: “Lorenzo dei Medici’s distinction lies in his ability to make 

his influence felt in every aspect of contemporary life. To his statesmanship Florence 

owed her golden age, when the city was at peace, trade prospered and all the arts 

flourished” (3). To take up this figure and this city, then, signaled Mann’s clear intent 

to interrogate the relations of aesthetics and politics in his own era. Yet Fiorenza is 

just as clearly marked as the story of the end of an era. As many in his audience 

would have been well aware, Mann’s play was set in 1492, the year of Lorenzo's 

death, just two years before the downfall of the House of Medici.   
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From the first curtain's rise, the play revolves around these two poles: the 

aesthetic distinction sustained by Bildung, and its decline across generations. The 

opening scene specifically elaborates on the education of Lorenzo’s young son, 

Giovanni, as it represents the standards of Bildung that “distinguish” a member of the 

Medici household. Poliziano, the great poet and Giovanni’s teacher, relates the 

youth's Bildung and the leadership traditions of the family in two roles, as vicars of 

Christ and patrons of the arts: “Daß diese vernünftige und herrliche Tat einem Papst 

aus dem von Weisheit und Schönheit durchleuchteten Hause der Medici vorbehalten 

ist, das lesen nicht allein die Sternkundigen am Himmel, sondern es ist ohne weiteres 

logisch und wahrscheinlich” (386).10 This statement not only confirms the status of 

the Medici family, but also identifies the “spirit” of Bildung operative in the state as 

the linkage between knowledge, beauty and leadership. This spirit would be identified 

as integral to that class until Mann’s own day, when it was again in danger of being 

overwhelmed by present circumstances. Thus Mann has chosen a time, set of 

characters, and setting to express foreboding about the developing social 

constellations, to point toward the probable disintegration of greatness like that of the 

Medici, the imminent end of their particular linkage of personal cultivation, art, and 

state power.    

Here again, however, I would like to underscore not only how Fiorenza is 

based on social and historical stereotypes that Mann used to (re)imagine the fate of 

his Germany, but also how the particular handling of these materials is echoed in 

Mann's life and biography. This play is by no means aesthetically mature, but it does 

present attitudes and values that recur throughout Mann's life and works (Höpfner 

166; Reed, Tradition 179). In Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen (1918), he sees the 

end of a process whose beginning we already see in Fiorenza: “Deutsche 

Bürgerlichkeit, das war immer deutsche Menschlichkeit, Freiheit und Bildung. Der 

                                                           
10 Thomas Mann, Fiorenza, Frühe Erzählungen (Frankfurt: S. Fischer, 1981) 385-492.  All further 
references to this edition will be given in parentheses as F, followed by a page number. 
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deutsche Bürger, das war eigentlich der deutsche Mensch, und zu seiner Mitte strebte 

von oben und unten alles, was zur Freiheit und Geistigkeit strebte” (BeU 137). As 

Hugh Ridley describes it somewhat less charitably, “Mann never shook off the 

Buddenbrooks world” (8). The "humanity, freedom, and cultivation" he speaks of so 

much later are precisely the characteristics that make his early Lorenzo "the 

magnificent," the powerful head of a family soon to decline. 

As we shall see below, other of Mann's later reflections about newer forms of 

Bildung are anticipated by Lorenzo's skepticism and by the less salubrious impulses 

that drive Savonarola. As Mann describes the self-styled "reformers" of postwar 

Germany: “Was ist heute Wissenschaft? Enges und hartes Sozialistentum zum 

Zwecke des Nutzens, der Ausbeutung und Herrschaft? Was ist Bildung? Vielleicht 

Menschentum? Weite und Güte? Nein, nichts als ein Mittel zum Verdienen und zur 

Herrschaft” (BeU 137). In this vision of the new economic, social, and democratic 

processes within Germany, Mann states explicitly a version of what he dramatizes in 

the play: that the Bildungsideal, the source of traditional cultural, moral, and 

economic values (like Lorenzo Medici), no longer commands in a world increasingly 

based on the “hard” competition of industrial capitalism and the class structures it 

enforces. 

Thomas Mann, however, was again not simply looking nostalgically 

backwards or mourning for a rejuvenation of the spirit of artistic beauty and 

knowledge; he also recognized where art and the artistic spirit itself had become 

sterile and incapable of transforming the human spirit from the mundane to the 

ethereal. This critical vision also drives the plot of Fiorenza. The court poets who 

surround Mann’s Lorenzo typify that degradation of the self-styled “genius” poet for 

this tradition. Their behavior attests to Mann's clear vision of the inadequacy of the 

aesthetic poet of fin-de-siècle Europe, not his nostalgia for their pursuits. 

That point of view is built squarely into the play's conflict. Mann’s Girolamo 

Savonarola confirms the inadequacy of artists in the Medici world. The childhood of 
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this Savonarola brought the terrible realization of the horrible breach between the 

cultivated world of art and the realities of the community: 

Mit seinen Kumpanen sah ich den Fürsten, mit Weibern, Zwergen, 
Lustigmachern und schönen Geistern bei Tafel schwelgen.  Musik und Duft 
und Reigen und Gelage war alles ... Doch manchmal, leise, grauenhaft 
gedämpft, drang in den üppigen Tumult ein fremder Laut: der war ein Laut 
der Qual, ein Ächzen, Winseln und kam von unten, - von unten aus den 
fürchterlichen Kellern, wo die Gefangenen schmachteten. (F 485)   

 

This breach in the play parallels the situation of the fin-de-siècle poet. Artists 

and their art in Mann’s Renaissance and, by implication, in the fin de siècle, have 

become disconnected from reality and from social problems as they submerged 

themselves in a world of hedonism to the detriment of their own historical visions of 

art.   

Exemplary of such an aesthetic poet in Fiorenza is Aldobrandino, who has 

rushed from Rome to be at the side of the dying Lorenzo. He and the other artists 

have become “dilettantes” because of their hedonistic lifestyles and their egotistical 

subjectivity; they will mourn Lorenzo only because of their potential loss of status at 

court. In his every action, Aldobrandino epitomizes the increasing division between 

Weisheit and Schönheit. At the beginning of each scene Mann carefully describes the 

magnificent beauty of the paintings, sculptures and the gardens that survived Lorenzo 

and were seen as tokens of his power in Florence - of his worldly wisdom. Yet the 

court artists have lost the vision that Lorenzo held for his State; they are only 

concerned for their own reputation and status within the court - for the vapid beauty 

that they cultivate. Savonarola has begun to denounce such artists, attacking them 

publicly. Aldobrandino's humiliated response reveals how his identity is constructed 

vis-à-vis Lorenzo: “Man wird sehen, man wird das Gesicht sehen, das Lorenzo zu der 

Sache machen wird! Ich bin sein Freund, ich berechtige zu den größten Hoffnungen, 

er wird mich rächen!” (F 412). This reaction reveals him as interested primarily in 

power and influence, not in art. 



 

 140

A later scene further substantiates the egotistical behavior of the artists that 

Mann and Savonarola stress in the play. Aldobrandino and the other artists bitterly 

argue during their audience with Lorenzo over their loyalty to their benefactor. 

Despite the grave situation of Lorenzo’s health, however, the artists bicker only about 

their status and position. Instead of comforting their patron, they discuss the planning 

for the next major procession, and the scene breaks down into a childish argument 

when Aldobrandino audaciously steals a clever joke previously told by Leone, who 

reacts with scorn: “Das ist unverschämt! Das ist ein unverschämter Diebstahl, 

Magnifico! Dieser Witz ist von mir! Vor einer Stunde habe ich ihn im Garten 

erfunden. Ich rufe diese Herren zu Zeugen auf” (F 474). These artists have begun to 

play for personal power in front of a powerful man, instead of contributing to the 

public life of the city. 

As an historically-attested poet, the real Lorenzo represented in his age the 

greatest of artistic stereotypes: his combination of worldliness, wisdom, and artistic 

spirit is antithetical to the shallow poets whom Mann has created. Jacob Burckhardt, 

in his study of the culture of the Italian Renaissance characterizes the real poet: 

“Lorenzo freut sich dann auch recht in der Weise eines Medici, sein geselliges 

Vergnügen selber zu verherrlichen, monumental darzustellen” (F 379). This 

depiction, which Mann studied for this play (THB 4), reflects the egotistical 

subjectivity and individuation that Burchkardt associated with the Renaissance. In 

Lorenzo’s case, that individualism led him to tie his own well-being to that of the 

State. Mann's Lorenzo, however, has aged, and his individualism has begun to attract 

only the shallowest of artists, rather than inspiring the power and coherence of the 

state. 

In Fiorenza, the cultivated individual no longer stands for the state, expressing 

its power through his art. Instead, that individualism has degraded into an egotistical 

subjectivity that obscures the relation between art and the city-state. The play asserts 

the decay of Geist alone, without an affiliated social practice, as a foundation for 
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being “educated,” as a medium for relating beauty and wisdom through a community. 

Once the distinctive symbols and representations for being educated become empty, 

lacking substance or application, they become pompous, dilettante and inadequate. 

Nietzsche explains this in his “Vom Nutzen und Nachtheil der Historie für das 

Leben” (1873/74) as the problem posed by monumental history, the chain of great 

acts, performed by great individuals. Again, this point has its echoes in other of 

Mann's works of the era. Prinz Heinrich in Königliche Hoheit fits Nietzsche’s 

description, as does Lorenzo. Nietzsche's corollary is significant in this context, when 

he points out that these monumental figures anchor a history where they are 

surrounded by the weak:   

Dieser Weg aber führt durch menschliche Gehirne!  Durch die Gehirne 
geängstigter und kurzlebender Thiere, die immer wieder zu denselben Nöthen 
auftauchen und mit Mühe eine geringe Zeit das Verderben von sich abwehren.  
Denn sie wollen zunächst nur Eines: leben um jeden Preis. (Historie 244) 
 

The monuments of a culture, especially towering figures such as Prinz Heinrich and 

Lorenzo, convey to others that they do not belong to the same world. When they 

make art the medium of their declaration, they eventually diminish its value and its 

ability to link knowledge, beauty and leadership.   

Ghino, one of Fiorenza's court artists, also exemplifies Nietzsche’s 

description, when he explains how subjective pleasure and personal interest have 

supplanted learning and art in the Florence of the Medici: “wer liest wohl heute noch 

ein Buch, das jeder Augenlust bar ist und nur den nackten Text enthält!” (F 429). The 

symbol has become more important than the essence, and so art no longer informs 

wisdom through the perception of the senses. Lorenzo, in his last days, has fallen into 

the same error, and so he now considers art in relation to status. He has forgotten the 

reasons for his own acts, holding only to the forms: 

Mir ist von einem meiner Späher eine Schrift des Cato um fünfhundert 
Goldgulden angeboten worden.  Ich bin in Zweifel über die Echtheit dieser 
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Schrift.  Man hat Beispiele, daß irgendein Schelm ein Machwerk seines 
eigenen Kopfes unter antikem Namen zu Kaufe stellt.  Ich bitte dich, prüfe das 
Manuskript mit aller Sorgfalt und, wenn es echt ist, erwirb es mir, ohne zu 
feilschen.  Man soll nicht sagen, daß ich mir einen Cato habe entgehen lassen 
... (F 447) 
 

Spies surround him, not soldiers, and he has become concerned primarily with his 

artistic legacy and reputation, not with the affairs of state. Thus in contradistinction to 

the historical figure, Fiorenza’s Lorenzo and his entourage of poets, artists and 

philosophers personify the dilettantish aestheticism of a leading class that has lost its 

connection to the reasons for its existence. These artists no longer practice art that 

supports a state and ennobles its spirit. Mann has clearly calculated the play to 

criticize the sterility of an art that no longer connects to Geist or to the Bildung that 

had created the knowledge and beauty of Florence. 

Mann’s handling of the historical materials also underscores the play as a 

critique of a specific bourgeoisie in another way. Significant for this interpretation is 

his exclusion of Savonarola’s role in Florence after the death of Lorenzo Magnifico. 

The practical and politically successful Savonarola of history held no interest for 

Thomas Mann, who was perhaps prejudiced by Burckhardt’s description of what 

Savonarola meant for Florence's Bildung: “So würde natürlich die ganze Bildung 

wieder an Mönche zurückfallen, und da zugleich die ‘Wissendsten und Heiligsten’ 

auch Staaten und Reiche regieren sollten, so wären auch wiederum Mönche” (473). 

Nonetheless, while largely avoiding the specifically religious issues around 

Savonarola, Mann uses the figure to stage a conflict between art and religion vis-à-vis 

the State. 

Mann’s depiction of Savonarola contradicts history in several dimensions. For 

example, the real Savonarola played a crucial role in maintaining the political 

integrity of Florence during and after the fall of the Medici family from power. 

Donald Weinstein affirms the importance of Savonarola in negotiations with Charles 

VIII and in the development of at least a form of representative government in 
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Florence (Piety 1-16).  Elsewhere Weinstein goes so far as to claim that Savonarola 

“responded effectively to the events of this time (events that included foreign 

invasions and domestic revolution) and absorbed local influences into his electrifying 

vision of Florence as the glorious and powerful center of a new era” (Introduction iii). 

While Thomas Mann obviously did not have access to such revisionist images of 

Savonarola, he nevertheless deliberately chose to ignore the more practical and 

effective Savonarola, portraying him simply as a “voice of truth,” the foil to Mann’s 

aesthetic artists. 

Terence James Reed has depicted Mann’s Savonarola as representing “ein 

Wunschtraum des über den eigenen Bewußtseinsschatten springen wollenden 

modernen Intellektuellen” (verstehen 165). Reed argues that only “[I]m Rückblick 

konnte (und kann) die Savonarola-Psychologie als Analyse eines zynischen modernen 

Demagogentums gesehen werden” (verstehen 169). The Savonarola image that Mann 

manipulated for the dramatic effect of his play, however, was indeed that of the 

stereotypical demagogue, a figure who summoned the demons of the democratic and 

socialistic movements confronting Mann in his early adulthood. Mann’s Savonarola 

in fact reflects Mann’s later images of democracy as a power that serves self-interests. 

In Betrachtungen seines Unpolitischen he describes this view of German democracy:   
 

Ökonomischer Ausgleich zur Freimachung individueller schöpferischer 
Kräfte; ein staatstechnisch-pädagogisches Mittel allenfalls zur Freimachung 
politischer Anlagen: nie wird die deutsche ‘Demokratie’ etwas anderes sein, - 
solange sie eben deutsche Demokratie, daß heißt mehr ‘deutsch’ als 
‘Demokratie’ sein wird; und nicht wird ihr Wesen ‘politisierter Geist’ sein, 
das heißt darin bestehen, ‘Ideen’ politisch zu verwirklichen und 
geistsprühende Affären zwischen Säbel und Weihwedel einerseits und der 
‘Gerechtigkeit’ andererseits zu inszenieren.  (BeU 37) 

  

The play runs a parallel course. Mann presents Savonarola as a demagogue whose 

personality and actions are presented only in second-hand narration until the final 

scene of the play. In this climactic scene, Savonarola makes his only appearance, a 
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dramatic choice emphasizing Mann's fears about democracy. Lorenzo’s court 

philosopher and erotic poet, Angelo Poliziano, expresses fear of the public 

demagoguery that Savonarola embodies in the play: “Diesem Wurm sind die billigen 

Erfolge zu Kopfe gestiegen, die er mit den Offenbarungen seiner häßlichen Natur bei 

der neugierigen Menge davongetragen hat. Seine Habsucht nach Menschenherzen, 

seine Begierde, die Geister für sich zu gewinnen, tritt täglich unverhüllter zutage” (F 

405). Thus for Mann, this society has raised two dangers that can ultimately destroy 

art and the community: Lorenzo’s withdrawal to a mythic past, and Savonarola’s 

appeal to the masses.   

Once Savonarola enters the final scene, the reader of the play discovers a new 

motivation behind the fiery movement, a move beyond the conventional images of 

historical demagoguery.  In the play, Savonarola is rumored to have sought the 

isolation of the cloister due to his bitter rejection by a sought-after youthful love. In 

Thomas Mann’s version, that mythical love is embodied in Fiore, Lorenzo’s 

courtesan, so bitterly attacked by Savonarola in a public sermon at the beginning of 

the play, who is later revealed as Savonarola's mysterious youthful love. He confronts 

her directly as he enters Lorzeno’s court, an encounter that Mann uses to portray 

Savonarola’s “true” and personal motivation, beyond his claimed religion: “Des 

Ferraresen geradeaus gerichteter Blick trifft auf Fiore, die in kunstvoll geordneter 

Haltung zu Lorenzo’s Füßen sitzt. Er zuckt zusammen, ein Ausdruck von Qual 

verstört einen Augenblick sein Gesicht” (F 479). In Fiore, Savonarola confronts the 

painful source of his rejection of beauty, redefined now erroneously as any lust of the 

flesh; his fervor has arisen for more than theological reasons. Thus ultimately, he, too, 

“regains” the truth of religion for purely personal motives. 

According to Mann, a failed pursuit of sensual beauty, not religious reform, 

has propelled Savonarola against Florence's aesthetic world - he, too, is an aesthete, 

albeit an ascetic believer in religion rather than a hedonist favoring art. The dialogue 

between Savonarola and Fiore in this scene reveals this gap between Savonarola’s 
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personal motivations and the larger issues of Church and State, which he claims to 

support: 

Fiore: Seid willkommen zu Careggi, Herr Prior. Darf man Euch Glückwunsch 
sagen zu Eurer heutigen Predigt? Ich verspätete mich ein wenig; doch kam ich 
genau zurecht, um ihre beste Stelle zu hören...Ihr habt mich höchlichst erbaut, 
seid des versichert. Euere Produktion ist von gewaltiger Art. - Nun? Warum 
verstummt Ihr mir so gänzlich? Es ziemt dem Künstler nicht, Lobpreisungen 
und Triumphe so starr und stolz und ohn’ ein Lächeln bescheidener Abwehr 
hinzunehmen. 

Der Prior: Ich sprach zu Euch im Dom. Ich will zu Euch nur sprechen von 
meiner Kanzel. 

Fiore: Nicht jeder ist so streng. Man spricht zu mir von aller Künste Kanzeln, 
man macht mich lächeln oder gewinnt mein Ohr...und hat soviel an Blut und 
Feuer doch übrig, um auch im flachen Leben ein wenig lebendig mir zu 
begegnen. 

Der Prior: Ich lebe nur auf meiner Kanzel. 

Fiore: So seid Ihr tot hier unten? Hu, ja, zusammen mit einem Kranken und 
einem Toten!...Doch einst, Herr Toter, einst vorzeiten, da lebtet Ihr, nicht 
wahr, und spracht zu mir hier unten... 

Der Prior: Ich sprach. Ich schrie. Ihr lächeltet. Ihr lachtet. Ihr striemtet mich 
mit Schimpf. Ihr triebt mich hinauf - auf meine Kanzel. Und nun huldigt Ihr 
mir. (F 479-80) 

 

This dialogue incorporates several aspects of Mann’s criticisms of his own fin-de-

siècle world, Mann's stylized Italian Renaissance. Fiore's first statement connects 

Savonarola with the dilettantish decadence of the Medici patrons: “Es ziemt dem 

Künstler nicht, Lobpreisungen und Triumphe so starr und stolz und ohn’ ein Lächeln 

bescheidener Abwehr hinzunehmen” (F 479). Her sarcasm implies that Savonarola, 

the purportedly democratic demagogue, actually represents a new form of decadence, 

even as he pretends to reject the decadent world. In her eyes, and presumably in 

Mann's, rejecting the needs and desires of the flesh can be self-indulgent, as well as 

programmatic. 
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 A second feature of this exchange is Savonarola’s unambiguous exploitation 

of the “power of the pulpit.” Savonarola states: “Ich will zu Euch nur sprechen von 

meiner Kanzel” (F 480). Savonarola recognizes that pulpit as a means of establishing 

and projecting his own power and influence. Just as art, aesthetic values and political 

savvy had served the Medici, so too has Savonarola recognized a modus operandi for 

shifting the power structures in his favor, not necessarily intending to change those 

power structures. Finally, Savonarola's encounter with Fiore thus also underscores the 

subjective and self-interested aspect of this newly won power, which Thomas Mann 

consistently criticizes. Savonarola exclaims: “Ich lebe nur auf meiner Kanzel,” and 

Fiori responds rhetorically: “So seid Ihr tot hier unten?” (F 480). Thus Savonarola’s 

power is clearly marked within the play as disconnected from the real world. 

Savonarola’s influence ultimately serves his own self-interest and does not relate, as 

purported, to real social issues “hier unten,” no matter how much it seems to speak 

for the masses. This religious "populist" is, in the final estimation, as much a 

dilettante, as self-indulgent as any of the Medici court. 

 On the whole, Mann has crafted this exchange to reveal Savonarola’s wisdom 

as a simple inversion (and hence a rejection) of an essentially bourgeois impulse: his 

pursuit of beauty in the form of love. Inverted into a political credo of ascetic and 

populist religion, it becomes a perverted version of Lorenzo's pursuit of beauty, a 

religion of self-cultivation. Savonarola's rejection of the sensual and aesthetic, the 

foundation of Medici Geist and the medium for knowledge within the state, turns him 

away from the ideals of self-cultivation and toward the faceless masses. Thus 

Savonarola turns away from the senses to privilege a knowledge that scorns the 

aesthetic human being, yet without recovering any new knowledge of society. In 

Mann's estimation, therefore, neither Savonarola's nor Lorenzo's spirit can serve the 

State. Both divulge their self-interest that disconnects their aims from any productive 

social realities. Thus the dichotomy between Lorenzo and Savonarola allows Mann to 

criticize both asceticism and aestheticism, since both represent the predominance of 
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individual obsessions over public discussions. The self-cultivation and self-fashioning 

that were the ideals of Bildung have been removed from their social contexts, and 

turned into the conceits of individuals that were able to purvey them into power, but 

who are at the brink of destroying themselves and their followers in their one-sided 

obsessions. 

 Thomas Mann’s depiction of Savonarola again correlates to his later œuvre, 

especially as these works parallel his perceptions of the “cheapening” 

(“Verbilligung”) of a society dominated by the masses and distinguished by 

demagoguery, no matter in what name. Thus Mann's Savonarola represents Mann's 

second proof of the impending disjunction of beauty and wisdom, known throughout 

the nineteenth century as Bildung. In Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, Thomas 

Mann draws this conclusion more explicitly, with the wisdom of hindsight, and with 

reference to the same moment in history: “Ich wußte wohl, daß der chirstliche 

Politiker Girolamo gegen den sündig in die Grube fahrenden Ästheten Lorenzo das 

Neue, das Allerneueste vertrat, - Dinge, die zehn Jahre später in Deutschland große 

intellektuelle Mode sein, von denen jugendlich spröde Stimmen ein Geschrei machen 

sollten, daß uns die Ohren gellen” (BeU 94). Through Savonarola's cameo in the 

play's closing scene, attending Lorenzo’s death, Mann has presented the democratic 

demagogue to dispel the assumption that such a demagogue could ever be a voice of 

democracy. He is simply a vulture in his own time, hovering and gloating over the 

dying ideal of art and beauty, yet an equal part of its decadence. Like Lorenzo, his 

voice will not build anything concrete in the future. Mann elaborates such fears in a 

letter to Paul Amann from 1915: “Wenn der Weltliberalismus noch den Fortschritt 

darstellte, die Zukunft für sich hätte, dann hätte er kaum die ganze Welt für sich and 

wäre nicht bis zu den Wilden, die bereits für ‘Freiheit’ schwärmen, vorgedrungen” 

(Dichter 628). That the masses acquire a hollow voice is not an optimistic sign for 

Thomas Mann, if all they can do is rail against the established order and in so doing 

deny their humanity. 
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 Again, the Fiore-Savonarola exchange summarizes the impasse that Mann 

sees as his culture 's fate. One leader, Lorenzo, has become old and sick, due to the 

egotistically subjective utilization of the spirit of art, Geist. The other, Savonarola, a 

democratic demagogue, is sensually dead, having killed his physical humanity 

through his extreme self-denying mass morality, which allows for no individuation or 

distinction. The result is the same in both cases: they each have created not citizens 

but sycophants, be they aesthetic artists or religious fanatics. Neither hero wins the 

crown, in Fiore’s judgment nor in Thomas Mann’s; the conflict between the 

traditional constellation of Bildung as a mark of distinction and the modernity of 

democratic society will not find a resolution in either figure, nor among their 

followers. The conclusion suggests that Bildung and the force of individual spirit, 

Geist, which it engenders, have lost their connection to the future and are therefore in 

need of renewal. 

 Not surprisingly, Mann builds into the play few hopes for the next generation.  

Savonarola will have no children (he has lost love); Lorenzo’s son and heir to the 

throne, Piero, is guided by lust. In a more than somewhat contrived turn of plot, Fiore 

(Lorenzo's courtesan and Savonarola's lost love) becomes the object of Piero's 

passion. Reacting to Piero's advances, Fiore remarks: “[...] wer schwach ist, aber so 

glühenden Geistes, daß er sich dennoch den Kranz gewinnt, - der ist ein Held” (F 

442). For all three men, Fiore ultimately exists only to satisfy their senses, for 

experiencing their own imagined versions of the ethereal at the expense of the real. 

This shared lust does indeed make them fundamentally weak - they will "win laurels," 

but are doomed to burn out, since they are running on empty passion, on a Dionysian 

without an Apollonian, on spirit without agency. Piero's younger generation thus 

represents at best a decadent spirit of the age, they are no longer fueled by wisdom 

and beauty, they no longer seek art as the highest expression of the state and the 

individual. Savonarola, responding to the greatest of all artists, knows the power of 

the Geist he is stamping out and that Piero may never know: “die Kraft, Lorenzo 
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Magnifico, die Reinheit und Frieden will” (F 483). Yet Savonarola is responsible for 

pushing many away from that pure spirit, and into either asceticism or the rejection of 

human sensuality: “Ihr habt die Versuchung gemehrt auf Erden, des Satans 

Süßigkeiten, mit denen er qualvoll unser Fleisch durchströmt. Augenlust habt Ihr 

aufgerichtet und aus den Wänden sprießen lassen in Florenz - und nanntet es 

Schönheit” (F 484). Beauty in its old constellation, according to Savonarola, is only 

an expression of sinful desire of the flesh. In the play, religious conservatism and the 

fanaticism of the masses will conquer, for the time being. Lorenzo succumbs to the 

ravaging declarations of Savonarola.   

 Just as self-denial is not religion, aesthetic facades are not art, in Lorenzo’s 

Florence or, by extension, in Mann’s Munich. Lorenzo admits his failure in his dying 

moments: “Ich bin geruchlos. Ich kenne den Duft der Rose nicht, nicht den des 

Weibes. Ich bin ein Krüppel, bin mißgeboren. Ist es nur mein Leib?” (F 487). Mann, 

however, does not let the play end with this death, with the defeat of a traditional icon 

of art. Lorenzo dies in identifying Savonarola only as a re-constellation of the same 

desire: “Ihr schmäht die Kunst und nutzt sie in Eurem Dienste doch aus. Euer Ruf und 

Ruhm ward laut, weil diese Zeit und Stadt das stolze Einzelwesen anbetet. Nie, 

nirgends hat man so viel Dankbarkeit und reichen Lohn gehabt für jeden, der auf 

eigene Art nach eigenem Ruhme strebte” (F 488). In other words, both heroes have 

sought, defined and achieved “wisdom” through the manipulation of Geist, taking its 

products as markers of social distinction, not in the service of true knowledge or 

humanity. Piero, the heir, promises to do no better. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Despite the play’s lack of popularity, Thomas Mann’s Fiorenza is nonetheless 

an early version of his persistent theme of art versus life, and a very important one, a 

parallel for the message in the more popular Tonio Kröger. Both works take art and 

life specifically as attributes of classes and society; the cultivation, Bildung, is indeed 
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the property of a particular group of citizens, yet one that has misused the distinction 

it brings and thus degraded its value. But Mann’s play also corroborates the downfall 

of that aesthetic class ideal, due in no small part to its own dilettantism. No wonder 

that, in Lorenzo’s world, beauty has become sterile in its satisfaction of egotistical 

desire and thus no longer serves as a beacon to the world, as a tool to lead society, 

and that Tonio Kröger feels alone.   

More critically, both works also contain Mann’s criticism of the forms of 

mass democracy that were threatening to supplant the world of the gebildete Bürger 

in the Munich of his youth. That supposed "democracy" of the early twentieth century 

was clearly a kind of demagoguery. Personified in his representation of Savonarola, it 

will prevail, momentarily, but it will not save Munich or Germany, just as the 

historical Savonarola brought chaos to his Florence. Thus the confrontation between 

Savonarola and Lorenzo implies that the age has acquired a new and particularly 

dangerous art: the art of amassing power, intolerance, and rejection of reality, decried 

as sensuality. Not surprisingly Mann later defines this “modern” human being as:   

Der gotische Mensch! ... Der gotische Mensch ist der Mensch der neuen 
Intoleranz, der neuen Antihumanität des Geistes, der neuen Geschlossenheit 
und Entschlossenheit, des Glaubens an den Glauben; er ist der nicht mehr 
bürgerliche, der fanatische Mensch... Ich fürchte, der gotische Mensch ist kein 
Savonarola, sondern irgendein Literatenjüngling und Zeitschriftenmitarbeiter 
mit Hornbrille und schlechtem Teint.  (BeU 497-498)  

 

Lorenzo’s son, Piero, promises to be one of them, and Tonio Kröger has no heirs. 

Piero’s only alternative in the play is to be a fanatic of the mob, which would never 

be acceptable to Thomas Mann. 

Like Tonio Kröger Fiorenza is an important representation of Mann’s 

concerns leading up to World War I, containing many of the elements that will be 

explored more broadly in later works. We have long known that, prior to the First 

World War, Thomas Mann’s work consistently revolved around the conflict between 

the aesthetic human being and their position in a shifting society. Buddenbrooks, 
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Fiorenza and Tonio Kröger all contemplate the problematic position of the aesthetic 

human being during a time of dramatic social and political changes in Europe. These 

works confirm the author's early engagement with the position of the bourgeoisie 

within the State, as it overtly projects the aesthetic human being’s dilemma into the 

context of capitalism and mass democracy. These works are thus a sign of Mann's 

clear consciousness that the aesthetic dilettantism of his own artistic generation was 

fatal, but also that the purportedly democratic advances of his age were not likely to 

find a solution in their present forms – or that people like Tonio Kröger will not see 

and accept the potential solution.  

Thus, after so many examples of Mann’s portrayal of the self-formed human 

being turned aesthete in a modern world, we must conclude that, while Mann offered 

specific criticisms of types of behavior and of modernity itself, he was far from 

offering much hope for a rejuvenation of the Bildungsideal in the hands of his own 

class. Prior to the start of World War One, however, Mann would make one more 

valiant effort to recapture, if not the agency of the aesthetic human being, at least the 

spiritual rejuvenation of the aesthetic spirit. Gustav von Aschenbach will take the 

readers of Der Tod in Venedig (1912) on a spiritual exploration that does not stand 

isolated and alone at the beginning of the twentieth century as many distraught 

intellectuals sought to recapture their spiritual faith. As we shall see in the following 

section, one of these distraught intellectuals was Rudolf Steiner.   
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Part III 

Reconsituting the Spiritual Community: Rudolf Steiner
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Chapter 5 

Bildung as a New Religion 
 

Before making the case for Steiner’s philosophical model and its practical 

applications as a tool for coping with modernity, it is necessary to emphasize that I 

will not attempt in any fashion to confirm or disavow the validity of Steiner’s thought 

or pass judgement on its practices as they have been preserved today, either as a 

philosophy or as an educational practice.  

My purpose in this chapter is to analyze the sociocultural implications of 

Steiner’s thought as it pertains specifically to the imagined community of gebildete 

Bürger.1 My task here is only to place Steiner’s thought and its practical applications 

within the context of the breakdown in the imagined community that espoused his 

work as a countermeasure. Thus many of Steiner’s publications, formal texts, and 

speeches (there are approximately 350 volumes in the Gesamtausgabe) will remain 

unmentioned, as will many aspects of Steiner’s career. Perhaps the most significant of 

these are the intrigues within the Theosophical Society during his membership and his 

relationship to its leader, Annie Besant.2  

My intent here is to contend that Steiner and his anthroposophical movement 

attempt to revitalize an imaginary, one grounded in the German Bildungsideal, which 

sought to maintain its validity in the modern sociocultural paradigm. Aside from 

purposely limiting the number of texts that I will cite, I will also do so without a strict 

                                                           
1 The work of Gerhard Wehr, in German, covers many of the philosophical implications of Steiner’s 
thought.  In English one of the most important works remains Robert Galbreath’s dissertation, 
“Spiritual Science in an Age of Materialism: Rudolf Steiner and Occultism,” diss., University of 
Michigan, 1970. 
2 Both Gerhard Wehr, in Rudolf Steiner: Leben, Erkenntnis, Kulturimpuls (München: Kösel, 1987) and 
Christoph Lindenberg, in Rudolf Steiner (Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1992), elaborate Steiner’s 
relationship with Annie Besant and the Theosophical Society. 
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regard for the chronology of these texts or to Steiner’s own development as a person. 

Instead, I believe that there is little transformation in the substance of Steiner’s 

thought through time, however much his address to the community developed.  

By circumscribing my analysis in this way, it becomes possible to establish 

how Rudolf Steiner’s world shared sociocultural commonalities with such diverse 

figures as Thomas Mann and Max Weber, as they responded to the crisis of 

modernity. In that milieu, as we have seen, a large group of Bürger who were 

experiencing the dissolution of their traditional imagined community espoused 

Steiner and his aesthetic solution to the breakdown of their social symbols. Steiner’s 

case argues for the tremendous impact of the ideal of Bildung beyond aestheticism, 

emphasizing its diverse “uses” in much of the German-speaking world at the turn-of-

the-century. It also lays the foundation for drawing conclusions about the failure of 

gebildete Bürger to reconstitute their imaginary in terms that might have positively 

impacted the disastrous sociopolitical developments following World War I. Instead 

of starting off a cultural malaise, the intelligentia who embraced Steiner remain 

marginalized as a public voice in a way that intellectuals such as Weber or Mann, 

despite there own failed political agency, would never be. 

To establish the link to Steiner and his reconstituted vision of society, I will 

briefly turn back to perhaps the most famous of Thomas Mann’s Novellen, Death in 

Venice, to show how Mann has pushed his vision of the dilemma of Bildung to its 

limit before the first World War. 

 

VAST SPACES AND MYTHIC RE-BIRTH: ART FAILING THE COMMUNITY 
Thomas Mann, as I have argued above, knew well the fatality of the 

Bildungsideal, even as he admired much about it. In Der Tod in Venedig (1912) Mann 

depicts the famous and renowned German Dichter, Gustav von Aschenbach, as a man 

of self-formation whose disposition is nevertheless dictated by a sense of unrest and 
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imprisonment: “schweifender Unruhe, ein jugendlich durstiges Verlangen in die 

Ferne” (TV 561);3 “rätselhaftem Verlangen” (TV 562); “Begierde nach Befreiung, 

Entbürdung und Vergessen” (TV 563). While Gustav von Ashenbach’s devotion to 

the traditional values of hard work and duty have afforded him an ability to 

artistically sculpt material into form, as Tonio Kröger had, his renown as an author, 

his fame and prestige, only conceal “eine innere Unterhöhlung, den biologischen 

Verfall” (TV 568). Thus von Aschenbach represents in Mann’s Novelle a well-

disciplined talent, “die liebenswürdige Haltung im leeren und strengen Dienste der 

Form; das falsche, gefährliche Leben, die rasch entnervende Sehnsucht und Kunst des 

geborenen Betrügers” (TV 568). From another perspective, von Aschenbach 

symbolizes perhaps what Tonio Kröger eventually became: a man of external success, 

yet an internal wasteland. That is, he is again a creature grounded in and profiting 

from the Bildungsideal, yet astutely aware of his diminishing personal substance.   

That Tod in Venedig still maintains this setup is significant. After two decades 

of thematic engagement with the Bürger-Künstler dilemma, Thomas Mann continued 

on the eve of the First World War to labor over the disjunction between values 

associated with and culminating from Bildung and the new sociocultural parameters 

of the modern world. The basis of the dominant habitus in nineteenth-century 

Germany, the foundation of this powerful imagined community, Bildung, had 

gradually revealed itself as inadequate, if it were to be a means to distinction in the 

modern paradigm. We have traced the practical compromises made by Tonio Kröger 

to circumvent the social marginalization of the gebildete Bürger. Yet now, I will turn 

to Mann’s Tod in Venedig to again re-visit the questions surrounding the breakdown 

in the German Bildungsideal, as a statement that circumventions like Tonio Kröger’s 

would not be possible in the future. In this later Novelle, Mann thereby underscores 

the deterioration of older values in his imagined community more as a spiritual crisis 

                                                           
3 All references to Der Tod in Venedig are from Thomas Mann, Frühe Erzählungen (Frankfurt: 
Fischer, 1981) and will be referenced in the text by TV, followed by a page number. 
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of culture and less as a social one. The climate of Tod in Venedig suggests in its own 

way that Tonio Kröger’s older values no longer function effectively on the eve of the 

World War. 

These different approaches to the same problems are marked in many levels of 

the text. To begin, the ambience of Tod in Venedig diverges sharply from that of 

Tonio Kröger, a difference which is noteworthy, particularly in light of their thematic 

similarities. For instance, interior spaces no longer play the significant role in Tod in 

Venedig that they do in Tonio Kröger. The majority of the scenes are in open spaces, 

on the beach, in the lagoons or streets of Venedig, where “Begierde nach Befreiung” 

can come to fruition, where the stagnation of an older, northern symbolic order can be 

brought under scrutiny by its alien visitors. While the remains of this older symbolic 

world still furnished von Aschenbach with the kind of social recognition that Kröger 

also enjoyed (especially the title he received as the Novelle’s introductory paragraph 

informs us), these remnants no longer necessarily provided personal access to 

spiritual gratification and recognition, self-worth and identity. Von Aschenbach’s life 

is marked by social success, but he fails to attain the personal spiritual distinction that 

had always been afforded by the aesthetic life of the gebildete Bürger. Instead, 

community recognition for the artist in Tod in Venedig only exposes the susceptibility 

of the masses to demagogic figures, and what has become the referential emptiness of 

those markers to an internal state: “Und sie alle erkannten sich wieder in seinem 

Werk, sie fanden sich bestätigt, erhoben, besungen darin, sie wußten ihm Dank, sie 

verkündeten seinen Namen” (TV 569). Art as practiced by von Aschenbach unites a 

group, but has become devoid of its investigative and exploratory function and now 

serves simply to confirm the validity of the artist to issue external, formal messages to 

society, rather than to contribute to the spiritual community.       

More significant for the present discussion is a further contrast between the 

two stories: Tonio Kröger returns to his roots to re-confirm a spiritual devotion and 

connection to an older symbolic order and its traditional values. He rejects the 
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mythical dimensions offered by the emotionally charged southern cultures of Mann’s 

Venice. In contrast, von Aschenbach’s journey to the mythical depths of the 

Dionysian, as Nietzsche would have named it, can be seen as an attempt to rejuvenate 

the symbiosis of the Apollonian and Dionysian worlds, the material and the spiritual, 

that Tonio Kröger had explicitly rejected or had resolved by relinking to the 

traditional roots of his society rather than its present.4 That is, Mann’s intention, as 

Susan von Rohr Scaff argues, is to assert that “a human being must participate in both 

the Apollonian and the Dionysian modes to resist rigidification, on the one hand, and 

disintegration (moral and physical), on the other” (141). I would like specifically to 

recast this symbiosis as the re-balancing of two juxtaposed dimensions of life, 

through which the artist begins to regain the potential to break down the barriers of a 

worn-out imaginary for his internal satisfaction, without necessarily destroying those 

traditional values of the community upon which this imaginary was based, no matter 

how hollow they are. In the case of von Aschenbach, his society’s devotion to the 

forms of Bildung, especially to the Apollonian, has effected sterility in his life’s 

spiritual dimension, despite the fame and societal recognition that he has attained. 

The attributes of the emotional South, as Mann depicts von Aschenbach’s 

psychological dilemma, promise to provide the outwardly successful artist a revival 

of the spiritual atonement for the distinguished Bildungsbürger in a world 

increasingly dominated by a material view of the human being.5 He is, in a certain 

                                                           
4 The secondary literature for Der Tod in Venedig is enormous, as is the divergence in interpretations, 
and an attempt to discuss these works in any detail is certainly beyond the scope of this project.  Thus I 
am providing only a starting point for the reader by mentioning several key works: Terence James 
Reed, Thomas Mann, Der Tod in Venedig (München: Carl Hanser Verlag, 1983); Wilhelm Große, 
Erläuterungen zu Thomas Mann: Der Tod in Venedig (Hollfeld: C. Bange Verlag, 1996); Hans Rudolf 
Vaget, Thomas-Mann-Kommentar: zu sämtlichen Erzählungen (München: Winkler Verlag, 1984); 
Werner Frizen, Thomas Mann, Der Tod in Venedig: Interpretation (München: Oldenbourg Verlag, 
1993).   
5 In fact, Helmut Koopmann argues that Mann remained devoted to his bürgerlichen origins 
throughout his life, despite attempts to adjust them to the external circumstances of two World Wars, 
the failed Weimar Republic and National Socialism.  See Helmut Koopmann’s article  “Thomas 
Mann’s Bürgerlichkeit.”  Thomas Mann: 1875-1975, ed. B. Bludau, E. Heftrich, H. Koopmann 
(Frankfurt: S. Fischer, 1977): 39-60. 
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sense, undertaking a pilgrimage not to his culture, as Tonio Kröger did, but to his own 

soul, which lies outside those social forms.     

Indeed, Mann attempts, as many have argued,6 to depict the intriguing 

relationship of the floundering von Aschenbach and the Hermes figure Tadzio as an 

encounter that reinvigorates those artistic values that have become devalued in the 

modern world. Yet Mann’s heroic artist, as well as the community in which he 

flourished, have clearly become devoid of a meaningful spiritual dimension. Richard 

Sheppard posits that von Aschenbach’s dilemma is a representation of the social 

world in which the gebildete Bürger had to operate: “Like the self-appointed demi-

god at the foot of whose cross it comes to worship, von Aschenbach’s society is 

badly, not to say mortally deficient in its failure to pay the dark gods their due” (104). 

In other words, Mann portrays the possible reinvigoration of von Aschenbach’s 

Bildungsideal as linked to the successful re-orientation of a society that had become 

dominated by the principles of materialism and utilitarian economics - to material 

success, as this artist knew it. As it stood, the world for these individuals, as we have 

seen in Mann’s fictional characters, has become emotionally sterile.   

While von Aschenbach’s fate as an artist is left uncertain at the end of the 

story (despite his death, which might be a resurrection of sorts), his downfall is 

clearly intended by Mann to depict an artist with a deficit in the Dionysian element of 

his personal life, an artist whose art has become sterile. Thus Von Aschenbach’s 

death is conventionally seen as “a repudiation of form and a capitulation to the 

Dionysian void” or in a more positive light as a “mythic rebirth” (von Rohr Scaff 

144). Despite the merits of either interpretation, I would like to consider it instead as 

evidence of Mann’s continued struggle with the seemingly incompatible values of the 

aesthetic life and the demands of a modern society on an individual whose whole life 

                                                           
6 See, for example, Richard Sheppard, “Tonio Kröger und Der Tod in Venedig: From Bourgeois 
Realism to Visionary Modernism,” Oxford German Studies 18/19 (1990): 92-108, and André von 
Gronicka, “’Myth plus Psychology’: A Style Analysis of Death in Venice,” Germanic Review 31 
(1956): 191-205. 
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is built on its outer forms. Gebildete Bürger of disparate socioeconomic backgrounds 

may well have experienced what von Aschenbach has, as they witnessed the 

increasing internal ineffectiveness of the older imaginary, a habitus that had provided 

social distinction and spiritual atonement and had sponsored von Aschenbach’s 

artistic success, but ceased to satisfy him. Mann’s von Aschenbach did not find 

unequivocally the solution to this displacement in some kind of rejuvenation of the 

spiritual aspects of the Bildungsideal.  

An aesthetic rejuvenation was not to be von Aschenbach’s fate, but I would 

like to argue now that it was the program of Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), already at 

the peak of his life’s work, that represents an attempt to do what von Aschenbach did 

not: preserve the forms of Bildung and rejuvenate their spiritual relevance for a 

German community. As Mann struggled for decades with the implications of his 

aesthetic values (and his von Aschenbach died from the search), Steiner would posit 

the possibility of a “mythic rebirth” of the Dionysian and its aesthetic values in a 

modern religious praxis, with implications for the “whole” human being and the 

“whole” world. Steiner intended to unite, in this Lebenspraxis, the Dionysian and the 

Apollonian domains of human life, a disjunction that Mann’s Kröger and von 

Aschenbach fell victim to. 

 

RECONSTITUTING THE GERMAN AESTHETIC 
Rudolf Steiner (1861-1925), founder of the Anthropsophical Society and the 

still thriving Waldorf schools, not only perceived this displacement of the spiritual 

correlates to the outward forms of modern life that Thomas Mann portrayed in Der 

Tod in Venedig. Rudolf Steiner also grew up in the midst of the gradual diminution of 

the cherished values of the German Bildungsideal as a source of status and distinction 

in the community.7 Yet where Mann sought to valorize art and the artist, Steiner 

                                                           
7 For a more detailed biographical account of Steiner see Christoph Lindenberg, Rudolf Steiner 
(Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1992), Gerhard Wehr, Rudolf Steiner. Leben, Erkenntnis, 
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sought to heal the people in the community through individual spiritual rejuvenation 

and group reintegration.  

Early on, Steiner fully acknowledged that the material basis of community had 

changed. The rise of materialism, which maintained that all knowledge is attainable 

exclusively through the analysis of physical matter, including the psychological and 

cognitive aspects of the human being, created in Steiner’s view an epistemological 

void for the human being: “Der Materialismus kann niemals eine befriedigende 

Welterklärung liefern” (PF 30).8 During his early adulthood, when the proponents of 

materialism, such as Ernst Haeckel, Ludwig Feuerbach and Ludwig Büchner were at 

their peak,9 Steiner sought a philosophical standpoint that would preserve the values 

of Bildung and counter what he viewed as an inadequate account of the “totality” of 

the human being. Steiner had no argument with scientific method per se. He wanted, 

as we shall see, to reconstitute the spiritual essence (Geist) of the human being within 

the methodological (and predominantly materialist) parameters of modern science: 

what he would call Geheimwissenschaft, which would unite the materialist and 

idealist world views that artists like von Aschenbach and Tonio Kröger had failed to 

achieve.   

Thus Steiner formulates, though in different and considerably more proactive 

terms, the impassioned question of the late nineteenth century that also baffled 

Thomas Mann for at least two decades. The first sentence of what is perhaps Steiner’s 
                                                                                                                                                                      
Kulturimpuls (München: Kösel, 1987). In English, see Ch. 3, “A Life of Spiritual Activity,” in Robert 
Galbreath’s dissertation, “Spiritual Science in an Age of Materialism: Rudolf Steiner and Occultism,” 
(diss., University of Michigan, 1970). An older work in English is A. P. Shepherd, A Scientist of the 
Invisible: An Introduction to the Life and Work of Rudolf Steiner (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 
1954).  
8 All references to Rudolf Steiner come from the Rudolf Steiner Gesamtausgabe.  For more 
information the reader can refer to the Rudolf Steiner Gesamtausgabe: eine Dokumentation  
(Dornach/Schweiz: Rudolf Steiner-Nachlaßverwaltung, 1988).  For frequently cited Steiner texts I will 
employ an abbreviation system.  Die Philosophie der Freiheit will be referenced as PF, followed by a 
page number.  
9 See Materialismus und Spritualismus. Philosphie und Wissenschaften nach 1848, ed. Andreas Arndt 
and Walter Jaeschke (Hamburg: Felix Meiner Verlag, 2000) which is a collection of essays 
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major philosophical work, Die Philosophie der Freiheit (1894) speculates, using the 

voice of scientific materialism: “Ist der Mensch in seinem Denken und Handeln ein 

geistig freies Wesen oder steht er unter dem Zwange einer rein naturgesetzlichen 

ehernen Notwendigkeit?” (PF 15). Rudolf Steiner’s rhetorical question suggests the 

explicit threat to the integrity of the human spirit posed by the confrontation with a 

world epistemologically dominated by materialism.10 From this perspective, Rudolf 

Steiner’s philosophical thought represents, just as Thomas Mann’s early work did, 

attempts to address in new ways the threatening socioeconomic parameters of modern 

society. Yet Steiner’s thought and resulting anthroposophical model can therefore be 

seen as a unique sociocultural reaction to the dilemma of modernity, even though the 

poignancy of Steiner’s approach to re-appropriate Bildung does not emerge as clearly 

to us as Mann’s does.  

There have been few attempts by today’s scholars to elaborate Steiner’s model 

of “occult science” beyond its validity or lack thereof as a philosophical model, 

Lebensanschauung or paragon for wholesome living (Wehr Leben; Galbreath; 

Struwe). At best, Steiner’s perspectives have been perfunctorily defined for the most 

part as a modern version of humanism, not central to the sociocultural dynamics of 

modernism.11 Yet I will argue now that Steiner’s intellectual thought and his model 

for a Lebenspraxis intend to reconstitute the spiritual essence of human beings, and 

thereby reveal a resolute attempt to come to grips with the scourge of modernity.  

                                                                                                                                                                      
concentrating on philosophical aspect, but which does not include the alternative religious movements 
(e.g., Theosophy and Anthroposophy) that I am concerned with. 
10 See Chapter 4 in the aforementioned dissertation by Robert Galbreath for an elaboration of the 
influence of materialism and nineteenth-century science on Steiner’s Weltanschauung and 
philosophical model. 
11 One exception is Robert Sumser’s article, “Rational Occultism in fin de siècle Germany: Rudolf 
Steiner’s Modernism,” History of European Ideas 18.4 (1994): 497-511.  Several dissertations have 
dealt more with the epistemological roots or philosophical validity of Steiner’s thought.  Examples are 
Robert Galbreath, Spiritual Science in an Age of Materialism: Rudolf Steiner and Occultism (diss. 
University of Michigan, 1970), Ursula Marcum, Rudolf Steiner: an intellectual Biography (diss. 
University of Riverside, California, 1983) and Marya Foley, Rudolf Steiner’s Philosophy of History 
(diss. University of New Mexico, 1981).    



 

 162 

This does not suggest that Steiner fits the classical definition of a German 

Bildungsbürger in the way that Thomas Mann did. In many ways, particularly 

financially, the opposite is in fact the case. Nor am I suggesting by any stretch of the 

imagination that Mann entertained ideas of creating or implementing a model of 

praxis for the modern human being to re-capture the spiritual essence of life. Steiner’s 

embrace of modernity originates in a faith in the older imaginary of the eldest 

Buddenbrook generation, yet manifested within the discourse of modern science and 

the community.  

To be sure, Thomas Mann consistently revisited the theme of the aesthetic 

Bürger in the modern world.  While never proposing a practical approach for the 

reconstitution of the Bildungsideal in a modern socioeconomic paradigm, Mann’s 

œuvre prior to Weimar repeatedly confronts (and, at times satirizes) the aesthetic 

human being’s diminished agency or relevance in a modern environment. In contrast, 

Rudolf Steiner not only confronted this same issue, he attempted to resolve it by 

proposing and implementing a set of “practices” that could re-constitute Bildung as 

the path to distinction in the community and as the restoration of the community’s 

spirit. To do so, Steiner drew from the inherited traditions of diverse religions, 

including Buddhism and Hinduism, but also and especially Christianity, to unite 

community in new ways.  

In other words, I am suggesting that Steiner consciously sought to re-

invigorate the spiritual essence of human beings, as it had been conceived in the 

German Bildungsideal, and attempted to make it compatible with the new 

epistemological paradigm of modernity. Steiner, in a far more dramatic and assertive 

fashion than Thomas Mann, attempted to re-constitute the aesthetic essence (Geist) of 

the human being within the confines of empirical science: to reconstitute the 

community on older symbolic values, Bildung, while purportedly embracing the 

tenets of modern epistemology.  
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Steiner’s faith in this possibility may stem from the fact that he is not from a 

modern Germany, but from Austro-Hungary, a world considerably less subject to the 

military-industrial complex than the emerging German Reich. His search to develop a 

meditative practice necessarily brought his work into proximity with the crisis of the 

organized Churches in German-speaking Europe. That situation explains the appeal 

of Steiner’s work in adapting Bildung into a new kind of secular religion, in an 

essentially Catholic context. The Catholic Church in Western Europe, despite the 

Inquisition, the power intrigues of the Popes and the bloody Reformation, had 

traditionally been the lifeline of the community that Steiner knew for a millenium, at 

least. Helmuth Plessner posits that “die urchristliche Gemeinde bildet ein Beispiel der 

Gemeinschaft, das über die antike Polisidee hinausreicht” (Nation 59). After the 

Reformation, a redefinition of a Christian community served as the reference point 

for knowledge of the human being and as a guide for “imagined” standards of 

behavior. That is, the Churches and their doctrines reinforce the foundation for social 

consensus. The communal role of the Protestant Churches, for instance, is doctrinally 

verified in Paul’s second letter to the Corinthians in which he depicts the comfort that 

the teachings of Jesus Christ signified: 

Blessed be God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ, the Father of 
mercies, and the god of all comfort; / Who comforteth us in all our tribulation, 
that we may be able to comfort them which are in any trouble, by the comfort 
wherewith we ourselves are comforted of God. (II Cor. 1.3-4 King James 
Version) 

 

Paul’s letter confirms that the early Christian Church had been founded upon the 

biblical idea of communal spirit to comfort those in need, but moreover, recognizes 

mankind’s special position in relation to God. Christian doctrine “imagined” a special 

identity for human beings within the community.12 
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 URPHÄNOMENE: THE UNITY OF GEIST AND MATTER  

Despite what we see as Rudolf Steiner’s idiosyncratic results, his innovation 

reflects not just religious and scientific elements, but also crucial intellectual debates 

during the nineteenth century revolving around the processes of human cognition that 

led to this dilemma about what self-cultivation is, art or science. The debate about 

knowledge and learning constitutes the philosophical framework in which Steiner 

would express his views about the misdirection of nineteenth-century science and 

philosophy and triggered his explication of the human capacity to “know” the world – 

a crucial difference from Mann’s social and aesthetic addresses.   

The challenge from science to Bildung had been a century in the making. 

Since Immanuel Kant’s Critique der reinen Vernunft (1781/87), the analysis of the 

human capacity to perceive, process and organize external data became the central 

source of human epistemology and significantly impacted all scientific paradigms in 

the nineteenth century (Arens 103). That is, during the nineteenth century the debate 

about how humans “know” and understand the world began to revolve around human 

cognition and no longer represented the exclusive domain of God. After Kant’s work 

and the further elaborations of the educational psychologist Johann Friedrich Herbart 

(1776-1841), “knowledge” was viewed to emerge “according to experience and the 

environment or historical-cultural inheritance in which a particular individual finds 

himself” (Arens 103). Implicit in this view is that the human being does not have the 

capacity to “know” the essence of things in this world, but cognitively creates a 

representation of the world, in which a consensus about what constitutes human 

knowledge is formed. Moreover, as Arens shows in her study of the paradigm of 

nineteenth-century psychology in Germany, Structures of Knowing, the scientific 

models of “mind” became increasingly oriented around the interaction of the 

                                                                                                                                                                      
12 See John Cornwell, Hitler’s Pope: The Secret History of Pius XII (New York: Viking, 1999) for an 
interesting account of the late nineteenth-century Catholic Church’s confrontation with modernity.  



 

 165 

individual and the group.13 That is, human cognition literally creates, not the world 

itself, but knowledge of the world in all of its aspects.  

Thus nineteenth-century Wissenschaftler, who came to reject theory-

dominated German Idealism and Transcendental Philosophy as formulated by Hegel 

al., advocated a scientific perspective that took the “metaphysical” out of the 

epistemological equation, and thus put the holistic claims of the Bildungsideal to the 

test.  Materialism, which saw the source of all knowledge in physical matter, 

including cognition, became one of the dominant paradigms for nineteenth-century 

science.14  Equally important was empiricism, which viewed all knowledge to be 

founded upon the experience of the senses and, in a related vein, Comte’s positivism, 

with its emphasis on the historical stages of human development.15 The 

epistemological repercussions of these trends for human “mind” were what Herbert 

Schnädelbach calls an Entontologisierung of the natural sciences and, in turn, of 

human cognition. The ramifications, as Schnädelbach explains, were: 

… daß sich die Physik strikt ans Gegebene hält, und gegeben sind die 
Phänomene, die es zu beschreiben gilt.  Entontologisierung bedeutet zum 
anderen, daß alle Wesens- und Substanzbegriffe, aber auch der Kraftbegriff 
aus der Wissenschaft eliminiert werden und nur noch solche Begriffe 
Verwendung finden, mit denen sich funktionale Zusammenhänge zwischen 
dem Gegebenen ausdrücken lassen.  (112)  
 

Schnädelbach suggests that the metaphysical component had been extracted from the 

epistemology of human cognition and, as Arens also posits, these “models were not 
                                                           
13 See particularly Sections 4.3 – 4.4 of Katherine Arens’ book, Structures of Knowing: Psychologies 
of the Nineteenth Century (Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Kluwer, 1989) which analyze the group 
psychology of Wilhelm Wundt and Hermann Paul’s theories of language communication. 
14 The most popular representation of materialism as a Weltanschauung in Germany was Monism, 
advocated at least in its early stages by the German Darwinist Ernst Haeckel, who popularized this 
pantheistic approach to humanity and the universe through his 1899 “bestseller,” Die Welträtsel. 
15 One particular facit of the development of German science in the nineteenth century as scientists 
began to reject the metaphysical claims of Idealism, is the epistemological return to Kant.  For an 
elaborate analysis of Neo-Kantianism and especially its implications for German philosophy and 
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validated in terms of ‘things in themselves,’ but in terms of their utility and 

plausibility in explaining and even predicting data – their theoretical adequacy” (153). 

In this view, the human being and human cognition were sources of physical data to 

be observed, accumulated and interpreted.  Thus the unique spiritual essence of the 

human being, as represented in the German Bildungsideal, became devalued as a 

nonfactor in the epistemological endeavors of modern science.  

Yet Rudolf Steiner, adamantly convinced that modern science failed to 

provide a comprehensive theory of knowledge that accommodated the human, never 

advocated an unconditional rejection of modern science. As already noted Steiner had 

grown up in the outer regions of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, where his father was 

a small town Bahnbeamter. While one might assume that Steiner would have been 

somewhat sheltered from the processes of modernization occurring at this time, this is 

not the case. To be sure, Steiner grew up far from any industrial centers, and 

perceived the grandeur of the natural world, as he fondly recalls in his autobiography, 

composed in the last years of his life, “Mäßige Erhebungen mit schönen Waldungen 

begrenzten den einen Ausblick; der andere konnte über ebenes, mit Feld und Wald 

bedecktes Land nach Ungarn hineinschweifen” (ML 14), but he was by no means 

exclusively a child of the countryside.   

In fact, rural Austria was indeed engaged with scientific modernization. 

Christoph Lindenberg describes Steiner’s childhood environment as implanted in 

scientific progress of a kind: “Bahnhöfe waren die Stätten seiner Kindheit, und durch 

die Interessen seiner Umgebung wurde er immer wieder auf den Eisenbahnbetrieb 

gelenkt” (7). In the later half of the nineteenth century the railways represented the 

newest and most advanced technology of the day and effected Steiner’s interest in 

                                                                                                                                                                      
education is Klaus Christian Köhnke’s The Rise of Neo-Kantianism: German Academic Philosophy 
Between Idealism and Positivism, trans. R. J. Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991).   
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questions of technology and scientific advancement.16 Steiner writes in his 

autobiography: “Ich glaube, daß es für mein Leben bedeutsam war, in einer solchen 

Umgebung die Kindheit verlebt zu haben. Denn meine Interessen wurden stark in das 

Mechanische dieses Daseins hineingezogen” (ML 9).17  

Thus Steiner’s childhood provided him with an early awareness of the 

division between nature and the material world, which does not, however, connote 

Steiner’s rejection of the material world’s relevance as a vital component of human 

knowledge. Yet Johannes Hemleben points out in his biography of Steiner, it is “this 

background that from his earliest years the young Rudolf Steiner became aware of the 

polarity of nature and technology” (11). This unwarranted divergence, as Steiner 

would see it, became the fundamental problematic in Steiner’s early philosophical 

thought and in his later practical life model. 

Despite his embrace of some technology and his fascination and even 

acceptance of empirical science’s discoveries, Rudolf Steiner remained throughout 

his lifetime adamantly opposed to any exclusively materialistic or mechanistic view 

of the human being.18 As Robert Sumser posits, “Steiner rejected mechanism because 

it was incapable of understanding life; he rejected phenomenological physics because 

it, like Kantian epistemology, deprived humans of the possibility of grasping the 

fundamental nature of things” (501). While Sumser’s comment does not sufficiently 

emphasize the difference between Kant’s original ideas and the neokantian version 
                                                           
16 See Wolfgang Schivelbusch, The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the 
Nineteenth Century (New York: Berg, 1986) for an excellent study of the affects of new technology on 
modernization processes in Europe.  
17 There is very little primary biographical information available from Steiner himself.  The first letters 
are from 1881, then twenty years old, and Steiner always referred to his private affairs with reluctance.  
The only other available material is Mein Lebensgang (Dornach/Schweiz: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 
1983), his autobiography, written in the last years of his life and an earlier speech given by Steiner 
called “Skizze eines Lebensabrisses,” now entitled “Autobiographischer Vortrag über die Kindheits- 
und Jugendjahre bis zur Weimarer Zeit” Berlin., 4. Februar, 1913,” Beiträge zur Rudolf Steiner 
Gesamtausgabe, ed. Rudolf-Steiner-Nachlaßverwaltung 83/84 (1984): 2-13.  References to Mein 
Lebensgang will be cited as ML, followed by a page number. 
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that confronted Steiner as the ideal of the genus gave way to the ‘neutral’ scientific 

jargon of the latter part of the century, it is nevertheless an accurate assessment of 

Steiner’s view that the human mind indeed possesses the capability to “know” the 

noumenological world and is not restricted to knowledge accessed exclusively 

through the empirical realm. That is, he wished to retain a more active role for the 

human mind in science.  

In the materialistic views that had become so dominant by the second half of 

the nineteenth century, as he discusses in Grundlinien einer Erkenntnistheorie der 

Goetheschen Weltanschauung (1886), Steiner saw the ill-considered limitations of 

“observable data,” which restricted science to the “Wahrnehmungen der Sinne” (GeE 

45).19 Steiner insolently explains in Die Rätsel der Philosophie (1914), his history of 

philosophical thought, that “Das Zeitbewußtsein drängte dazu, das Weltall durch 

keine anderen Erscheinungen zu erklären, als diejenigen sind, die sich vor den Augen 

der Menschen abspielen"”(RP 360).20  He judged a materialistic understanding of the 

human being that ignored human participation in generating human knowledge to be 

fundamentally flawed because of its tacit contention that all knowledge is available 

only through material, an explicit rejection of all spiritual factors. Steiner defined 

such a view as dualism: “Der Dualismus sieht Geist (Ich) und Materie (Welt) als zwei 

grundverschiedene Wesenheiten an, und kann deshalb nicht begreifen, wie beide 

aufeinander wirken können” (PF 30). Yet Steiner was no more positively disposed to 

an exclusively spiritualist (or more Cartesian) view because of its inadequate 

consideration of the actual existence of material (PF 31). Instead, in the scientific 

model he espoused, Steiner believed that there is an accommodative unity between 

the spiritual and physical worlds. The failure of modern science was not in the 
                                                                                                                                                                      
18 For Steiner’s reaction to the sciences and, in particular, to physics, an area in which Steiner himself 
was knowledgeable, see Robert Galbreath, “Spiritual Science in an Age of Materialism: Rudolf Steiner 
and Occultism,” diss., University of Michigan, 1970, especially pages 248-63.  
19 References to Grundlinien einer Erkenntnistheorie der Goetheschen Weltanschauung (Dornach: 
Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1984) will be noted as GeE, followed by a page number. 



 

 169 

science; it lay only in its rejection of spiritual “reality,” not in its methods or 

discoveries as they pertained to the physical world.  A rejection of the “material,” as 

in a spiritualist view, exemplified for Steiner the reverse side of the same problem: 

the failure to acknowledge a key component of the unity of the universe. 

Nevertheless it is important that Steiner never rejected empirical science, but 

he instead saw in its reliance upon sense and experience as the exclusive source of 

human knowledge the same sterility that had so dramatically become the fate of the 

Buddenbrook men, Tonio Kröger and Gustav von Aschenbach – a kind of formation 

that divided humans from the world. To make this point, Steiner writes in an essay 

from 1893, appearing in the journal, Die Zukunft:   

Wir suchen heute alle jenseitigen und außerweltlichen Triebfedern durch 
solche zu ersetzen, die innerhalb der Welt liegen.  Früher suchte man nach 
transzendenten Mächten, um die Daseinserscheinungen zu erklären.  
Offenbarung, mystisches Schauen, oder metaphysische Spekulation sollten 
zur Erkenntnis höherer Wesenheiten führen.  Gegenwärtig bestreben wir uns, 
die Mittel zur Erklärung der Welt in dieser selbst zu finden.  (KuZ 181)  

 

By underscoring our search for internal causes, Steiner’s comments refer to the 

dominance of empiricism as the primary source of human “knowledge.” This 

application of empiricism to virtually all aspects of human behavior Steiner 

considered flawed because it assumes that all human functions, including 

“Gedanken,” can be broken down into material processes and thereby accurately 

analyzed. The materialist analyzes thought processes inaccurately, according to 

Steiner, due to a misconceived analogical assumption: “Er sucht die letzteren dadurch 

zu begreifen, daß er als einen rein materiellen Prozeß auffaßt. Er glaubt, daß das 

Denken im Gehirne etwas so zustande komme, wie die Verdauung in den 

animalischen Organen” (PF 30).   

                                                                                                                                                                      
20 Steiner’s Die Rätsel der Philosophie in ihrer Geschichte als Umriss dargestellt (Dornach: Rudolf 
Steiner Verlag, 1985) will appear in parenthetical notation as RP, followed by a page number. 



 

 170 

Steiner is suggesting that the materialistic framework failed to recognize what 

he will call the esoteric spiritual component of the human being, a view that relegates 

humanity to an “object only” in the observable world rather than as part of the 

world’s life. Thus Steiner deemed his task, as Galbreath posits, “to regain an organic 

unity with the world, to capture once more the ‘fullness of life’ which scientific 

specialization dissolves” (249). However, Steiner believed that the spiritual and 

objective worlds were linked in these definitions, and so his life’s work became the 

quest to re-establish that link, not by avoiding science, but by rethinking its activity to 

save humanity in the modern world. His call to Weimar as editor of Goethe’s writings 

on natural science by Joseph Kürschner, editor of the 200 volume Deutsche 

Nationalliteratur (1883-1901) (Wehr, Leben 54), provided Steiner with the source for 

a model through which educated individuals may regain this organic unity. The 

Goethean concept of Urphänomene provided the thrust for Steiner to redefine, in 

terms matching modern scientific discourse,  the German Bildungsideal.  

Remember that implicit in the ideal of Bildung is the Enlightenment concept 

that the human being can “know” the world through cognitive capacity, reason, and 

have access to the essence of objects in the external world. In his framework, Steiner 

notes that “Das Denken ist ein Organ des Menschen, das bestimmt ist, Höheres zu 

beobachten als Sinne bieten. Dem Denken ist jene Seite der Wirklichkeit zugänglich, 

von der ein bloßes Sinnenwesen nie etwas erfahren würde” (GeE 63). This unique 

cognitive capacity, as expressed through individual introspection, had provided the 

gebildete Bürger throughout the nineteenth century with a source of spiritual 

fulfillment and thereby a distinct position in God’s universe. In other words, the 

human being’s cognitive capacity was essentially linked to spirituality in the 

nineteenth-century form of the German Bildungsideal. When this link became 

disrupted through material/empirical epistemology, the special “distinction” of the 

human being, particularly for the gebildete Bürger, also became threatened, in the 

imaginary of Steiner and others. Thus attempts to re-capture the spiritual integrity of 
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the human being among the German Bildungsbürgertum commonly traveled down 

the path of evaluating human cognition and knowledge. In the imaginary of many 

German intellectuals at the end of the nineteenth century, to re-establish the 

preeminence of human cognition as the source of “knowing” the world was 

symbolically equivalent to re-invigorating the spirituality of the human being – but 

Steiner thought that Spirit was more than Mind. Thus Steiner’s philosophical model 

of human cognition, and particularly its eventual application in what he termed 

Occult Science, deductively assumes a means of re-constituting the German 

Bildungsideal under the auspices of a scientifically justified methodology.21 In so 

doing, Steiner believed he was re-applying the Goethean epistemological model as 

the most profound means of gaining “knowledge” of the world in both its physical 

and spiritual dimensions.  

In sifting through, organizing and editing Goethe’s scientific writings, then, 

Rudolf Steiner sought and experienced an epiphany about the impact of Goethe’s 

morphological theories that seemed to him even to outweigh Goethe’s importance as 

a German Dichter: 

Während die Überzeugung immer mehr an Verbreitung gewinnt, daß Goethes 
Dichtungen die Grundlage unserer ganzen Bildung sind, sehen selbst jene, die 
am weitesten in der Anerkennung seiner wissenschaftlichen Bestrebungen 
gehen, in diesen nicht mehr als Vorahnungen von Wahrheiten, die im späteren 
Verlaufe der Wissenschaft ihre volle Bestätigung gefunden haben. (GeE 13) 
 

He was, in other words, rediscovering the link of spirit and science in Goethe’s world 

that the era’s neokantians rejected. Exposure to the tenets of Goethe’s scientific 

ventures provided Steiner with a model of how to reconstitute human cognition in 
                                                           
21 The occult cannot be simply defined as secret. The occult movements in Germany can be linked to a 
longstanding tradition of German mysticism, the völkisch movement, and to Western esoteric tradition 
in general. My discussion will reveal Steiner’s understanding of occult science, but for more 
background information on Occultism in see Richard Noll, The Jung Cult. Origins of a Charismatic 
Movement (Princeton: Princeton UP, 1994) and Chapter 2 in Nicholas Goodrick-Clarke, The Occult 
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such a way as to place it again in the center of human epistemology for both the 

physical and spiritual spheres. Steiner’s interpretation of Goethe thus sought to 

reconstitute philosophically the German Bildungsideal within the modern discourse 

about human epistemology.    

In Goethe’s concept of the Urphänomene, Steiner believed, as Gerhard Wehr 

explains, to have discovered an epistemology that sanctioned “das Wesen des 

Organischen zu erkennen. Nicht einzelne Wissensdaten geben hierbei den Ausschlag, 

sondern die das Wesenhafte konstituierende Ganzheit” (Einführung 20). This “unity” 

was critical in Steiner’s model as a means of reversing the mechanistic neokantian 

model of human knowledge that had become predominant in the later half of the 

nineteenth century, which assumed that only through empirical observation could 

knowledge of the world be attained. 

The reference to Kant that I am acknowledging here refers to the Kantianism 

reflected in scientists like Ernst Mach, not in the university philosophy departments.22 

As a schoolboy Steiner had read and studied Kant’s famous Critique, but in Steiner’s 

opinion (to be sure, somewhat distorted by the extreme anti-idealistic posture of the 

neokantianism of his day), Kant had made a vital mistake in his model. Kant had set 

out to show that human beings possess cognitive “hardware,” categories that allow us 

to perceive and organize data. As this hardware becomes activated in the individual 

human being through interaction with the world, the individual mind formulates 

concepts through Verstand, which in turn contributes to the consensus-building 

process of human knowledge, because it is transcendental, potentially available to all. 

That is, in Kantian terminology, the connection between subject and predicate is 

dependent upon experience. In Kant’s model, “knowledge” of the world is literally 

created by human mind and does not contain knowledge of the essence of things-in-
                                                                                                                                                                      
Roots of Nazism: The Ariosophists of Austria and Germany, 1890-1935 (Wellingborough, 
Northamtonshire: The Aquarian Press, 1985): 17-31.   
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themselves. Steiner reacts to the more neokantian reading of this epistemology by 

asserting, as Robert Galbreath posits, that “thinking can and does produce objects of 

its own, namely, ideas and concepts” (282).  

For Steiner, who was attempting to re-capture the integrity and spiritual 

gratification of the value of Bildung to society, he stressed that all knowledge is 

derived from human cognition. Steiner adamantly rejects Kant’s model as it became 

formulated in the later half of the nineteenth century:  

Vor einer objektiven Erwägung hält dieses ganze künstliche 
Gedankengebäude Kants nicht stand.  Es ist unmöglich, daß ich im 
Subjektbegriffe gar keinen Anhaltspunkt habe, der mich zum Prädikatbegriffe 
führt.  Denn beide Begriffe sind von meinem Verstande gewonnen und das an 
einer Sache, die in sich einheitlich ist. (GeE 75) 
 

In other words, Steiner is making the specific claim, using Kantian terminology, that 

human cognition rests on the interaction of Verstand and Vernunft. Vernunft is the 

human cognitive ability to bring about what Steiner calls the “höhere Einheit der 

Verstandesbegriffe zum Vorschein” (GeE 72). In other words, the human being 

indeed possesses the cognitive ability to link together Verstandesbegriffe (concepts) 

in such a way as to produce an epistemological unity of the universe; that is, to 

“know,” through the extension of reason, the essence of things-in-themselves.23  

 Steiner’s interpretation of the Goethean concept of Urphänomene provided 

the theoretical framework on which to build this model of human cognition. Goethe 

believed that each object in the world could be traced back to some kind of primal or 

archetypal source, an Urphänomen.  Nicholas Boyle, in his biography of Goethe, 

describes the Goethean morphological thesis in its classical form: 
                                                                                                                                                                      
22 For an elaboration of neokantianism in the late nineteenth century see Klause Christian Köhnke, The 
Rise of Neo-Kantianism: German Academic Philosophy between Idealism and Positivism, trans. R. J. 
Hollingdale (Cambridge: Cambridge UP, 1991). 
23 Steiner’s thought here is similar to Edmund Husserl’s phenomenological rethinking of Kant. See 
Edmund Husserl’s two essays, “Essential Distinction,” and Towards a Characterization of the Acts 
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Wir haben es noch immer mit ‘Phänomenen’ zu tun, mit dem, was wir direkt 
durch unsere Sinne erkennen. Aber ebensowenig kann dieses ‘reine 
Phänomen’ Sache einer augenblicklichen, unverstellten Schau sein; vielmehr 
ist es das, was der gebildete und tätige Geist in einer langen – vielleicht 
lebenslangen – Reihen von Manifestationen hinter den zufälligen 
Entstellungen der Empirie zu sehen lernt, die in der Praxis neimals fehlen 
wird. Es ist die bestmögliche Annäherung an die Erscheinung des Dinges, wie 
es an sich ist. (731) 
 

Implicit in Goethe’s thought is the idea that human beings are capable of (re) 

cognizing these Urphänomene behind phenomena, which occurs in part through 

experience, but links unequivocally, as Boyle describes, the human ability to perceive 

the essence of objects in the world with the process of human self-formation 

(“gebildete und tätige Geist”).  In other words, human beings possess the capacity to 

cognitively converge upon the essence of things, Dinge-an-und-für-sich, but this 

capacity must mature through the active process of becoming gebildet (self-

formation). Thus, as Galbreath asserts, there is something more in the Goethean 

concept of Urphänomen than what is experienced through the human faculties: “the 

groundwork of ideas which guides nature and which is God” (270).  Implicit in this 

view, particularly as Steiner would interpret it, is the idea that human cognition, 

through proper “formation,” can achieve access to the spiritual essence (Geist) of 

nature and thereby human access to God’s universe. 

 In Steiner’s parlance, which moves beyond that of German Classicism and 

Kant alike, the objective world is a voluminous chaos of separate concepts (Begriffe), 

created through the empirical processes of mind, Verstand. Yet for a mind to achieve 

knowledge of the totality of reality concepts must be unified into Ideen: “Für die 

Vernunft geben die Geschöpfe des Verstandes ihre gesonderten Existenzen auf und 

leben nur mehr als ein Teil einer Totalität weiter. Diese von der Vernunft 

geschaffenen Gebilde sollen Ideen heißen” (GeE 71). In Steiner’s model, 

                                                                                                                                                                      
which Confer Meaning” printed in The Hermeneutics Reader, ed. Kurt Mueller-Vollmer (New York: 
Continuum, 1994) 165-177.  
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notwithstanding his peculiar logic, this act of mental unity that extends a concept into 

a larger system is effected by Denken: “Dann führt der Menschengeist die Trennung 

herbei, um im vernunftgemäßen Vereinigen der getrennten Glieder die Wirklichkeit 

vollständig zu durchschauen” (GeE 73). Olin D. Wannamaker, in the translator’s 

preface to the English version of Grundlinien einer Erkenntnistheorie, summarizes 

Steiner’s expansive interpretation of Goethe’s morphology: 

One constituent of direct experience – thought, which appears before our inner 
activity of contemplation – is unique in manifesting immediately its essential 
nature and its interrelationships. It thus becomes the only key to disclose the 
hidden nature of all other experience.                                  

Thought is not subjective in itself, but only as regards the prerequisite activity 
of our contemplation. This is evidenced by the clearly observable fact that we 
combine thoughts solely according to their inherent content. Our 
contemplation, as an organ of perception, only brings to manifestation in 
consciousness objectively real elements of the one thought content of the 
world. Through the intellectual cognition of single elements of this reality – 
concepts – and the rational combination of inherently related elements into 
harmonious complexes – ideas – we are capable of knowing gradually 
expanding aspects of the total reality. This knowledge is real, not a mere 
phantasm of the subjective mind. (TKGW x)  
 

Implicit in Steiner’s model of human cognition is thus the distinctive position of the 

human being as God’s unique epistemological link between the objective and 

spiritual worlds. The self-formed human being thus regains, in Steiner’s interpretation 

of Goethean morphology, the “distinctive” spiritual quality of the Bildungsideal, 

under attack in the later half of the nineteenth century by the principles of modern 

science, which concentrated on the system rather than the values of the system.  

   In Steiner’s view, the world is literally composed of an immense number of 

separate objects. The human Geist, through cognition, effects the unity of these 

objects in both the objective and spiritual worlds. Through this assertion Steiner 

implicitly re-captures, at least philosophically, the status and distinctive position of 

the self-formed human being in God’s universe. The self-formed human being, as the 
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architect of the unity between the objective and spiritual realms, could again lay claim 

to distinction and status, as Steiner proclaims: “Unsere Erkenntnistheorie führt zu 

dem positiven Ergebnis, daß das Denken das Wesen der Welt ist und daß das 

individuelle menschliche Denken die einzelne Erscheinungsform dieses Wesens ist” 

(GeE 79). The German Bildungsideal, as Steiner re-formulated it in modern 

discourse, can thus be “saved” from the attacks of the materialists and the 

neokantians. Steiner certainly understood the stakes and implications of his 

philosophical model:  “Der Drang nimmt immer zu, das durch die Arbeit des Denkens 

zu erringen, was man einst dem Offenbarungsglauben verdankte: Befriedigung des 

Geistes” (GeE 17). That human spirit can only be satisfied, in Steiner’s model, if 

thought joins the individual to the group and the world, not just as mechanical acts of 

analysis and synthesis.  

This, then is the goal of Steiner’s project: a reconstitution and modernization 

of the Bildungsideal in the light of pressures from modernizing science. The spiritual 

distinction of the gebildete Bürger, now under attack by the tenets of modern science 

and the dismantling of older socio-political forms, inspired Steiner’s philosophical 

positions as an attempt to preserve the type represented by those like Tonio Kröger, 

but as a viable part of daily life. Yet Rudolf Steiner would not be satisfied with only a 

theoretical emancipation of the German Bildungsideal.  During the first decade of the 

twentieth century he would translate his anthropocentric theory into a Lebenspraxis, a 

habitus, and pedagogy for achieving individual spiritual harmony and eventually even 

for the world – a synthesis which Mann’s characters failed to fulfill.      

 

OCCULT SCIENCE AS MEDITATIVE PRAXIS: “SCHÜLER DER WEISHEIT” 
Remember that, in Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, the reader confronts the 

increasing tendency of each Buddenbrook heir to turn inward to resolve his personal 

identity crisis as a German Bildungsbürger.  I argued in chapter 2 that this inward 

shift resulted from the influences of a Protestant-based emphasis on the individual 
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salvation experience as it filtered down through the German Enlightenment. That is, 

after the Lutheran Reformation, particularly in the Pietist variants of Reformation 

theology, the individual human being was understood to possess the ability and 

responsibility to attain salvation through personal faith and a direct relationship to 

God. This inward shift, what Helmuth Plessner calls an “innerlich-gesinnungshafte 

Verankerung der Berufsidee” (Nation 74), became on the one hand a means to 

spiritual distinction in the community for the gebildete Bürger, but on the other hand, 

as seen in the case of the Buddenbrook men, it also led to their inability to effectively 

preserve this status and distinction in the new socioeconomic paradigm. Mann, 

however, also portrays this inward shift, particularly in Hanno Buddenbrook, as a 

potential means to reject the pressures of a worn-out imaginary, to destroy old ego-

ideals, which could open avenues for re-formulating the Buddenbrook imaginary. 

This potential, as we have seen, remained just that. Hanno was unable to re-formulate 

his imaginary, as Tonio Kröger seemed to, though also unsatisfactorily, because he 

could not really re-establish agency in the community and so fled to his Northern 

heritage. 

Bildung was supposed to respond to new ages and social dimensions. Because 

this was no longer happening in Austro-Hungary and Germany, in the first decade of 

the twentieth century Rudolf Steiner began to re-formulate the social values 

associated with this “inward shift,” already elaborated in his philosophical approach 

to human cognition and epistemology, into a specific Lebenspraxis, designed to alter 

the habitus of the community and bring Bildung back into proximity with life. Steiner 

viewed this praxis as the means to re-invigorate the spiritual distinction of the human 

being - to overcome the kind of artistic alienation of the Buddenbrooks, Tonio Kröger 

and Gustav von Aschenbach. That is, Steiner would lay out a specific set of practices 

(geistige Übungen) that held the potential to re-unify the Apollonian and Dionysian 

elements of human existence. Yet Steiner’s clarification of these pedagogical 

practices, which receives its most lucid portrayal in the chapter from Die 
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Geheimwissenschaft im Umriß (1909) entitled “Die Erkenntnis der höheren Welten 

(Von der Einweihung oder Initiation),” does not attempt to establish specific results 

in terms of community practice. Instead Steiner’s proposals in this light remain 

oriented around the spiritual rejuvenation of the individual. Only at the end of World 

War I would he attempt in a broader fashion to draw specific conclusions for society 

from an anthroposophical life model.24  

After the turn of the century, Steiner only lays claim to the “moral” benefits of 

these geistige Übungen in the empirical world with no further elaboration about 

specific behavioral or community enrichment. Yet Steiner assumes that “Fortschritt in 

der Geistesschulung ist nicht denkbar, ohne daß zugleich ein moralischer Fortschritt 

sich notwendig ergibt” (GU 326).25 In other words, Steiner, following in the mode of 

German Classicism, viewed the benefits to the community as an inevitable residual of 

the individual enhancement of the human being’s ability to contact the higher world, 

“self-formation” in modern terms, but offered no detailed implications for the 

sociopolitical realm of the community. Even Steiner’s later resulting educational 

(Waldorf), artistic (Mystery plays and Eurhythmy), and agricultural and medical 

agenda were always directed at a wider community affect only as a derivative of 

individual Bildung turned outward and shared. Individual self-formation through a 

life practice always represents the ultimate reservoir of community benefits in 

Steiner’s teachings.   

In its existing form, the ideal of self-formation as it had been passed down 

from the nineteenth century had indeed effected an inward orientation of the 

individual, as it did for Tonio Kröger. Introspection, coupled with duty and service, 

became the source of spiritual atonement; Bildung had become the means of 

unveiling the “God-like” qualities of the individual human character. Yet, in Steiner’s 
                                                           
24 Such movements were not new in Europe at this time. See Martin Green’s Mountain of Truth: The 
Counterculture Begins, Ascona: 1900-1920 (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1986) for an 
excellent account of one such alternative to established religion, which was visited by such prominent 
figures as Hermann Hesse and Max Weber. 
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view, the modern socioeconomic paradigm had denigrated the human being’s 

spiritual distinction. Steiner’s program for spiritual enlightenment and renewal, 

however, with its esoteric preoccupation, rests on his attempt to transform the double-

edged sword, which would eventually have dire consequences for the German Nation 

in the twentieth century. In this early form, Steiner’s model was still unable to link 

the distinction of being “self-formed” to active agency in the community, similar to 

Thomas Mann’s aesthetic artists - others would have to further implement the project, 

especially the Waldorf movement by expanding on what Steiner initiates.   

Steiner was nevertheless the source of revolutionary images of community, 

morality, and education for many of the new Bildungsbürger. Steiner, in the 

aforementioned chapter from Die Gehiemwissenschaft im Umriß, delineates his 

model of meditative practices, which still remain relatively unlinked to a set of 

standards for living: “Allein es handelt sich nicht darum, dem Menschen allgemeine 

Lebensvorschriften zu geben, sondern ihm von Seelenverrichtungen zu sprechen, die, 

wenn er sie ausfuhrt, ihm die Möglichkeit geben das Übersinnliche zu beobachten” 

(GU 306). That is, Steiner foresaw his spiritual exercises solely as a means of re-

initiating individual contact to and awareness of “higher” spiritual essences of the 

universe, “das Übersinnliche zu beobachten,” without a specific link to everyday 

praxes (GU 306). Granted, Steiner believed that a more spiritual life imparts “höhere 

moralische Impulse, die auch für die sinnlich-physische Welt gelten” (GU 306), but 

he has not linked these claims to concrete results in terms of effecting individual 

influence upon community consensus. His moral” concerns remain vague in this 1909 

account, though assumed important and good, a peripheral result of contact to the 

“higher world.” 

Still, the focus remained on individual development. Steiner describes the 

process of “observing” such higher essences as a series of stages for the student of 

occult science, a science that could unite physics and metaphysics. Reaching each 

                                                                                                                                                                      
25 References to Die Geheimwissenschaft im Umriß will be GU, followed by a page number. 



 

 180 

stage requires the individual to undertake specific exercises, which are described in 

detail, to be practiced regularly with discipline and ritual. The first stage is what 

Steiner calls imaginative Erkenntnis (imagination), in which the student imagines 

(Vorstellen) any object in the empirical world. Steiner claims that, through 

imaginative concentration, das Seelische gains independence from its physical 

dimensions (GU 309). In describing the human soul in ways more reminiscent of the 

Hegelian dialectic than the neokantians, Steiner claims that “nicht die Abbildungen 

der Sinneswahrnehmungen das jenige sind, was zur Weckung der höheren 

Seelenfähigkeiten führt, sondern daß diese Wirkung lediglich durch die Art der 

Zusammenfügung dieser Einzelheiten hervorgerufen wird. Und diese 

Zusammenfügung bildet nicht etwas ab, was in der Sinneswelt vorhanden ist” (GU 

314). This human capability to “synthesize,” to connect “parts to the whole,” is an 

act, according to Steiner, of the human mind. But more importantly active cognition 

is seen to awake the human capacity to transcend itself and connect with the higher 

world. 

Through the consistent practice and ritualizaton of these meditative exercises 

as a specific form of Bildung that unites the powers of mind and experience, the 

student can attain a separate geistige identity. That is, Steiner claims that the 

individual human being can achieve the “Beobachtung einer seelisch-gesitigen Ich-

Wesenheit” which is entirely differentiated from the “Ich” in the physical world (GU 

319-21). In order to achieve this, however, the student must eliminate all traces of 

empirical existence, both physical and psychological - he must overcome the 

naturalist fallacy of the empirical sciences: “Er soll also dann buchstäblich nichts von 

vorher gekanntem äußeren oder inneren Erleben in seiner Seele haben” (GU 368). 

Robert Galbreath posits that in Steiner’s model it thereby becomes possible “to 

achieve a condition which, as in sleep, all conscious contact with the sensory-physical 

world has ceased, but in which also it is possible to have consciousness - 

consciousness of non-physical or ‘sense-free’ worlds” (326).  This suggests, as 
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Steiner will contend, that the individual human being can achieve the ability through 

geistige Praxis to (re)cognize that there is a spiritual essence of objects in the 

universe and a “self” separate and distinct from the physical plane of experience. This 

is thus a meditative practice that adds a life-relevant dimension to Bildung that had 

been removed from it, in lives like that of Tonio Kröger. Kröger moved back in 

historical time, back to his roots, while Steiner aims at individuals moving beyond 

themselves. 

Advancing from the imaginative stage, the diligent student of new Bildung 

can move to higher levels of Erkenntnis through the development of what Steiner 

describes literally as a set of “höheren Wahrnehmungsorgane,” which he terms 

“Lotusblumen” (GU 344-45). These organs are seen to function in the spiritual world 

precisely as the human senses function in the physical world.26 Erkenntnis durch 

Inspiration is the literal penetration of the spiritual essence of objects by this 

newfound geistige self.  Steiner posits that “durch Inspiration dringt man in deren 

geistiges Innere” (GU 352). Further, the student attains a stage of intuitive Erkenntnis, 

in which the student acquires the capacity to (re)cognize the connections between 

these spiritual beings in a way beyond natural science (GU 357).  In so doing, the 

accomplished student of occult practices becomes one with these beings, as Steiner 

explains: “völlig eins mit ihm geworden sein, sich mit seinem Innern vereinigt haben” 

(GU 357).  In other words, at this stage the student has connected to, cognitively 

constituted and established a unity with the spiritual realm – the single mind forms 

the world spirit. 

At this level, students of occult science, as Steiner depicts them, have 

achieved a “Veredelung der Lebensführung” (GU 306), a re-gaining of the spiritual 

distinction of the self-formed individual human being that had become dismantled 

                                                           
26 For a more detailed description of how Steiner understands these organs, “Lotusblumen,” see pages 
117-54 of Steiner’s Wie erlangt man Erkenntnisse der höheren Welten? (Dornach: Rudolf Steiner 
Verlag, 1995), originally published as a series of articles in Lucifer-Gnosis, 13-28 (Berlin, 1904-05) 
and in book form in 1909. 
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throughout the later half of the nineteenth century. That is, the persistent praxis of 

introspection, geistige Übungen in Steiner’s modernized terminology, provides the 

means for the student of the occult sciences to re-capture individual spiritual 

atonement, a renewal of the human being’s special personal blessing in God’s 

universe.    

This connection is important in another dimension as well. This spiritual 

endowment, in the nineteenth-century version of Bildung, had been the cornerstone of 

duty and service to the community and to the state. Steiner’s model assumes that it 

provides the basis for fulfillment in the physical world, but that this fulfillment 

remains a product of diligent individual spiritual exercise, while neglecting any real 

community function:  

Werden diese mit Energie und Ausdauer und in der notwendigen inneren 
Ruhe fortgesetzt, so überwinden sie zuletzt die gewaltigen Hindernisse des 
physischen Leibes. Der Geistesschüler bemerkt das daran, daß er allmählich 
gewisse Äußerungen des physischen Leibes, die vorher ganz ohne sein 
Bewußtsein erfolgten, in seine Gewalt bekommt. (GU 372) 
 

Steiner is suggesting in no uncertain terms that individuals’ successful agency in the 

empirical world results directly from the introspective process of re-gaining their 

individual spirituality, not by becoming that self within the community. Yet this 

agency is defined in terms of overcoming “desire” (“gewaltigen Hindernisse des 

physischen Leibes”), rather than directing it toward service to the community.  I am 

not suggesting that Steiner did not view the community to be important; I do want to 

suggest that Steiner’s re-constitution of the German Bildungsideal initially failed to 

incorporate a sociopolitical dimension capable of re-establishing agency for the self-

formed Bürger within the community on terms beyond traditional ones. The 

community benefits of Steiner’s model always seemed to be only residual. That is, he 

still upholds a vision of the genius individual in place since Goethe, yet seeks to tie 

that genius firmly into new models of experience.     
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In Steiner’s version of spiritual unity as Lebenspraxis, however, the 

sociopolitical agency in the community is only a residual benefit that never attains 

specific articulation.  Steiner’s eventual gebildete Nation, the Anthropsosophical 

Society, was envisioned as a community of Bürger unified through a set of aesthetic 

practices that can perhaps provide spiritual rejuvenation, but which did not render an 

effective means of attaining agency in the sociopolitical sphere. No where does this 

become more evident when one considers the disarray and disgruntled infighting in 

the Anthroposophical Society during World War I.27   

Yet from another perspective, Steiner’s model was adamantly inclusive and 

considerably more demanding than his source indicated in Goethe. Instead of relying 

on culture for individual cultivation, he envisaged the masses, including any 

individual striving to attain the necessary habitus, as being capable of achieving self-

formation through praxis:  

Wer willens ist, sich nur einer solchen Schulung hinzugeben, und wer sich 
durch keine Voreingenommenheit zu einem blinden Glauben treiben läßt, dem 
werden alle Bedenken schwinden. Einwände gegen eine regelrechte Schulung 
zu einem höheren Bewußtseinszustande werden ihn nicht stören. (GU 304) 
 

Implicit in Steiner’s comment is still the Kantian-Idealist-Classicist belief in the 

human ability to overcome through individual agency the chains of Unmündigkeit. 

Yet, in stark contrast with Kant’s foreseen individual devotion and service to the 

State, Steiner’s model really does not explicitly aim at fulfilling the social criterion 

with which his project began. He allows for deriving an elite through work, but does 

not specify the purpose of the new spiritual elite he anticipates.    

 

                                                           
27 For a more elaborate discussion of the problems facing Steiner and his organization during the first 
World War see Gerhard Wehr, Rudolf Steiner: Leben, Erkenntnis, Kulturimpuls (München: Kösel, 
1987), particularly pages 245-61. Of related interest are Steiner’s speeches during World War I, 
particularly Rudolf Steiner, Die spirituellen Hintergründe der äußeren Welt: Der Sturz der Geister der 
Finsternis (Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1985). 
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CONCLUSION 
Steiner’s work has managed to reclaim Bildung in an individual spiritual sense 

that had doomed Mann’s characters. Robert Galbreath describes that in Steiner’s 

model of (re)cognizing the higher worlds:  

When Intuitive cognition is reached, an Ego purified of all worldly delusions 
becomes the means for achieving identification with the contents of the 
spiritual realms. The students’ cognitive progression from sense-data to 
Intuition is thus an inward movement, culminating in the ability to completely 
identify himself with the beings and forces of other planes” (327-28) 
 

In other words, the individual human being, turned a Schüler der Weisheit, has 

revamped his imaginary to re-establish lost spiritual unity. Yet this re-constitution 

still remains solely a function of individual introspection, a special gift of the human 

being, as Steiner proclaims: 

In mir lebt etwas, was mich richtiger leitet als der Grad von Urteilsfähigkeit, 
welchen ich in der Gegenwart habe. Ich muß mir den Sinn offen halten für 
dieses ‘Etwas in mir,’ zu dem ich mit meiner Urteilsfähigkeit noch gar nicht 
herangereift bin. (GU 366)  
 

Despite Steiner’s successful attempts to establish a society which promoted his model 

for the spiritual rejuvenation of the individual human being within a kind of 

community, the Anthroposophical Society failed to make such communities possible 

and become a significant sociocultural force in Germany, because it ultimately failed 

to adequately answer the question of science, even while it redefined who and how 

one could become gebildet. Thus the Anthroposophical Society came to represent 

more a secure socio-psychological habitat or cloister for many self-formed 

individuals, who remained isolated from the realities of Europe on the verge of war 

and destruction. They went to the Goetheanum to escape the world, not to join it in a 

higher realm. 
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Part of this failure has historical reasons rather than simply resulting from the 

inadequacy of Steiner’s philosophy. Christoph Lindenberg, in his biography of 

Steiner, writes of the community component of the Theosophical Society, of which 

Steiner had been a member until his break with its leader, Annie Besant28: “Sie war 

keine ‘Organisation,’ sie war ein lebendiges Netz von Freundschaft und Hilfe: eine 

Wärmelandschaft in der modernen Gesellschaft” (85). Yet Steiner’s Society never 

attained any significant sociopolitical weight in the modern community beyond this 

new net of friendship formed around the Goetheanum in Dornach, a fact which will 

compel us in the next chapter to elaborate on the practical social objectives of  

Steiner’s anthroposophical movement. 

                                                           
28 See Christoph Lindenberg, Rudolf Steiner (Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1997), pages 92-6 for 
the background to Steiner’s differences with Annie Besant and the Theosophical Society. 
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Chapter 6 

The Political and Social Failures of the Religion of Bildung 
 

As I have already argued in chapter 5, Steiner introduced a philosophical 

model, with a specific habitus for an individual spiritual rejuvenation as a new 

definition of Bildung, but the community repercussions associated with this praxis 

remained unarticulated. In other words, how Steiner’s model foresaw community 

benefits will remain the final aspect of his reconstitution of the Bildungsideal as a 

social and spiritual force, according to his concept of the religious and the nation. 

This chapter will first outline the specific historical challenges which Steiner 

attempted to meet, then turn once again to his work as the basis of a social and 

political revolution that never took place. The goal is t argue for his work as a kind of 

solution to the problems Mann never could solve. 

 

THE DISMANTLED COMMUNITY: THE DEGRADATION OF THE HUMAN BEING 
As noted above, materialism, as part of the scientific transformation 

culminating from opposition to Idealism during the nineteenth century, began to 

dominate the epistemological landscape, requiring the vision of the Christian 

community to change, as well. Herbert Schnädelbach describes this transformation as 

“die im gesamten 19. Jahrhundert feststellbaren Tendenzen zur Integration von 

Human- und Naturwissenschaften,” which implies the tendency to see the human 

being as a material object (99). Throughout the nineteenth century, however, both 

Catholic and Protestant Churches experienced a substantial deficiency in adjusting 

doctrine to this shifting scientific Weltanschauung. That is, the Churches, to put it 

bluntly, could scarcely “save” human identity from being relegated to just a higher 
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form in the hierarchy of the animal world, leading toward what C. P. Snow would call 

two cultures (one scientific, one humanist).  

Necessarily, this assumed theological bias for the German community came 

into conflict with the community of “self-formed” human beings, as it developed into 

the worlds of Tonio Kröger and the Buddenbrooks. Some of the most substantial 

challenges, not surprisingly, came from science.  Ernst Haeckel (1834-1919), a 

zoologist considered to be the most well-known German Darwinist, describes the new 

human position in his turn-of-the-century “bestseller,” Die Welträtsel1: “Der 

menschliche Wille ist ebensowenig frei als derjenige der höheren Tiere, von welchem 

er sich nur dem Grade, nicht der Art noch unterscheidet” (80). In one sense, 

Haeckel’s implication would undermine the Christian notion of God’s “presence” in 

man by identifying him as closer to the animals. Such a degradation of the human 

spirit would not have escaped the young, perspicacious Rudolf Steiner: “Überall war 

das Eingeständnis vorhanden, daß der Mensch mit seinem Erkennen an gewisse 

Grenzen stoße, über die er nicht hinaus in das Gebiet der wahren Wirklichkeit dringen 

könne” (GeE 8). God’s truth, and by implication spiritual distinction, were no longer 

accessible to the Bildungsbürger in a world in which the determinants of human 

knowledge were exclusively grounded in empirical observation.    

This objection to scientists like Haeckel was again not Steiner’s alone; it was 

a generally acknowledged problem of the Protestant Church in the era. The Protestant 

Church Belief that foresaw the unique position of the human being in God’s universe 

gradually became inadequate as the doctrinal foundation for community consensus-

building, which in turn severely diminished that Church’s ability to maintain its 

overall function as the benefactor of an imagined community -- after the Kulturkampf, 

the Church’s function as a leader of society was supplanted by the more pragmatic 

                                                           
1 For background reading on Haeckel, see Erika Krauße, Ernst Haeckel (Leipzig, Teubner, 1987), 
Klaus Keitel-Holz, Ernst Haeckel, Forscher-Künstler-Mensche: Eine Biographie (Frankfurt: R. G. 
Fischer, 1984) and more recently, but again arguing the connection to National Socialism, Daniel 
Gasman, Haeckel’s Monism and the Birth of Fascist Ideology (New York: Lang, 1998). 
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world of science and industry.2 As a result, the more modern Protestant Church, 

which had remained the dominant confession in Germany since the Reformation and 

had even achieved some influence in Austria, began to adapt, and so became 

extremely pluralized and tied to the regional country nobility during the nineteenth 

century.  Protestant theology, which had always been uniquely connected to the 

scientific advances of modern Europe,3 eventually became a historical-critical 

“Wissenschaft,” in the hands of famous thinkers like Schleiermacher and Feuerbach. 

Thus for later Protestant theologians such as Adolf Harnack (1851-1930) and 

Albrecht Ritschl (1822-1889), theology was removed from the Church’s purview and 

would become an ethical project for the state and community as opposed to an 

ontological one about the nature of God (Nipperdey 1: 468). Only Ernst Troeltsch  

(1865-1923), who offered more theses than solutions, according to Nipperdey, 

attempted to reverse the progressive relativization of Christian tenets by proposing a 

philosophy of religion in which “Religion als Elementarfaktum (und Apriori) in 

Beziehung zu Weltbild und Wissenschaft und als Wurzel jeder Kultur analysiert” 

(Nipperdey 1:472).  Despite such attempts to restore the ontological foundation of 

Christianity as knowledge in practice in the community, the more traditional strand of 

Protestant doctrine gradually disjoined from the belief systems of the active Church 

communities in Germany as a kind of independent theology (Nipperdey 1: 474). In 

other words, the theological doctrines of the official Protestant Church in the second 

half of the nineteenth century became less meaningful for the larger Protestant 

“imagined community” of believers in the churches as the theologians debated the 

                                                           
2 The Kulturkampf represented in essence a struggle between the State and the Catholic Church over 
the administration of the parameters for the rights and fredoms of the citizenry. The liberal State saw 
this as its exclusive domain, which did not bode well within the Catholic hierarchy. This dispute was 
battled out in educational curriculum, marriage liscences, etc., among other areas, matters that had 
traditionally been reserved for religious institutions. See Thomas Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte: 
1800-1866, Bd. II  (München: Beck, 1992). 
3 See Stephen Mason’s essay  “Religion and the Rise of Modern Science,” Science and Religion.  
Proceedings of the Symposium of the XVIIIth International Congress of History of Science at 
Hamburg-Munich, 1-9 August 1989, ed. Änne Bäumer and Manfred Büttner (Bochum: 
Universitätsverlag Dr. N. Brockmeyer, 1989) 2-13. 
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historical relevance and inconsistencies of the Bible and the resulting ontological 

implications for a formal vision of God. This new Theology had more to do with 

science that it did with organized church communities. 

Equally distressed about the changes in Church politics after the loss of the 

Papal States, the Catholic Church in 1870 rejected comprehensively any hint of 

modernity in its concept of the relations of Church to State and community by 

announcing the inerrancy of the Pope – it supported traditional community 

organizations at the cost of its validity in science and epistemology.4 Nipperdey thus 

posits that Catholic theology in this era in Germany seemed basically opposed to 

everything modern, whether empiricism, historical criticism or materialism (1: 432), 

even portraying the idea of democracy as mere “Bindungslosigkeit und 

Gleichmacherei” (1: 453). Because of the Catholic Church’s unbending conservatism, 

as Nipperdey underscores, it faced extreme difficulty in adequately responding to the 

overwhelming march of scientific discovery, advancing technology, and in particular 

to the shifting epistemological views about humankind. 

The movement now rising in Germany had real correlates. In Austria the 

dominant Catholic Church had already experienced a significant threat to its influence 

and power in State affairs since the eighteenth century, beginning with the 

enlightened Habsburg monarch Maria Theresia (1717-80).5 In fact, the increased 

influence and power of the State in Church matters (Josephinismus) had eventually 

sparked the Klosteraufhebungen under Joseph II (1741-90) and Franz II (1768-

                                                           
4 For background reading on the relationship between the Papacy and Europe leading up to National 
Socialism see John Cornwell, Hitler’s Pope: The Secret History of Pius XII (New York: Viking, 1999).  
5 For an in-depth history of the Churches in Austria see Ernst Tomek, Kirchengeschichte Österreichs, 
3 Bd. (Innsbruck: Tyrolia, 1935-1959) and Josef Wodka, Kirche in Österreich (Wien: Herold, 1959).  
For a more complete bibliography of Church history in Austria see the bibliographical section on 
Churches in Robert A. Kann, A History of the Habsburg Empire 1526-1918 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1974). 
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1835).6 As Gerhard Winner posits, these attacks left the Church increasingly unable 

to care for its adherents in any socially or intellectually progressive ways:  

Durch die Verächtlichmachung und Unterdrückung der hauptsächlich von den 
Orden gefördeten Frömmigkeitsformen entstand in der geistlichen Bildung 
des Volkes förmlich ein Bruch, der eine kontinuierliche Weiterentwicklung 
verhinderte.  Daneben war aber auch die Pfarregulierung mit der 
ausschließlichen Konzentration auf die pfarrliche Seelsorge (beziehungsweise 
was man darunter verstand!) ein Fehlschlag, da die Verminderung des 
Priesternachwuchses selbst auf diesem Gebiete zufriedenstellende personelle 
Lösungen unmöglich machte. (283)  
 

Under such circumstances, the consensus-building function of the Church in Austrian 

everyday life and thought also deteriorated and left many, such as Rudolf Steiner, 

with no communal spiritual home. Just as the Protestant Church in Germany, then, the 

Austrian Catholic Church was looking to its own existence rather than coping with 

the demands which modernization was placing on its people. 

By the second half of the nineteenth century, State attacks on the Austrian 

Church also effected a decrease in its influence in sociocultural affairs. Parallel to the 

Kulturkampf in Germany during the 1870s,7 the so-called drei Maigesetze von 1868 

restricted the influence of the Church in Austria in questions of education and 

marriage (Kann 357).8  Not only had the Church suffered in terms of its inability to 

provide satisfying doctrinal responses to the epistemological challenges confronting 

the Christian community, its influence in the socio-cultural arena was again being 

dismantled by the State’s appetite for power.   

Not surprisingly, the challenge to religion came not only from within, but also 

from the general intellectual climate of the era. Throughout the nineteenth century, as 
                                                           
6 Gerhard Winner offers an elaborate discussion of these events in Die Klosteraufhebungen in 
Niederösterreich und Wien (Wien: Herold, 1967). 
7 See Thomas Nipperdey’s aforementioned section on the Kulturkampf in Deutsche Geschichte 1866-
1918, Bd. 2 (München: C. H. Beck, 1992) 364-81, as well as the section on Catholics in Deutsche 
Geschichte 1866-1918, Bd. 1 (München: C. H. Beck, 1990) 428-68. 
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we have seen, the empirical/materialistic model of science had become the dominant 

epistemological paradigm for establishing human knowledge.  Consequently, the 

human being saw himself as an object of empirical science, diminishing the 

spirituality of humanity.  Taking spiritual unity as a derivative of the human being’s 

special cognitive powers and unique relationship to God had been the hallmark of the 

German Bildungsideal since German Classicism, but now science offered another 

kind of distinction, and another tool for self-individuality. Thus at a time when 

railways were expanding and Darwin was discovering, the special status and unique 

spirituality of a human being, as it had become defined through the ideal of self-

formation, was necessarily changing.  

Clearly, the Churches no longer were able to present an adequate 

epistemological explanation of the human being’s position in God’s universe.  With 

this failure, the Churches either became theological wastelands, debating the 

“empirical” evidence concerning every aspect of Church dogma (the Protestant 

response) or it arbitrarily reverted back to its traditional authority as “ordained” by 

God to resist modern impulses (the Catholic response).  In either case the Church was 

hardpressed to maintain its position as a site of spiritual solace and progressive 

community integration.  This was the epistemological world in which Rudolf Steiner 

grew up, and the climate, which launched him onto a project of reorganizing the 

relation of religion and science for the community.  

Steiner’s confrontation with Goethe and science thus was uniquely placed to 

challenge the Churches’ roles as community leader. By the time of Steiner’s birth in 

1861, for example, the Church in Austria had become for many inept at satisfying the 

spiritual needs of its constituents. In consequence, Steiner, just 25 years old, writes 

that “die religiösen Dogmen verlieren immer mehr an überzeugender Kraft” (GeE 

17). He saw what many at the time also perceived: the decline of the communal 

                                                                                                                                                                      
8 See Josef Wodka’s Kirche in Österreich (Wien: Verlag Herder, 1959), 329-33, for a description of 
the events leading up to the Maigesetze. 
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authority that the Church had always exercised in western Christianity. Again the 

almost endless scientific discoveries since Copernicus, intensifying dramatically in 

the later half of the nineteenth century, no longer allowed the believer in the literal 

truth of the Bible to rest easily.9  Lucian Hölscher posits in reference to the Protestant 

Churches in Germany that:  

Für die erdrückende Mehrheit der städtsichen Bevölkerung war die 
Kirchengemeinde im 19. Jahrhundert kein sozialer Verband, in dem sie sich 
geistig und sozial orientieren konnte, sondern nichts weiter als ein kirchlicher 
Dienstleistungsbetrieb mit unzureichendem Angebot.  (607) 

 

Thus Germans had to turn elsewhere to satisfy their spiritual needs for knowledge and 

community, and sought other means to capture the status and distinction that had been 

established for the gebildete Bürger within the community and in conformity with 

new insights of science and new experience.  

Not surprisingly, then, Rudolf Steiner viewed the Catholic Church’s failure to 

respond as rooted in its outmoded doctrines, as he declared in an article from 1888 in 

the Viennese Deutsche Wochenschrift: “Das Licht, das nun einmal über die Völker 

gekommen ist, sollte mit allen Mitteln ausgelöscht werden; das Oberhaupt der Kirche 

hielt es für möglich, der modernen Menschheit die Glaubensformen des finstersten 

Mittelalters aufzuzwingen” (KuZ 134).10  Steiner’s critical view is here directed at 

out-dated doctrines as well as a Church hierarchy feebly attempting to respond to the 

challenges of a modernizing society, which only wanted to preserve the status quo of 

                                                           
9 This statement taken out of context is obviously an oversimplification of the complicated 
secularization processes in Europe leading up to the twentieth century, but nevertheless captures the 
magnitude of the epistemological dilemma facing the “believer.”  For a more elaborate explanation see 
Lucian Hölscher’s article “Die Religion des Bürgers.  Bürgerliche Frömmigkeit und protestantische 
Kirche im 19. Jahrhundert,” Historische Zeitschrift 250.3 (1990): 595-630.  Hölscher attributes what 
he terms the Entkirchlichung of Germany to increased mobility and transformed lifestyles in the cities.  
Obviously these transformed lifestyles have everything to do with the scientific and technological 
advances that have I have been discussing.  
10 This essay is one of a collection in Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kultur- und Zeitgeschichte 1887-1901 
(Dornach/Schweiz: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1989).  References from this text will be cited as KuZ, 
followed by a page number. 
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older, ineffectual creeds rather than offering modern definitions of community and 

spiritual progress.  

Steiner was not simply capitalizing on the European experiment after the 

Kulturkampf. Despite such scathing remarks, Steiner nevertheless sympathized with 

the disconcerting intellectual position of the modern theologian. Regardless of 

denomination, he saw that theologians at the turn-of-the-century were hardpressed to 

effectively balance Church doctrine with the scientific spirit of the age.  Steiner 

summarizes the traditional theologian’s precarious dilemma in the face of modern 

science in a later essay from Deutsche Wochenschrift, “Katholizismus und 

Fortschritt” (1897): 

Der moderne Theologe wird in dem Glauben an die göttliche Offenbarung 
erzogen.  Durch seine Erziehung wird es für ihn eine Unmöglichkeit, an der 
Wahrheit der Offenbarung zu zweifeln.  Aber neben der göttlichen 
Heilswahrheit lernt er auch die moderne Wissenschaft mit ihren fruchtbaren 
Forschungsmethoden kennen.  Er bekommt Respekt vor dieser Fruchtbarkeit.  
Zugleich regt sich in ihm ein Gefühl der Schwäche gegenüber den 
Errungenschaften des modernen Geistes.  (KuZ 193) 

    

“Revelation” needed to be redefined as spiritual and scientific insight. Steiner bluntly 

depicts the disquieting intellectual position that the traditional religious authorities 

held in the modern world, but his attitude toward the Catholic Church and its 

deficiencies does not necessarily suggest that Steiner rejected Christianity or its 

teachings in blanket fashion, but rather focussed on the various Church’s specific 

inadequacies.11 His comments do, however, imply that no epistemological model of 

                                                           
11 In fact, Steiner later incorporates his interpretation of Christian tenets into his anthroposophical 
model. See, for instance, Rudolf Steiner, Exkurse in das Gebiet des Markus-Evangeliums (Dornach: 
Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1999), Erfahrungen des Übersinnlichen, die drei Wege der Seele zu Christus 
(Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1998), Christus und die menschliche Seele (Dornach: Rudolf Steiner 
Verlag, 1997), Vorstufen zum Mysterium von Golgatha (Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1991), Von 
Jesus zu Christus (Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1996), and Das Johannes-Evangelium (Dornach: 
Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1990). These works represent collections of speeches Steiner delivered 
primarily during the years leading up to World War I and does not exhaust the material available from 
Steiner concerning Christianity. 
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the human being can thrive without embracing the methodology of modern science, a 

philosophical position that the Catholic Church adamantly rejected. Yet Steiner’s 

negative view of the Catholic Church as an institution, formulated at the time of his 

euphoric discovery of the “empirical” world, became exacerbated as time moved on 

due to what many at the time considered to be the Church’s arbitrary claim to 

authority in 1870 through the assertion of papal inerrancy. 

The first Vatican Council in 1869/70, which declared the inerrancy of the 

Pope, occurred precisely at the time of when Steiner discovered the linearity and 

forms of the geometric world. In Mein Lebensgang, Steiner writes of this childhood 

epiphany: “Als ein Wissen, das scheinbar von dem Menschen selbst erzeugt wird, das 

aber trotzdem eine von ihm ganz unabhängige Bedeutung hat, erschien mir die 

Geometrie” (ML 21). Implicit in this statement, if we take him at his word, is 

Steiner’s childhood discovery that the spiritual and material worlds form a unity and 

do not represent a duality, as modern science at the end of the nineteenth century 

would imply.  A. P. Shepherd describes Steiner’s experience as “a world of forms and 

patterns that were drawn from the mind itself, a world in which one could live within 

oneself, quite apart from the outside world” (30). Given Steiner’s conviction that the 

mathematical-logical world is linked with the “essence” of the universe, Steiner’s 

discovery conflicted sharply with the Church’s claim of absolute authority in all 

epistemological questions, as re-declared in 1870 (Wehr, Leben 32). Gerhard Wehr 

describes the impact of these synchronous events in Steiner’s mode:   

Dem Autoritätsprinzip stellt sich ein Prinzip entgegen, das der Autonomie des 
nach Erkenntnis Strebenden folgt, der zunächst keine andere Autorität als die 
des mathematisch-logischen Denkens anzuerkennen bereit ist.  Der 
offensichtliche Gegensatz beider Haltungen macht für Steiner bereits hier eine 
Klärung seines Verhältnisses als Geistesforscher der religiösen Offenbarung 
gegenüber erforderlich.  (Leben 32) 
 

In other words, the question of the human being’s ability to (re)cognize (Erkennen) 

the essence of objects in the external world became crucial to Steiner’s philosophical 
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endeavors - a reconciliation of inner piety with the outward forces of the world. Thus 

Steiner’s personal confrontation with this issue occurred as the Church arbitrarily 

imposed its epistemological authority against the empirical world. The doctrinal 

implications of the Vatican Council were in essence a comprehensive rejection of all 

scientific methodology and discovery, which occurred precisely as Steiner was 

personally “unfolding” in his mind the unity of the spiritual and material worlds.  

Yet I would go even further. Steiner confronted directly and at a very early 

age what seemed like an arbitrary imposition of authority by the Church that was no 

longer in touch with the modernizing community – he was interested in 

modernization and religious sentiment. In response, Steiner would reject the Church 

as a communal stronghold and a nationalist fixture, writing in 1888 in Deutsche 

Wochenschrift:   

Die Feindseligkeit der slavischen Nationen gegenüber der deutschen Bildung 
fällt zusammen mit der Feindseligkeit, mit der die römische Kirche der 
hauptsächlich von den Deutschen getragenen modernen Kultur sich 
entgegenstemmt. (KuZ 117) 
 

Steiner’s denunciation of both the Slavic nations and the Catholic Church deserves 

note as the essence of his Weltanschauung during his youth and early adulthood.  

Steiner, as a strong adherent of “German” Bildung, abhorred threats to its integrity as 

a cultural benchmark, including the Catholic Church. Thus Steiner hints at a potential 

solution to the disintegration of his imagined community during the later half of the 

nineteenth century: by rejecting the institutional Church. Yet Steiner does not reveal 

precisely how he would eventually embrace modernity and revamp it to safeguard the 

Bildungsideal.  

Steiner’s attitude toward the Slavic nations, however, reveals another critical 

factor exacerbating the crisis of community to which Steiner’s work responded: the 

Austrian Nation and its downfall, held up to the mirror of German culture. That is, 

Steiner’s model of a new spiritual community does not just grow out of German 
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philosophy and religion, but also out of the specific problems posed by social forms 

that were not answering the challenges that the Churches eschewed. 

 

NATIONAL IDENTITY 
Clearly, then, the appeal of Steiner’s work was not only religious, but also 

subsumes alternate community definitions that supplanted what he considered 

unacceptable tendencies in church policy, science, and art alike. This fact comes to 

light most clearly in the Austro-Hungarian Empire, with which Steiner was most 

familiar. The tenets of nineteenth-century liberalism, in which the individual began to 

blossom within the State and democratic tendencies to flourish, proved to be 

inadequate to handle the unique complexities of the Habsburg Empire’s multiple 

“imagined communities,” and the real political demands that were growing out of 

them. This complexity evolved as a result of the Empire’s need to accommodate 

diverse nationalities and interest groups.12 In such circumstances, unification of the 

“people,” as a community of shared ideals and interests, a unified imagined 

community, was next to impossible. The liberal idea of Volkssouveränität with its 

implicit link to national heritage did not offer a unifying solution that could create an 

imagined consensus with any spiritual weight to guarantee the loyalty of individuals. 

In terms of national identity in general and political representation 

specifically, many groups in the Empire, among them the Germans and Czechs in 

Bohemia or the Nicht-Magyaren in Hungary, felt disenfranchised. Thus as Thomas 

Nipperdey posits in Deutsche Geschichte 1800-1866:  

                                                           
12 See Robert A. Kann, A History of the Habsburg Empire 1526-1918 (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1974) for a more elaborate description of the “nationalities” problem in Austria, 
pages 345-56, and Pieter M. Judson, Exclusive Revolutionaries: Liberal Politics, Social Experience, 
and National Identity in the Austrian Empire, 1848-1914 (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 
1996). On European Liberalism see Lothar Gall, Europa auf dem Weg in die Moderne: 1850-1890, 3rd 
ed. (München: Oldenbourg, 1997). 
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Denn das Problem Österreichs war nicht das liberale Problem von Individuum 
und Staat, sondern das Problem von Nationalität und Staat; und 
Volkssouveränität war keine Antwort, wenn der Träger solcher Souveränität 
gar nicht vorhanden, nicht ein Volk war und es nicht sein, nicht werden 
wollte.  (337) 
 

The problem of nationalities, though not the only hindrance to the modernization of 

the State in Austria, was certainly the primary factor in what came to be identified as 

Austro-Hungary’s resistance to modernism a distinct parallel to the church failures I 

have just mentioned. The liberal ideas of democracy and more laissez-faire 

economics that could bind a group of people into a nation with a common ideal were 

easily undermined in a country of such diverse and counterpoised imagined 

communities.  

Austria had made some progress in developing a more vibrant economy 

during the nineteenth century. For instance, there were successes in certain economic 

sectors, particularly textiles, and regions during the decade of the sixties, but just as in 

Germany a severe economic blow came with the “Börsenkrach vom Mai 1873” 

(Kann 342-45). Notwithstanding these generally positive economic advances until the 

later stages of the Habsburg monarchy, Austria remained unable to resolve the 

“nationalities” problem in a way that could unify the social and cultural interests of its 

diverse citizenry. Robert Kann posits that “Austrian political institutions never quite 

succeeded in establishing permanent party structures across common social and 

cultural interests of the Austrian peoples rather than by national affiliation” (345). 

That is, Austria remained a country of diverse and opposed “imagined communities,” 

which were unable to achieve a “working” consensus within the State system of the 

Habsburg Empire around a new ideal of progress, distinction and education. 

Practicalities drove ideals out of existence.  

It is significant for the kind of community that Rudolf Steiner began to model 

that he spent most of his childhood in the border areas of the Empire, Hungary and 

Niederösterreich, where the juxtaposition of diverse imagined communities trying to 
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become communities of lived praxis was most acute. This environment exposed him 

at an early age to the peculiarities of a multicultural society with diverse “national” 

consciousnesses and thus with no single unified cultural ideal. His recollections of 

this period reflect an awareness of the diversity in the cultures surrounding him: 

“Seltener in Neudörfl, aber oft in dem benachbarten Orte Sauerbrunn konnte ich den 

tiefgehenden Eindruck der ungarischen Zigeunermusik hören” (ML 19). Despite these 

fond memories, Steiner supposedly led a somewhat lonely and reflective existence in 

this disjointed community (Shepherd 28), becoming at the same time acutely aware of 

his German heritage as a stable point of reference. Steiner identified with “German 

culture” and German political ideas, which is abundantly evident in his cultural and 

political commentaries in the Viennese Deutsche Wochenschrift, where he published 

numerous essays during the late eighties and nineties. Just as Tonio Kröger did, then, 

he turned inward towards one community, looking backwards instead of outwards to 

the critical needs of the Empire as a whole.    

In Steiner’s view of the sociopolitical complexities in Austria, in consequence, 

any present solutions being offered by the various political constituencies were 

antiquated and unsatisfactory, particularly for the German constituency. Steiner 

complains, for instance, in the Deutsche Wochenschrift in 1888 about the deficit of 

new political ideas in the Empire: “Heute mehr denn je mußten wir den Mangel 

großer politischer Ideen bei unseren Parteien und das Verbergen dieses Mangels 

durch die ausschließliche Ausgabe politischen Kleingeldes beklagen. Am 

schlimmsten sind dabei wir Deutsche daran” (KuZ 111). Steiner’s view of the 

political situation in 1888 reveals two critical attitudes: his implicit dissatisfaction 

with the decreasing German influence in the political structures of the Empire and 

thereby his unequivocal identification with “German” culture, which he would use to 

redefine a community outside the German State. 

Echoing the traditions of the German Bildungsideal, Steiner viewed the 

imagined community of the Germans in Austria as carrier of all vital cultural 
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traditions. The decay and disintegration of these German cultural traditions in 

Austria, in Steiner’s view, predicated the impoverishment of the Austrian Nation:   

Wenn die Deutschen aufhören sollen, diesem Staate, den sie gegründet, dem 
sie seine Lebensaufgaben gegeben haben, das Gepräge zu geben, dann hört 
auch dieser Staat auf, diejenige rolle zu spielen, die ihm von der 
geschichtlichen Entwicklung im westeuropäischen Kulturleben zugedacht ist.  
(KuZ 140) 
 

Steiner, in an adamant tone, here exhorts the Nation to re-capture the historical 

influence of its German traditions as the standard-bearer of cultural eminence.  

Gerhard Wehr points out that: 

Viele Male wies Steiner darauf hin, daß es zur Aufgabe des 
mitteleuropäischen Menschen, namentlich des Deutschen gehöre, für einen 
Ausgleich zwischen West und Ost einzustehen, und zwar mit Konsequenzen, 
die bis in die Notwendigkeiten einer gesellschaftlichen Neugestaltung 
hineingehen.  (Leben 15) 
 

Wehr’s assessment reflects Steiner’s resolve to re-constitute society through the re-

enlistment of “German” cultural traditions as the primary carrier for cultural 

distinction and status. The cultural role of Germans, as Wehr posits, represents for 

Steiner the means to resolve the socio-political conflicts between East and West. 

Critically, Steiner will articulate this resolution through the German cultural tradition 

of Bildung, not by adherence to the German State as it was developed under 

Bismarck. 

What I am arguing here is that the young Rudolf Steiner perceived not only 

the decline of human significance in science, as I have argued above, but also the 

disintegration of his dominant imaginary (especially the German Bildungsideal) in his 

political community, as it had in his religious one. Steiner again sought the solution to 

the disastrous sociocultural consequences that required a re-constitution of the ideals 

of “self-formation” that had linked sociocultural status with spiritual fulfillment 
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throughout the nineteenth century. In this aspect of his model Steiner seeks to re-

establish the link between the spiritual essence of the human being and the 

sociocultural paradigm of the Nation. Only through Bildung, articulated assertively in 

the following passage, could the Austrian Nation be re-invigorated:   

Für den Umstand, daß die nicht-deutschen Völker Österreichs, um zu jener 
Bildungshöhe zu kommen, die eine notwendige Forderung der Neuzeit ist, das 
in sich aufnehmen müssen, was deutscher Geist und deutsche Arbeit 
geschaffen haben, und daß die Bildungshöhe eines Volkes in keiner andern als 
in der Sprache des betreffenden Volkes erreicht werden kann, dafür dieser 
Partei das Verständnis.  (KuZ 112) 

 

Steiner’s reference to the Partei’s understanding (here the Deutschnationalen) 

reflects his view that the failure to maintain the Bildungsideal as the cornerstone of 

national identity for all races was the root cause in the Habsburg Empire’s failure to 

achieve political modernization and maintain stability – like the church, the state had 

failed to link Bildung to progress. While Steiner’s remarks emphasize the distinction 

of German traditions, he appears to eschew other cultural traditions, but Rudolf 

Steiner was no racist. He believed that all human beings could achieve 

“Germanness,” which for Rudolf Steiner meant Bildung. This is a dangerous 

argument, also used by Hofmannsthal at the time.13 Steiner is not, however, arguing 

race or ethnicity – he is pleading for history and community. 

By the decade of the eighties, prior to Steiner’s pleas for the revitalization of 

Bildung, any liberal optimism or hope of political progress and consensus in Austria 

had essentially vanished.  Robert Kann explains that: 

The formation of the Taaffe cabinet in 1879 represented a switch from the 
German liberal regime to a coalition of Poles, moderate and conservative 
Czechs, and German Catholic Conservatives as the so-called Iron Ring around 
German liberalism. (426)  
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This was only the beginning of what Rudolf Steiner would view as a sociocultural 

catastrophe. By the decade of the nineties the liberals had succumbed to “modern 

mass movements, Christian, anti-Semitic, socialist and nationalist” (Schorske 6). The 

radicalization of these political transformations in Europe would eventually result in 

the insidiously anti-Semitic voice of the Deutschnationalen in Austria, led by Georg 

von Schönerer (1842-1921). The election of the anti-Semite Karl Lueger as the mayor 

of Vienna in 1895 foreshadowed the catastrophe. This was the sociocultural disaster 

that Steiner adamantly predicted and abhorred; its cause was the inability of 

individual Bildung to speak to any state or community deficiencies.  

While it might be argued that Rudolf Steiner was a populist in the sense of 

Schönerer or Lueger, I would like to underscore that he was no racist in his decisive 

turn toward German culture. He did not judge the question of the need for spiritual 

ideals to be an ethnic question, but rather one of individual nobility and self-

acknowledgement within the community and the world. Steiner thus consciously 

rejects anti-Semitism14 and rebukes Schönerer’s popular influences as stultifying 

turns inward by undeveloped individuals: “Es war der Punkt im Geistesleben solcher 

Menschen erreicht, den ich am liebsten damit charakterisieren möchte, daß ich sage: 

die strenge Logik ist aus der Reihe der Mächte gestrichen, die den Menschen im 

Innern beherrschen” (KuZ 404). Yet Steiner, in the midst of these insidious 

Massenbewegungen, remained adamant in his somewhat naïve projection of German 

Bildung as the source of a higher culture and spiritual unity for individuals and the 

nation alike:  

Der tiefe Zug des deutschen Wesens wird es nie unterlassen, mit seiner Kultur 
zugleich die religiöse Mission aus seinem eigenen Innern hervorzubringen.  
Ja, man möchte sagen, alles, was der Deutsche tut, hat das tief religiöse 

                                                                                                                                                                      
13 See Michael P. Steinberg, The Meaning of the Salzburg Festival: Austria as Theater and Ideology, 
1890-1938 (Ithaca: Cornell UP, 1990). 
14 See the numerous essays that Steiner wrote for Mitteilungen aus dem Verein zur Abwehr des 
Antisemitismus, printed in Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Kultur- und Zeitgeschichte, 1887-1901 (Dornach: 
Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1989) that project his lack of racial prejudice. 
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Gepräge, das in seinem Charakter liegt, und das sich mächtig aufbäumt, wenn 
von außen her seinem Gewissen, seinem Herzen die Richtung vorgezeichnet 
werden soll. (KuZ 117-18)   

 

Steiner’s “mission” statement, which is made in reference to the external influences 

of Catholicism, asserts that the re-constitution of the German imaginary in the 

Austrian nation also had to be directly linked to the German Bildungsideal, a re-

founding of the German Geist. In other words, Steiner foresaw the re-constitution of 

the Austrian nation, a cohesive imagined community, as directly dependent upon the 

revitalization of the German Bildungsideal. In Steiner’s model, this necessarily 

denoted a rejuvenation of human spirituality as constitutive for the community. To 

improve the community, in other words, he had to replace the spiritual center lost in 

these political shifts, so that individuals had something beyond themselves to imagine  

It is not surprising, then, that during the eighties Steiner had already decided 

the source for rejuvenating the spirituality in terms of reunifying the spiritual and 

physical worlds. Johann Wolfgang von Goethe became the embodiment of the 

personality and community type that would make a new nation: German, artistic, and 

scientific alike. Steiner’s interpretation of Goethe and the German Romantics for 

Anthroposophy thus reveals the constant paradox of Steiner’s thought: his modern, 

forward-looking attitudes, combined with a backward-looking humanistic idealism. 

Steiner remained adamantly devoted to the German Bildungsideal and developed an 

epistemological model to revitalize the ideal of Bildung in a modern religious 

discourse that accommodated science and initiated a social model, which he would 

eventually articulate as a Lebenspraxis. Steiner sought to create a new imagined 

community, a new German culture that lay outside any of the existing sociocultural 

forms. This Lebenspraxis forms the basis for Steiner’s model for achieving spiritual 

atonement, a habitus for a community of self-formed human beings.        
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ANTHROPOSOPHY: THE RECONSTITUTION OF THE “SELF-FORMED” COMMUNITY 
The project that Steiner set himself was enormous, and it remained speculative 

in many of its details, especially in how the joint scientific and national imperatives 

filtered into Anthroposophy. In the conclusion to his enlightening dissertation on 

Steiner’s spiritual science, Robert Galbreath summarizes the feelings of many readers 

who have confronted Steiner’s voluminous œuvre: “… I find it difficult to determine 

what the ultimate point of cosmic evolution and spiritualization really is, or the 

relationship of God in the process” (494). Any simple attempt to unravel the ultimate 

evolution of Steiner’s model for an anthroposophical community is perhaps doomed 

to failure due to the complexity and sheer volume of his writings (Galbreath 494). 

This fact aside, several consistencies stand out in Steiner’s life and teachings as he 

moves into his later career. Steiner, as I elaborated in the introductory sections of this 

chapter, was a man who witnessed the destruction of “higher” culture in philosophy, 

art, religion, and statecraft, and remained consistently devoted to its renewal as a 

means of providing the modern human being with spiritual rejuvenation. Steiner 

ultimately formulated this rejuvenation as the re-constitution of the Bildungsideal in a 

modernized religious paradigm, which he evolved as spiritual science; his successors 

would return to his roots even more covertly by tying the Bildungsideal back into a 

practical pedagogy. 

  Steiner’s perception of higher culture, the German Bildungsideal, had, as I 

have noted, been formulated through the “German” imagined community of the 

Austrian Nation. This community, under pressure due to the nationalities problem and 

the processes of modernization, was disintegrating by the end of the nineteenth 

century. Carl Schorske, in Fin-de-siècle Vienna, posits that “Here historical change 

not only forces upon the individual a search for a new identity but also imposes upon 

whole social groups the task of revising or replacing defunct belief systems” (xviii). 

To re-emphasize the point, Steiner’s belief system, rooted in the German 
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Bildungsideal and its “carrier,” the Austrian Nation, was disintegrating as a stable 

foundation for sociopolitical distinction in the community. Thus the task that Rudolf 

Steiner foresaw for spiritual science was not only a spiritual renewal for the 

individual; Steiner also foresaw a revision of his imagined community’s “defunct 

belief system.” Christoph Lindenberg corroborates this contention: 

Steiner war kein deutsch-österrichsicher Patriot im üblichen Sinne des Wortes. 
[…]. Aber Steiner wurzelte andererseits mit allen Fasern in jenem geistigen 
Deutschtum, das in der Weimarer Klassik in Erscheinung getreten war, und er 
war der Überzeugung, daß die Stimme des deutschen Geistes im Konzert der 
europäischen Völker nicht fehlen dürfe. (111)  
 

I am not suggesting that Steiner, as Lindenberg also confirms, was in any way a 

nationalist in the sense we know it today. I am contending instead that the 

anthroposophical movement in its turn-of-the-century form attempted to re-constitute 

what Steiner viewed as the inculpable benefits of the German cultural tradition in a 

modern imagined community of self-formed human beings - he attempted to redefine 

what a nation was in ways parallel to how he redefined the Bildungsideal – as a return 

of individuals to a general spiritual principle, not to a stultifying ideology.   

This rejuvenation, however, was intended to culminate in the individual unity 

of the physical and spiritual worlds that Steiner had depicted as a three-dimensional 

organization in his first major work intended to lay out the foundation for 

Anthroposophy, Theosophie (1904). With reference to the whole body Lindenberg 

posits that:  

Die gesamte, von Steiner nach 1917 vorgetragene Anthroposophie ruht in 
ihren wesentlichen Elementen auf der hier skizzierten Idee der Dreigliederung 
des Menschen, die den Versuch unternimmt, das Zusammenwirken von Leib, 
Seele und Geist im Menschen in dreifach differenzierten Weise zu 
beschreiben. (109)        
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These three dimensions are differentiated, but are at the same time needed to be 

“seiend und wirksam” in every human being (Hemleben 92). Each of these human 

dimensions, which Steiner termed Leib, Seele, Geist, represents a dynamic and 

essential component of human existence.15  Steiner posits that: 

So ist der Mensch Bürger dreier Welten. Durch seinen Leib gehöhrt er der 
Welt an, die er auch mit seinem Leibe wahrnimmt; durch seine Seele baut er 
sich seine eigene Welt auf; durch seinen Geist offenbart sich ihm eine Welt, 
die über die beiden anderen erhaben ist. (T 28)  
 

His argument here takes a familiar direction. Modern scientific and philosophical 

epistemology had come to emphasize only the physical world (Leib), an 

epistemological dominance Steiner adamantly opposed. Religion and the State had 

turned away from the spirit in their own way.  

Steiner believed that, through the diligent practice of geistige Übungen, 

carefully laid out in the Geheimwissenschaft, the human being could become filled 

with the “light of recognition,” a knowledge of the higher essences beyond the 

physical that develop the individual beyond the bounds of the self:  

Er redet fortan nicht mehr mit den Dingen, die durch den Geist gestaltet sind, 
sondern mit dem gestaltenden Geiste selbst. Das Eigenleben der 
Persönlichkeit ist dann in den Augenblicken der Geisterkenntnis nur noch da, 
um bewußtes Gleichnis zu sein des Ewigen. (T 192) 
 

 That is, one can generalize that the founding principle and goal of Anthroposophy 

became the development and maturation of the individual human being’s spiritual 

capacities – a redefinition of Bildung for his modern world.  

Achievement of this goal, according to Steiner, would liberate the individual 

human being from the impositions of the physical world: “Das Licht der Erkenntnis 

leuchtet ihm nunmehr aus einem höheren Orte zu. Das Licht der Erkenntnis leuchtet 

                                                           
15 For a more elaborate explanation of Steiner’s three dimensions see Rudolf Steiner, Theosophie 
(Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1990), particularly pages 24-60. 
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ihm nunmehr nicht von außen entgegen, sondern mit dem gestaltenden Geiste selbst” 

(T 192). Implicit in Steiner’s model, therefore, is not only the individual spiritual 

rejuvenation that his earlier writings had described, but also a re-constitution of 

individual agency for the self-formed human being in the world. In other words, 

Steiner foresaw in his model a re-constitution of individual agency in the community 

as an inevitable residual affect of successful individual Bildung. Steiner extended his 

discussion of the relation of these three individual human dimensions to the social 

world in Die Kernpunkte der sozialen Frage in den Lebensnotwendigkeiten der 

Gegenwart und Zukunft (1919). There, he attempted to show how an equivalent 

harmony in the community could be derived from the renewed spiritual distinction of 

the individual.  

Steiner, despite the incredibly idealistic nature of his ideas and his aversion 

toward politics in general, was neither naïve nor ignorant of the sociopolitical 

tensions of a modernizing society.  He saw in them, in fact, the root causes of the 

dilemma confronting the modern human being and he also viewed them to be the 

primary hindrance to the rejuvenation of a community of self-formed human beings. 

Steiner posits, in the “Vorrede und Einleitung zum 41. Bis 80. Tausend dieser Shrift” 

from Kernpunkte der sozialen Frage: 

Die neuere Menschheit hat ein Geistesleben entwickelt, das von staatlichen 
Einrichtungen und von wirtschaftlichen Kräften in einem hohen Grade 
abhängig ist. Der Mensch wird noch als Kind in die Erziehung und den 
Unterricht des Staates aufgenommen. Er kann nur so erzogen werden, wie die 
wirtschaftlichen Zustände der Umgebung es gestatten, aus denen er 
herauswächst. (KsF 8) 
 

Steiner’s complaint repeats his consistent claim that the individual human being has 

become an object of external pressures, industrial capitalism in this case, which has 

become sanctioned by the State in the new socio-economic paradigm.  

Thus Steiner’s primary purpose in the Kernpunkte, as he clearly states in this 

preface, is to show that: 
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… die Verworrenheit unseres öffentlichen Lebens von der Abhängigkeit des 
Geisteslebens vom Staate und der Wirtschaft herrührt. Und sie muß zeigen, 
daß die Befreiung des Geisteslebens aus dieser Abhängigkeit den einen Teil 
der so brennenden sozialen Frage bildet. (KsF 9) 
 

Just as modern science had failed to recognize the epistemological value of spiritual 

man, so too had industrial capitalism, sanctioned by the modern State, “objectified” 

human life in such a way as to depreciate the individual worth of a human being in 

the community. He therefore had to redefine the economic basis for community. 

The impact of Steiner’s project was skewed by real events. From 1914 to 1918 

Europe was enveloped in a sociopolitical muddle. Monarchs were dethroned, 

revolutions carried through, the blood and destruction of World War I reached for the 

times unheard of proportions; a sociopolitical vacuum had come into existence, 

particularly in Germany, that made the times ripe for what many saw as proletarian 

uprisings and sociopolitical revolts. Steiner, in a speech from 1917, attributes the 

social catastrophes of Europe to a disregard for the spiritual: “Das Nicht-Sehen 

dessen, was geistig um uns herum ist, das Nicht-Rechnen mit diesem Geistigen, das 

ist ja im letzten Grunde die Ursache dieses furchtbaren Weltenkampfes” (sHW 11).16 

These comments summarize the consistent theme of the Kernpunkte and also reflect 

Steiner’s awareness of the sociopolitical determinants of the community problem he 

was addressing. Specifically, he addresses the situation and socioeconomic demands 

of the proletariat in the first chapter of the Kernpunkte.   

This is Steiner’s attempt to rework Marxism, as well, since in his account, 

economic conditions create a mental space for individuals that will block their ability 

to become gebildet. Steiner believes that the proletarian movement has become 

shackled by its employment of the very ideology that has suppressed it.  In other 

words, the proletariat’s development as an economically defined imagined 

                                                           
16 References to Steiner’s Die spirituellen Hintergründe der äußeren Welt. Der Sturz der Geister der 
Finsternis (Dornach: Rudolf Steiner Verlag, 1985) will be abbreviated as sHW, followed by a page 
number. 
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community (klassenbewußt) has evolved from what Steiner terms the “neuer 

wissenschaftlichen Entwickelung that stresses material conditions rather than an inner 

state (KsF 33). Thus Steiner posits that “der moderne Proletarier in wissenschaftlich 

gearteten Begriffen sich den Inhalt seines Klassenbewußtseins bestimmen läßt” (KsF 

34).  In Steiner’s mind, the demands inculcated into the proletariat by this new 

“science” (Marxism or Socialism) reflected and confirmed the materialistic paradigm 

as it had been recognized and defined by Marx. The proletariat thus assumes, 

according to Steiner, that “Nur durch Vergesellschaftung der Produktionsmittel kann 

für mich ein menschenwürdiges Dasein erreicht werden” (KsF 42). In other words, 

the workers and Marx had conceived socioeconomic emancipation in terms that failed 

to acknowledge the spiritual integrity of the human being and his or her imaginary. 

Any economic gains, in Steiner’s view, would contribute nothing to solving the real 

problem: spiritual rejuvenation of the human being. 

Thus Steiner, as he had done consistently throughout his entire adult life, 

defined the proletariat only as a rejection of the true spiritual nature of the human 

being and contends that “Vor der neueren Wissenschaft erscheint er als Naturwesen 

innerhalb der bloßen Naturordnung” (KsF 36). The human being, in this view, has 

been redefined as a set of proletarian demands, according to Steiner, and so has 

become only an object in the world, devoid of spiritual qualities. As Steiner 

comments himself, geistiges Leben has again become only another form of ideology, 

“was sich im Menschen von den äußeren Weltvorgängen spiegelt, fließt nicht aus 

einer besonderen geistigen Welt her” (KsF 42). Steiner was convinced that this 

modern, proletarian “imagined community” could only prevent the human being from 

achieving spiritual fulfillment in the world because the individual was objectified. 

Steiner contends that the proletariat is actually searching for answers to spiritual 

questions, but answering those questions with “kapitalistische Wirtschaftsordnung” 

that will not generate satisfying answers (KsF 50): “Der moderne Proletarier glaubt, 

daß aus der Wirtschaft, aus dem Wirtschaftsleben selbst sich alles entwickeln müsse, 
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was ihm zuletzt sein volles Menschenrecht geben werde” (KsF 51). Significant in this 

model, Steiner does not reject the importance of economic life, but the present 

socioeconomic paradigm fuels “knowledge” of human life outside the boundaries of 

its domain, objectifying the very human beings to which it hoped to give agency. 

Economic life, in Steiner’s view, should serve indeed as the necessary means of 

fulfilling physical demands, but it should never do so while ignoring spiritual growth.  

From this viewpoint, Steiner imagines an anthroposophical community that 

would enable more to become gebildet, one that could overturn this modern 

capitalistic paradigm and symbolic order that evaluates the human being only as a 

“good” (Ware). The supreme slogan and objective of the new proletariat he envisions, 

according to Steiner, must be “es darf nicht Ware sein” (KsF 52). Steiner is 

contending that, even if the proletariat achieved their socioeconomic goals in their 

traditional forms, nothing would be gained because the human being in this 

socioeconomic model remains only an economic cog in the production line (Ware) 

and still fails, despite any gained economic equilibrium, to achieve the spiritual 

distinction that is the essence of human life.  

In light of this “soziale Frage,” Steiner sought to clarify three issues defining 

a new community: the parameters for a healthy Geistesleben, the relevance and role 

of “work” in the community, and how economic life (Wirtschaftsleben) affects human 

being’s existence (KsF 55).  The clarification of these three issues characterizes what 

he terms the “social organism” (KsF 61). Echoing the three components of the 

individual human being, Leib, Seele, and Geist, Steiner now advances the notion that 

the social organism also is composed of three systems, which must function 

independently within their designated realms in order for the social organism to be 

healthy (KsF 59). The three systems are economic (material needs), political (human 

relationships) and spiritual (“geistige Kultur”) (KsF 63).  

As one might assume, Steiner argues that modern society’s technological 

advances have also effected values dictated by economic interests. In other words, 
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society has become attached to economic interests in such a way that interpersonal 

relationships, the “politisches Leben,” has become corrupted and focussed primarily 

on economic advantage. Steiner elaborates the specific repercussions for the human 

being of a political sphere oriented around technological-economic interests: 

Tragen die Menschen diejenigen Interessen, denen sie in ihrem 
Wirschaftsleben dienen müssen, in die Gesetzgebung und Verwaltung des 
Rechtsstaates hinein, so werden die entstehenden Rechte nur der Ausdruck 
dieser wirtschaftlichen Interessen sein. (KsF 68) 
 

That is, human relationships that are dominated by economic interests in this way will 

effect the view of the human being as a “good,” an economic cog in the production 

process. Only through the express independence of the political system from such 

technological influences, which Steiner recognizes as the State, can the “besten 

Impulse” for human relationships in the community come into existence (KsF 68). 

With the dominance of economic interests in the community, human relationships, 

especially labor, are evaluated primarily in terms of productive capacity: “In der 

Lebenshaltung des einzelnen Menschen fließen die Wirkungen aus den 

Rechtseinrichtungen mit denen aus der rein wirtschaftlichen Tätigkeit zusammen” 

(KsF 73). Steiner posits that the present State form in modern industrial capitalism 

analyzes and regulates human relationships primarily from the perspective of 

economic interests. 

This socioeconomic paradigm Steiner viewed as disastrous for the integrity of 

the human being, but also for the health of the community as a whole, which he 

claimed effects an “Erschütterung des Gesellschafsorganismus” (KsF 75). Steiner 

foresaw a potential dissolution of a sense of community, and hence poor chances for 

the evolution of the nation, if this modern paradigm remained unchecked and 

continued the rampant objectification of the human being as an economic entity:  

Diese Sozialisierung wird kein Heilungsprozeß, sondern ein 
Kurpfuscherprozeß am sozialen Organismus sein, vielleicht sogar ein 
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Zerstörungsprozeß, wenn nicht in die menschlichen Herzen, in die 
menschlichen Seelen einzieht wenigstens die instinktive Erkenntnis von der 
Notwendigkeit der Dreigliederung des sozialen Organismus. (KsF 61)  
 

That is, the new social organism capable of growth must be made dependent upon the 

independent, yet balanced functioning of the economic, political and geistige realms, 

parallel to Steiner’s model of the self-formed individual. That individual requires a 

Lebenspraxis which recognizes the importance and relevance of each realm of human 

life: Leib, Seele, Geist, or the economic, spiritual, and aesthetic capacities of Bildung 

in his attenuated versions. Thus the aestheticism of the gebildete Bürger re-emerges 

as an important link to community life, not as a value in itself. In other words, the 

aesthetic human being in Steiner’s model regains equal status with the political and 

economic spheres – aestheticism becomes re-established as an essential spiritual 

marker within the overall perception of the community.  

 Not surprisingly, Steiner believed that a balance could be re-established 

between economic life and political life. The solution that he proposed involves the 

third limb of the social organism, what Steiner referred to as “das geistige Leben,” the 

practical changes for society to be effected by the practice of Anthroposophy.17  His 

model of praxis, later realized in the Goetheanum, hopes to create a new imagined 

community of self-formed human beings capable of modernizing the nation, a 

“Nation” as it were, based on a re-constitution of the cultural distinction of Bildung. 

                                                           
17 One cannot describe a rigidly defined set of practices for Steiner’s version of anthroposophy. Steiner 
never wrote a central work on anthroposophical practice. There were no rigid ritual practices, 
ceremonies or otherwise. Anthroposophy perhaps can best be described in terms of practices as an 
esoteric union of mind and body within a small community of Steiner devotees. See Helmut Zander, 
“Rudolf Steiner und die frühe Theosophie in Deutschland. Vom esoterischen Zirkel zum 
Weltanschauungskonzern – (k)eine Organisationsgeschichte anthroposophischer Intellektualität” in 
Kreise – Gruppen – Bünde. Zur Soziologie moderner Intellektuellenassoziation, ed. Richard Faber and 
Christine Holste (Würzburg: Verlag Königshausen & Neumann, 2000): 373-84 for an analysis of the 
Anthroposophical Society under Steiner’s tutelage. Zander correctly concludes that Steiner dominated 
the intellectual initiatives of the group and left little room, whether intended or not, for criticism and 
fruitful intellectual debate. 
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This new imagined community, a community of self-formed individuals, would have 

in Steiner’s view vast implications for the world, to replace the national and 

community coherence lost in WW I. Steiner’s goal is religious, but clearly formulated 

according to the ideals of Bildung: “die gesamte Menschheit in ihrer letzten 

Gestaltung zu einem Reiche von Brüdern zu machen, die, nur den edelsten 

Beweggründen nachgehend, gemeinsam sich weiter bewegen” (KsF 146). Implicit in 

his anthroposophical model, therefore, is a world of self-formed citizens living in 

peace and harmony. 

Despite his penchant for utopian revelations, Steiner would have always 

asserted that he was aiming at a Lebenspraxis, not just a theory for the individual. The 

European catastrophe of World War I could have been avoided, in Steiner’s mind, if 

the Staatsmänner had been capable of pursuing political solutions directed at the 

health of the social organism, as Steiner defined it (KsF 148). Here, the nationalities’ 

problem of the Austro-Hungarian Empire raises its ugly head again to verify for 

Steiner that the older forms of State, only in tune with and shackled by economic 

interests, were in need of being replaced. The evolution of a new political system to 

replace what had fallen in WW I required the recognition “daß die politischen 

Grenzen dieses Einheitsstaates von einem gewissen Zeitpunkte an keine 

Kulturgrenzen sein durften für das Völkerleben” (KsF 147). Steiner foresaw a 

political system attuned to the Geistesleben of all citizens as the prerequisite for 

social harmony in the Nation and among Nations:  

Ordnung wird aus dem Chaos der Gegenwart nicht, bevor eine genügend 
große Anzahl von Menschen sich bequemen wird, die 
geisteswissenschaftlichen Wahrheiten anzuerkennen. Das wird das 
weltgeschichtliche Karma sein. (sHW 13) 
 

Steiner is suggesting that only a socio-political model, based exclusively on the 

individual process of self-formation, Bildung, can sustain peace and harmony in the 
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Nation and the world. This would replace the structures of Church, Science, and 

materialist class relations that have begun to poison the German spirit.  

Steiner’s assumptions allow him to make some synthetical analyses: that the 

political sphere, for instance, has not only been burdened by a habitus, derived from 

and oriented around economic interests. The political sphere itself has, in Steiner’s 

analysis, also burdened the academic pursuit of human knowledge. Just as economic 

interests have influenced the political sphere, then, the scientific and educational 

domains have also been invaded by the State to an equivalent degree. This again 

implies, albeit in a different way than Steiner argued for science, that modern human 

epistemology was not conducive, even opposed to the attainment of individual 

“spiritual” knowledge of the self that had been the chief value of German society for 

a century.  

Steiner has thus made an institutional and psychological case for the necessary 

redefinition of the identity of cultivation in the modern era, a path that Mann’s von 

Aschenbach and Tonio Kröger were unable to follow. The human being, blinded and 

shackled by this modern, materialistically-derived imaginary of the State he knew, 

considers the organization of “freie Wissenschaft” and “freie Lehren” under the 

auspices of the political State to be normal (KsF 81). Steiner complains that “Man 

entwickelt keine Empfindung dafür, wie dieser Staat dadurch das Geistesleben von 

seinen staatlichen Bedürfnissen abhängig macht” (KsF 81). As Mann’s example has 

already shown us, self-knowledge, das geistige Leben, can be realized only within the 

individual self, certainly not through the impositions of a socio-political model 

dominated by economic interests: “Es gibt keine andere Möglichkeit, diese Aufnahme 

in gesunder Art zu bewirken, als sie von der freien Empfänglichkeit der Menschen 

und von den Impulsen, die aus den individuellen Fähigkeiten selbst kommen, 

abhängig sein zu lassen” (KsF 80). In other words, only through independent, 

individual introspection, free from outside influence, can this geistiges Leben, 
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spiritual life, become the effective third branch of the social organism, thereby 

affecting harmony between the economic, political and spiritual spheres.  

Steiner is indeed specific about this third branch as he seeks a way to 

overcome the impasse that Mann’s characters are unable to conquer. He included art, 

science and what he terms Weltanschauung as components of the geistiges Leben. 

Once this third component of the three branches of the social organism has been re-

established and allowed to flourish, it will provide in Steiner’s model a “zündende 

Kraft” for the other branches to fulfill their proper roles in the community. Steiner 

does not explain in detail how this miraculous influence is to occur, but he is 

convinced of its power, even in the practical aspects of real economic issues and 

human relationships. He enthusiastically exclaims:  

Sowohl der politische Staat wie das Wirtschaftsleben werden den Zufluß aus 
dem Geisteslebem den sie brauchen, von dem sich selbst verwaltenden 
geistigen Organismus erhalten. Auch die praktische Bildung für das 
Wirtschaftsleben wird durch das freie Zusamenwirken desselben mit dem 
Geistesorganismus ihre volle Kraft erst entfalten können. (KsF 85) 
 

In this extraordinary logic, Steiner is implying that the economic and political 

spheres, if nourished by the free burgeoning of the spiritual life, as always originating 

in the individual process of self-formation, can fulfill the original hopes of the 

Enlightenment and the French Revolution in the Nation: Brüderlichkeit, Gleichheit, 

Freiheit (KsF 87). Christoph Strawe, a present-day anthroposophist, summarizes:  

Der Kern seines Konzepts ist die Idee des selbstverwalteten Geisteslebens, 
das, von staatlicher Bevormundung befreit, mit einem sich ‘assoziativ’ selbst 
gestaltenden Wirtschaftsleben kooperiert. Der Staat als drittes, vermittelndes 
Glied des sozialen Organismus wird dabei auf einen reinen Rechtsstaat 
reduziert. (17)  
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In other words, Bildung, the individual self-formation as an introspective process 

(“selbstverwalteten Geisteslebens”), provides the foundation for an imagined 

community, a Nation that can achieve economic, political and spiritual harmony.  

Thus Steiner’s work was intended to be anything but retrospective, as some 

critics have taken it to be. He did not fail to recognize the relevance of economic 

realities, nor did he foresee the disappearance of political forms that would block 

these innovations. In fact, Steiner viewed the three branches of the social organism, 

propelled by the self-formed individual, as the fulfillment of Enlightenment ideals: 

Dann wird man erkennen, daß das Zusammenwirken der Menschen im 
Wirtschaftsleben auf derjenigen Brüderlichkeit ruhen muß, die aus den 
Assoziationen heraus ersteht. In dem zweiten Gliede, in dem System des 
öffentlichen Rechts, wo man es zu tun hat mit dem rein menschlichen 
Verhältnis von Person zu Person, hat man zu erstreben die Verwirklichung der 
Idee der Gleichheit. Und auf dem geistigen Gebiete, das in relativer 
Selbständigkeit im sozialen Organismus steht, hat man es zu tun mit der 
Verwirklichung des Impulses der Freiheit. (KsF 89) 
 

Clearly, Steiner is claiming that the individual re-constitution of the German 

Bildungsideal, revamped in modern religious discourse (just as he did earlier in his 

career for scientific discourse), can provide the source for economic welfare, political 

stability and individual salvation for the German Nation and the world. He is making 

these political arguments in a language far distanced from that of State politics as he 

knew it.   

While these conclusions appear incredible to us today, Steiner confirms his 

intent in an appendix to Kernpunkte der sozialen Frage, “An das deutsche Volk und 

an die Kulturwelt!” The catastrophe of the second German Reich that fell in 1918, 

according to Steiner, culminated from the imbalances in the three branches of the 

social organism. The failure to see behind these inadequacies fails, however, to 

recognize the unique position of German culture as the conduit for re-vitalizing the 

spiritual unity of the world:  
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Bis zum Ausbruche derselben hatte die außerdeutsche Welt in dem Verhalten 
des Reiches nichts sehen können, was ihr die Meinung hätte erwecken 
können: die Verwalter dieses Reiches erfüllen eine weltgeschichtliche 
Sendung, die nicht hinweggefegt werden darf. (KsF 158) 
 

In clear terms, therefore, Steiner attests to the crucial cultural role of the German 

nation, through which the Bildungsideal provides the socio-cultural reservoir for a 

healthy human existence, community and world. Yet this cultural tradition, in 

Steiner’s model from the end of the nineteenth century, has traditionally sought its 

realization exclusively through the self-formed individual.  

By the end of his career, Steiner deems these individuals as moving beyond 

the Tonio Krögers, because each was deemed capable to recognize the integral 

relevance of each branch of the social organism and how each independently forms a 

unit, the community:  

Die neuere Zeit fordert ein bewußtes Sichhineinstellen des Menschen in den 
Gesellschaftsorganismus. Dieses Bewußtsein kann dem Verhalten und dem 
ganzen Leben der Menschen nur dann eine gesunde Gestaltung geben, wenn 
es von drei Seiten her orientiert ist. (KsF 87) 

 

That is, through the introspection of the individual human being recognition of the 

three essential dimensions of the community can be gained. Individual Bildung, as it 

had evolved as a concept through the nineteenth century, now became reconstituted 

by Steiner as a modern discourse, intended to re-establish the nation, an imagined 

community of aesthetic human beings. 

 

CONCLUSION 
Throughout his life, especially within the anthroposophical movement, Rudolf 

Steiner strove to generate practical elements (especially aesthetic ones) to bring about 

the spiritual harmony foreseen in his model for a geistiges Leben. For instance, 

Steiner wrote a series of mystery plays, incorporated eurhythmy into his model of 
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Lebenspraxis, developed anthroposophical medicine and agriculture, and espoused 

pedagogical theories that would eventually lead to the still-thriving Waldorf schools. 

Yet Steiner’s practical initiatives consistently remain focused on the self-formation of 

the individual and assume important, but always only residual benefits for the 

community. For Steiner, as Johannes Hemleben posits, “Die Tatsachen selbst 

verlangen eine solche Verselbständigung der drei Systeme des sozialen Organismus. 

Darum ist es […] eine Bewußtseinsfrage, ob man in diesem Sinne den Tatsachen 

gerecht wird oder nicht” (129). The implications for the community always develop 

in Steiner’s thought out of the spiritual distinction of the individual, just as the 

nineteenth-century model of Bildung would have dictated. His expanded model, as I 

have argued, attempts to move beyond this impasse by incorporating modern science 

and class-based models for social organization in a utopian conception of the nation. 

Given the immense dissimilitude in critical perception, that will not be the solution 

taken by Max Weber, who nevertheless meets many of the same challenges in parallel 

ways.  

As our discussions of Mann and Steiner have been argued then, the 

nineteenth-century Bildungideal included an individual responsibility in concrete 

terms to the community. In this case, Thomas Buddenbrook’s anguish derived from 

his personal acknowledgement of his failure to serve the family and community 

effectively. Despite Steiner’s optimism, the community had to be more than a staging 

area for self-formation. On the one hand, service to and distinction in the community 

were the means through which the individual gained recognition and spiritual 

atonement. This was a connection that Steiner initially failed to realize or found 

unproductive. Yet Steiner’s later model goes further to resolve theoretically Gustav 

von Aschenbach’s dilemma and unifies the Apollonian and Dionysian realms, but the 

world of social form (the habitus) he describes only feeds passively out of the 

spiritual world. Steiner simply assumes that with the re-constitution of individual self-

formation the parity of power structures within the social organism automatically will 
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result. This implies that access to power in the political sphere follows a set of 

internal parameters that are in harmony with the spiritual essence of the community, 

an aggregation of self-formed individuals.    

Herein lies the value of Steiner’s work for the present discussion. He offers a 

heightened profile of the problematic gebildete Bürger in Germany at the beginning 

of the twentieth century, including Thomas Mann, as they sought to re-formulate their 

imaginary in such a way to re-establish agency in the community after established 

institutional structures (e.g., the church or science) and social constructs (e.g., the 

proletariat in its classical form) were swept away in World War I. Max Weber, in his 

famous speech, “Wissenschaft als Beruf,” delivered in München in 1917, eloquently 

summarizes this dilemma:  

Es ist das Schicksal unserer Zeit, mit der ihr eigenen Rationalisierung und 
Intellektualisierung, vor allem: Entzauberung der Welt, daß gerade die letzten 
und sublimsten Werte zurückgetreten sind aus der Öffentlichkeit, entweder in 
das hinterweltliche Reich mystischen Lebens oder in die Brüderlichkeit 
unmittelbarer Beziehungen der Einzelnen zueinander. (WL 612)18 

 

In a real sense, Weber’s comment accurately echoes Rudolf Steiner’s 

anthroposophical model in its failure to articulate an effective means of gaining 

agency in the community. Thus Bildung, even as Steiner re-formulated it in a modern 

discourse, remained a value of the society, since it posited a source of individual 

spiritual gratification, yet without linking this achievement to any “real” community 

practices.  

Anthroposophy, as Steiner framed it, linked spiritual gratification and a 

community practice, but failed to articulate any convincing, “practical” sociopolitical 

repercussions for the self-formed human being. That is, the process of becoming 

gebildet no longer maintained a practical link to service within the community, as the 

                                                           
18 Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre, ed. Johannes Winckelmann (Tübingen: J. 
C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988). Quotations will be referenced as WL, followed by a page number.  
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plight of Tonio Kröger has shown. The later Waldorf variant would remedy some of 

these deficiencies.  

The conditions of Steiner’s movement, moreover, allow us to trace the 

fortunes of Bildung as a possible center for a German identity construct. The German 

catastrophe of Weimar and the impending political vacuum occurred at least in part 

due to the failure of the German intelligentsia to fill a certain void, to offer a 

resistance to the socio-political praxes of a bankrupt sociopolitical (and religious and 

social) system. While some sought solutions that raised the position of the individual 

in the monstrosity that became the German Übermensch, many gebildete Bürger 

groped inwardly for resolutions to their loss of distinction as a community value, as 

their Nation dissolved into the political and economic chaos of Weimar. Steiner had 

simply assumed that a revitalization of human spirituality would render an 

involuntary efficacy for individual agency in the community:  

We sich in der geschilderten Art Perioden der inneren Stille und des Friedens 
hingibt, dem wachsen aus denselben für die Aufgaben auch des äußeren 
Lebens so viele und so starke Kräfte zu, daß er die Lebenspflichten dadurch 
nicht nur nicht schlechter, sondern ganz gewiß besser erfüllt. (GU 337)  

 

Yet in this, Steiner, the proverbial optimist and a well-meaning humanitarian, along 

with a large portion of the German intelligentsia shirked unknowingly their 

responsibility to the German Nation. As Helmut Zander correctly concludes, “Es 

handelt sich bei ihren Übertritten zwar um reflektierte Entscheidungen, doch 

angesichts des Autoritätsgefälles und der bloßen Reproduktuion der Lehren Steiners 

blieb ihre Intellektualität vor den Toren der Anthroposophie” (381). Steiner’s 

anthroposophists and many other intellectuals left ideological extremes unchecked 

and potential accesses to power unattended.  

Under dire economic circumstances and the sociopolitical humiliations of 

Versailles Germany was in need of a savior. The ideologues of National Socialism 

knew how to fill this void. Steiner’s work points out very clearly where the 
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bankruptcy of the systems lie – that what Tonio Kröger felt was not just the 

experience of a single individual. Not surprisingly, then, there was one more 

particularly novelistic attempt to modernize the Bildungsideal in its classical form, 

within the new socioeconomic paradigm, to do what Steiner failed to: Max Weber’s 

sociology. 
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Part IV 

Reconstituting the Mandarin Calling: Max Weber 
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 Chapter 7 

Unimpassioned Judgement 
 

The previous chapters have sketched out the origins and some impacts of the 

German Bildungsideal within the evolving context of bourgeois life up to World War 

One. As we have seen, Thomas Mann's fictional characters struggle with the conflict 

imposed by the disintegration of the Bildungsideal as a source of self-formation and 

with its co-optation as a utilitarian force (i.e. Krupp) in the modern socioeconomic 

paradigm. At the same time, Rudolf Steiner's appeal to the traditional Bildungsideal 

showed that its power had not necessarily faded: it could still be a viable tool for 

certain citizens to re-imagine a community for the new era.   

But the ideal of the Bildungsbürgertum was not only under reconsideration as 

a tool to build community within the cultural fields. It is the project of this chapter to 

show that the ideal also played a role in the social sciences. Max Weber (1864-1920), 

who most critics take as one of the first great contributors to early modern sociology, 

actually develops his thought solidly out of the traditions he shares obliquely with 

Mann and Steiner. In Weber's Œuvre, from the Jugendbriefe to his last essay, 

“Wissenschaft als Beruf” (1919), one finds a consistent reliance on Bildung as a tool 

for defining cultural agency and political progress, not just as a reference to the past. 

Thus by taking Weber's early correspondence as a backdrop to his later pedagogical 

essays, the so-called “methodological” texts, and his political thought, I will be able 

to argue that Weber is a different kind of transitional figure than critics have posited 

to this point. That is, throughout his career, Weber exhibits a consistent devotion to 

the Bildungsideal, which finds expression in his theoretical work 

(Wissenschaftslehre). Tracing the biographical and theoretical justification for these 
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assertions in representative essays will provide new perspectives on Weber’s political 

views and influence.  

To make this case, I will analyze several key texts to identify Weber’s identity 

vis-à-vis the German Bildungsideal and show how his response to its demise 

informed both his ideas on the practice of science in the new century and the future 

political objectives of Germany after World War I. Thus I will concentrate my efforts 

on a close analysis of Weber’s pedagogical texts (Shil’s translations), then move to 

consider “Der Sinn der ‘Wertfreiheit’ der soziologischen und ökonomischen 

Wissenschaften” (originally published in 1913 as “Gutachten zur 

Werturteilsdisdussion im Ausschuß des Vereins für Sozialpolitik and in 1918 under 

the title given above in the WL), turning lastly to Weber’s famous “Politik als Beruf” 

(1919) and “Parlament und Regierung in neugeordneten Deutschland” (1918).1 This 

approach will allow me to shed new light on the influences and motivations behind 

some of Weber’s more familiar technical work, such as his postulate of Wertfreiheit, 

                                                           
1 Eduard Shils translated most of these pedagogical texts in The Power of the State and the Dignity of 
the Academic Calling in Imperial Germany: The Writings of Max Weber (Chicago: Chicago UP, 
1973), also published in Minerva 11,4 (October 1973): 571-632. I will quote from Minerva. These 
texts are readily available at the Max Weber Arbeitsstelle in München. However, due to the present 
restriction imposed by the editors of the MWG on longer quotations from these yet to be published 
texts, I will quote from the reliable English translations. I would like to thank Dr. Karl-Ludwig Ay for 
helping me locate Shils translation during my stay in Germany. “Der Sinn der ‘Wertfreiheit’ der 
soziologischen und ökonomischen Wissenschaften,” Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre 
(J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988) 489-540 will be cited in the text as “Wertfreiheit” essay, otherwise 
as WL.   I will cite “Wissenschaft als Beruf,” published in Gesammelte Aufsätze zur 
Wissenschaftslehre (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988): 582-613 and hereafter cited as WL. 
This essay also appears in Max Weber Gesamtausgabe, Abteilung I, Schriften und Reden, vol. 17 
(Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1992): 71-112, hereafter cited as MWG I, followed by volume 
number and page number. “Politik als Beruf” and “Parlament und Regierung im neugeordneten 
Deutschland” are published in Gesammelte Politischen Schriften (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul 
Siebeck], 1988): 505-60; 306-443. “Politik als Beruf” also appears in Max Weber Gesamtausgabe, 
Abteilung I, Schriften und Reden, vol. 17 (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1992): 157-239. For 
an overview of the publication history of the works considered to be part of the Wissenschaftslehre see 
the introduction to Max Webers Wissenschaftslehre: Interpretation und Kritik, ed. Gerhard Wagner 
and Heinz Zipprian (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1994): 9-28. The two respective “Editorischer Berichte” in 
the MWG I,17: 49-69; 113-55 are also an invaluable source of information for both of these essays. 
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which by extension can contribute to the resolution of the controversy surrounding 

Weber’s role in the political prospects for Germany after World War One. 

BIOGRAPHY AND THE CRITICS’ WEBER 

Max Weber’s personal identity and intellectual heritage are undoubtedly 

rooted in the nineteenth century and its values, as he often attested. In 1894, for 

example, in the Bericht über die Verhandlungen des fünften Evangelisch-Sozialen 

Kongresses, Weber refers to himself as a “klassenbewußter Bourgeois” (77), which 

he re-confirms years later in a November, 1907 letter to his friend, Robert Michels 

(MWG II.5: 423).2 Weber depicts his heritage most succinctly in his inaugural 

address at the University of Freiburg in 1895: “Ich bin ein Mitglied der bürgerlichen 

Klassen, fühle mich als solches und bin erzogen in ihren Anschauungen und Idealen” 

(GPS 20).3 Yet Weber, reaching adulthood at the end of the nineteenth century just as 

Thomas Mann and Rudolf Steiner did, also confronted a world of shifting values and 

growing political instability, which challenged that heritage and both informed and 

influenced his career and intellectual pursuits.  

Weber's biography confirms his self-identification in many ways. Critics also 

agree that his experience of the sociocultural transformations in Germany was 

sharpened by direct exposure to the views of a passing intellectual tradition, including 

his own father, a National-Liberal member of the Reichstag. Lawrence Scaff, in 

Fleeing the Iron Cage: Culture, Politics, and Modernity in the Thought of Max 

Weber,4 for instance, reports that the young Max Weber was exposed to a vast array 

                                                           
2 This letter is in the Max Weber Gesamtausgabe. Abteilung II: Briefe, vol. 5, 1906-1908, ed. M. 
Rainer Lepsius and Wolfgang J. Mommsen (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1990) and will be 
cited in the text as MWG II, followed by a volume number and page number. All letters are from 
Abteilung II.  Any other references to the MWG are from Abteilung I and will be cited as MWG I. 
3 This speech, entitled “Der Nationalstaat und die Volkswirtschaftspolitik,” is cited from Gesammelte 
Politische Schriften, ed. Johannes Winckelmann (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988) and 
hereafter cited as GPS, followed by a page number. 
4 Scaff’s book, published in 1989, remains one of the essential works dealing with Weber’s 
confrontation with modernity and is an invaluable source for any Weber research. 
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of visitors to the Weber home from the Bildungsbürgertum, such as Rudolf von 

Bennigson, a key political leader among the National-Liberals, the renowned 

historians Theodor Mommsen and Heinrich von Treitschke, and Weber’s uncles 

Hermann Baumgarten, history professor in Straßburg, and Julius Jolly, a political 

figure in Baden. This confrontation with such “models of ‘bourgeois’ conviction for 

the apostate son,” according to Scaff, “produced in Weber a spiritual as well as 

political predicament, an expression of internal doubts and fears in addition to a 

questioning of the direction taken by public life” (Cage 14). This crisis we have seen 

before in the lives of Thomas Mann and Rudolf Steiner, as various processes of 

modernization placed the sociocultural world which had produced these values under 

pressure. 

Thus, as Scaff and others have shown, Max Weber’s confrontation with 

modernity plays a crucial role in his intellectual development and pursuits.5 Scaff 

shows how Weber’s work consistently revolves around “an understanding of culture 

in its various modes as the source of political potentialities” (Cage 239). In other 

words, the burning question for Max Weber remains: how groups of human beings 

establish and exercise sociopolitical agency, a particularly acute problem for his own 

social class at the turn-of-the-century. In Weber’s words, his project became oriented 

around:  
                                                           
5 A bibliography of secondary literature on Max Weber is in and of itself a major project; nevertheless, 
several of the most important books specifically concerned with modernity are Scaff, previously 
mentioned, but also a collection of essays in Max Weber, Rationality and Moderntiy, ed. Scott Lash 
and Sam Whimster (London: Allen & Unwin, 1987); Detlev J.K. Peukert, Max Webers Diagnose der 
Moderne (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1989); and David Owen, Maturity and Modernity: 
Nietzsche, Weber, Foucault and the Ambivalence of Reason (London: Routledge, 1994). More recent 
works dealing with specific aspects of Weber’s confrontation with modernity are Harvey Goldman’s 
two books, Max Weber and Thomas Mann: Calling and the Shaping of the Self (Berkeley: University 
of California Press, 1988); and more recently, Politics, Death, and the Devil: Self and Power in Max 
Weber and Thomas Mann (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1992); Charles Turner, Modernity 
and Politics in the Work of Max Weber (London: Routledge, 1992); Edith Weiller, Max Weber und die 
literarische Moderne: Ambivalente Begegnungen zweier Kulturen (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1994); and Jan 
Rehmann, Max Weber:Modernisierung als passive Revolution: Kontextstudien zu Politik, Philosophie 
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die Entstehung des bürgerlichen Betriebskapitalismus mit seiner rationalen 
Organisation der freien Arbeit. Oder, kulturgeschichtlich gewendet: die 
Entstehung des abendländischen Bürgertums und seiner Eigenart, die freilich 
mit der Enstehung kapitalistischer Arbeitsorganisation zwar im nahen 
Zusammenhang steht, aber natürlich doch nicht einfach identisch ist.  (RS I 
10)6  
 

From the perspective argued here, as Wilhelm Hennis has established, this statement 

does not suggest that Weber is primarily interested in systems theory or in the broader 

development of macro-economic systems. Weber’s concern, according to Hennis, 

rests primarily in an understanding of the human “Persönlichkeit und die 

Lebensordnungen.”7  More concretely, Weber sought to understand how the human 

being, as an individual subject, interacts, functions and establishes agency with a 

given set of external (especially those of modern capitalism) circumstances. That is, 

how an individual's identity construct interacts with the community to form a habitus 

- how the individual actually emerges as part of a community, in body and mind.   

                                                                                                                                                                      
und Religion im Übergang zum Fordismus (Berlin: Argument Verlag,1998). This list represents only a 
minute portion of publications dealing with the theme of Max Weber and modernity.  
6 This reference is from the “Vorbemerkung” to Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Religionssoziologie I 
(Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), 1988). Future references will be cited as RS I, followed by a 
page number. The “Vorbemerkung” (published in 1920) was not in the original version of “Die 
protestantische Ethik und der Geist des Kapitalismus,” (1904/05), cited as PE I. Weber produced a re-
worked version of the PE, which was published in 1920. See Die protestantische Ethik und der ‘Geist’ 
des Kapitalismus, ed. Klaus Lichtblau and Johannes Weiss (Weinheim: Athenäum, 1996), which 
includes changes made in the 1920 version, here cited as PE II. The development of the PE and the 
“Vorbemerkung” have proven to be critical factors in the interpretation of Weber’s work, particularly 
since Friedrich H. Tenbruck’s groundbreaking article “Das Werk Max Webers,” Kölner Zeitschrift für 
Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 27,4 (1975): 663-702. For criticism of Tenbruck’s analysis, see 
Martin Riesebrodt’s “Ideen, Interessen, Rationalisierung: Kritische Anmerkungen zu F. H. Tenbrucks 
Interpretation des Werkes Max Webers,” Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 32,1 
(1980): 111-29 and Wolfgang Schluchter’s “Einleitung” to Die Entstehung des modernen 
Rationalismus: eine Analyse Max Webers Entwicklungsgeschichte des Okzidents (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, 1998) 42-58. Concerning the PE version in the Max Weber Gesamtausgabe, see Wilhelm 
Hennis’ article, “Die ‘Protestantische Ethik,’ ein ‘überdeterminierter’ Text?” in Sociologia 
Internationalis 33 (1995): 1-17.      
7 See Wilhelm Hennis, Max Webers Fragestellung. Studien zur Biographie des Werks (Tübingen: 
J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1987). In particular, see the chapter entitled “Max Webers Thema: ‘Die 
Persönlichkeit und die Lebensordnungen,’” 59-114.  
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Weber thus seems less interested in the general way that individuals are 

determined by the culture (as strict materialists or Marxists would be), yet more 

interested in a broader and more historicized picture of how that individual learns to 

function within the world. Weber’s emphasis on human agency was directly informed 

by his own personal vocational concerns, which affected an explicit impact on his 

theoretical essays, what we now refer to as the Wissenschaftslehre. These essays, as I 

will argue below, form the basis for Weber’s attempt to re-constitute the honor and 

distinction of the traditional academic world (and hence of Bildung as a social force), 

which had become his calling. 

That Weber remained interested in human agency, not only human personality 

or how that persona is determined by his or her context, can be confirmed with 

reference to many of his works. In the “Zwischenbetrachtung” (1916) from Die 

Wirtschaftsethik der Weltreligionen (1916/17), for example, Max Weber illuminates 

this process of how an individual comes to agency in his examination of salvation 

routines among the “prophetische und Heilands-Religionen” as predicated upon a 

“Spannungsverhältnis zur Welt und ihren Ordnungen” (RS I 541). That is, Weber 

sought to understand specific human behaviors, i.e. salvation routines, as an 

interaction with external societal structures. Yet at the same time, it is easy to argue 

that these processes fascinated Weber because of his own generation’s confrontation 

with the prodigious shift in their symbolic order, a sociocultural transformation, 

which dramatically affected his personal identity and the social and political 

institutions of his world. Thus Weber’s Fragestellung rested on his personal 

experience of the disruption in his own symbolic world, especially on a perception 

that the value of Bildung was under stress.  

Throughout the previous chapters of this study I have argued that, at the end 

of the eighteenth century and throughout the nineteenth, the ideal of Bildung served 

as the basis for a habitus, a set of social practices and rewards rooted in the ideals of 

introspection, hard work and duty. That is, the symbolic union between external 
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success and a personal identity based on self-formation enhanced the political, social 

and cultural agency of a new ideal type in Germany, the Bildungsbürger. The 

breakdown in this symbolic union during the later half of the nineteenth century, as 

we have seen, affected a large group of intellectuals. This observation is Weber’s, as 

well. He writes, in a letter to his mother from January 24, 1886, “’Es lebt niemand 

nach andrem Rechte als nach dem er geboren ist,’ sagt der Sachsenspiegel zutreffend, 

wir aber leben leider nicht mehr nach dem Rechte unsrer Väter” (Jugendbriefe 199).8 

Such yearning for the traditional organizing markers of society, including the 

Bildungsideal as a symbolic marker of status and distinction, implies the influence of 

such German traditions for Max Weber’s identity. The tension and instability of these 

organizers also directly influenced his intellectual pursuits - the argument that I will 

make in the sections below, based on an analysis of his pedagogical aspirations and 

theoretical positions. 

Yet critics often prefer to see Weber as the first modern sociologist, and while 

many recognize his intellectual roots in the nineteenth century, two recent critics have 

argued against the influence and significance of the German Bildungsideal in 

Weber’s thought. One, Harvey Goldman, citing Weber’s study of Calvinism in The 

Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904/05), explores the re-definition of 

the disoriented self as a “personality,” defined as “the taming and unification of the 

self through the systematic overcoming of feeling and desire in the service of higher 

purposes” (Calling 42). Similarly, Goldman posits that Weber’s analysis of the world 

religions sought to discover “what role these religions played in encouraging or 

preventing the emergence of capitalist development” (Calling 153). Weber concludes, 

according to Goldman, that the occidental personality, based on a neokantian “ethic 

                                                           
8 This collection of letters was published by Marianne Weber in 1936, entitled Jugendbriefe (J.C.B. 
Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1936) and will be cited as “Jugendbriefe,” followed by a page number. These 
letters have not yet appeared in the Max Weber Gesamtausgabe. 
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of calling” (in the sense of a vocation), became a world-mastering, innovating 

power,” a “new aristocracy” (Calling 168).  

This argument is not new. Wolfgang J. Mommsen, in his 1965 essay 

“Universalgeschichtliches und politisches Denken bei Max Weber,” cited by 

Goldman in translation in his bibliography but not in the text, posits: 

Methodisch-rationale Lebensführung aufgrund verantwortlicher Entscheidung 
zwischen den in jedem Augenblicke möglichen verschiedenen Wertreihen war 
für ihn schlechthin Voraussetzung dafür, eine Persönlichkeit zu sein. Denn 
wertrationales Handeln im Dienste dieser selbstgewählten Ideale ist deren 
Lebensgesetz. Es entspricht dies dem puritanischen Persönlichkeitsideal, das 
sich Weber selbst zum Leitbild gewählt hatte.  (Universalgeschichtliches 573) 
 

This view of Weber, echoing Hegel’s idea of world historical individuals,9 suggests, 

as Goldman explicitly states, that the occidental personality is the heir “of the warrior 

tradition of the aristocracy” (Calling 168). This conclusion implies that Weber was 

exclusively occupied with the social and political leadership of a “charismatic” elite, 

who viewed and dominated the world from “above.” Yet Weber’s political texts, 

mostly written at the end of or shortly after World War I, actually indicate a more 

balanced perspective that stress a more integrative view of society.10 

 In the PE I, Weber remarks that “Die heutige kapitalistische 

Wirtschaftsordnung ist ein ungeheurer Kosmos, in den der einzelne hineingeboren 

wird und der für ihn, wenigstens als einzelnen, als faktisch unabänderliches Gehäuse, 

in dem er zu leben hat, gegeben ist” (RS I 37). Thus, as Hennis argues in response to 
                                                           
9 See section B,b of the “Einleitung” to G.W.F. Hegel’s Werke, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der 
Geschichte, 20 vols. (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1986): 33-55, in which he describes certain welthistorische 
Individuen, who act beyond their own interests to shape the flow of world history: “Der Inhalt ihre 
Zwecke ist durchzogen mit allgemeinen, wesenhaften Bestimmungen des Rechts, des Guten, der 
Pflicht usf.” (44). For an analysis of the influences of Hegel in Weber’s thought see Elisabeth H. 
Flitner, “Revolte gegen den Rationalismus: Beziehungen zwischen Max Webers und Hegels Analysen 
zur Dialektik der Verwissenschaftlichung,” Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und Sozialpsychologie 
35,2 (1983): 255-73. 
10 See Lawrence A. Scaff’s article, “Max Weber’s Politics and Political Education,” The American 
Political Science Review 67,1 (1973): 128-41. 



 

 230

Mommsen’s 1965 article, “Der für Weber für alle Geschichte konstitutive Gegensatz 

ist keineswegs der von Charisma und Rationalisierung, sondern der von Tradition und 

Charisma, Alltäglichem und Außeralltäglichem” (Fragestellung 37). That is, Weber’s 

interest revolves less around the origin of the personality type in history, as Hegelians 

would argue, and more on the interaction between the individual subject’s agency and 

a symbolically-derived external world. Goldman’s work correctly fleshes out the 

importance of the idea of personality and the confrontation with a shifting 

sociocultural environment in Weberian thought. Yet Goldman nonetheless still 

confuses the issue by transposing Weber’s analysis of occidental rationalism into a 

personal-psychological justification for an elite few. Thus Goldman’s contention 

implicitly suggests, as Mommsen argues explicitly,11 that Weber’s entire Œuvre is 

grounded solely in the philosophical traditions of the nineteenth century and an 

attempt to maintain traditional power structures through “Machtpolitik.”  

Other facets of Weber’s image to the critics similarly occlude his position 

between a traditional identity construct and modernity. For example, while Goldman 

correctly identifies Weber’s search for the re-establishment of political agency, he 

assumes, without expressly stating it, that Weber sees a new charismatic German 

Übermensch in the occidental personality.12 Thus Goldman posits that Weber’s 

analysis is prescriptive, citing his speeches “Wissenschaft als Beruf” and “Politik als 
                                                           
11 In particular, see Mommsen’s monumental study, Max Weber und die deutsche Politik 1890-1920 
(Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1974), originally published in 1959. 
12 Given Goldman’s conclusions, it remains a mystery that Nietzsche receives almost no mention in 
the sections on Weber. The influence of Nietzsche upon Weber’s thought is undeniable. The first to 
establish the significance of Nietzsche’s influence is Eugène Fleischmann, “De Weber à Nietzsche,” 
Archives Européennes de Sociologie 2 (1964): 190-238, which Goldman does not list in his 
bibliography. Also unmentioned is Wilhem Hennis’ essay “Die Spuren Nietzsches im Werk Max 
Webers,” which originally appeared in Jahrbuch der Akademie der Wissenschaften in Göttingen 1985 
(1986): 44-69, further in Nietzsche-Studien 16 (1986): 382-404, and finally reprinted in Wilhelm 
Hennis, Max Webers Fragestellung. Studien zur Biographie des Werks (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul 
Siebeck], 1987). More recently, see Georg Stauth’s essay, “Kulturkritik und affimative 
Kultursoziologie: Friedrich Nietzsche, Max Weber und die Wissenschaft von der menschlichen 
Kultur,” Max Webers Wissenschaftslehre. Interpretation und Kritik. ed. Gerhard Wagner and Heinz 
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Beruf,” as attempts “to modernize and secularize the notion of the calling and to 

revitalize the notion of personality as prescriptions for Germany’s crisis of personal 

and spiritual direction, while criticizing the debased meanings these concepts had 

come to carry” (Calling 4). Yet this conclusion, in opposition to Goldman’s 

disavowal of the ideal of “self-formation” as an influence on Weber, actually 

confirms Weber’s use of the Bildungsideal, when defined as I do here, as a symbolic 

marker of distinction in the practical sphere, rather than as a philosophical position. In 

the next section I will argue, contrary to critics like Goldman, that Weber is very 

much interested in political agency, but that his interest lies less exclusively in 

defining an occidental personality who will be a charismatic leader. Rather, it is more 

productive to see how Weber attempts to reconstitute the Bildungsideal in terms of an 

“aristocratic” quality associated with intellectual pursuits in society, including the 

political sphere. That is, I will show how Goldman and others have taken Weber's 

statements about individuals' callings out of context, ignoring the very specific 

audience and communitarian appeals he is making.    

Because critics have tended to see Weber as influenced by this or that 

philosophical or historical school, they have, in general, also overlooked how the 

Bildungsideal could figure in his generation’s progressive - if not revolutionary - 

political thought.13 While Weber was certainly no revolutionary, he himself was 

keenly aware of the threat imposed by socioeconomic transformations on the 

academic profession and Germany’s political future after the disastrous war, 

especially if adaptation didn’t happen. This concern finds expression in both his brief 

pedagogical essays and theoretical writings, whose lack of attention in the former 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Zipprian (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1994) 167-98, which traces the similarities and influences of Nietzsche 
in Weber’s evaluation of culture.  
13 See Fritz Ringer’s The Rise and Fall of the German Mandarins, 1890-1933 (Hanover, NH: 
University Press of New England, 1969). Ringer shows in this classic study how the German academic 
community (Mandarins) acted as diverse political forces in the midst of the revolutionary changes 
taking place in educational practices and curriculum in Germany during the fin-de-siècle period and 
Weimar.  
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case and overemphasis of methodological significance in the latter has skewed the 

view of Weber’s general thought, as well as his liability in the impending political 

tragedy of Weimar.   

The issue of transformation and possible modernization of traditional cultural 

values as I am positing has not gone unnoticed by Weber critics. Charles Turner, in 

Modernity and Politics in the Work of Max Weber, posits a tension in Weber's work 

between Bildung and Brauchbarkeit, evolving out of the late eighteenth-century 

debate over educational ideals. Yet Turner gives no significant attention to Weber’s 

thought on the indispensable pedagogical issues. Weber purportedly views this 

breach, according to Turner, as effecting a “fragmentation,” a problem in “the 

relationship between the unity of the personality and differentiation of its spheres of 

activity” (36-37). Turner thus argues that the Bildungsideal played an insignificant 

role in Weber’s thought, taking his intellectual pursuits as contextually situated in the 

nineteenth-century distinction between culture and civilization, without seeing its 

contemporaneous references.14 In his version, Weber’s primary concern is the 

“supersession of the Kulturmensch by the Fachmensch (Turner 48). Turner argues 

that under the influence of neokantian value philosophy, Weber sought to justify the 

“one-sided activity” of the modern human being (Fachmensch) as a “calling” (59), an 

idea which I believe casts Weber as looking exclusively backward rather than 

attempting a new approach to modernization.  

                                                           
14 For an outstanding elaboration of the historical semantic contrast between the two terms, civilization 
and culture, in a European context, see Norbert Elias, The Civilizing Process: The History of Manner 
and State Formation and Civilization, trans. Edmund Jephcott (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 
1994). Elias delineates the semantic difference of these terms between England and France on the one 
hand and Germany on the other. By the nineteenth century in Germany, civilization had come to 
represent something “indeed useful […], comprising only the outer appearance of human beings, the 
surface of human existence.” Elias defines culture in German semantic usage as something 
representing German “pride in their own achievement and their own being” (4). To summarize, in 
France and England civilization can be interpreted to include all production as well as behaviour, a 
habitus, whereas in the German usage of this terminology, culture is strictly related to a habitus and its 
productive results, not behaviour as an ontological category. That is, culture represents the specific 
value and character of what Elias calls “human products rather than the intrinsic value of a person” (4).   
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Turner correctly emphasizes Weber’s interest in the day-to-day activity of the 

modern human being and accurately depicts Weber’s view that human life consists of 

“a context of conflict from the start, a conflict between rival perspectives from which 

the whole of reality might be justified” (59). Yet I believe his analysis is beset, à la 

Goldman, by an overemphasis of the philosophical wrangling about the definition of 

the abstract dichotomy, culture versus civilization, which leads Turner to the skewed 

conclusion that Weber is epistemologically distanced from Dilthey, Nietzsche or 

Simmel (59).15 This also leads many critics to the erroneous view that the 

Bildungsideal played an insignificant role in Max Weber’s life and work - that his 

thought had absolutely transcended earlier nineteenth-century strategies of argument, 

and became situated in the later nineteenth-century neokantian model. This, I will 

argue, misconstrues the influences on Weber’s thought, thereby producing an 

inadequate perception of how Weber reacted to the sociocultural crises of his 

generation.   

In more general terms, both Goldman and Turner downplay the influence of 

the German Bildungsideal as a positive force in social change, because they define it 

solely as a philosophical principle, failing to take into account how it had historically 

become a social marker of distinction (and hence a source of agency within the 

group) for a diverse group of German citizens. This result occurs in part from a 

second weakness, particularly in Goldman’s analysis, that Martin Riesebrodt 

identified in his 1985 article, “Vom Patriarchalismus zum Kapitalismus. Max Webers 

Analyse der Transformation der ostelbischen Agrarverhältnisse im Kontext 

zeitgenössischer Theorien.” There, Riesebrodt describes the state of Max Weber 

                                                           
15 See footnote 12 above for references verifying the thought of Nietzsche in Weber’s work. In the 
case of Simmel, Lawrence Scaff has thoroughly shown, in Fleeing the Iron Cage: Culture, Politics, 
and Modernity in the Thought of Max Weber (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), the 
intrinsic relation of Weber’s and Simmel’s theories of culture. Also see Alessandro Cavalli’s essay, 
“Max Weber und Georg Simmel: Sind die Divergenzen wirklich so groß?,” Max Webers 
Wissenschaftslehre: Interpretation und Kritik, ed. Gerhard Wagner and Heinz Zipprian (Frankfurt: 
Suhrkamp, 1994): 224-38. 



 

 234

research: “Alle diese Interpretationen leiden demzufolge darunter, daß sie vom 

Weberschen Werk insgesamt oder in Teilen ein Bild der Homogenität und 

systematischen Einheitlichkeit entwerfen, das man bei eigener Lektüre nur selten 

wiederzufinden vermag” (546).16 Confirming this drive to make Weber's work more 

uniform than it appears to be, Goldman fails to cite a single Weber letter and makes 

only scant mention of any Weber text prior to 1904. Nor is any mention made of the 

brief, but illuminating “pedagogical” writings that have been partially available in 

English translation since the early seventies, a criticism that can also be directed at 

Turner’s work. Yet these texts, along with Weber’s numerous letters, and his 

theoretical essays from the Wissenschaftslehre are critical to forming a view of 

Weber’s agenda and how his sentiments came to be expressed in his political views.  

To correct this lacuna in the scholarship, therefore, I will pursue Weber’s 

adherence or lack thereof to the German Bildungsideal, his identity as a scholar and 

member of a certain sociological group, which will require me to analyze precisely 

those texts. These texts, the letters from his youth, the pedagogical essays spanning 

the years 1908-11, several theoretical essays largely from the final decade of his life, 

his famous speech in Munich, “Politik als Beruf,” and his most elaborate political 

text, “Parlament und Regierung in neugeordneten Deutschland,” will serve to present 

a consistent thread in Weber’s convictions, including his political views, thereby 

avoiding the misconceptions that both Riesebrodt and Beetham have warned of. To 

date, Weber’s identity as a German Bildungsbürger has been inadequately addressed 

as a factor in his theoretical work, which has, I will argue, also biased the picture we 

have of Weber’s scientific and political principles. 

                                                           
16 In the same vein as Riesebrodt’s warning, David Beetham, in his outstanding book, Max Weber and 
the Theory of Modern Politics (Cambridge, England: Polity Press, 1985) cautions about the tendency 
to assume too much corroboration between Weber’s political writings and his academic sociology. See 
Betham’s “Introduction to the Second Edition” in particular for his viewpoint. Yet Beetham’s project 
links Weber’s “bourgeois values” primarily to economics and class structures, rather than emphasizing 
the influence of the Bildungsideal on his identity construct and theoretical models.   
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Thus, in answer to Riesebrodt’s and Beetham’s criticism, I will not seek to 

approach Weber through an inclusive analysis, searching for the thread of his thought 

from all of his writings. Instead, I will limit the scope of the questions I ask about 

Weber’s thought, and thus will argue the role of the German Bildungsideal as an 

influential factor in Max Weber’s scholarly identity, especially as he responded to its 

breakdown. This approach will necessarily avoid other aspects of Weber that other 

scholars have treated, such as Max Weber the sociologist (Parsons, Social Action; 

Bendix, Portrait), or the historical methodologist (Ringer, Methodology). Yet the 

biographical framework to which I have alluded here argues for the necessary 

reevaluation of some conclusions drawn to date in the Weber research, such as 

Weber’s embrace of Machtpolitik (Mommsen, Politik; Aron; Goldman, Calling), as 

well as the claims of some scholars that Weber is a “decisionist” (Habermas, 

Rational; Wolin)17 or reverted in the long run to “value nihilism” (Strauss, Natural 

Right). Narrowing the parameters of the inquiry, as I will do in the next sections, to 

his reference to the Bildungsideal, as Edith Weiller and Christoph Braun have 

successfully done in reference to aesthetic culture and Weber’s music theory, 

respectively,18 points to a consistent thread in Weber’s thought: his allegiance to the 

Bildungsideal as a source of individual agency.  

 

                                                           
17 See Jürgen Habermas’ essay, “The Scientization of Politics and Public Opinion” in Toward a 
Rational Society. Student Protest, Science, and Politics (Boston: Beacon, 1970): 62-80. This essay 
originally appeared in Technik und Wissenschaft als ‘Ideologie’ (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1968).  
Wolfgang Schluchter, in Max Weber’s Vision of History: Ethics and Methods (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1979), neatly summarizes Habermas’ definition of decisionism as “Strong-willed 
leaders, who are capable of making decisions on their own, use the services of the substantively 
informed and technically trained bureaucrats and leave the citizens only the opportunity to acclaim the 
leaders’ subjective decisions that have been executed in a technically correct manner” (74). While 
Weber’s call for charismatic leadership is well documented, Habermas’ view tends to oversimplify 
how Weber envisioned possible democratic forms in post-World War I Germany. See Schluchter’s 
chapter, “Value-Neutrality and the Ethic of Responsibility,” for a critique of Habermas’ viewpoint.    
18 Edith Weiller, Max Weber und die literarische Moderne: Ambivalente Begegnungen zweier 
Kulturen (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1994); Christoph Braun, Max Webers “Musiksoziologie” (Laaber: 
Laaber-Verl., 1992). 
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PEDAGOGY: “DIE INNERE HINGABE AN DIE AUFGABE”  

From the first, Max Weber’s life was informed by the pedagogy and ideals of 

his class. A brief glance at Max Weber’s Jugendbriefe reveals a fairly typical 

cultivated young man of the era. As noted above, the foundation for Weber’s own 

experience of cultivation or Bildung was framed not only by exposure to some of 

Germany’s most distinguished liberal thinkers, but also through a most impressive list 

of reading materials. In Weber’s earliest letters, written from the age of 12, he 

mentions Machiavelli, the works of Luther, Goethe, the Schlegel brothers, Homer, 

Herodotus, Cicero and Walter Scott, among others. These letters disclose not only 

knowledge and interest, but also the influences of a particular symbolic ideal, the 

German Bildungsideal, which established knowledge of such canonical figures within 

general intellectual trends as a key to the personal identity of a self-formed citizen. 

Thus for Weber, the pursuit of knowledge became incorporated into his habitus at a 

young age, becoming a primary source of distinction for this gebildete Bürger as it 

was designed to do. 

Moreover, as a schoolboy, Weber gives every impression of being the 

“perfect” pupil, accepting the framework of this tradition as a foundation for 

individual character and social consensus. In one instance, Weber complains to his 

cousin Fritz Baumgarten, in a letter from January 19, 1879, about the behavior of his 

fellow students in Konfirmandenunterricht (religion): “Denn es gibt immer alberne 

Gesellen, welche sich ein Vergnügen daraus machen, die Stunde durch ihr kindisches 

Benehmen zu stören” (Jugendbriefe 20). In the same letter Weber laments the reading 

habits of his comrades:  

Ich wundere mich nur immer über meine Kameraden, die sich in allerhand 
moderne Bazarnovellen vertiefen und darüber diese gediegenen alten Romane 
ganz beiseitelassen. Es ist überhaupt ein merkwürdiger Zug, der gerade in 
höheren Klassen der Gymnasien auftritt, daß diese jungen Leute sich über alle 
vernünftigen Romane weit erhaben fühlen, obwohl sis sie teilweise gar nicht 
kennen. (Jugendbriefe 21) 
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Despite the juvenile seriousness of this assertion, the young Max Weber clearly 

values knowledge attained through reading and identifies it as a means to establish 

personal identity and worth. “Wozu sind denn überhaupt die Bücher, als um den 

Menschen aufzuklären über das, was ihm unklar ist und zu belehren?,” he asks 

rhetorically in a letter to his cousin, Fritz Baumgarten (Jugendbriefe 15). Weber’s 

question underscores the principle of self-formation through Bildung. While Weber’s 

harsh judgement doesn’t bode well for a congenial relationship to his fellow students, 

it certainly confirms Weber’s affinity for those personal attributes gained through 

learning as well as an abhorrence for the floundering respect he perceived among his 

classmates for the traditions of his sociocultural habitus, a set of behaviors joining 

class and acculturation  

These statements, however, disclose more than just devotion to the pursuit of 

knowledge. Weber’s attitude toward his fellow students and their learning habits also 

suggests a sense of superiority, his assumption that a distinctive status can be attained 

through self-formation and knowledge, as well as disgust at the passing respect 

among his peers for these symbols of distinction. Thus Weber’s mindset assumed that 

intellectual superiority achieved through work and a pre-defined knowledge will lead 

to a kind of distinction. Sam Whimster describes Weber “as a spokesman of the 

educated and cultured middle class, where a sense of élite distinction and bourgeois 

outspoken dissidence continually informs what is seen as possible and at the same 

time not achievable” (268). In other words, the Bildungsideal, upon which this 

distinction was founded, guided Weber in his assessments of his community. Not 

surprisingly, as we will see, Weber’s posture also extended into his approach to 

science. And it also pervaded Weber’s own public image later in life. For example, 

Edgar Salin, a contemporary of Weber and Professor at the University of Basel, 

likens Weber to Tertullian and describes him as “titanisch” (154, 157).  
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Yet how the German Bildungsideal continued to inform Weber’s thought and 

work beyond his personal social identity has either received inadequate attention or, 

as in the cases of Harvey Goldman and Charles Turner discussed above, been 

rejected. Yet it is a straightforward task to trace the influence of the Bildungsideal in 

Weber’s Œuvre, not as a philosophical prototype, but rather as a set of practices, a 

habitus that is part of an academic calling as its own kind of society. From the 

Jugendbriefe and his sparse but illuminating pedagogical writings dealing with the 

state of the universities, we find continued strong evidence for Weber’s devotion to 

the ideals of Bildung. As noted, Weber’s attitude, already germinated in youth, 

concerning the sociocultural transformations affecting academia, foreshadow and 

inform his zeal in the practice of science, a devotion to “Objektivität” and the practice 

of value-neutral science (“wertfreie Wissenschaft”).  

Bildung, however, is not simply a matter of culture. From the outset, Weber 

also associated science with Bildung. At the age of 14, in a letter to Fritz Baumgarten, 

for instance, Weber wrote a critical assessment of Homer, Herodotus and Cicero, in 

which he discusses the necessary qualities of a “critical” thinker, in terms reflecting a 

budding interest in science. According to Weber, Herodotus fails to penetrate “die 

inneren Gründe der Begebenheiten,” and when he does achieve a critical stance, “so 

sind sie meist seinem eigenen Kopfe entsprungen und bedingt durch seine 

Frömmigkeit und seine daraus entspringende Abergläubigkeit” (Jugendbriefe 11). 

Livy, on the other hand, fails even more miserably to meet Weber’s standards: 

Zwar hat er alles mit großem Fleiße erforscht und erbracht, aber es kam ihm ja 
namentlich darauf an, den Gang des Schicksals und die unabänderlichen 
Gedanken der Gottheit, die in der Geschichte immer wieder zum Ausdruck 
kommen, und von denen alles bedingt wird, nachzuweisen. (Jugendbriefe 11) 
 

Cicero, posits Weber, lacks even “Fleiß” and so his political strategies fail in 

“Tatkraft und Energie, ohne Geschichlichkeit und ohne das Vermögen, den richtigen 
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Moment abzuwarten” (Jugendbriefe 13). Here (at the age of 14!), Weber 

unambiguously, though still lacking its final form, depicts the exigency of value-

neutral judgement in critical thought. The terminology is yet to be formulated and a 

defined scientific application for such inquiry is still not explicit. Yet Weber’s 

analysis of a “critical” mind foreshadows his later views on value-neutral science.  

Weber’s depiction of a competent and successful critical mind also 

foreshadows his mature proposition of “value-neutral” analysis combined with what 

today would be called “agency” (Tatkraft) in the political sphere. In these early 

letters, Cicero’s purported lack of vigor and his inability to recognize political 

opportunity severely jeopardize, in Weber’s view, his political agency. Thus Weber 

implicitly depicts the Wertfreiheitspostulat, as he would later name it, and also 

directly relates these intellectual pursuits to sociopolitical agency.19 This link, so 

significant for the gebildete Bürger, would become severely threatened under the 

auspices of a new socioeconomic dynamic that directly infringed upon the academic 

world’s honor and integrity. 

Throughout his career, Weber would construe this link between intellectual 

pursuits and political agency as a central facet of his own identity and his theories. He 

was personally too bound by what he would identify as the Protestant work ethic to 

be satisfied with exclusive theoretical pursuits. Salin describes him as a “Puritaner 

von strenger Unerbittlichkeit” (154). In a letter to his brother Alfred from March 25, 

1884, regarding Alfred’s recent confirmation, Weber writes of the obligations for the 

“development of the great Christian culture”20:  

                                                           
19 Present-day Weber critics continue to ignore the presence of Weber’s essential thought in the early 
stages of his development. For instance, Nereu Feix posits, “daß die Freiburger Rede zum jungen 
Weber gehört und daß zur damaligen Zeit die Theorie der Werturteilsfreiheit noch nicht existierte” 
(10). One might contend that a formal scientific formulation of the value-neutral postulate had yet to 
come into existence, but Weber’s theory in a rudimentary form is present at an early stage. This bias of 
an early Weber and a later Weber, often based on his somewhat obscure emotional breakdown in 1898, 
has caused many of the misleading assumptions about the thought of Weber that Riesebrodt depicted 
in his aformentioned article.   
20 My translation. 
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Wir Jüngeren können dies zunächst dadurch versuchen, daß wir danach 
streben, uns für den Dienst im Interesse der menschlichen Gesellschaft 
geeignet zu machen, uns diejenigen Geisteskräfte zu verschaffen, welche dazu 
gehören, um ein tüchtiger Mitarbeiter an dem Werke und der 
Weiterentwicklung der Welt zu sein. (Jugendbriefe 107) 
 

In the mind of the young Weber, theory and intellectual pursuits already had to serve 

a useful purpose, and he would seek to fulfill this goal through the pedagogical duties 

of a university professor – to join a community of citizen-scholars. 

Thus Weber sought to “affect” the world, to establish sociocultural agency in 

his life and career. In 1891, as he neared completion of his Habilitation, for instance, 

Weber applied to work in Bremen in the legal department of a wholesaler, which he 

explains in a letter written to his uncle, Hermann Baumgarten:  

Ich habe eine ganz außerordentliche Sehnsucht nach einer praktischen 
Tätigkeit, und diese würde hier vielleicht befriedigt und damit erledigt worden 
sein. Ich gestehe, daß ich nur mit Überwindung – so sehr mir sonst der 
wissenschaftliche Beruf naheliegt – daran denke, vom abwartenden 
unbesoldeten Referendar und Assessor zum ebenso abwartenden und 
unbesoldeten Privatdozenten überzugehen. (Jugendbriefe 326)   
 

Clearly, Weber cherished and sought a productive Beruf that would tie him into the 

community.21 In the same letter to his uncle Weber writes: “Mir wäre seinerzeit die 

pädagogische Seite der Lehrtätigkeit bei weitem die interessantere, und ich habe 

eigentlich wenig Trieb, gerade jetzt noch erst viele dicke Bücher zu schreiben” 

(Jugendbriefe 327). Approximately one year later, after failing to receive the position 

                                                           
21 See Wilhelm Hennis’ Max Webers Wissenschaft vom Menschen. Neue Studien zur Biographie des 
Werks (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1996), especially chapter II.2, “Max Weber als 
Erzieher,” 93-110, in which Hennis depicts Weber’s inclination to pursue an “erzieherische Tätigkeit.” 
Neither Hennis nor Scaff, however, analyze the role of the Bildungsideal in Weber’s thought. Hennis 
certainly views it as a fundamental influence for Weber, which he expressed to me in a conversation at 
his home in the fall of 2000. Scaff also assumes its underlying importance without seeking to establish 
its role explicitly. Scaff posits that, in the case of Weber, “the milieu of the Bildungsbürger seems to 
have pervaded the immediate culture of family life, including the fraternal circle of politicians and 
scholars who frequented family gatherings in Charlottenburg” (Cage 124).  
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in Bremen and just prior to becoming a lecturer (Dozent) in Berlin in the place of his 

ill dissertation advisor, Lewin Goldschmidt, he repeats his intentions to pursue  

practical employment in a letter to Emmy Baumgarten:  

Ich hoffe, daß mir die pädagogische Seite des Dozentenberufes, das mir 
unentbehrliche Gefühl praktisch tätig zu sein und damit Befriedigung geben 
wird, kann aber noch nicht übersehen, ob ich gerade für diese Seite der Sache 
irgend veranlagt bin und bin in dieser Beziehung auch vorläufig doch erst ein 
Anfänger, der beginnen muß, Erfahrungen zu machen. (Jugendbriefe 339)   
 

In this letter Weber openly attests to his inclination towards an academic career, yet 

one that remains oriented around its pedagogical function, combining theory with 

educational practice. From the first, then, Weber’s intellectual disposition, informed 

by the tenets of the German Bildungsideal, required the “Hingabe der ganzen 

Persönlichkeit” (Jugendbriefe 339), which had to include a practical task. This phrase 

remained an underlying principle in Weber’s thought throughout his life, a phrase 

which he often repeated (WL 494, 540, 592).  

Thus Weber establishes at a very early age the link between intellectual 

pursuits and their pedagogical function, or as Hennis names it, an “erzieherische 

Absicht.” Weber confirms this view in the aforementioned letter from September 9, 

1878 to his uncle Fritz Baumgarten: “Zwar das Drama hat ganz andere Zwecke, als 

nur Spannung and Reiz zu erregen, denn dann wäre es, glaube ich, nicht in so hohem 

Maße ein Bildungsmittel für alt und jung” (Jugendbriefe 9). Here, Weber elucidates 

the importance of pedagogical goals in the intellectual community, which, with the 

exception of Hennis, Shils and Scaff, have received little attention to date in the 

secondary literature.22 Yet these writings exhibit commitment to the ideals of Bildung 

                                                           
22 The works by Hennis and Shils have been mentioned; the work in question here by Lawrence Scaff 
is his article “Max Weber’s Politics and Political Education,” American Political Science Review 67 
(1973):128-41. Another important article is Akira Hayashima’s “Max Weber und die deutschen 
Handelshochschulen,” Kwansei Guakuin University Annual Studies 35 (1986): 143-76. 
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as a pragmatic force in the academic community, but as one which is more than 

utilitarian.  

Years later, in one of his last speeches, the renowned “Wissenschaft als 

Beruf,” this idea achieves its mature form. First, Weber laments the utilitarian trends 

that have invaded the modern academic professional, “statt daß ihn die innere 

Hingabe an die Aufgabe und nur an sie auf die Höhe und zu der Würde der Sache 

emporhöbe, der er zu deinen vorgibt” (WL 592). For Weber, the pursuit of knowledge 

and the academic integrity of science laid the foundation for his identity and agency 

as a gebildete Bürger. Thus Weber viewed the sociocultural transformation of the 

university as a threat to the integrity of academic pursuits (Wissenschaft) as well as to 

the agency these pursuits provided in the community.  

Weber’s perception of the modernizing world played a significant role in his 

intellectual quests throughout his life and informed his views about the broader 

implications of modernization for communities of various sizes. For instance, Weber 

was acutely aware of the socioeconomic transformations in fin-de-siècle Germany. In 

one of his earliest studies, “Entwickelungstendenzen in der Lage der ostelbischen 

Landarbeiter” (1894), Weber delineates the consequences of the transformation in 

East Elba from traditional to capitalistic agrarian practices. Martin Riesebrodt posits 

that Weber synthesizes the historical and the theoretical, Marxist and “’bürgerlichen’ 

Ansatz,” to develop the central tenet of his “Soziologie, die der Bedeutung der 

modernen ökonomischen Entwicklung Rechnung trägt, ohne in ökonomischen 

Determinismus zu verfallen, und die historische Analyse mit präziser Begriffsbildung 

vereint” (561).23 This indicates how Weber maintains a consistent thread of intense 

interest for the affects of socioeconomic transformations on his community. 

                                                           
23 For another fruitful interpretation of Weber’s link to “historische Nationalökonomie,” see Wilhelm 
Hennis, Max Webers Wissenschaft vom Menschen: Neue Studien zur Biographie des Werks (Tübingen: 
J.C.B. Mohr, 1996) 114-26. For a different perspective that analyzes Weber’s shift to Soziologie, see 
Thomas Burger’s essay “Deutsche Geschichtstheorie und Webersche Soziologie,” Max Webers 
Wissenschaftslehre. Interpretation und Kritik, ed. Gerhard Wagner and Heinz Zipprian (Frankfurt: 
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Just ten years later, in the famed Protestant Ethic, Weber expands this theme. 

Here too, Weber exhibits his fascination with the cultural implications of a dramatic 

shift in the socioeconomic paradigm, investigating this paradigm as a value-

generating structure. Weber posits:  

Damit jene der Eigenart des Kapitalismus angepaßte Art der Lebensführung 
und Berufsauffassung ‘ausgelesen’ werden, d. h.: über andere den Sieg 
davontragen konnte, mußte sie offenbar zunächst entstanden sein, und zwar 
nicht in enzelnen isolierten Individuen, sondern als eine Anschauungsweise, 
die von Menschengruppen getragen wurde. Diese Entstehung ist also das 
eigentlich zu Erklärende. (RS I 37) 
 

Yet while Weber was studying the consequences of such change for individual human 

behavior, he plainly sensed the threat to his own identity and symbolic order that the 

march of capitalism imposed, particularly as it became manifested in the academic 

world. 

In late 1892, Weber published an essay entitled “Zur Rechtfertigung Göhres,” 

in which he laments the prospects for his generation in terms that echo his personal 

letters:24    

Es ist eine der herbsten Mitgiften unsrer Generation, daß für uns an der 
Eintrittspforte des Lebensweges die Resignation steht, die unsern Vätern erst 
in einem Alter zugemutet wurde, wo das natürliche Temperament an sich ihrer 
fähiger zu sein pflegt. Wir sind Epigonen einer großen Zeit, und es ist uns 
nicht möglich, auf dem Wege der altklugen Reflexion den ungestümen Drang 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Suhrkamp, 1994) 29-104. More recently, see Ho-Keun Choi’s Max Weber und der Historismus: Max 
Webers Verhältnis zur historischen Schule der Nationalökonomie und zu den zeitgenössischen 
deutschen Historikern (Waltrop: Spenner, 2000); and Bjarne Jacobsen, Max Weber und Friedrich 
Albert Lange: Rezeption und Innovation (Wiesbaden: DUV, 1999).  
24 Paul Göhre was a theology student, who later became the General Secretary to the Evangelish-
sozialen Kongress. He spent 3 months working in a factory to better understand the situation of the 
workers. His written report about the experience stirred controversy because of his Social Democratic 
sympathies. Weber’s essay is a response to this debate and originally appeared in Die christliche Welt. 
Evangelisch-Lutherisches Gemeindeblatt für Gebildete alle Stände 48 (1892): 1104-09. The text is 
reprinted in the MWG, vol. 4,1. For more background information on Göhres and Weber’s text, see the 
“Editorischer Bericht” in the MWG, vol. 4,1: 106-07. 
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des Idealismus wieder zu erwecken, der Illusionen bedarf, die durch die 
klarere Erkenntnis der nüchternen Gesetze des sozialen Lebens in uns zerstört 
sind. (MWG 4,1: 119) 
 

Weber recognized the tremendous implications of change for his generation, yet he 

also characterizes in this brief statement the entire burden of the Bildungsbürger: 

resignation in the face of a bankrupt symbolic order (“durch die klarere Erkenntnis 

der nüchternen Gesetze des sozialen Lebens in uns zerstört sind”), just as Thomas 

Buddenbrook experienced. Thus Weber, when confronted with the same sociocultural 

processes in the academic arena, reacted with infuriation. For Weber, the ethical 

authority of intellectual pursuits, including science, offered the only counterweight to 

the utilitarian march of Western society.     

A close look at several key events in German Hochschulpolitik during the first 

decade of the twentieth century and Weber’s reaction provides an instructive view of 

Weber’s attitudes about such wholesale attacks on education and the academic Beruf. 

In 1908, Friedrich Althoff, the head of the section for university affairs in the 

Prussian Ministry of Education, appointed Ludwig Bernhard to full professor of 

economics at the University of Berlin.25 That Althoff made the appointment met all 

the legal requirements of professorial appointments. What set off a heated 

controversy was his failure to consult any appropriate faculty member at the 

University about Bernhard’s appointment. Even though not legally required to do so, 

it was considered standard practice for the Minister to fill a position from a list of 

“acceptable” candidates, submitted by the appropriate department (Shils 574). Max 

Weber responded to this affair acerbically in the Frankfurter Zeitung on June 

18,1908: 
                                                           
25 For background to the situation in higher education at this time see Handbuch der deutschen 
Bildungsgeschichte Bd. IV, 1870-1918, ed. Christa Berg (München: C.H. Beck, 1991); Fritz Ringer’s 
The Rise and Fall of the German Mandarins, 1890-1933 (Hanover, NH: University of New England 
Press, 1969); and still useful is Friedrich Paulsen’s German Education Past and Present, trans. T. 
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As regards the University of Berlin itself, appointment to a professorship there 
is naturally deemed a financially profitable affair. However, the time when it 
was regarded as a great scientific or scholarly distinction has passed. Certainly 
we are happy to see that even today in Berlin in many fields there are men 
who are leading figures of science and scholarship and who are at the same 
time men of absolutely independent character. But the number of compliant 
mediocrities who are much sought after because of their compliancy is 
growing, apparently more rapidly there than elsewhere. Now persons of Herr 
Bernhard’s type come along – persons for whom, from the government’s point 
of view, appointment to the university is essentially an act of patronage 
conferring financial and social advantages. (Shils 575)  
 

Weber’s remarks indicate open disgust with the changing function of the modern 

university, but his outrage is rooted in the defamation of the academic profession. For 

Weber the pursuit of knowledge as practiced in the academic world was clearly an 

honorable task, cultivating the distinction and status of the gebildete Bürger, and 

thereby fostering the political agency of the academic professional. 

This distinction was founded on what Weber viewed as the “moral authority” 

of the university faculty, a term Weber uses five times in this one brief essay (Shils 

576-78). Weber elaborates his position in unambiguous terms: 

All concessions which the faculties make to non-intellectual considerations, 
and particularly all deviations from the fundamental principle of appointing as 
many intellectually outstanding persons as possible, take their revenge in the 
ultimate weakening of the moral authority of the faculties. (Shils 576).   
 

The academic goals of the university and all intellectual pursuits, for that matter, 

hinge, in Weber’s mind, upon their ethical and moral contributions to society.  

The threat to these attributes as a product of the influences of “patronage,” 

Weber viewed as endangering “the academic profession’s sense of corporate 

solidarity” (Shils 577). No clearer statement could be found for the link that Weber 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Lorenz (New York: n.p., 1908) and The German Universities and University Study, trans. Frank Thilly 
(New York: n.p., 1906). 
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sensed between the moral obligation which intellectual pursuits bear, and the status 

and distinction of his professorial community. Thus Weber defended the 

Hochschullehrertagung, a newly organized discussion group,26 because it sought to 

“reawaken the sense of corporate pride of the next academic generation to offset the 

‘practical point of view,’” and “could thereby contribute to the gradual re-

establishment of the diminishing moral weight of the universities” (Shils 577-78). 

The academic community and the practice of a Beruf had to remain obligated, as 

Weber viewed it, to the distinguishing moral authority of intellectual pursuits within 

the community’s real context, not just on a theoretical level. 

Yet Weber did not view the university mandate in terms of “handing down” 

moral values, as it might appear from the statements above. In fact, Weber deplored 

what he terms the Kathederpropheten.27 Weber submits an unqualified opinion on 

this subject in an essay from 1909 appearing originally in the Hochschul-

Nachrichten: Universities “are not institutions for the inculcation of absolute or 

ultimate moral values” (Shils 591).28 Rather, Weber saw in the university an 

imperative to advance the student’s ability to form an identity and a sharpened 

intellectual perception: “The universities can sharpen the student’s capacity to 

understand the actual conditions of his own exertions: they can teach the capacity to 

think clearly and ‘to know what one wants’” (Shils 591). This university role, 

however, Weber saw as threatened. To better understand the source of this threat we 

                                                           
26 The Hochschullehrertagung, inaugurated in 1907, sparked much controversy and was criticized by 
the Berlin professors, who refused to participate. See Shils’ comments in n. 11, page 580. 
27 See Weber’s comments in “Gutachten zur Werturteilsdiskussion im Ausschuss des Vereins für 
Sozialpolitik” (1913), reprinted in Baumgarten. A later version, “Der Sinn der ‘Wertfreiheit’ der 
soziologischen und ökonomischen Wissenschaften,” (1917), published in the WL, and “Wissenschaft 
als Beruf,” will receive more attention later in this chapter regarding the Kathederpropheten. 
28 This statement appears in an essay entitled “The Academic Freedom of the Universities,” in Shil’s 
translation, and is one of two that Shils translated dealing with the theme of academic freedom, a hotly 
contested subject at this time. Inciting the debate, which Shils describes in several footnotes (584-86), 
was again the appointment of professors and the acceptance or rejection of Habilitation candidates 
based on religious background or political beliefs.  
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must now turn to Weber’s analysis of the American university model, which offers a 

clear picture of the distressful future that Weber foresaw for the German university. 

In August 1904 Weber traveled with Marianne, Ernst Troeltsch and others to 

the United States, where Weber delivered an address at the World’s Fair in St. Louis. 

They also visited other cities and several universities. Several years later Weber 

spelled out his impressions of the American university model in an address to the IV. 

Deutschen Hochschullehrertages zu Dresden am 12. Und 13. October 1911. The 

comparison Weber makes between the American and German university models 

illuminates Weber’s sense of the impending threat to the honor of the academic 

profession as a scientific and cultural force. 

Weber detects what he terms a “Europeanization” of the American 

universities, which he seems to attribute primarily to their increasingly metropolitan 

settings. Equally he posits that there has been an “Americanization” of Germany in 

the academic field. Though Weber does not state explicitly what he means, one can 

assume that he is referring to the increasing practical nature of the German 

University, as well. For instance, he cites the recent founding of German schools of 

economics, which at the time did not confer degrees, but nevertheless fulfilled the 

“commercial employee’s wish,” sarcastically depicted by Weber, “to attain the status 

in which he may accept a challenge to a duel and thereby be made capable of 

becoming a reserve officer: a pair of sabre scars on his face, a bit of student life, a 

short rest from the habit of work […].” (Shils 594). This very much echoes the focus 

on vocational education that US universities were trying to grow beyond during the 

era, as well as Weber’s concern with the decreasing earnest in German academia. 

Weber’s characterization divulges his apprehension about the future integrity of 

German academia and, in addition, his disgust with the Altoff system of university 

appointments, which Weber viewed as the focal point of the problem.  

Thus Weber lambasts in this same address what he viewed as the up and 

coming academic type. Weber feared that the academic profession would gradually 
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become a system of what he calls “operators.” That is, such a model will tend to 

produce only “persons who will fit into this machinery without any further thought,” 

while “it actually produces conflicts of conscience and leads them into taking false 

steps, the consequences of which they will have to bear throughout their academic 

lives” (Shils 603). Thus the stakes for Weber’s diatribe are derived from the threat 

that such practices incur upon the honor and distinction of the academic habitus, and 

its agency as a tool for Bildung and leadership rather than simply pragmatics. 

While Weber indeed discusses the unique characteristics of academic life in 

the United States, such as variations in teaching methods, student life, and the 

relationship between State and university, his main purpose, however, is to provide a 

sounding board for a critique of the Altoff system. Weber expresses here in no 

uncertain terms his greatest fears for academic life in Germany: 

The powers which were available to the Prussian Ministry of Education were 
the most thorough imaginable, and the system through which these powers 
were exercised carried with it the danger of producing a new academic 
generation which no longer adhered to the old traditions of the German 
university. It was rather an approximation to an American type – not to the 
type of an American academic, but rather to the type of American who is 
active in the stock exchange. (Shils 597) (italics added) 
 

Weber judges the “Americanization” of German academia to be directly analogous 

with and affected by Europe’s transformation into a capitalistic society. Capitalism’s 

drive toward rationalization in Weber’s view will filter through all aspects of society, 

including the academic world, producing Fachmenschen and “operators.” While 

Weber certainly understood the significance of technical progress, he nevertheless 

placed the academic calling on a higher plane. Thus when critics such as Ursula 

Jaerisch at the Verhandlungen des 15. Deutschen Soziologentages in 1964 interpret 

Weber’s plea against Kathederpredigt in the university and judge by implication his 
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Wissenschaftslehre as an espousal of technical Fachbildung, they are ignoring critical 

aspects of Weber’s view of the academic calling as a kind of Bildungspolitik (291).29  

By no means did Weber embrace a solely “specialized” role for the scientific 

endeavors of the academician, who would produce only practical knowledge.30 For 

Weber, “jede wissenschaftliche ‘Erfüllung’ bedeutet neue ‘Fragen’ und will 

‘überboten’ werden und veralten” (WL 592). Scientific fulfillment becomes achieved 

through the special ability reserved for the scientist to question and thereby affect the 

state of knowledge. Thus Weber viewed academic pursuits, the intellectual quest, not 

only in terms of the scientific results that it produced; rather, in very consistent 

fashion from youth till his death, as a project of personal fulfillment and agency 

within the community for the Wissenschaftler. It is no coincidence that Weber uses 

the word “Erfülling” in the passage above, instead of perhaps the more appropriate 

“Ergebnis.” The maintenance of fulfillment in professional terms within the modern 

utilitarian symbolic order became a vital task for the academic Berufsmenschen. The 

term in this context also necessarily calls attention to the etymological similarity 

between Beruf and Berufung, a theological calling and fulfillment of a purportedly 

higher destiny. 

The crisis in the German universities that Weber and others perceived led 

them to seek a means of re-establishing the honor and distinction of the academic 

profession, to re-constitute the identity construct of the academic Bildungsbürger. 

Weber would seek to achieve this through his postulate of value-neutral science. 

Wolfgang Schluchter posits that Weber’s “demand for a value-neutral empirical 

science aims, in the first instance, as making possible practical empirical research 

under the conditions of an antagonistic universe of values, but it is also meant to make 

such research desirable” (Vision 79). Desirable, in this context, connotes the potential 
                                                           
29 The published proceeds of this congress and the cited essay by Ursula Jaerisch appear in Max Weber 
und die Soziologie heute, ed. Otto Stammer (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1965) 279-302. 



 

 250

to re-constitute the agency of science and the academic type in the sociopolitical 

sphere – a group of elite intellectuals, who ascertain, package and present essential 

knowledge to the community. That is, Weber would seek to constitute what Lassman 

and Velody call an “intellectual aristocracy” (189), a group of gebildete Bürger, here 

the academic elite, who would lead the community. 

Nonetheless, Weber sought to rescue the honor of academia through a 

revamped “methodological” approach: the practice of science as a value-neutral 

project that leads society rather than fulfilling its fiats. Weber argued his entire life 

for the necessity of value-neutral science. As we have seen, the idea existed in some 

of his earliest letters, though not yet formalized, and continued to be emphasized by 

Weber in his last essays. This postulate, most formally presented in “Der Sinn der 

‘Wertfreiheit’ der soziologischen und ökonomischen Wissenschaften,” would become 

the intellectual means through which Weber sought to save his habitus from the 

infiltration of utilitarian practices in the academic community.

                                                                                                                                                                      
30 For a more in-depth analysis see Ralph Schroeder’s article, “Disenchantment and its Discontents: 
Weberian Perspectives on Science and Technology 43,2 (1995): 227-50. 
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Chapter 8 

Reconstituting the Bildungsideal as Academic and Political Calling 
 

SCIENCE AND THE NÜCHTERNHEIT DES URTEILS 
The mindset I have just described, I believe, is a direct and general 

determinant of Weber’s theory building and not just of his critiques of institutions. To 

a reader largely unaware of the twists and turns that the Weber research industry has 

taken, as I have already noted, one is most likely to know Weber as one of the 

primary founders of sociology (Bendix, Parsons). Given this view, which is not 

necessarily incorrect, one might, however, be confounded at the lack of 

“methodology,” if defined as a specific set of scientific procedures or methodological 

precepts, in many of the central texts of what is now called the Wissenschaftslehre. 

Yet, as Scaff (Cage) and Hennis (Wissenschaft 152-72) have argued, Weber’s project 

has been compartmentalized to such a degree as to often obscure the essential 

characteristics of his thought as a whole body of work. In part, because of the diverse 

applicability of Weber’s ideas, critics from such diverse fields as history, sociology of 

religion, anthropology, philosophy and cultural studies have co-opted parts of his 

theories for their own purposes.1 This does not make their work less valuable or 

relevant in these diverse applications, but it has tended nevertheless to adumbrate a 

consistent picture of Weber’s thought and ideas. Yet Weber consistently practiced 

what Sheldon Wolin calls a “politics of theory” in his Wissenschaftslehre “to 

demonstrate the superiority of one set of constitutive principles over another so that in 

the future these will be recognized as the basis of theoretical inquiry” (Legitimation 
                                                           
1 The contributors to Max Webers Wissenschaftslehre. Interpretation und Kritik, ed. Gerhard Wagner 
and Heinz Zipprian (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1994), provide one example of the diversity of fields, 
despite the specificity of the topic, for which Weber attracts attention. Represented are contributions 
from sociologists, political scientists, cultural studies specialists, philosophers, and historians. My 
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403). Though Wolin too hastily concludes that Weber is a “decisionist”2 

(Legitimation 414), these so-called “constitutive principles” form a key link to the 

German Bildungsideal, not in their specific methodological assertions, but in their 

ontological repercussions for the practicing scientist in a modern setting. 

The idea that I am following here, that Weber’s methodological assertions, his 

views on the proper practice of science, reflect his reaction to the symptoms of 

modernity is not new. Wolfgang Schluchter, in his thought-provoking essay, “Value-

Neutrality and the Ethic of Responsibility,” argues that Weber’s project is centered 

upon the conflict created by the secularization of the modern world and the ensuing 

multiplicity of competing value positions or what Siegfried Landshut terms the 

radical dismantling of “ the binding character of the public sphere” (102). These 

processes, according to Schluchter, essentially disabled religion in its ability to adjust 

to modern modes of ascertaining and evaluating human knowledge, which resulted in 

its replacement by science and politics. (Vision 71). In other words, science and 

politics became a sociocultural panacea for the modern human being, who had 

become detached from traditional forms of creating reliable knowledge of self and the 

world. Yet Weber foresaw a parallel disaster of such a symbolic order for the practice 

of science, if burdened with the weight of providing knowledge and access to the 

transcendent (or at least the transcendental in Kantian terms) – a conflict that 

occupied Weber throughout his professional life. In other words, Weber is asking 

how can science serve itself if it must serve the cause of group knowledge? 

In fact, Schluchter sees this controversy as the focal point of Weber’s 

methodology. By juxtaposing Weber’s concepts of an ethic of responsibility 

(Verantwortungsethik) and an ethic of conviction (Gesinnungsethik)3 Schluchter 

                                                                                                                                                                      
intent is not to belittle the importance or quality of any of these studies, but to show the diverse 
applicability of Weberian thought.  
2 See FN 18 for comments on “decionism.” 
3 These two concepts, Gesinnungsethik and Verantworungsethik, receive their most elaborate 
explanation in Weber’s famous essay “Politik als Beruf.”  In this essay Weber links Verantwortung 
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concludes that Weber favors an ethic of responsibility by which the scientist can 

effectively “contribute to the mediation of the value orientations without which 

politics can no longer be carried on under conditions of disenchantment” (Vision 

107). Such a position allows science to escape the burden of assuming a quasi-

religious function in the world while retaining its status as the essential source of 

human knowledge – science becomes the pedagogical lifeline for the politician and 

the community.   

 Schluchter indeed recognizes the pedagogical intent underlying Weber’s 

ideas on problem solving in modern society. He posits, for example, that education, in 

Weber’s model, “saves science from political importunities, and it promotes qualities 

that are of fundamental importance for consciously coping with all vital problems, 

especially in the political realm” (Vision 95). Yet how Weber’s views relate to his 

own imaginary as a gebildete Bürger, a group of citizens also directly affected by the 

conditions of disenchantment, receives inadequate reflection in Schluchter’s analysis 

of Weber’s methodology. Weber’s adherence to the Bildungsideal, in fact, finds its 

most succinct expression in “Der Sinn der ‘Wertfreiheit’ der soziologischen und 

ökonomischen Wissenschaften,” an essential text of Weberian methodology. The 

ideal of value-neutral science allowed Weber to revamp the “academic calling” not as 

a call to pure scholarship, but as a re-constituted mission in the service of scientific 

endeavors and preserved the distinctive quality of Bildung – implicitly renewing it as 

a force in the political sphere, an idea that informed Weber’s thought from youth to 

his last essays.  

As we have seen in the Jugendbriefe, Weber had repeatedly linked the 

practice of science, including its pedagogical aspects, with value-neutral judgement, 

though at this time not yet a formalized construct in Weber’s mind. He also 

establishes, long before formulating his thought in an academic modus, a concrete 

                                                                                                                                                                      
very closely with his idea of Sachlichkeit (MWG I.17: 227-29). In terms of ethics Weber seems to 
imply that at least in terms of politics the ends justify the means (MWG I.17: 233-38).  
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link between the ideal of value-neutral science and professional practice. In late 1892 

and early 1893, for instance, the Ausschuß und Aktionskomitee des Evangelisch-

sozialen Kongresses devised plans to offer a series of courses intended to provide a 

better understanding among Church leaders about modern sociopolitical problems.4 

Weber was asked to be one of the speakers and wrote a brief article for Die 

christliche Welt entitled “Die Evangelisch-sozialen Kurse in Berlin im Herbst dieses 

Jahres,” in which he introduces the general purpose of the courses. Weber posits that 

the courses will be distinguished “durch ihren akademischen Charakter” (MWG I.4,1: 

233). Weber’s choice of words responds directly to the charge against a similar series 

of courses offered by the Volksverein für das katholische Deutschland, which 

purportedly served as an attack against socialist trends in the labor force. Weber, 

exemplifying his sharp perception of the Zeitgeist, states that “Das Zeitalter der 

sozialen Resignation der Massen liegt hinter uns” (MWG I.4,1: 236). Moreover, 

Weber asserts that “academic character” denotes a “Nüchternheit des Urteils, wie sie 

nur die Erkenntnis der wirtschaftlichen Voraussetzungen einer sozialen Erscheinung 

und der Schwierigkeiten, die sich der sozialpolitische erwünscht scheinenden Lösung 

entgegenstellen, mit sich bringt” (MWG I.4,1: 236).  Here, as early as 1893, the 

concept of value-neutral science (“Nüchternheit des Urteils”) already contrived 

during Weber’s youth reappears in more concrete terms in this article, which is one of 

his earliest professional statements. Yet here Weber already links his concept with 

pedagogical intent in a public medium. This link, as we shall see, between value-

neutral judgement and pedagogical goals served in Weber’s mind as a sine qua non 

for the integrity and distinction of intellectual pursuits – a link upon which Weber 

grounded his own imaginary.  

Thus these early Weberian ideals of “critical thought,” which gradually 

developed into his model of value-neutral science, form the continuing foundation for 

                                                           
4 For more background see the “Editorischer Bericht” preceding Weber’s text in the MWG 4,1: 229-
32. 
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Weber’s personal and professional identities. As Marianne Weber confirms in her 

biography of her husband, Max Weber: Ein Lebensbild, the ideal of value-neutral 

science is “im hohen Maße biographisch bedeutsam, ja sie führt dicht zum 

Mittelpunkt seiner geistigen Persönlichkeit” (358). That is, value-neutral science and 

the personal traits required to perform it build the foundation of Weber’s imaginary as 

a practicing academic. 

In the case of the Evangelisch-sozialen Kurse, Weber links his description of 

“academic character” with a pedagogical function, which attests to the enormous 

responsibility he foresaw for the academician in the community. Such a Gelehrter, in 

Weber’s view, imparts knowledge necessary for understanding modern social 

phenomena, thereby providing the wisdom for effectively influencing community 

consensus. The practice of science thus informs the community, placing the 

academician in a position of service and distinction.  

Given Weber’s unbending devotion to critical thought and the Nüchternheit 

des Urteils, it is not surprising that he built his methodology around the most critical 

form of “questioning” that intellectual pursuits have to offer, yet within a social-

communitarian frame. Weber envisioned a cohesiveness between professional and 

theoretical commitment, always linked with pedagogical purposes, which would 

serve to validate a set of scientific practices and was intended to preserve the status 

and distinction of the academic professional. Thus Weber, in the “Wertfreiheit” essay, 

devotes significant energy to the pedagogical province (and ethics) of the Gelehrter. 

Of approximately fifty pages in the WL version, the first ten pages of the essay treat 

the topic of “akademischen Unterricht,” before turning to more “methodological” 

concerns.  

Significantly, this pedagogy is communitarian. Weber’s discussion of the 

classroom focuses upon the professor/student relationship and is oriented around the 

question: “Ob man im akademischen Unterricht sich zu seinen ethischen oder durch 

Kulturideale oder sonst weltanschauungsmäßig begründeten praktischen Wertungen 
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‘bekennen’ solle oder nicht” (WL 489). That is, Weber’s concern ponders the 

question of whether or not professors should allow personal values to affect the 

specific form and content of a lecture or the relationship to students in general. His 

answer revolves around the influences of academia particularly in regard to the 

practical-political viewpoints of the professor. Weber adamantly pleads for “ein 

Gebot der intellektuellen Rechtschaffenheit” because of his own awareness of the 

potential abuse of students at the hands of an all-powerful Gelehrter, a bias from his 

own experiences in the university Hörsaal (WL 493).5 This said, Weber is 

nevertheless mindful that the strict and absolute separation of “empirische 

Sachverhalte” from practical, ethical or “weltanschauungsmäßigen” values, remains 

virtually unobtainable (WL 489-90). Weber indeed recognized the informative worth 

of such values for the practice of science, not only in determining the questions 

beings asked but also as an affective influence on the scientist.  

It is critical to note that this strict separation did not mean that the scientist 

himself is disengaged, but rather that science and the scientist have two different roles 

in the educational pact with the community. Weber certainly did not want to suggest 

“Leidenschaftslosigkeit” as a requisite characteristic of the academic type (WL 490), 

which becomes evident in his repeated emphasis of the pedagogical or 

“erzieherische” function in the university classroom. He lays out in unambiguous 

terms what the student should take away from the Hörsaal: 

1.die Fähigkeit, sich mit der schlichten Erfüllung einer gegebenen Aufgabe zu 
bescheiden; - 2. Tatsachen, auch und gerade perönlich unbequeme Tatsachen, 
zunächst einmal anzuerkennen und ihre Feststellung von der bewertenden 
Stellungnahme dazu zu scheiden; - 3. Seine eigene Person hinter die Sache 

                                                           
5 Exemplary is Weber’s assessment of Kuno Fischer, philosophy professor in Heidelberg: “Dieser 
untersetzte Mann, mit dem grauen Jakett und dem schief aufgesetzten Standalöfen Gurkenhut, 
wirtschaftete ganz unmotiviert fürchterlich auf dem Katheder herum, schnitt zeitweise zur Erhöhung 
des Effekts Gesichter, daß es einen Stein hätte erbarmen mögen, fixierte den Unglücklichen, der ihn 
zufällig aufmerksam anblickte – ich habe es nicht wieder getan - mit immer größer werdenden stieren 
Augen, kurz machte soviel Humbug, daß man immer fragte: der Mann ein Philosoph” (Jugendbriefe 
42)?!.  
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zurückzustellen und also vor allem das Bedürfnis zu unterdrücken: seine 
persönlichen Geschmacks- und sonstigen Empfindungen ungebeten zur Schau 
zu stellen. (WL 493) 
 

What the student must learn according to Weber’s explanation thus has less to do 

with technical know-how or factual knowledge, and a great deal to do with the 

formation of an academic personality, a conclusion which Schluchter, Mommsen and 

others have drawn in prior studies without adequately fleshing out the specific 

influence of the Bildungsideal.  

Nonetheless, in Weber’s model, the academic type becomes defined by the 

development and manifestation of a critical mind, one that has attained the ability to 

sharply define tasks, differentiate facts from a “bewertenden Stellungnahme” (judge 

according to values), and re-emphasized by Weber’s challenge to repress the 

intervention of all personal predilections in intellectual pursuits. Here, Weber 

performs a balancing act between Nietzsche’s position that the value of truth cannot 

be grounded in science and Weber’s own realization that values always inform the 

path of scientific inquiry (Owen 91). Regarding this conflict, Owen and other scholars 

have preferred to concentrate on the methodological/philosophical influences of 

Weber’s predecessors, while again not adequately emphasizing the influence of 

Weber’s personal identification as a Bildungsbürger in trying to resolve it. Yet 

Weber’s Wertfreiheitspostulat articulates a roadmap for the self-formation of the 

academic professional, as conditioning the agency and identity through the use to 

which the science is put. Significantly, at a time when the university increasingly 

sought to underpin technological progress and dispense the required knowledge for 

the modern Fachmenschen, Weber chose to emphasize the noble ideals of educational 

practice and the academic personality in this notable essay and elsewhere.   

Here we come full circle in relinking Weber’s professional and personal 

concerns to his work on methodology. Thus Weber’s repeated criticism of the 

Kathedersozialisten represents more than an attempt to rekindle the flame of a 
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smoldering tradition. Weber repeatedly demonstrates a keen insight into the 

sociocultural factors governing the transformation of a country or community into a 

modern society. This conviction inspires his vision of a revamped academic role in 

society, differentiated from the older, traditional professorial type, one that he views 

as no longer capable of adequately functioning “under conditions of disenchantment” 

(Owen 72; Schluchter, Vision 107). That is, Weber seeks to rejuvenate and modernize 

the academic calling without sacrificing the principles of Bildung upon which it had 

been originally established in the nineteenth century – he seeks to professionalize it 

without compartmentalizing it to a mere fact-finding body. In another sense, the 

question for Weber evolves into how “modern” science can inform political decision-

making without relinquishing its status and distinction as a producer of knowledge. 

As Weber and others realized, the older traditions of academia as then practiced by 

Gustav von Schmoller and the modern “operators” could, in his vision, no longer 

maintain effective access to the modernizing forms of political agency. This could be 

achieved only by resolving the question of authority through the maintenance of both 

scholarly and scientific jurisdiction as separate yet irrevocably linked.  

Weber’s relationship to the Verein für Sozialpolitik, for example, illustrates 

his disdain for the older generation’s application of worn-out traditions. Older 

professors of renowned status such as Schmoller, Wagner, Brentano und Knapp had 

founded the Verein für Sozialpolitik in 1873. Weber himself became a member in the 

late 80s and remained in the organization throughout his life. This group came to be 

known as the Kathedersozialisten and, according to Marianne Weber, “schließt 

Gelehrte und Praktiker zusammen und stellt die wissenschaftliche Arbeit in den 

Dienst des Lebens” (148).6 These older professors obviously considered their 

influence to be substantial, yet Weber quickly distanced himself from their 
                                                           
6 For a biography of Schmoller see Frank Reiniger, Gustav Schmoller (Frankfurt [Oder]: Viademica 
Verlag, 1999). Of related interest, Hans Elgar Aldershot, Gustav Schmoller (1838-1917) and Werner 
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highbrowed rhetoric. He judged this older generation of academics to be entangled in 

the illusion of their own influence, evident in Weber’s description of the renowned 

historian Gustav von Schmoller’s academic Weltanschauung: “Es war vor 40 Jahren 

in den Kreisen der Gelehrtenwelt unserer Disziplinen der Glaube weit verbreitet: daß 

auf dem Gebiet der praktisch-politischen Wertungen letztlich eine der möglichen 

Stellungnahmen die ethisch allein richtige sein müsse” (WL 492). Weber recognizes 

that this traditional type, who purportedly maintained the final ethical judgement, had 

lost political agency in the new century as they ignore any other possible instrumental 

uses of their work.7 Such a “Recht der Persönlichkeit” Weber considers to be 

outmoded and no longer effective.  

In another context with similar repercussions, Weber describes the academic’s 

political influence8:  

Der politische Einfluß, den die Lehrkörper dadurch zu gelangen sich 
schmeicheln, ist weitgehend illusionär. Selbst eine Persönlichkeit von dem 
Eigengewicht Schmollers, des in Deutschland ohne Vergleich glänzendsten 
Repräsentanten des Typus, der doch zugleich ein bedeutender Gelehrter war, 
hat in jener beratenden Funktion wesentlich die Fähigkeit entwickelt, stets 
rechtzeitig zu wissen, was die Ministerien jeweils vertreten zu sehen 
wünschten und dies dann als Ergebnis der Wissenschaft zu verkünden. 
(Hennis, Wissenschaft 146) 
 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Sombart (1863-1941)  (Brookfield, VT: Elgar, 1992), and Dieter Lindenlaub Richtungskämpfe im 
Verein für Sozialpolitik: Wissenschaft und Sozialpolitik im Kaiserreich (Köln: n.p., 1967). 
7 In his essay “Parlament und Regierung in neugeordneten Deutschland,” Weber also deplores the 
backwardness of the academic’s political activity among what Weber called the “bürgerlichen 
Mittelparteien,” such as the Freikonservativen and Nationalliberalen: “Diese Parteien leben vielmehr 
von einer eigentümlichen Mischehe der Geldmächte mit jenem breiten Teil des Literatentums, vor 
allem der akademischen und außerakademischen Lehrerschaft, welche gefühlsmäßig an den 
Reminiszenzen der Bismarckschen Ära hängen.” (GPS 387). This essay is published in the 
Gesammelte Politische Schriften, ed. Johannes Winckelmann (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 
1988) and will be cited as GPS.   
8 This quote is from a “Gutachten” that Weber wrote for the Wiener Staatswissenschaftliche Fakultät 
in reference to a candidate for a vacant professorial position. See Wilhelm Hennis, Max Webers 
Wissenschaft vom Menschen. Neue Studien zur Biographie des Werks (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul 
Siebeck], 1996), especially 144-49. 
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Thus Weber’s Wertfreiheitspostulat is prefaced by and predicated on an astute 

acknowledgement of the disintegrating political agency of an older academic 

tradition. Weber will therefore seek to re-define scientific inquiry as a means of re-

constituting the distinction and status of academia through the modernization of 

traditional values.  

Significantly, a purely practical role for the academician as provider of 

solutions and judgements for specific problems remains the idea most remote from 

Weber’s mind. Following the discussion of the professor/student relationship in the 

“Wertfreiheit” essay Weber turns to a more specific discussion of “praktische 

Wertungen.” What he addresses in so many words is whether science should provide 

“normative” knowledge for the community, for the human agent, who is entrapped in 

the “iron cage” (unabänderliches Gehäuse) (RS I 37) and caught in the middle of a 

world of “kollidierenden Werte” (WL 507). Weber, influenced by Nietzsche, posits 

that the empirical sciences and ethical or normative value judgements must remain 

strictly separated: 

Worauf allein es für diese ankommt, ist: daß einerseits die Geltung eines 
praktischen Imperativs als Norm und andererseits die Wahrheitsgeltung einer 
empirischen Tatsachenfeststellung in absolut heterogenen Ebenen der 
Problematik liegen und daß der spezifischen Dignität jeder von beiden 
Abbruch getan wird, wenn man dies verkennt und beide Sphären 
zusammenzuzwingen sucht. (WL 501) 
 

To maintain the “dignity” of both empirical science and practical imperatives 

necessitated a thorough confirmation (Wahrheitsgeltung) of fact for the former and 

the legitamation of a norm in the latter. Such an adamant separation serves Weber as 

a means to preserve the autonomy of intellectual pursuits, an unconditional 

prerequisite for the integrity of the academic type, which had become disregarded by 

the Kathedersozialisten. Thus, as Wolfgang Schluchter posits, “Weber’s statements 

against professional prophecy are statements for the protection of scientific 
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autonomy. He did not want the university to be misused either as a church or as a 

sect, nor as a state-supportive institution” (Vision 105). The academic’s attempt to 

dive into the fray of “colliding values,” in Weber’s view as he attests in the 

pedagogical essays and elsewhere, could only damage the integrity of intellectual 

pursuits and would fail to provide the hoped for renewed political agency even 

though this pursuit had to be iterated with a kind of modern pragmatism.  

That is, in this later phase of his career, Weber had witnessed the 

disintegration of political agency among his own academic generation and in his 

social community. Weber understood this transformation to be due to the academic 

elite’s inability to articulate operative values of science within a modern social 

paradigm, which could be characterized, as Owen posits, by “the withdrawal of 

ultimate values from the public sphere” (92). Thus the Kathedersozialisten’s attempts 

to impose their ethical judgement upon students and the public sphere was viewed by 

Weber as nothing more than a futile exercise aimed at preserving agency in a world 

that no longer afforded access to the political sphere through older traditions and 

values.9 In other words, Weber recognized the extant academic’s attempt to impose 

ethical values as a failed gesture, which could only devalue the integrity of 

intellectual pursuits in a culture that now accepted the instrumentalization of its 

knowledge. 

Yet that failure by no means implied for Weber that the whole academic 

enterprise must be given up. He sought instead a new reconciliation of an elite class 

and its social mission. 

                                                           
9 Here, Weber’s views recall Kant’s model for effecting political change in “Was ist Aufklärung?” in 
which he pleads for a strict separation between public duty and private engagement for a political 
cause. Kant posits that “der öffentliche Gebrauch seiner Vernunft muß jederzeit frei sein, und der 
allein kann Aufklärung unter Menchen zu Stande bringen; der Privatgebrauch derselben aber darf 
öfters sehr enge eingeschränkt sein, ohne doch darum den Fortschritt der Aufklärung sonderlich zu 
hindern” (55-6).   
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 WERTFREIHEIT AND AN INTELLECTUAL ARISTOCRACY10 

In Weber’s account, as I have traced it, this conflict between the neutral 

scientist and the political activist, between the ivory tower and the practical agent in 

the community, became acerbated by the dismantling of older sources of agency. 

Marianne Weber confirms the influence of this discord on her husband’s identity: 

Wir erfassen in ihr ferner die ins Überpersönliche erhobene 
Auseinandersetzung zwischen seinen zwei gleich starken Wesensrichtungen: 
der aktiven und der kontemplativen, zwischen einem auf vorurteilsfreie, 
universale, denkende Weltbeherrschung gerichteten Intellekt und einer 
ebesnso starken Fähigkeit Überzeugungen zu bilden und sich rücksichtslos für 
sie einzusetzen. (Lebensbild 358) 
 

In consequence, this discord between academic integrity and real world politics 

motivated Weber’s repeated attempts to reconstitute the role of the Gelehrter in a 

society no longer attuned to Bildung as a principal source of status and distinction in 

the community. For Weber, following Nietzsche, a re-constitution of an academic 

elite built upon the attempted derivation of normative results from empirical science 

alone, excluding values to community, would be doomed to failure. In so arguing, 

Weber distanced his vision of a new academic type from an older and, in his view, no 

longer effective one. At the same time he was also suggesting an alternative to 

modernization, outside the purely pragmatic that the US had represented. 

                                                           
10 Regina F. Titunik, in her excellent article, “The Continuation of History: Max Weber on the Advent 
of a New Aristocracy,” The Journal of Politics 59,3 (1997): 680-700, posits that Weber viewed the 
development of aristocratic dimensions in society as an inevitable tendency. Weber, according to 
Titunik, exhibits great disdain for this rentier existence, which evolves from an aristocratic lifestyle 
and leads to economic and sociocultural stagnation. I agree with this judgement of Weber’s thought, 
but in so doing would like to point out a distinction in my use of the term aristocracy, which I am not 
employing in a socioeconomic sense or as a socioeconomic classification. Aristocracy, in my 
assessment of Weber’s thought, refers to an “imaginary,” a given set of personal traits, based on a 
modernized version of the German Bildungsideal, and providing renewed sociopolitical agency, and 
thereby implies reconstituted status and distinction in the community – it is a mindset based on certain 
characteristics that earn such recognition in the community. These traits might lead to socioeconomic 
success but such success does not stipulate a prerequisite for this imaginary.   
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Thus on the one hand, Weber sought to re-constitute the academic type on an 

intellectual plane outside the everyday sphere of human activity, to retain autonomy 

and integrity, a strategy that could secure his personal autonomy and integrity. This 

reveals also why Weber seeks to distance the practice of science from the practical by 

advancing the intellectual’s art of challenging the status quo: “Die spezifische 

Funktion der Wissenschaft scheint mir gerade umgekehrt: daß ihr das konventionell 

Selbstverständliche zum Problem wird” (WL 502). Weber’s comments echo his 

disdain for the older academic generation, which had become in his mind a group of 

government lackeys, as well as the emphatic call of Nietzsche: 

 … der rechte Philosoph […] lebt ‘unphilosophisch’ und ‘unweise,’ vor Allem 
unklug, und fühlt die Last und Pflicht zu hundert Versuchen und 
Versuchungen des Lebens: - er riskiert sich beständig, er spielt das schlimme 
Spiel … (Gelehrten 733) 
 

The language is not Weber’s, but the message is. Weber asserts in a similar vein, for 

instance: “Denn der radikalste Zweifel ist der Vater der Erkenntnis” (WL 496). That 

is, the quintessential role of science is redefined as a social value, as a tool to question 

the status quo, not to deliver norms – a function which informs the community about 

its choices and their implications without stooping down to join the fray of 

consensus-building.  

By granting the academician this special task and function, which is at the 

same time removed from the daily human struggle for community consensus, yet part 

of it in a new way, Weber implicitly re-creates the eminence of the ivory tower in a 

new vein. In other words, by advancing the “questioning” role of the Wissenschaftler 

the status and distinction of the academic community could be preserved in this 

rationalized society – in the West a utilitarian setting of colliding values. In this 

model, the critical thinker, the academician, becomes essentially insulated from the 

day-to-day rivalries of the pragmatic “operators” and academic activists 
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(Kathedersozialisten). Yet Weber’s model nonetheless “imagined” this new academic 

type as an essential source of knowledge in the community, thus preserving the 

academic’s ethics and political agency in a modernized form.  

Thus Weber preserves his class’ traditional core values while modernizing 

them in a way that the old academic elite did not. He prescribes the task and resulting 

knowledge produced by the modern intellectual as transcending the language of the 

everyday - to penetrate the core of the problem. In an earlier essay, “Die 

‘Objektivität’ sozialwissenschaftlicher und sozialpolitischer Erkenntnis” (1904), 

Weber had posited: “Der Gebrauch der undifferenzierten Kollektivbegriffe, mit denen 

die Sprache des Alltags arbeitet, ist stets Deckmantel von Unklarheiten des Denkens 

oder Wollens, oft genug das Werkzeug bedenklicher Erschleichungen, immer aber ein 

Mittel, die Entwicklung der richtigen Problemstellung zu hemmen” (WL 212).11 

Here, as we have already seen in the German glorification of Greek throughout the 

nineteenth century, a particular use of language symbolizes the special nature of the 

self-formed human being, projecting access to unique sources of knowledge – 

alluding to an almost spiritual mission granted to the academic’s intellectual capacity. 

This community function remained, in Weber’s mind, reserved for a human being of 

Bildung, a person of such intellectual integrity and perspicacity to stand outside the 

realm of the mundane. Thus Weber’s methodological assertions transform method 

into rules of academic engagement and a definition of the academic personality, 

which by implication is necessarily a strategy for political agency. Wolin confirms 

this view of Weber’s work: “Even when Weber addressed what seemed on its face a 

purely methodological question, he transformed it into a political engagement, stark, 

dramatic, and, above all, theological” (Legitimation 407). In other words, Weber’s 

                                                           
11 The reference is from “Die ‘Objektivität’ sozialwissenschaftlicher und sozialpolitischer Erkenntnis” 
in Max Weber, Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre, ed. Johannes Winckelmann (Tübingen: 
J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1988) 146-214. Future references to this essay will be “Objektivität” 
essay, with parenthetical reference cited as WL. 
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methodology never loses sight of the scientist’s unique and traditional informative 

role or of his potential political agency. 

Yet, if one turns back to the other side of this equation, to the science rather 

than the scientist, how does Weber seek “methodologically” to legitimize the practice 

of science, in this case the study of culture, as an influential factor in the political 

sphere? Weber’s solution becomes evident in his explanation of Verstehen in the 

“Wertfreiheit” essay. In Weber’s view, “Jede Wissenschaft von geistigen oder 

gesellschaftlichen Zusammenhängen ist eine Wissenschaft vom menschlichen 

Sichverhalten. […] Sie will dies Sichverhalten ‘verstehen’ und kraft dessen seinen 

Ablauf ‘erklärend deuten’” (WL 532). Such social affiliations or what Weber calls 

Kulturleben are established through Kampf (WL 517). Social consensus (Friede) 

derives from this Kampf, this battle of ideas, which Weber explains as: 

Verschiebung der Kampfformen oder der Kampfgegner oder der 
Kampfgegenstände oder endlich der Auslesechancen und nichts anderes. Ob 
und wann solche Verschiebungen vor einem ethischen oder einem anderen 
bewertenden Urteil die Probe bestehen, darüber läßt sich offenbar generell 
schlechthin nichts aussagen. Nur eines ergibt sich zweifellos: Ausnahmslos 
jede, wie immer geartete Ordnung der gesellschaftlichen Beziehungen zu 
prüfen, welchem menschlichen Typus sie, im Wege äußerer oder innerer 
(Motiv-) Auslese, die optimalen Chancen gibt, zum Herrschenden zu werden. 
(WL 517) 

   
This passage suggests that Weber, much earlier than thinkers like Foucault, 

recognized the struggle for knowledge as a struggle for power between individual 

subjects attempting to affect the social consensus, and represents, therefore, the 

essential determinant of cultural forms.12 In other words, to understand which human 

type under which social conditions is best able to establish power (agency) becomes 

                                                           
12 See David Owen, Maturity and Modernity: Nietzsche, Weber, Foucault, and the Ambivalence of 
Reason (London: Routledge, 1994); and Petra Neuenhaus-Luciano, Max Weber und Michel Foucault: 
über Macht und Herrschaft in der Moderne (Pfaffenweiler: Centaurus, 1993). 
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the key to understanding all cultural phenomena. That type will establish the forms of 

knowledge validated in the culture. 

Yet modern science, according to Weber, has attempted to “understand” such 

cultural phenomena through the construction of “Fortschrittsbegriffen” (WL 518), an 

example of concept-building that Weber judged to be ill-conceived and lacking 

validity except in a technical sense. He cites such examples as art and music history 

to discuss the appropriateness or lack thereof of “progress,” as a new scientific 

buzzword. Weber argues that the Forscher can readily distinguish technical advances 

(Fortschritt) in music or art across time, yet nothing can be established about the 

advance in aesthetic value – the science of the issue is different from its perceived 

community value. Weber asserts:  

Das Interessen an den Kunstwerken und an ihren ästhetisch relevanten 
einzelnen Eigentümlichkeiten und also ihr Objekt ist ihr heteronom: als ihr 
Apriori, gegeben durch deren von ihr, mit ihren Mitteln, gar nicht 
feststellbaren ästhetischen Wert. (WL 521) 
 

That is, aesthetic evaluations cannot be determined by science, against a fixed norm 

that would allow it to be evaluated as progress. Similarly, any attempt to demonstrate 

the aesthetic value of art, music or literature, in addition, breaches the principles of 

value-neutral science. This view has seemed paradoxical to many Weber critics and 

has often resulted in the assessment that Weber’s model can only lead to nihilism, an 

assessment originally proposed by Leo Strauss.13 Yet Weber intended nothing of the 

sort, as is evident in his assessment of how values (Wertinteressen) indeed serve as a 

guiding factor in science – to inform the scientist about what to study and which 

questions to pose.14  

                                                           
13 See Leo Strauss, Natural Right and History (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1953). 
14 David Owen offers an excellent explanation of this philosophical conflict in Weber’s thought in 
Maturity and Modernity: Nietzsche, Weber, Foucault, and the Ambivalence of Reason (London: 
Routledge, 1994). See especially Chapter 5, entitled “Genealogy as Cultural Science: Weber, 
Methodology and Critique,” in which he analyzes the mutual influences of Nietzsche and Rickert for 
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In Weber’s sober view of the world, community values do indeed affect 

science, since they, rather than any “objective” benchmarks, serve to direct the path 

of scientific inquiry, as he explains: “Wohl aber ergibt jener Sachverhalt in 

Übereinstimmung mit der geschichtlichen Erfahrung, daß Kultur und das heißt: 

Wertinteressen es sind, welche auch der rein empirisch-wissenschaftlichen Arbeit die 

Richtung weisen” (WL 512). In other words, Weber is suggesting that scientific 

inquiry can actually only commence once values have informed (guided) its direction. 

Thus values, rather than abstract norms, are viewed by Weber as representing the 

essential guide for scientific inquiry, while remaining apart from science’s internal 

results. Moreover, in a more significant implication, values allow the scientist to 

establish clear patterns of relevance and irrelevance in the interpretation of scientific 

results, as Thomas Burger posits:  

Ein Hauptsatz dieser Methodologie ist nun, daß das kognitive Interesse an der 
sozialen Wirklichkeit sich letztlich auf die einmalige Besonderheit eines 
konkreten Zustandes (und seiner Ursachen) richte und daß zu dessen 
Erkenntnis die Einnahme eines bestimmten Wertgesichtspunktes erforderlich 
sei. Denn nur mit Hilfe eines solchen Gesichtspunkts sei es möglich, 
bedeutsame und irrelevant Aspekte der Wirklichkeit voneinander zu trennen 
und eine geschichtliche Entwicklung zu konstruieren. (33)    
 

For our purposes, this passage corroborates a critical element in Weber’s thought 

because it makes the achievement of scientific results in a goal-oriented investigation 

methodologically feasible. Sven Eliaeson corroborates this view in his analysis of 

Weber’s “Objektivität” essay: “Values have a role in constructing or constituting 

problems and historical objects and they have a role in determining what, for us, is an 

acceptable solution to a historical problem” (252). Yet my reading of these passages 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Weber’s formulation of value-neutral science. While I agree with Owen’s assessment, my purpose is to 
uncover what role the Bildungsideal played in Weber’s thought, rather than an approach restricted to 
those philosophical debates of the “big thinkers” in nineteenth-century Germany. Critics have too often 
ignored the identity status of these thinkers as an informing source for their behavioral models, 
philosphical positions, and theoretical theses.  
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argues that Weber went further than Eliaeson posits by suggesting that values also 

offer the potential to direct scientific inquiry in achieving certain desired social, 

political or economic objectives, an idea that Eliaeson only hints at. Thus Weber’s 

methodology, which strictly excludes values from the practice of science, 

nevertheless includes them as an informing factor for the path and goal of scientific 

inquiry and more significantly for the uses of its results. Such a model is anything but 

nihilistic in the strict sense of the term; rather, Weber unequivocally includes 

scientific pursuits as a legitimate contributing factor in the attempt to achieve certain 

goals in the community – as part of Bildung, redefined to accommodate modern 

science and economics. 

To elaborate more specifically how values can be empirically applied 

according to scientific methodology in the achievement of a goal, Weber turns in the 

last pages of the “Wertfreiheit” essay to his old friend, Oekonomik, where goal-

oriented action is never far from the playing field.15 Here again Weber posits that 

“Wirtschaftspolitik als Wissenschaft” must also be predicated upon a value-neutral 

treatment just as any other science (WL 537). Yet Weber makes a unique distinction 

concerning the role of values in what he terms “Sozial- und Wirschaftspolitik” and 

the scientific construction of causal chains: 

Daß es selbstverständlich möglich, wissenschaftlich nützlich und nötig ist, 
Sätze zu entwickeln von dem Typus: für die Erreichung des 
(wirtschaftspolitischen) Erfolgs x ist y das einzige oder sind – unter den 
Bedingungen b1, b2, b3 – y1, y2, y3 die einzigen oder die erfolgreichsten Mittel, 
bedarf wohl nicht die Wiederholung. (WL 538) 
 

With this distinction Weber reaffirms the value of an empirical model for science, 

while still acknowledging an appropriate use of values for setting certain 

                                                           
15 Weber had asserted this role for scientific inquiry as early as 1895, though in a more immature form, 
in the Antrittsrede: “die Volkswirtschaftspolitik ist der vulgären Auffassung ein Sinnen über Rezepte 
für die Beglückung der Welt, - die Besserung der ‘Lustbilanz’ des Menschendaseins ist für sie das 
einzig verständliche Ziel unserer Arbeit” (GPS 12).   
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economic/political goals to be analyzed, and possibly achieved. In so doing, Weber 

implicitly re-establishes the potential political agency of scientific inquiry and the 

academic type by making science and its results essential factors in the achievement 

of economic/political goals. Moreover, this new potential agency for the academic 

type and his scientific production evolves without belittling the integrity of 

intellectual endeavors, a blunder, in Weber’s assessment, that the Kathedersozialisten 

had committed in privileging engagement. 

That said, Weber rejected the idea that scientific explication is built upon a 

strict representation of reality. Rather, scientific models in Weber’s view always 

represent only controlled approximations of reality, his notion of the “Idealtyp,” 

which included his own historical studies.16 Yet Weber viewed the Ideal-type as 

necessary to science, a construction won through the: 

einseitige Steigerung eines oder einger Gesichtspunkte und durch 
Zusammenschluß einer Fülle von diffus und diskret, hier mehr, dort weniger, 
stellenweise gar nicht, vorhandenen Einzelerscheinungen fügen, zu einem in 
sich einheitlichen Gedankenbilde. (WL 191)  
 

Such a process, requiring the value-orientation of the academic type towards the 

outcome of the project as well as its content, will be the essential framework for 

scientific inquiry. More significant here is that Weber asserts that this scientific 

process, through which the scientist ascertains important “Bestandteile” of cultural 

                                                           
16 Idealtypen are ideal constructs of reality, a “Utopie,” according to Weber, and are employed by the 
scientist to determine “wie nahe oder wie fern die Wirklichkeit jenem Idealbilde steht” (WL 191). That 
is, the scientist does not attain a picture of reality through the Ideal-type, rather it serves as a 
“Gedankenbild” […] “welches die Bedeutung eines rein idealen Grenzbegriffes hat, an welchem die 
Wirklichkeit zur Verdeutlichung bestimmer bedeutsamer Bestandteile ihres empirischen Gehaltes 
gemessen, mit dem sie verglichen wird” (WL 194). See especially pages 189 fr. ” in “Die 
‘Objektivität’ sozialwissenschaftlicher und sozialpolitischer Erkenntnis” (WL 146-214), in which 
Weber provides a thorough explanation of “Idealtypen.”  For critical assessments of Weber’s concept, 
see Michael Schmid’s “Idealisierung und Idealtyp: Zur Logik der Typenbildung bei Max Weber,” Max 
Webers Wissenschaftslehre. Interpretation und Kritik, ed. Gerhard Wagner and Heinz Zipprian 
(Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1994) 415-44; and Sven Eliaeson’s “Max Weber’s Methodology: An Ideal-
Type,” Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences XXXVI, 3 (2000): 241-63. 
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reality (WL 194), can provide the subsequent practical agent with a prescription for 

action in the community: “die ‘Rezepte’ kann sich der ‘Praktiker’ daraus unschwer 

entnehmen” (WL 538). In other words, scientific praxis directly informs the practical 

agent about the alternatives for effective agency in the community – securing an 

important role in society for the academic type and his calling.  

Yet it is crucial to remember that Weber conceived the role of the 

Wirtschaftswissenschaftler in a far more expanded vision than just as a creator of 

Rezepte: 

Sie hat außerdem die Gesamtheit der gesellschaftlichen Erscheinungen auf die 
Art ihrer Mitbedingtheit durch ökonomische Ursachen zu untersuchen: durch 
ökonomische Geschichts- und Gesellschaftsdeutung. Und sie hat andererseits 
die Bedingtheit der Wirtschaftsvorgänge und Wirtschaftsformen durch die 
gesellschaftlichen Erscheinungen nach deren verschiedenen Arten und 
Entwicklungsstadien zu ermitteln: die Aufgabe der Geschichte und Soziologie 
der Wirtschaft. Zu diesen gesellschaftlichen Erscheinungen gehören 
selbstverständlich, und zwar in allererster Linie, die politischen Handlungen 
und Gebilde, vor allem also: der Staat und das staatlich garantierte Recht. 
Aber ebenso selbstverständlich nicht die politischen allein. Sondern die 
Gesamtheit aller derjenigen Gebilde, welche – in einem für das 
wissenschaftliche Interesse hinlänglich relevanten Grade – die Wirtschaft 
beeinflussen. (WL 538)  
 

To summarize, the wissenschaftliche Lehre von der Wirtschaft, according to Weber, 

provides a model for the economic factors affecting social phenomena both in a 

diachronic (historical) and synchronic (current) sense. Yet Weber also includes the 

State and political activity within his idea of social phenomena. Weber’s definition 

thus outlines a monumental undertaking, which foresees the inclusion of studies about 

almost every social affiliation under the rubric of Wirtschaftswissenschaften. This 

model, therefore, suggests that scientific inquiry, the academic task, and its results 

embody an almost indispensable source of practical knowledge for the community. 

Political agency or access to power would seem virtually impossible without such a 



 

 271

source of knowledge. In other words, achieving successful agency in the community 

– establishing and legitimizing individual power as a consensus-builder - remains 

implicitly linked to the provenance of science and the academic type, when that type 

engages theory with practice.    

 In this reading I am suggesting, therefore, that Weber implicitly re-

constituted the role of academia through the concept of value-neutral science in such 

a way as to render it invaluable in the practice of a politics that is both modern and 

accommodating of the tradition of Bildung. While Weber never proposes such a link 

in explicit terms, his view of scientific knowledge and its role in the community 

indicate an almost exclusive and unique source for achievement in goal-oriented 

politics. Given Weber’s model, no individual citizen could possibly achieve political 

agency without access to self-generated scientific knowledge, thus tacitly 

reconstituting the status and distinction of the academic profession and the gebildete 

Bürger. Weber’s strategy, therefore, could potentially rejuvenate the status and 

distinction of the academic type by modernizing the Bildungsideal in the form of 

value-neutral science, directed at a value goal of the social group. Yet Weber 

describes the required abilities of the scientist to understand (Verstehen) human 

behavior as the conscious assumption of an interested role vis-à-vis a task 

(Sichverhalten), a distinction which points even more directly to Bildung as a 

fundamental ingredient for the generation of knowledge in the community.17 

Here, in asserting what the scientist must possess to “understand,” Weber 

again rejects any normative implications to be drawn from scientific results without 

referring to any specific methodological practices. Instead, he emphasizes the special 

sensitivity of the academic type: 

                                                           
17 Weber’s concept of Verstehen is linked in a very direct way to Johann Gustav Droysen’s model of 
historical understanding. Droysen posits that the social scientist is “concerned with understanding the 
things before us; that is, to comprehend them as an expression of that element within them which 
wanted to express itself” (Investigation 127). 
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Nicht die normative Richtigkeit, sondern einerseits die konventionellen 
Gepflogenheiten des Forschers und Lehrers, so und nicht anders zu denken, 
anderseits aber auch erforderlichenfalls seine Fähigkeit, sich in ein davon 
abweichendes, ihm, nach seinen Gepflogenheiten, als normativ ‘falsch’ 
erscheinendes Denken verstehend ‘einfühlen’ zu können, ist hier das Mittel 
der verstehenden Erklärung. (WL 533)    
 

Weber’s description suggests a special gift that the academic possesses, one that 

could be passed down through tradition (“konventionellen Gepflogenheiten”). Yet his 

definition of the requisite means for understanding and explaining within a 

community (verstehenden Erklärung) remains prefaced upon a distinctive critical 

quality reserved for the academic (“so und nicht anders zu denken”). That is, only a 

special elite of critical thinkers, who have been bred in the art of intellectual inquiry, 

can achieve this special capacity for the community. The Gebildete create the Bildung 

for the group. 

Despite Weber’s emphasis on the unique capacities and special abilities of the 

scientist, Weber critics have often underestimated his emphasis of this special 

intellectual capacity. Instead, critics have sought to grasp and explain Weber’s 

thought even as old-fashioned elitism or vis-à-vis the methodological and 

philosophical controversies of his day. In the context of Weber’s anti-psychologism, 

for instance, Sven Eliaeson asserts that “Weber accepted a necessary role for 

empathetic interpretation, but it was a limited role” (247).18 While this view may well 

be accurate in the specific context of Weber’s views on psychologism, it fails 

                                                           
18 Nineteenth-century Psychologism can be simplified as an opposition to Empricism and represents 
two trends: 1) the idea that all sceintific objects are in essence only psychological representations 
(Empfindungen); 2) Psychologie is the foundation of all philosophy, a position represented, for 
example, by Wilhelm Wundt; cited from the Philisophisches Handbuch, ed. Georgi Schischkoff, 22nd 
ed. (Stuttgart: Alfred Kröner, 1991): 590. For more background reading see Katherine Arens, 
Structures of Knowing: Psychologies of the Nineteenth Century (Dordrecht: Kluwer, 1989); and 
Laurentius Domnescu, Das Elend des Psychologismus und die Apologie der philosophischen Misere 
(Niddatal: Bollinger, 1988). Of related interest concerning the Methodenstreit, see Harald Homann, 
“Gesetz und Wirklichkeit in den Sozialwissenschaften: vom Methodenstreit zum Positivismusstreit,” 
diss., Tübingen University, 1989; and Bettina Wentzel, Der Methodenstreit: ökonomische 
Forschungsprogramme aus der Sicht des kritischen Rationalismus (Frankfurt: Lang, 1999).  
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however to provide full recognition of Weber’s repeated emphasis on the individual 

academic’s capacity to perform such momentous explanatory tasks in the 

socioeconomic or political sphere. The academic, in Weber’s view, possessed a 

special ability to empathize (“einfühlen”) with misguided thought, and to practice the 

monumental task of value-neutral science as a corrective to such misguidance, a 

concept Weber again links, not surprisingly, with pedagogical duties.  

Thus value-neutral science is an ideal intended to inform and affect the 

habitus of the academic type and condition that type’s role as agent in the 

community. In his essay, “Roscher und Knies und die logischen Probleme der 

Nationalökonomie” (1903-06),19 Weber asserts: 

Die fundamentale Eigenschaft des ‘einfühlenden Verständnisses’ ist es nun 
gerade individuelle ‘geistige’ Wirklichkeiten in ihren Zusammenhang derart 
in ein Gedankenbild fassen zu können, daß dadurch die Herstellung ‘geistiger 
Gemeinschaft’ des Pädagogen mit dem oder den Schülern und damit deren 
geistige Beeinflussung in einer bestimmten gewollten Richtung möglich wird. 
(WL 80)  
 

Weber describes in this earlier essay the scientist’s extraordinary capability to 

transform knowledge through application as a learned virtue, which is to be passed 

down to future generations of academics as a habitus (geistiger Gemeinschaft). Here, 

in concrete terms, Weber links the distinction of intellectual inquiry with the 

individual self-formation (geistige Beeinflussung) of future academic types - learning 

the art of value-neutral science afforded entrance into a special intellectual class, an 

elite position reserved for those individuals who could master the project of becoming 

gebildet. 

Moreover, this special status of the academic elite again necessarily imbued 

an almost spiritual dimension in Weber’s account, access to which had become 
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greatly diminished in modern life, as Weber’s thought often attested. In the 

“Zwischenbetrachtung” Weber elaborates the discord between an older religious 

habitus, which provided the means to Erlösung (salvation) and a modern rationalized 

socioeconomic paradigm. Weber posits that the religious practices in many societies 

particularly outside the West still maintain their function as a conveyor of those 

earthly practices and rituals necessary to improve one’s chances for salvation. In the 

West, however, “die sublimierte Erlösungsreligion und die rationalisierte Wirtschaft 

gerieten in zunehmende Spannung zueinander” (RS I 544). That is, what Weber terms 

the Brüderlichkeitsethik, perhaps the fundamental principle of Christian teaching, 

conflicts directly with the aggressive demeanor required of an effective participant in 

modern economic practices: “Der Kosmos der modernen rationalen kapitalistischen 

Wirtschaft wurde daher, je mehr er seinen immanenten Eigengesetzlichkeiten folgte, 

desto unzugänglicher jeglicher denkbaren Beziehung zu einer religiösen 

Brüderlichkeitsethik” (RS I 544). The sociocultural habitus in the West, not only for 

the gebildete Bürger but for modern man in general, had become devoid of the means 

for securing a sense of salvation, for wedding pragmatics and hope. 

This void in salvational certitude, or access to a new, secular Erlösung for the 

community, Weber saw as one of the critical dilemmas of the modern human being in 

the West. In fact, Weber judged many unique fin-de-siècle social movements such as 

modern aestheticism (for instance, the Georgekreis) or eroticism as a reaction to this 

predicament.20 Though his circle of friends that he met regularly included many of 

                                                                                                                                                                      
19 This essay originally appeared as several installments in Schmollers Jahrbuch 27, 29, 30 (1903-06). 
The essay was republished in Gesammelte Aufsätze zur Wissenschaftslehre (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr 
[Paul Siebeck], 1988) 1-145, cited as WL. 
20 See the aforementioned book by Edith Weiller, Max Weber und die literarische Moderne (Stuttgart: 
Metzler, 1994) for an excellent study of Weber’s relationship to the Georgekreis and his attitudes 
toward’s aesthetic culture. Also of relevance are Martin Green’s two books, The von Richtofen Sisters: 
The Triumphant and the Tragic Modes of Love: Else und Frieda von Richtofen, Otto Gross, Max 
Weber, and D.H. Lawrence, in the Years 1870-1970, 2nd ed. (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico 
Press, 1988); and Mountain of Truth: The Counterculture Begins, Ascona, 1900-1920 (Hanover: 
University Press of New England, 1986). Weber even visited Ascona in 1914. Particularly insightful is 
the section on eroticism in Scaff (Cage), pages 108-12. On the Georgekreis see Stephan Breuer 
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these aesthetics, Weber saw in these movements a psychological turning inward to 

the interior spaces of individual subjectivity. These aesthetes, in Weber’s judgement, 

were attempting to escape from the external pressures of a world increasingly 

dominated by the cold, hard facts of empirical science and economic utility – a 

dichotomy that Weber’s own reformulation of science as Bildung sought to 

overcome. If that were not done, such a world and the individual human being, as 

objects of scientific discovery, challenged the traditional ethical postulate, “daß die 

Welt ein gottgeordneter, also irgendwie ethisch sinnvoll orientierter Kosmos sei” (RS 

I 564). Moreover, the human being could no longer depend on the stability of 

traditional ethical values as a yardstick for expected behavior and consensus in the 

community – a breakdown, which affected an enormous sense of insecurity and Angst 

in so many fin-de-siècle subjects.  

Yet Weber’s modernization of the academic’s role in society, while not 

intended to provide any direct spiritual benefits for the community, nevertheless 

implicitly provides a potential resolution to this conflict, at least for the successful 

academic type as newly defined. The scientist’s unique access to otherwise 

inaccessible knowledge of the world, as Weber’s model of value-neutral science 

asserts, suggests a near prophetic ability to apply scientific results. In “Wissenschaft 

als Beruf” Weber posits that the scientist indeed affects both practical and personal 

life through “Kenntnisse der Technik” […], “Methoden des Denkens, das 

Handwerkzeug und die Schulung dazu” […], and helps further to lead the individual 

subject “zur Klarheit” (WL 607). The burden of the scientist in this model is to not 

only provide the practical skills necessitated by the modern world, but also to 

influence the transcendent aspects of human life. To think in clear terms (zur 

Klarheit) in a world of disintegrating standards of behavior provided a unique 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Asthetischer Fundamentalismus: Stefan George und der Deutsche Antimodernismus (Darmstadt: 
Wissenschaftliche Buchgessellschaft, 1995); and Section III, “Wissenschaft und Kunst: Max Weber 
und der Georgekreis” of Edith Weiller’s aforementioned Max Weber und die literarische Moderne: 
ambivalente Begegnungen zweier Kulturen (Stuttgart: Metzler, 1994). 



 

 276

resolution for the diminishing sense of the spiritual in the disjointed modern subject – 

a resolution provided by the unique talents and acquired skills of the academic 

personality and circumventing the discord between traditional human values and 

modern empirical effects.           

Thus, as David Owen also posits, Weber’s idea of value-neutrality encounters 

the modern scientific dilemma of the scientific dependence on value presuppositions 

and the Nietzschean position that “the value of truth cannot be scientifically 

grounded” (91).21 To circumvent this dilemma, according to Owen, Weber roots “the 

possibility of scientific activity in the ‘personality’ of the scientist, that is to say, in 

the integrity of the scientist’s ‘irrational’ commitment to truth as the ultimate value” 

(91).22 Again, this extraordinary intellectual burden of ethical belief is placed 

squarely on the academic’s shoulders and suggests the possession of almost divine 

powers for explaining cultural phenomena in their own empirical values, and as they 

affect the community. I would underscore the additional dimension of this decision. 

The scientific personality and an “irrational” commitment to truth – the projection of 

the true instincts of the individual imaginary – must be maintained through the self-

formation of the academic type, the gebildete Bürger, who has chosen the academic 

field as his calling. The profession of a gebildete Bürger must be a Berufung, not just 

a Beruf.       

Thus the Gelehrter, in Weber’s version of value-neutral science, regains 

implicitly a special status and distinction in the community as an essential provider of 

transcendent, almost ethical knowledge by acknowledging that his own role is 

anything but value-neutral. Yet this vision had a further implication. Such scientific 
                                                           
21 Wolfgang Mommsen links Weber with Nietzsche in an additional way through the conflict in values 
imposed by Weber’s nationalistic and liberal tendencies (antinomische 39-41).  
22 While Weber deals expansively with “Irrationalität” in the “Roscher und Knies” essay, the most 
easily accesible depiction is in the “Zwischenbetrachtung” (RS I: fr. 554). Irrationality is most 
frequently described in opposition to the rationalisation processes of the world, the objective, everyday 
reality, and thus represents in Weber’s view the real, genuine, the living. Thus the irrational can also be 
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scholarship, in Weber’s model, would also afford a unique tool with which political 

and economic objectives could also be potentially influenced. That is, Weber’s 

conception of value-neutral science reconstituted Bildung as the foundation for a 

successful Beruf, in this case an academic calling, as well as providing for potential 

renewal of political agency and ethics in the community.  

Yet this access required more than just a scientific underpinning. The question 

remains whether Weber imagined any more specific role for the academic type in the 

political sphere, something that would link pure science closer to praxis without 

reducing it to pragmatics. This topic became particularly important for Weber in the 

last years of his life as Germany contemplated its prospects for political renewal after 

the disaster of World War I. How Weber dealt with these issues will demonstrate a 

further, though subtle link between Weber’s thought and the German Bildungsideal 

and its application in the political sphere.  

 

THE POLITICAL CALLING: LEIDENSCHAFT, VERANTWORTUNGSGEFÜHL, AUGENMAß 

Much has been written on the political Weber, yet that research, like that on 

Weber’s educational work, has paid little attention to how Weber’s identity as a 

Bildungsbürger influenced his political views. Instead, critics have chosen, just as in 

most of the scholarly work dealing with the methodological texts, to emphasize 

Weber’s thought vis-à-vis the larger historical and politico-philosophical trends of the 

times, such as Liberalism and Nationalism. While these historical factors undoubtedly 

influenced Weber and deserve attention for an understanding of his thought, I believe 

that an over-emphasis of these trends tends to neglect an essential motivational factor 

in Weber’s outlook for Germany’s political future after WW I. Thus the final task of 

                                                                                                                                                                      
judged in Weber’s portrayal as the psychological means to resist and potentially affect the external 
pressures of the “real” world.  
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this chapter remains to show how Weber incorporated the Bildungsideal into his 

vision of a politically modern Germany.  

In order to remain focussed on this particular facet of Weber’s thought, I will 

not attempt to address in any comprehensive way the many excellent studies of 

Weber’s political views. I will not include, for example, Weber’s influence on the 

actual Weimar constitution and its structural weaknesses,23 which has ignited a 

significant debate among Weber scholars about his devotion to Liberalism and 

Nationalism.24 Yet it is worth pursuing briefly how Weber’s devotion to the 

Bildungsideal, acknowledged in his understanding of the academic calling, can also 

be linked to his views of how Germany’s future political leaders can achieve effective 

agency – a link which, I believe, lends insight into the debate over Weber’s role in the 

failure of Weimar, an area where some critics have been too quick to directly link 

Weber with what eventually became National Socialism.25 That said, one must begin 

with the fact that Weber’s understanding of academia’s role in the practical world did 

                                                           
23 Weber was a member of the German delegation that travelled to Versailles in 1919 to negotiate the 
WW I peace treaty. See Marianne Weber, Max Weber: Ein Lebensbild (Heidelberg: Verlag Lambert 
Schneider, 1950), especially Ch. 19, “Der nachrevolutionäre Politiker” (664-739) for a depiction of 
Weber’s life leading up to the Treaty of Versailles and thereafter.  
24 While certainly not exhaustive, on Weber’s political thought see M. Zängle, Max Webers 
Staatstheorie im Kontext seines Werkes (Berlin: Duncker & Humblot, 1988); Guenther Roth, 
Politische Herrschaft und persönliche Freiheit. Heidelberger Max Weber-Vorlesungen 
(Frankfurt:Suhrkamp, 1987); Stefan Breuer, Bürokratie und Charisma: zur politischen Soziologie Max 
Webers (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1994); and Robert Eden, Political 
Leadership and Nihilism (Tampa: University Presses of Florida, 1983). See the list of Works Cited for 
works by Wolfgang  Mommsen, all of which are essential to any analysis of Max Weber’s political 
thought. Mommsen sees Weber’s political thought firmly grounded in the tradtions of German 
Liberalism and Nationalism despite the conflict that these two idealogical threads impose. Taking issue 
with Mommsen’s view are Anthony Giddens, Politics and Sociology in the Thought of Max Weber 
(London: Macmillan, 1972); and David Beetham, Max Weber and the Theory of Modern Politics, 2nd 
ed. (Cambridge: Polity, 1985).  
25 This is the conclusion that Wolfgang Mommsen draws in his numerous essays and his monumental 
study of Weber (See Works Cited), which other scholars have also followed. For instance, Ernst Nolte, 
“Max Weber vor dem Faschismus” 2,1 (1963): 1-24;  and Raymond Aron, “Max Weber und die 
Machtpolitik,” in Max Weber und die Soziologie heute (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1965): 
103-20. 
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not include direct participation in the political sphere – in fact, those academics who 

did so Weber considered to be dilettantes.   

As I have already asserted, Max Weber foresaw no practical role for the 

academic in the realm of politics, a position he stressed repeatedly (GPS 441; WL 

601), preferring to depict the academic as an indispensable informant for the praxis of 

politics – the academic represents perhaps the key element for acquiring the means to 

practice effective politics. In “Wissenschaft als Beruf,” Weber posits that the 

academic: 

Stehe im Dienst ‘sittlicher’ Mächte: der Pflicht, Klarheit und 
Verantwortungsgefühl zu schaffen, und ich glaube, er wird dieser Leitung um 
so eher fähig sein, je gewissenhafter er es vermeidet, seinerseits dem Zuhörer 
eine Stellungnahme oktroyieren oder suggerieren zu wollen. (WL 608) 
 

Here again, Weber adamantly rejects the idea of direct academic participation in the 

political sphere. Such participation would only destroy the integrity and status of the 

academic endeavor, since the political sphere is a battleground where cultural values 

become validated through the power plays of political parties and their leaders. Such 

battles, in Weber’s account, play out where interests determine political positions and 

preclude value-neutral analysis.  

 In fact, he is not hesitant in decoupling ethical responsibility, defined as 

moral agency, from direct political power.26 For Weber “Wer Politik treibt, erstrebt 

Macht, - Macht entweder als Mittel im Dienst anderer Ziele – idealer oder egoistscher 

– oder Macht ‘um ihrer selbst willen’: um das Prestigegefühl, das sie gibt, zu 

genießen” (MWG I,17: 159). Weber also repeatedly described politics as “Kampf” 

(MWG I,17: 173; GPS 329, 335, 340, 347, 351). In Weber’s model of the academic 

calling such an assessment of political motivations obviates any binding justification 

for the value-neutral scientist to directly participate in the political sphere (as more 

                                                           
26 See the previously mentioned section in “Politik als Beruf” (MWG I.17: 227-29). 
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than conscience or advisor). Weber saw in politics an “Interessenbetrieb” (WL 401; 

MWG I,17: 196), where human agents battle to achieve material and political 

interests (WL 401) – not necessarily an unfavorable judgement in Weber’s realistic 

perception of the world, yet not an environment conducive for practicing value-

neutral science. Thus in Weber’s view, interests in science were granted only an 

informing role, albeit an indispensable one – empirical science could and should, as 

we shall see, influence the questions asked and provide alternatives to problems, and 

thereby potentially satisfy those sociocultural ambitions of the community. Values, 

however, could not be allowed to interfere with the scientist’s empirical analysis nor 

the scientific results; otherwise the integrity of the academic calling would be 

compromised. 

Yet, as we have seen, Weber’s model still creates a space for academic 

pursuits to affect the political realm while not participating directly, a dimension of 

the academic calling which required the scientist to achieve and maintain certain 

venerable or sage characteristics, re-constituting the distinction and status of the 

Gelehrter in a modern setting. For Weber, these personal and professional qualities 

include “intellektuelle Rechtschaffenheit” und “Sachlichkeit” (WL 601). These traits 

require scientific distance from the mundane world of colliding values, yet at the 

same time justify the academic personality as a unique and integral part of the 

community. Thus the Bildungsideal in this modernized version retains its capacity to 

provide distinction and status for the Gelehrter by re-generating its practical effects 

and uses in the community’s attempt to form consensus – to define and re-define an 

imaginary, which attains acknowledgement through the academic personality’s 

indispensable scientific input, not through politics in the narrow sense. 

That said, it still remains unclear how Weber envisioned any academic 

influence in the political sphere other than as an informant for decision-making. As 

we have seen, Weber judged the academic’s practical participation in the political 

sphere to greatly jeopardize the unique status of the academic calling already under 
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pressure from the socioeconomic transformations underway in fin-de-siècle Europe. 

Weber provides no explicit solution to this problem. What Weber does do, however, 

is to apply those same standards, those revered characteristics reserved for the 

academic calling, to the political sphere. With this strategy, Weber bestows upon the 

new, eagerly anticipated political leadership the ideals of Bildung as a requisite factor 

for effective agency in the practice of politics. 

Weber’s ideas on political leadership revolve around two ideas that have 

received significant attention among critics. On the one hand, Weber viewed the 

effective political leader as a counterforce to bureaucratic dominance, which he 

regarded as a derivative of modern democracy. Second, Weber devotes much energy 

and space to the concept of charisma, both in his historical studies as well as in his 

contemporary analyses of German politics. These two ideas are critical to any 

understanding of Weber’s political thought, yet critics have inadequately linked them 

to Weber’s identity as a Bildungsbürger. Despite their significance, I will only briefly 

describe Weber’s ideas as background before turning to those characteristics that 

Weber viewed as requirements for successful political leadership and which can 

provide a link to the German Bildungsideal as the necessary framework for 

developing those traits.  

What necessitated strong political leadership in a politically modernized 

Germany, in Weber’s view, derives from his understanding of democracy, a political 

form, which he saw as always tending toward dominance by the German 

Beamtenschaft. This view has been greatly emphasized by Weber critics to date, who 

have often contended that Weber saw the domination of Germany’s bureaucracy in 

the political sphere as the most significant problem in modern democracy.27 In 

“Wahlrecht und Demokratie in Deutschland” (1917), for instance, Weber confirms 
                                                           
27 For an excellent study of Weber’s views on bureaucracy and charismatic political leadership, which 
Weber saw as the requisite counterforce to bureaucratic power, see Stefan Breuer’s aforementioned 
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this view: “In jedem Massenstaat führt Demokratie zur bürokratischen Verwaltung, 

und, ohne Parlementarisierung, zur reinen Beamtenherrschaft” (GPS 289). Moreover, 

Weber, in a more elaborate political text, “Parlament und Regierung im neugordneten 

Deutschland” (1918), identifies bureaucratic dominance as the primary factor 

necessitating the institution of a parliamentary model in Germany, which could 

potentially harness such visionless political potency in the modern democratic world: 

 Die Leitung der Beamtenschaft, welche ihr die Aufgaben zuweist, hat 
dagegen selbstverständlich fortwährend politische: - machtpolitische und 
kulturpolitische – Probleme zu lösen. Sie darin zu kontrollieren, ist die erste 
grundlegende Aufgabe des Parlaments. (GPS 352) 
 

Weber astutely recognized that an efficient bureaucratic apparatus, linked with the 

rationalization processes of a modern economy and democracy, is necessary for 

effective government. Yet the Beamter does not act with conviction (nach seinen 

eigenen Überzeugungen) in Weber’s view (GPS 351). Instead, the professional 

bureaucrat fulfills his duties based on specialized knowledge and skill, exhibiting a 

given inflexibility to adapt to transforming political ideals and interests unless 

compelled by external pressure to do so. That is, the political will of a nation, the 

interests of a community, at least once bureaucratic tasks and obligations have been 

concretely defined and solidified, will no longer adequately impact bureaucratic 

operation and decision-making. The means to circumvent such institutional power 

Weber saw in the party leadership of a parliamentary government model. The parties 

are charged with the ethical decisions as informed policy, to be enacted by the 

bureaucrats along with the soldier. 

Thus many critics have seen Weber’s charismatic political leader as the 

counterforce required to check bureaucratic power. Here too, Weber provides 

evidence for such conclusions. In “Politik als Beruf” Weber exclaims: 
                                                                                                                                                                      
study, Bürokratie und Charisma: zur politischen Soziologie Max Webers (Darmstadt: Wissenshaftliche 
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Die Hingabe an das Charisma des Propheten oder des Führers im Kriege oder 
des ganz großen Demagogen in der Ekklesia oder im Parlament bedeutet ja, 
daß er persönlich als der innerlich ‘berufene’ Leiter der Menschen gilt, daß 
diese sich ihm nicht kraft Sitte oder Satzung fügen, sondern weil sie an ihn 
glauben. (MWG I,17: 161)28 
 

In other words, Weber saw the political leader as a demagogue (a term Weber 

frequently employs) who is capable of stirring the people’s emotions and creating 

political consensus – a person whose leadership can oppose and transform 

bureaucratic rigidity to reflect the cultural values of a nation. Yet Weber also 

describes in his political essays in very specific terms what he believed to be those 

traits necessary to effectively lead and govern. These traits could provide the 

knowledge and skills necessary to obviate the power of modern bureaucracy – an 

ability, in Weber’s view, that had become lost in traditional political forms. They also 

provide the link to Weber’s application of the Bildungsideal as the source for the 

political calling. 

Weber attributed the inadequacy of both past and present political forms to 

oppose and control the dominance of the bureaucracy to a lack of specialized 

knowledge among the political leadership – the government has become 

bureaucratized, without specialist knowledge. For instance, Weber posits that the 

Monarchy: 

… kann nicht die Verwaltung kontrollieren. Denn diese Verwaltung ist 
fachgeschulte Verwaltung und ein moderner Monarch ist außerhalb allenfalls 
des militärischen Gebiets, nie ein Fachmann. Vor allem aber – das geht uns 
hier an – ist er als solcher niemals ein im Getriebe des Partiekampfes oder der 
Diplomatie geschulter Politiker. (GPS 537) 
 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Buchgesellschaft, 1994).  
28 See Chapter 3, “Die Typen der Herrschaft,” and Chapter 9, “Soziologie der Herrschaft” in 
Wirtschaft und Gesellschaft, ed. Johannes Winckelmann, 5th ed. (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul 
Siebeck], 1972): 140-48; 654-87 for Weber’s most elaborate depiction of charisma.   
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Here, Weber suggests that only through attaining the kind of specialist knowledge 

and understanding that the bureaucrat possesses can the political leader effectively 

govern – to competently interact with and manage a powerful bureaucracy, to 

subordinate the knowledge of the professional to the political objectives of an 

informed leadership. Thus Weber saw the means to counter bureaucratic rigidity in 

the attainment of special  knowledge (Fachwissen), which could be economic, 

scientific, technical or otherwise. Such knowledge and the skill to use it could be 

gained only by a person of special qualities and devotion, for Weber the 

Berufspolitiker (MWG I,17: 167), “einem Mann, der mindestens ideell, in der Masse 

der Fälle aber materiell, den politischen Betrieb innerhalb einer Partei zum Inhalt 

seiner Existenz macht” (GPS 388). Yet such a calling in the political sphere required 

a political apparatus, in which leaders could learn those required analytical skills and 

attain this special knowledge – an apparatus, which in the older Bismarckian political 

model did not exist. 

The reason for this link between knowledge and political effectiveness seems 

obvious today, yet Weber’s position derives from his view that modern forms of 

democracy do not automatically produce those skills necessary to counter 

bureaucratic power. This kind of political education can only occur, in Weber’s mind, 

through parliamentary institutions. Thus Weber argues that the central factor in 

creating an effective parliamentary model is Enqueterecht – the creation of 

parliamentary commissions, which can be made up of politicians with such 

specialized knowledge, who study the details of specific problems and thus attain the 

ability to understand the technical details of those problems. Weber believed this to 

be the essential component of effective parliamentary government: 

Die äußerlich ziemlich unscheinbare Änderung, welche durch eine vermittels 
des Enqueterechts gesicherte, fortlaufende Kontrolle und Mitarbeit der 
Parlamentausschüsse mit und gegenüber der Verwaltung bei uns eingeführt 
würde, ist die grundlegende Vorbedingung aller weiteren Reformen im Sinn 
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einer Steigerung der positiven Leistungen des Parlaments als Staatsorgan. Sie 
is insbesondere auch die unentbehrliche Voraussetzung dafür: daß das 
Parlament zur Auslesestätte für politische Führer wird. (GPS 354) 
 

In other words, Weber imagined an effective parliamentary government, one that 

could counter the power of the bureaucracy, as dependent upon the development of 

specific impartial knowledge, Fachwissen, and producing Berufspolitiker that could 

achieve such knowledge and skill and therefore directly negotiate consensus in the 

public sphere.    

Yet Weber never specified in great detail, which kind of Beruf or professional 

background might be best suited to successfully fulfill this role, although he does 

mention Advokat as possessing the requisite skills (MWG I,17: 189) and journalism 

as a function with similarities to political practice (MWG I,17: 191-96).29 He does 

remain adamant, however, that those academics attempting to pursue active political 

roles represent only “Reklamemittel” or “dekorativer Würdenträger” (GPS 329). Thus 

the pool of potential political leaders remains unclear in Weber’s description.  

What Weber did specify, however, are those traits required to attain such 

status. Not surprisingly, what Weber viewed as these essential characteristics – such 

that endow the political leader with the ability to attain knowledge (Fachwissen) and 

thereby understand the essentials of political engagement – are those which also 

define value-neutral science: Leidenschaft, Verantwortsgefühl, Augenmaß. That is, 

Fachwissen must be construed in its ethical dimension, not only instrumentally.    

In “Politik als Beruf” Weber describes the qualities required of a successful 

politician, one, let us recall, that must have the ability to master the Enquete – a form 

of scientific inquiry in the political sphere. First, Leidenschaft, which Weber defines 
                                                           
29 Weber viewed political leadership in a plebiscitary democracy based on the politician’s ability to 
become a demagogue, which requires mastery of the public speech and the written word. He cites 
Pericles in Ancient Greece as an example of such a figure. This link between demagoguery and a 
communicative medium Weber suggests exists in the practice of journalism. Thus Weber viewed the 
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in terms of Sachlichkeit: “leidenschaftliche Hingabe an eine ‘Sache,’ an den Gott oder 

Dämon, der ihr Gebieter ist.” Second, Verantwortungsgefühl, which represents 

“Dienst an einer ‘Sache,’ auch die Verantwortlichkeit gegenüber ebendieser Sache 

zum entscheidenden Leitstern des Handelns macht.” Third, Augenmaß, which as 

Weber posits, is the “Fähigkeit, die Realitäten mit innerer Sammlung und Ruhe auf 

sich wirken zu lassen, also: der Distanz zu den Dingen und Menschen” (MWG I,17: 

227). Thus the masterful politician, the demagogue in a plebiscitary democracy, is a 

citizen with the capability to study and understand the facts in a value-neutral fashion 

– even if the application of that knowledge is performed in the interests of economic, 

cultural or political goals. 

This reconstituted vision of the German Bildungsbürger imagines a human 

being who stands above the crowd due to the distinctive characteristics of the political 

calling. Yet this special human being, who had become an outcast in the political 

environment of modern Germany, now re-attains that status due to the possession of 

those very traits required of value-neutral science, here applied in the political arena. 

What defined the distinction of the academic calling became directly linked in 

Weber’s mind to the distinction of the political calling. 

The descriptive similarity between this dynamic politician and those traits 

required in the academic calling are striking (WL 608). What Weber has done is to 

transpose those standards from value-neutral science, which represent a modernized 

Bildungsideal, onto the political sphere without suppressing the reality of the political 

Interessenbetrieb and the colliding values of human life. Weber viewed cultural life 

as a battle to be led by those, the Berufspoliiker, with the skills to influence and affect 

the sociopolitical landscape:  

“Selbst in den formell bescheidenen Stellungen vermag den Berufspolitiker 
das Bewußtsein von Einfluß auf Menschen, von Teilnahme an der Macht über 

                                                                                                                                                                      
journalist at least to some degree as a candidate with the requisite skills for success in the political 
sphere (MWG I,17: 191).   
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sie, vor allem aber: das Gefühl, einen Nervenstrang historisch wichtigen 
Geschehens mit in Händen zu halten, über den Alltag hinauszuheben. (MWG 
I,17: 226) 
 

Yet these Berufspolitiker were modernized Bildungsbürger in Weber’s model – 

practicing value-neutral science and applying it to the real world. 

Thus the model of an ideal-type, and not a specific Beruf, has been 

transformed to re-attain value and status in a modern setting. In other words, the 

calling, whether in politics or academics, remains grounded and evaluated on a given 

set of values that have been re-constituted to correspond to a particular function in a 

modern social world. This allows Weber to reject the older form of academic life, 

those older Bildungsbürger still attempting to apply old values to new politics – a 

group of Bildungsbürger shackled by the arrogance of their past distinction: “Eitelkeit 

ist eine sehr verbreitete Eigenschaft, und vielleicht ist niemand ganz frei davon. Und 

in akademischen und Gelehrtenkreisen ist sie eine Art von Berufskrankheit” (MWG 

I,17: 228). For Weber, modernity and the new sociopolitical dynamics required new 

strategies. Yet these strategies remained defined within the parameters of an older 

ideal. 

Whether politician or academic, the elite class, the aristocracy of a nation, 

who could lead Germany into the future, became those capable of practicing value-

neutral inquiry – empirical science for the academic, the Enquete for the politician. 

Though Weber adamantly advocates a strict distinction between the politician who 

seeks power and the academic who questions and seeks empirical fact, his description 

of the “cardinal sin” in the political sphere could be applied to any calling symbolized 

in Weber’s imaginary: 

Die Sünde gegen den heiligen Geist seines Berufs aber beginnt da, wo dieses 
Machtstreben unsachlich und ein Gegenstand rein persönlicher 
Selbstberauschung wird, anstatt ausschließlich in den dienst der ‘Sache’ zu 
treten. Denn es gibt letztlich nur zwei Arten von Todsünden auf dem Gebiet 
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der Politik: Unsachlichkeit und – oft, aber nicht immer, damit identisch – 
Verantwortungslosigkeit. (MWG I,17: 228) 
 

The Bildungsideal, re-defined under the auspices of value-neutral science, thus 

remains in Weber’s thought the essential foundation for agency in the modern world, 

as Leidenschaft, Verantwortungsgefühl, Augenmaß.  

 

CONCLUSION 
Max Weber’s effort to provide the framework for a new constitution and 

political model failed miserably in a German Nation attempting to redefine and 

rebuild itself as a community after World War I. Just three years after Weber’s death 

in 1920, an upstart political zealot in Munich began his notorious rise to prominence 

in the now famous Bierhallputsch; just a decade later in 1933 the Weimar Republic 

disintegrated into the hands of the madman. Weber’s ideas of a gebildete political 

leadership, governing the Nation through a modernized parliamentary system, proved 

inadequate to provide the political vision and stability necessary to resist the 

demented hyperbole of Adolf Hitler – the German Nation succumbed to the promise 

of rejuvenated Teutonic greatness from generations past, rather than rejecting the 

excesses of nationalist fantasies and adapting to modern capitalism.  

As a result, many prominent scholars have directly linked Weber’s 

constitutional model of plebiszitäre Führerdemokratie with the ineffectiveness of the 

Weimar constitution to quell Hitler’s rise to power.30 For example, Mommsen argues 

                                                           
30 See Wolfgang J. Mommsen’s previously mentioned book, Max Weber und die deutsche Politik 
1890-1920 (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1974), and especially Mommsen’s article “Zum 
Begriff der ‘plebiszitären Führerdemokratie’ bei Max Weber,” Kölner Zeitschrift für Soziologie und 
Sozialpsychologie 15 (1963): 295-322. During the sixties numerous historians argued similarly to 
Mommsen concerning Weber’s role in the failure of Weimar. See also Ernst Nolte, “Max Weber vor 
dem Faschismus” 2,1 (1963): 1-24; and Raymond Aron, “Max Weber und die Machtpolitik,” Max 
Weber und die Soziologie heute (Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1965): 103-20. For a revision, 
even rejection, of this view, see Stefan Breuer, Bürokratie und Charisma: Zur politischen Soziologie 
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that Weber’s emphasis on the charismatic skills of the democratic leader, caused by 

an inability to come to terms with modern bureaucracy (rationalization), easily 

accommodated Hitler’s constitutional “Umdeutung” of this role to justify his 

authoritarian rule: “Der ‘herrschaftliche’ Grundzug der ‘plebiszitären 

Führerdemokratie’ ist nicht zu übersehen; ist doch der entscheidende Akzent auf die 

Person des großen Politikers gelegt” (plebiszitären 311). Yet this view, I believe, has 

been exaggerated and fails to consider a number of factors that created an 

environment conducive to political turmoil and upheaval, factors which can perhaps 

be directly linked to political instability and contributing to the exposure of any 

weaknesses in the Weimar constitution.  

One obvious factor is the economic disaster in Germany following World War 

I.31 In the decade leading up to Hitler’s grasp of power in 1933, Germany faced 

rampant inflation and a currency devaluing out of control. The Versailles reparations 

were strangling the German economy, already in the midst of a world depression, 

especially after 1929, and demoralizing the German Nation, which left no apparent 

rational means to right the sinking ship. As a result, I am suggesting that the Weimar 

constitution became subjected to a socioeconomic environment, conditioned in the 

way I have described, one that resulted in a fragile political balance, allowing Hitler, 

who certainly possessed the necessary political savvy, to maneuver his way into 

power.     

That said, Weber’s views on the charismatic leader and his adamant emphasis 

on demagogic skills for effective political leadership to galvanize the public mood 

certainly lend credence to the notion that Weber’s model eased the political 

                                                                                                                                                                      
Max Webers (Darmstadt: Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1994), especially the chapter, “Das 
Charisma des Führers.” 
31 For general, if somewhat dated (but still useful), historical depictions of  Weimar, see Gordon Craig, 
Germany: 1866-1945 (Oxford: Oxford UP, 1981); and Kurt F. Reinhardt, Germany: 2000 Years, vol. 2 
(New York: Frederick Ungar, 1962). For a classic study of Weimar culture, see Peter Gay, Weimar 
Culture: The Outsider as Insider (New York: Harper & Row, 1968). 
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maneuverability for a shrew demagogue like Adolf Hitler. Weber, for instance in 

“Politik als Beruf,” describes the source of political devotion as: 

…Hingabe der Gehorchenden an das rein persönliche ‘Charisma’ des 
‘Führers.’ Denn hier wurzelt der Gedanke des Berufs in seiner höchsten 
Ausprägung. Die Hingabe an das Charisma des Propheten oder des Führers im 
Kriege oder des ganz großen Demagogen in der Ekklesia oder im Parlament 
bedeutet ja, daß er persönlich als der innerlich ‘berufene’ Leiter der Menschen 
gilt, daß diese sich ihm nicht kraft Sitte oder Satzung fügen, sondern weil sie 
an ihn glauben. (MWG I,17: 161) 
 

This statement taken at face value, without considering the practical and specific 

designs for Germany’s political future that Weber actually proposed, provides 

credibility to the perception of Weber as an intellectual forerunner for the National 

Socialists.  

Consequently, Wolfgang Mommsen and others argue that Weber’s 

constitutional model ultimately proved shortsighted regarding Germany’s eventual 

embrace of a demagogic leader. In this view, Hitler was able to legally manipulate 

built-in weaknesses in the constitution, which derived from Weber’s emphasis on 

leadership as a counterforce to bureaucracy, and legally catapult himself into power. 

Yet I believe that these brilliant scholars overemphasize the power of constitutional 

idiosyncrasies in dire socioeconomic time and fail to give credence to the real 

inadequacies (perhaps even psychological) of Germany’s dominant bureaucracy and 

abuses of power that Weber personally experienced. A more balanced view is 

warranted, which Stefan Breuer, for instance, provides when he suggests that Weber’s 

concept of plebiszitäre Demokratie: 

…zielt dabei auf die Besetzung der Spitze der bürokratischen Hierarchie und 
läßt diese, wie auch die übrigen Faktoren, unangetastet; sie ist somit in sich 
selbst ein Kompromiß zwischen Bürokratisierung und Demokratisierung, ein 
Ausgleich zwischen der Unvermeidlichkeit professionell-sachlicher 
Verwaltung und dem Bedürfnis der Massen nach einer Person ihres 
Vertrauens. (166) 
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In essence, Breuer posits that Weber attempts to navigate as best possible an expert 

hierarchy of bureaucrats (professionell-sachlicher Verwaltung) to accommodate the 

demands of a new political class.  I believe that Breuer’s assessment is correct but can 

be extended to suggest farther-reaching conclusions about Weber’s confrontation 

with modern democratic pressures after World War I. That is, I believe that Weber’s 

political model remains based on the reconstitution and renewal of traditional values, 

the Bildungsideal, adapted to the new political realities of Massendemokratie.   

Specifically, Weber’s identity construct and his perception of how 

government should work are indeed grounded in older traditions, as Mommsen has 

argued. Despite Weber’s devotion to tradition, however, he remains indubitably 

cognizant of the real transformations in the sociopolitical (mass democracy) and 

socioeconomic (industrial capitalism) realms. Weber explicitly rejects any tendency 

to modernize the German Nation, which would neglect the incorporation of modern 

socioeconomic currents or new sociopolitical classes. Weber viewed modern 

capitalism, or what he termed “kapitalistische Wirtschaftsordnung,” as well as 

democratic trends in the twentieth century, in large part as givens. He writes in the PE 

I: 

Er zwingt dem einzelnen, soweit er in den Zusammenhang des Marktes 
verflochten ist, die Normen seines wirtschaftlichen Handelns auf. Der 
Fabrikant, welcher diesen Normen dauernd entgegenhandelt, wird ökonomish 
ebenso unfehlbar eliminiert, wie der Arbeiter, der sich ihnen nicht anpassen 
kann oder will, als Arbeitsloser auf die Straße gesetzt wird. (RS I: 37) 
 

Further, in “Die Evangelisch-sozialen Kurse in Berlin im Herbst dieses Jahres,” 

written in 1893, Weber already indicates at a young age his cognizance of democratic 

pressures: “Das Zeitalter der sozialen Resignation der Massen liegt hinter uns” 

(MWG I.4,1: 236). Both of these statements, as I have posited in this chapter, show 

Weber to be particularly and consistently aware of the modernizing trends in German 
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society. As a result, Weber’s entire Œuvre revolves around the attempt to recast the 

older traditions of Bildung in such a way as to accommodate modern economic and 

political forms – an accommodation that many Weber scholars have failed to 

adequately account for.   

As a result of what I have described as Weber’s balancing act between the old 

and the new, I believe it is also unjustified to consider Weber to be entirely shackled 

in idealistic nineteenth-century traditions. Weber’s thought consistently demonstrates 

practical attempts to grapple with the future by acknowledging modern 

socioeconomic and sociopolitical trends. In this sense, he maintained a practical 

political vision for Germany’s future, which incorporated both mass democracy and 

industrial capitalism. Indeed, the brilliance of Max Weber was his ability to recognize 

the macro sociocultural trends of his time and to understand how those trends became 

linked with the human “Persönlichkeit und die Lebensordnungen” (Hennis, 

Fragestellung 59). Yet Weber’s personal ambivalence concerning past traditions and 

modern economic and political trends becomes most evident in his political writings. 

Moreover, while Weber adhered to the idea of gebildete Führungskräfte to lead the 

Nation, a concept which dominated his ideas on constitutional reform, he nonetheless 

included the political voice of the masses, who then were demanding representation.  

Thus Max Weber’s identity construct, and the idealized construct for the 

bourgeois, as we have seen in this case study, remained grounded in the nineteenth-

century Bildungsideal - an identity structure that provided the status and distinction to 

those gebildete Bürger necessary to lead the Nation. As Germany’s political and 

socioeconomic model shifted, as Germany’s traditions collapsed under the destruction 

of World War I and the devastating Treaty of Versailles, leaving Germany 

economically handicapped and culturally demoralized, Max Weber desperately 

sought to “save” the Nation from total destruction by returning to the strength of its 

roots to rescript it for the future. Put simply, Weber turned to the tools he knew best: 

the high standards of education and cultivation, once preserved for individuals of 
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special talent and merit; individuals who would lead the nation, even a nation now 

becoming a democratic one, with their superior knowledge, but in service of the 

nation’s political goals. 

Weber’s culpability in the disaster of Weimar, I believe, should therefore be 

restricted to his overbearing reliance on older traditions as part of the formula for 

effective government – a far weaker link than Mommsen and others have argued. In 

other words, Weber’s thought and political vision may indeed have suffered from an 

ambivalence, or what Beetham calls a “duality of values,” effected by his inability to 

adequately modernize the traditions of his own identity, a weakness that we have 

already seen in different forms in both Thomas Mann and Rudolf Steiner (54). In my 

framing, the traditions of Bildung, which Weber adhered to adamantly and strongly 

influenced his conception of political leadership, assumed an individual integrity that 

was no longer effective in the modern world. Thus Weber is perhaps guilty of a 

political ambivalence, or perhaps the very innocence which he warned of in 1919, on 

the eve of Germany’s virtual destruction: 

 …wer mit der Politik, das heißt: mit Macht und Gewaltsamkeit als Mitteln, 
sich einläßt, mit diabolischen Mächten einen Pakt schließt, und daß für sein 
Handeln es nicht wahr ist: daß aus Gutem nur Gutes, aus Bösem nur Böses 
kommen könne, sondern oft das Gegenteil. Wer das nicht sieht, ist in der Tat 
politisch ein Kind. (MWG I,17: 241)  
 

Weber’s ambivalence, his innocent adherence to values no longer effective in the 

violent struggles between utilitarian capitalists and demonic demagogues, left him 

too, just as Mann and Steiner, unable to perceive and adequately respond to the 

impending catastrophe, even while identifying the core of industry, ethics, and 

personal duty that could contribute to it.   
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Conclusion 
 
 
The studies I have pursued range widely from literature, sociology and quasi-

religious aesthetics. But as I have argued, they represent moments at which a culture 

confronts a ubiquitous problem: how to foster a set of values encoded in an imaginary 

and an identity politics and turn them into a viable praxis. The markers of success 

associated with self-formation had eased into place in German-language contexts 

since 1800: education, personal cultivation, a dedication to historical knowledge and 

to communitarian values. Yet when these values were transmitted within homes like 

those of the Buddenbrooks, or by unshakable self-perpetuating mandarins, such as 

those whom Weber described, they were in danger of overlooking the real historical 

situation that arose in the new Germany. Mann diagnosed the problem in a 

commercial family dedicating itself less to art than to superiority; Steiner sought to 

bind the community, through a rededication to art and life; and Weber sought to 

create the guild of the educated, to prevent education from retreating into an ivory 

tower. 

Yet these voices are not alone in the era in identifying the problem. To make 

this case, let me turn briefly to two of the other great novels of the era spanning the 

Second Reich to World War II, which argue and criticize in similar terms. 

In 1892 the Deutsche Rundschau published Theodor Fontane’s new novel, 

Frau Jenny Treibel oder ‘Wo sich Herz zum Herzen findt,’ in a series of four 

segments from January to April.1 From critics’ perspectives Fontane’s novel, like 

many of his other works, is said to be steeped in the passing literary tradition of 

Realism, a genre gradually being replaced by Naturalism and the “innere Erlebnis” of 

                                                           
1 References to Fontane’s Frau Jenny Treibel will be cited from Romane und Erzählungen, bd. 6 
(Berlin: Aufbau-Verlag, 1973): 267-459 and will be cited in the text as JT. 
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Impressionism and Aestheticism.2 Yet Fontane’s Jenny Treibel proves remarkably up-

to-date by juxtaposing the acute conflict between two cultural identity constructs 

(imaginaries) struggling for preeminence during the early Empire and investigating 

the consequences for the younger generation. Such an ideational inheritance, the 

conflict between Bildung and utilitarian industrial capitalism, effected stagnation in 

some (the Buddenbrook men and the Treibel sons) and overabundant self-interest in 

others (Tony Buddenbrook and Corinna Schmidt).  

Fontane frames this conflict in the very first chapter of the novel through 

Jenny’s return to her former neighborhood in Berlin, where she pays a visit to 

Corinna, daughter of her former flame, Professor Wilibald Schmidt. Jenny is now 

married and has become a part of the nouveau riche of Germany. Just like Alfred 

Krupp, though on a smaller scale, the Treibels are industrial capitalists, living in a 

majestic home built at the factory site and, as a result, no longer directly linked to the 

larger community. In contrast, the Professor, “Klassiker und Romantiker zugleich” 

(JT 277), remains physically situated in the community, but no longer represents an 

innovative force for affecting society, symbolized in the novel by his weekly 

discussion group (“Abend”) with several academic colleagues (JT 320-21). This 

group of Gelehrter maintain a devotion to the canon of Greek and Roman literature, 

yet Fontane’s depiction suggests their disconnectedness. Unconcerned about the 

controversial engagement of Corinna to Leopold, and oblivious to the “starke 

Verstimmung” in his household, for example, Schmidt remains concerned primarily 

with theories about Agamemnon’s murder (JT 367).3 Yet Schmidt is aware on some 

level of the waning social influence of his identity construct. In an earlier scene of the 

novel, he waxed nostalgic in response to Jenny’s insinuation of Corinna’s modern 
                                                           
2 For general literary histories of these genres, particularly in their sociological dimension, see 
Deutsche Literaturgeschichte: Von den Anfängen bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Wolfgang Beutin et al, 4th ed. 
(Stuttgart: Metzler, 1992); and Jahrundertwende: Vom Naturalismus zum Expressionismus, 1880-
1918, ed. Frank Trommler (Reinbeck bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1993), vol. 8 of Deutsche Literatur: Eine 
Sozialgeschichte, ed. Horst Albert Glaser, 10 vols, 1980-1993.   
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spirit: “Das war anders, als wir jung waren, da lebte man noch in Phantasie und 

Dichtung …” (JT 277). Schmidt, like Thomas Mann, Rudolf Steiner and Max Weber, 

knew that traditional values could no longer negotiate the balance between the 

individual and the new socioeconomic order.   

The contrast in Fontane’s first chapter consequently reflects the social 

transformation that Mann, Steiner and Weber attempted to negotiate throughout their 

entire lives – a transformation from the traditional values of Bildung defining the 

society’s status markers to a new sociocultural paradigm, which assimilated the 

comportment of industrial capitalism to new utilitarian uses of art and aesthetics. As a 

result, such modern industrialist families like those of the fictional Jenny Treibel and 

the real Alfred Krupp attempted to co-opt those older values of self-formation into 

new forms compatible with the necessary modes of behavior in a capitalistic society.   

At the same time, as we have seen, the veneer of Bildung remained firmly in 

place. Krupp used art as a way of representing his socioeconomic status and power in 

the community. Fontane’s Jenny Treibel also tries to assert an identity construct 

oriented around a cult of Bildung, which becomes fused with her financial status, her 

Besitz. This union produces what Fontane’s narrator describes as her Vornehmheit, a 

trait not to be established just through symbols of wealth: 

Nein, was ihr mehr als alles andere eine gewisse Vornehmheit lieh, war die 
sichere Ruhe, womit sie zwischen ihren Gästen thronte. Keine Spur von 
Aufregung gab sich zu erkennen, zu der allerdings auch keine Veranlassung 
vorlag. Sie wußte, was in einem reichen und auf Repräsentation gestellten 
Hause brauchbare Dienstleute bedeuten, und so wurde denn alles, was sich 
nach dieser Seite hin nur irgendwie bewährte, durch hohen Lohn und gute 
Behandlung festgehalten. (JT 289) 
 

Jenny has bought herself the cultivated home environment others had inherited. Yet 

the Professor describes her as sentimental, “aber doch immer unter Bevorzugung von 

                                                                                                                                                                      
3 Agamemnon, of course, is a major figure in the Greek mythological tales of Homer, Euripides, and 
Aeschylus. 
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Courmachen und Schlagsahne” (JT 278). This assessment marks the attitude of those 

old-school gebildete Bürger, who have proven incapable of ( or even unaware of the 

necessity of) reconstituting older traditional values under the new conventions of 

capitalist society – a cynicism which fails to translate for many gebildete Bürger into 

an effective means of adjusting to new identities and influence in the community. 

 Fontane marks this failure by depicting Professor Schmidt as governed by a 

self-styled “Selbstironie” (JT 340). This trait, as Lilo Grevel posits in “Frau Jenny 

Treibel: Zum Dilemma des Bürgertums in der Wilhelminischen Ära,” illustrates the 

conflict between these diverging values. Yet Grevel stops short of recognizing in 

Schmidt’s “Selbstironie,” his perceived diminishment of Bildung’s social influence. 

Grevel prefers to see this trait only as a means for Schmidt to tolerate and unite 

“fremde, ja sich eigentlich ausschließende oder widerstrebende Motive und 

Gegenstände” (197). This assessment is perhaps warranted on a strictly psychological 

plane; yet Schmidt, like Max Weber, stresses the forlorn status of science’s older 

forms: “Es ist vorbei mit den alten Formen, und auch unsere  

Wissenschaftlichkeit wird davon keine Ausnahme machen” (JT 328). The forms, as 

we have seen, were for Schmidt, Weber and others were directly linked with the 

diminishing influences of the Bildungsideal – a transformation that created an identity 

conflict for the young and rising generations as they attempted to negotiate their 

places after the passing of Wilhelminian Germany.          

Parallel to Mann’s depictions of Hanno Buddenbrook and the Medici sons, 

Giovanni and Piero, and to Weber’s concern for the role of science in politics, 

Fontane too plays out the confrontation of old and new values in the inheritors of this 

generation. Corinna, brought up in the now stifling confines of a gebildete 

Household, rejects the inferiority of former symbols of Bildung and any link to the 

past:  

 … aber wenn ich bei Papa die dicken Bücher abstäube, drin niemand 
hineinsieht, auch er selber nicht, und wenn dann die Schmolke sich abends auf 
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mein Bett setzt und mir von ihrem verstorbenem Manne, dem Schutzmann, 
erzählt, […] in solchem Augenblicke wird mir immer ganz sonderbar zumut 
… (JT 320) 
 

Here Corinna rejects explicitly her father’s “self-formed” identity, but also implicitly 

expresses her wish to break with the past through her disgust with the nostalgic 

recollections of the Schmidt’s housekeeper, Frau Schmolke. She embraces instead the 

modern utilitarian mode of industrial capitalism, as her cousin Marcell, a young 

academic and participant in the “Abend,” charges her. She is selfishly attempting to 

attract Leopold Treibel, Jenny’s son, for marriage:  

Aber ein Hang nach Wohlleben, der jetzt alle Welt beherrscht, hat mich auch 
in der Gewalt, ganz so wie alle anderen, und so lächerlich und verächtlich es 
in deinem Oberlehrers-Ohre klingen mag, ich halt es mehr mit Bonwitt und 
Littauer als mit einer kleinen Schneiderin, die schon um acht Uhr früh kommt 
und eine merkwürdige Hof- und Hinterstubenatmosphäre mit ins Haus bringt 
… (JT 319)4 
 

Reinforcing her rejection of the Bildungsideal (“Oberlehrers-Ohre”), Corinna openly 

admits her embrace of modern capitalism’s new benchmark: consumption as a marker 

of distinction. This marker has become closely linked in the Berlin community with 

the financial means to purchase clothing from Bonwitt and Littauer. Not that outward 

appearance was irrelevant to a traditional Bildungsbürger; in fact the opposite is true. 

Yet the link between a self-formed identity, outward appearance and status in the 

community no longer carries weight for Corinna Schmidt - she espouses the objects 

of Besitz, but rejects their link with Bildung, which Jenny still held to, and denies 

service to the community.   

In this regard, Fontane links Leopold Treibel to Corinna’s modern utilitarian 

self-interest in a particularly damaging vision of Germany’s future. The younger of 

two brothers, Leopold works in his elder brother’s business and still lives at home. 
                                                           
4 According to the glossary, Bonwitt und Littauer is a “vornehmes Berliner Damenkonfektionshaus, 
das die Mode bestimmte” (JT 540). 
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Described as physically inferior, foreshadowing Mann’s fictional decadents, Leopold 

is rejected by the military “wegen zu flacher Brust, […], was die ganze Familie 

schwer gekränkt hatte” (JT 359). Leopold is an empty shell of a man, unable to affect 

his future path either in marriage or career: 

Bevormundung, wohin ich sehe, schlimmer als ob ich gestern meinen 
Einsegnungstag gehabt hätte. Helene weiß alles besser, Otto weiß alles besser, 
und nun gar erst die Mama. Sic möchte mir am liebsten vorschreiben, ob ich 
einen blauen oder grünen Schlips und einen graden oder schrägen Scheitel 
tragen soll. Aber ich will mich nicht ärgern. (JT 364) 
 

Here Leopold attests to his weak status, yet at the same time confirms his inability or 

even lack of desire to eradicate his “Bevormundung,” his state of dependency, and 

establish his own agency. Leopold has Besitz, which Corinna desires, but he cannot 

translate it into a positive identity construct to affect the community or his personal 

status – the same fate that Thomas Mann’s Hanno Buddenbrook, Tonio Kröger and 

Gustav von Aschenbach attempted to overcome. 

Fontane rounds off this image of futility in the new generation with his 

portrayal of Marcel, the young academic, who wishes Corinna to become his future 

bride. Sensing Corinna’s motives to marry Leopold, he too can only argue indirectly 

about the incongruousness of such a match: “du wirst dich doch, wegen solches 

Bettels von Mammon, nicht einem unbedeutenden Menschen an den Hals werfen 

wollen” (JT 319). Unable to enunciate his own desire for Corinna openly, he demeans 

the competition instead, suggesting his own lack of positive agency, his inability to 

affirm his own chosen identity (and its Bildung) as worthwhile. As a result, Marcel, 

the rising academic and youngest member of the “Abend,” can only express his desire 

through complaints to Corinna’s father about his dwindling prospects: “Eine 

lichterlohe Leidenschaft kann ich in ihr nicht entzünden. Vielleicht ist sie solcher 

Leidenschaft nicht einmal fähig; aber wenn auch, wie soll ein Vetter seine Cousine 

zur Leidenschaft anstacheln? Das kommt gar nicht vor” (JT 341). Like Leopold, 



 

 300

Marcel cannot “imagine” an effective means to establish agency for his personal 

desires. Neither pole, Besitz oder Bildung, exhibits leadership, in Fontane’s depiction.       

Both Leopold and Marcell nominally possess the exterior means to define 

their identity constructs and affect their communities – Leopold through Besitz and 

Marcell through Bildung. Yet these assets have in both cases become detached from 

those sources of achieving a successful identity construct and leave both men lacking 

in substantive means to affect the path of their lives in the community. 

In a unique way, then, Fontane’s Jenny Treibel exposes very early the 

conflicts, which Thomas Mann, Rudolf Steiner, and Max Weber confronted in their 

own identity constructs. Moreover, the character portrayals in the novel (Schmidt and 

his academic friends) exhibit the Mandarin mentality that Weber was so keen to 

combat as well as the ineffective, decadent sons of distinguished families that Mann 

repeatedly portrayed. Yet in none of these cases did an effective means of 

reestablishing an older identity construct in new forms materialize – Fontane attests 

that too many German intellectuals prior to and during Weimar proved incapable of 

redefining their older values into modern forms to reinvigorate themselves as a 

positive force in the community. 

As we have seen this ineptitude finds no better example than Rudolf Steiner, a 

man certainly well-meaning, with impeccable humanistic intent, but unable to 

overcome his own naïve devotion to German Idealism. His religious aesthetics 

exemplify best of all perhaps the inability of German intellectuals at the beginning of 

the twentieth century to rejuvenate their spiritual identity and at the same time to 

transform older values into effective community action – a weakness that Hermann 

Hesse brilliantly depicts in Das Glasperlenspiel (1943).  

In 1938, as the fire and shattered glass of the Kristallnacht spread terror 

throughout the land, Hermann Hesse was in the midst of writing Das 
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Glasperlenspiel.5 This novel, another in a long line of German Bildungsromane, 

juxtaposes the isolated utopic state of self-formed individuals at the fictional 

monastery Castalia (embodied in the disciple and future master, Josef Knecht) and the 

socioeconomic struggles of the real world (Plinio Designori). 

Many critics of Hesse’s novel have often viewed Castalia as an idealistic 

utopia of peace (Faesi, Norton), while others have been more quick to point out the 

draconian atmosphere of this intellectual monastery (Humm).6 In a much more 

balanced view, Osman Durrani, in “Hermann Hesse’s Castalia: Republic of Scholars 

or Police State,” posits that:  

By showing us a Castalia not merely shot through with human fallibility, but 
embodying a veritable blueprint for the police state, Hesse has created a world 
of Kleistian ambivalence in which the sublime and the heinous are so closely 
interlinked as to be inseparable … (668) 
 

Durrani convincingly argues for Castalia as a symbol of Fascism and Communism 

and emphasizes the human paradox that our intellectuality and sociality are 

fundamentally irreconcilable. Yet I believe that such a paradox can also be traced in 

the specific German context to the Bildungsideal as a worn-out and ineffective 

identity construct, particularly after World War I, a perspective on Hesse’s Das 

Glasperlenspiel that Durrani does not pursue. The traditions of Bildung among 

German intellectuals, here manifested in the glass bead game, I believe, is directly 

depicted as a cause of their inability to affect the community under new economic, 

social and political realities.  

Nonetheless, this intellectual game still constitutes in its own way a 

community, an intellectual aristocracy, based on the special knowledge and training 

                                                           
5 Hesse worked on the novel for a period of eleven years. Parts of the novel were published from 1934 
– 1942, with the final version in 1943.  
6 Faesi’s and Humm’s essays can be found in Materialien zu Hermann Hesse, Das Glasperlenspiel, 
Band II: Texte über das Glasperlenspiel, ed. Volker Michels (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp, 1973/74); also see 
Roger C. Norton, Hermann Hesse’s Futuristic Idealism: The Glass Bead Game and its Predecessors 
(Bern: Herbert Lang, 1973).  
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of its players. At the same time, however, Das Glasperlenspiel is a game, as the 

narrator describes in the Einleitung, in which: 

Diese Regeln, die Zeichensprache und Grammatik des Spieles, stellen eine Art 
von hochentwickelter Geheimsprache dar, an welcher mehrere 
Wissenschaften und Künste, namentlich aber die Mathematik und die Musik 
(beziehungsweise Musikwissenschaft) teilhaben und welche die Inhalte und 
Ergebnisse nahezu aller Wissenschaften auszudrücken und zueinander in 
Beziehung zu setzen imstande ist. Das Glasperlenspiel ist also ein Spiel mit 
sämtlichen Inhalten und Werten unsrer Kultur, es spielt mit ihnen, wie etwa in 
den Blütezeiten der Künste ein Maler mit den Farben seiner Palette gespielt 
haben mag. (GP 15)7 
 

This description exhausts for the most part the knowledge made available to the 

reader as to how the game might be played, but in these few sentences Hesse implants 

a wealth of information about its players.  

The game’s rules and grammar create a secret language, reminding us of the 

German intellectual’s nineteenth century love affair with Ancient Greek, available 

obviously only to those who have mastered it. Thus Hesse has created a game in an 

isolated setting, in which only special individuals, an elite class of educated citizens, 

can participate and achieve status in this particular community. Moreover, this game 

and its subject matter reflect the very kinds of knowledge pursued by those self-

formed citizens, Bildungsbürger, throughout the nineteenth century and into the 

twentieth – yet now redirected, just as Rudolf Steiner proposed, with the 

incorporation of Eastern religion. They are not just players, but are espousing a 

vocation.  

Hesse, as the above description suggests, has also created a world in which 

science and art are united spiritually, and represents at the same time the substance 

(Inhalten) of “our culture.” The players of this intellectual game literally “play” with 

the contents (Inhalte) and values (Werte) of their culture, suggesting a status of 
                                                           
7 I am quoting from Das Glasperlenspiel (Frankfurt: Suhrkamp Verlag, 1988), which will be cited in 
the text as GP, followed by a page number. 
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superiority. In a parallel sense then, the members of Castalia represent the self-formed 

citizens of the German Bildungsideal – they are educated, and more importantly, 

maintain the link between art and science, the aesthetic and the pragmatic, just as 

Rudolf Steiner had done – yet they are totally disconnected from the outside world. 

The novel depicts the life of Josef Knecht, his childhood education, his 

acceptance to Castalia, his rise to stardom there as a Glasperlenspieler, and 

eventually his promotion to master player. Knecht leads a life of personal success and 

fulfillment, yet despite the reclusiveness of the monastery and his own personal 

advancement, he is forced to confront the real world. Hesse opens up this 

juxtaposition between this “utopia” and the real world of Weber’s “colliding values” 

by allowing the participation of outsiders in special summer instruction for the glass 

bead game. Such novices are allowed brief stays during the summer, if they qualify, 

to take a course in which they can hone their playing skills at this intellectual 

paradise. 

One of these novices, Plinio Designori, an antagonist to Knecht in their 

youthful encounters who eventually becomes a close friend, bluntly challenges the 

fruitfulness of such intellectual games: 

das Glasperlenspiel sei ein Rückfall in die feuilletonistische Epoche, ein 
bloßes verantwortungsloses Spielen mit den Buchstaben, in welche wir die 
Sprachen der verschiedenen Künste und Wissenschaften aufgelöst hätten; es 
bestehe aus lauter Assoziationen und spiele mit lauter Analogien. Oder: 
beweisend für den Unwert unsrer ganzen geistigen Bildung und Haltung sei 
unsre resignierte Unfruchtbarkeit. (GP 102-3) 
 

Thus Designori, an outsider, the “welt- und redegewandten Plinio,” with access to the 

internal sphere of Castalia, is a participant who can expose the self-indulgence of the 

game (GP 106). Yet, more importantly for Knecht, Plinio forms the bridge to the 

outside world, a world that would become increasingly fascinating and alluring. 

Knecht sees in Plinio the link to a world of action and: 
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…jene sogenannte ‘reale’ Welt, in der es zärtliche Mütter und Kinder, 
Hungernde und Armenhäuser, Zeitungen und Wahlkämpfe gab, jene primitive 
und zugleich raffinierte Welt, in welche Plinio zu allen Fereinzeiten 
zurückkehrte, um Eltern und Geschwister zu besuchen, Mädchen den Hof zu 
machen, Arbeiterversammlungen beizuwohnen oder Gast in vornehmen Klubs 
zu sein, während Knecht in Kastalien blieb, mit Kameraden wanderte und 
schwamm, Frobergersche Ricercari übte oder Hegel las. (GP 106) 
 

Here, not only does Knecht reveal his fascination with the “real” world, but links its 

allure with the unengaged contact to members of his own intellectual caste and the 

tedious reading of philosophical texts.  

This friendship between Knecht and Designori serves throughout the novel to 

repeatedly refocus the reader on the contrast between the esoteric world of these 

intellectual aristocrats and the real world of colliding values. Not only is this contrast 

significant in the abstract, but also for praxis. Designori also provides the outlet for 

Knecht to walk away from the isolated and unengaged utopia of Castalia:  

Daß ich vom Vorhandensein einer Welt außerhalb unsrer kleinen Provinz 
wußte, verdanke ich nicht meinen Studien,m in welchen diese Welt nur als 
ferne Vergangenheit vorkam, sondern zuerst meinem Mitschüler Designori, 
der ein Gast von draußen war, und später meinem Aufenthalt bei den 
Benediktinervätern und dem Pater Jakobus. Es war sehr wenig, was ich mit 
eignen Augen von der Welt gesehen habe, aber durch jenen Mann bekam ich 
eine Ahnung von dem, was man Geschichte nennt, und es mag sein, daß ich 
schon damit den Grund zu der Isolierung legte, in die ich nach meiner 
Rückkehr geriet. (GP 444) 
 

Here, Knecht is referring to his two-year mission to the Catholic monastery at 

Mariafels, in which he was to secure the relationship, if not support, of this traditional 

church organization. The reference to history is in this context significant because it 

links Castalia with isolation – the glass bead game involves a kind of esoteric 

historical knowledge (they do master games theory), but it is knowledge that remains 

unlinked to a community in the real world. The Castalian use of history fails to link 

the individual with the community, a precondition for historical understanding as 
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Droysen contends: “The individual is understood in the total, and the total from the 

individual” (History 122). At Castalia, the “Elite-Provinz,” this link is never made 

(GP 451). As a result historical understanding remains in its isolated state, 

disconnected from the larger totality or community outside the monastery’s walls. 

This realization on Knecht’s part reinforces the allure of the real world that Designori 

had ignited in his youth. 

Knecht indeed chooses to leave Castalia and make an attempt to engage 

himself in a useful task, no great undertaking, but nevertheless a significant attempt to 

reconnect knowledge with the real world. He is invited to become the personal tutor 

of Designori’s only son, Tito, and his controversial and unprecedented decision to 

leave Castalia seem to be a liberation:  

So hatte der Tag und die Welt ihn lange nicht mehr angeblickt, so 
unbeschwert, schön und unschuldig. Das Glück der Freiheit und 
Selbstbestimmung durchflutete ihn wie ein starker Trank; wie lange hatte er 
diese Empfindung, diese holde und entzückende Illusion nicht mehr verspürt! 
(GP 452) 
 

Knecht’s decision propels him into a euphoric state, the chance to reconnect his 

knowledge with the world, to relink Bildung with agency in the community, in 

whatever small way. Yet it is no accident that Hesse describes Knecht’s exuberance 

as an “entzückende Illusion,” a reference to the skills required to function effectively 

in the real world, which brings us to the final scene of the novel and Knecht’s death. 

Knecht’s drowning at the end of the novel shows that, despite his effort to contribute 

to the real world, this gebildete Bürger does not possess the real world savvy to 

survive. While Hesse offers no solutions, Knecht’s foolish diving act suggests that he 

is ill-equipped to cope with the real world, despite good intentions.  

Nevertheless, in Lacanian terms, this event symbolizes a potential 

rejuvenation through death, death to older values and traditions that can have 
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rejuvenating power. Tito, feeling in part guilty for the master’s death, symbolizes the 

potential renewal from that death: 

Und erst jetzt, wo kein Stolz, zu wahren und kein Widerstand mehr zu leisten 
war, spürte er im Weh seines erschrockenen Herzens, wie lieb er diesen Mann 
schon gehabt hatte. Und indem er sich, trotz allen Einwänden, an des Meisters 
Tode mitschuldig fühlte, überkam ihn mit heiligem Schauer die Ahnung, daß 
diese Schuld ihn selbst und sein Leben umgestalten und viel Größeres von 
ihm fordern werde, als er bisher je von sich verlangt hatte. (GP 474) 
 

Thus Hesse’s portrayal of death is linked to the potential of future generations to learn 

from passing masters and embrace the responsibility that the times demanded. 

 Georg Erhart’s assessment of the final death scene confirms this view: “Wo 

dieses Mitgehen nun gar zum Opfertode wird, da erweckt er das Gefühl der Mitschuld 

und entbindet in jedem Empfänglichen den Drang zur Entsühnung – damit aber auch 

die schöpferischen Kräfte” (123). Erhart further reminds us of Goethe’s famous lines, 

“Stirb und Werde,”8 whereby Josef Knecht’s death makes possible Tito Designori’s 

renewed agency in the community. In other words, death to older forms of Bildung 

open up new possibilities of “becoming.” 

In this positive light, Reso Karalaschwili, in an analysis of the symbolic 

motifs of the final scene, argues that: “Wir haben es nicht mit einem gewöhnlichen 

empirischen Ereignis zu tun, sondern mit einem Mysterium, dessen magischer Inhalt 

sich nur innerhalb der gesamten Symbolik und der der Ideogramme enthüllt” (225). 

Yet Karalaschwili fails to link Knecht’s death with the worn-out values of an 

intellectual class striving to rejuvenate itself. Yet, I believe, rejuvenation, as portrayed 

by Hesse in Das Glasperlenspiel, is directly linked to the death of Bildung as it had 

passed down through the nineteenth century.  

Hesse, who spent a significant amount of time at the sheltered environment of 

Ascona and sought emotional refuge in Eastern religious thought, condemns in this 

                                                           
8 This phrase is from Goethe’s famous poem “Selige Sehnsucht,” from the West-östlicher Divan.  
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novel the Bildungsideal’s inadequacy to supply the means for effective sociopolitical 

influence in the community, which had dire consequences for the German Nation. 

This was a lesson that Weber and Steiner never had to directly confront, and which 

Mann failed to confront until it was too late.9   

These two examples, Fontane and Hesse, act almost as bookends for the era I 

have discussed in this project – they are part of what I have described as a wide 

attempt to salvage the values of the Protestant Reformation’s social order and the 

Bildungsideal, in place since Weimar Classicism and Goethe. This continuity is 

significant, I believe, because it shows a general awareness of two competing 

bourgeoisies in Germany, not simply the failure of a single class.  

On the one hand, there arose a large group of bourgeois devoted to their own 

self-interest, partially camouflaged as devotion to the nation and to its unique cultural 

knowledge, and another bourgeoisie, an intellectual one, an intelligentia that placed 

high culture on a pedestal above everyday man. This group, which made up a 

significant portion of Germany’s finest minds, gradually became detached from the 

community. This  meant that education as they had learned and practiced was no 

longer directly linked to the social values of industrialized Germany and empirical 

science. Where the mandarins had formerly been purveyors of ethics for the 

community, they had become devoid of such influence and were at best keepers of 

the status quo or useful tools in a nation now championed and led by the concerns of 

the military-industrial complex. As a result, many intellectuals, as we have seen, 

became greatly distressed and in turn, devoted to redefining their Berufung or calling 

in the community. 

Such attempts, as Weimar came into being and Hitler began his rise to power, 

have often been incorrectly labeled as conservatism, particularly in the case of 

                                                           
9 On Ascona see the aforementioned book by Martin Green, Mountain of Truth; The Counterculture 
Begins, Ascona, 1900-1920 (Hanover: University Press of New England, 1986). Weber died in 1920; 
Steiner died in 1925. Thomas Mann is the only one of the case studies, who actually lived to witness 
National Socialism.  
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Thomas Mann and Max Weber. Yet, I believe, that these intellectuals and their work 

cannot be justifiably labeled solely as conservative, but instead as representing an 

attempt to identify Germany with social values beyond utilitarianism. 

In consequence, the results I have outlined in a certain sense also call for a 

reevaluation of Weimar culture and specifically of many intellectuals and artists who 

contributed to it. The frequent assertion of a strict division between Denker und 

Dichter, “free of politics, and the lower realm of human affairs, sordid with practical 

matters and compromises” (Gay 72), fails to tell the whole story of how Germany’s 

unique mandarin class interacted with practical exigencies. Many intellectuals, as my 

case studies of Mann, Steiner and Weber have shown, were indeed devoted to what 

Peter Gay calls the “higher real of self-perfection, Bildung” (72). Yet this assessment 

obfuscates the underlying criticism of modernity in their work, which led to their 

attempt to redefine and hence reconstitute the Bildungsideal despite any shortcomings 

or failures which it shown it its initial reactions to the faces of Germany’s 

modernization. As a result, subsequent intellectuals’ work leading up to and during 

Weimar warrants a reassessment for its claims to cultural impact and engagement - 

many facets of intellectual life in Germany, from sociology to religion and art, need 

to be reevaluated as attempts to reconstitute specific forms of intellectual engagement 

during the era. For example, Ferdinand Tönnies classic Gemeinschaft und 

Gesellschaft (1887), the Georgekreis, and Martin Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit (1927), 

are works or movements that – if one pursues the link between intellectual insight and 

sociocultural agency as manifested in an identity construct - could provide new 

perspectives on intellectual life in pre-Nazi Germany. In other words, by focussing on 

intellectual pursuits as the grounds for constituting individual identity and 

communitarian impetuses within the confines of a dramatically changing symbolic 

order, we can perhaps attain new perspectives on the failure of German intellectuals 

to preserve democracy in Weimar and resist the horrific evil of Fascism.           
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