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INTRODUCTION

George Mosse and Political Symbolism
Seymour Drescher, David Sabean, and Allan Sharlin

Usually people have false rather than true consciousness . . . .
(Mosse, in Nazism, p. 117)

How can a good man survive in an evil world? Machiavelli’s question
runs throughout George Mosse’s teaching and writing.! This eternal hu-
man problem acquires new urgency through the twentieth-century experi-
ence of mass murder and the final solution. As a refugee from Nazi Ger-
many, George Mosse emphatically rejects inner migration. Mosse takes up
the issue of survival in the context of religious and ideological commit-
ment. His special concern lies with how such commitments engage reality
where the fight for an alternative reality is most intense.

How are the urgent demands of religious and political idealism adjusted
to the exigencies of everyday life? Mosse first examined this problem in his
study of seventeenth-century Puritan casuistry, and its conclusions bear a
strong resemblance to his judgment of left-wing intellectuals in the Wei-
mar Republic.? In The Holy Pretence Mosse suggests that Christianity re-
quires continual reformulation in its relationship to everyday human af-
fairs, for there is an unresolved contradiction in the need to live in this
world while striving for the next. To sustain both virtue and physical sur-
vival demands a balancing of the practical logic of action with a capacity
for judging action on the basis of absolute values — in Biblical terms, “the
endeavor to combine the Serpent and the Dove does not imply hypocrisy.”

From a similar perspective, Mosse later criticizes Weimar left-wing in-
tellectuals for their inability to descend from the level of absolutes to the
practical theater of everyday political life. “These men were not content to
build bridges from the present to thefuture, but rather sought to bypass
such dreary work and leap across the stormy river.”* The critique of the
Weimar intellectuals lies in their failure to develop a twentieth-century ca-
suistry. In their idealism and concernto seek “salvation” through the pu-
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rity of their values, they were unable to find a spring for action to deal with
a world that would not bend to their own vision. Unable to act in a manner
called for by the moment:

German left-wing intellectuals removed themselves ever further from the
realities of their times. The result was a Marxist impulse translated into the
realm of idealism, a “Marxism of the heart” rather than one based on the ra-
tional analysis of existing facts . . . . The German case is especially tragic be-
cause there a Republic had to be saved and a growing menace from the right
had to be countered . . . . In condemning compromise, existing politics, and
the exploitation of realistic possibilities, the left-wing intellectuals put for-
ward a vision of society that seemed incapable of realization.’

While maintaining his basic question of the survival of good men,
Mosse, in shifting his focus from the early modern to the modern period in
European history, has given the old question a new and pressing formula-
tion. How is it that evil has triumphed? How is it that masses of men and
women could cooperate in the extermination of a people? And, more spe-
cifically, how did the Holocaust come to pass? While his earlier focus al-
lowed Mosse to examine how Puritan divines accommodated to the world,
this new interest has drawn from Mosse a series of studies on facism, na-
tionalism, and racism involving secular nationalists, utopians, scientists,
racialists, and socialists. In shifting from the early modern era, Mosse has
also moved from the study of Christians to Jewish idealists, be they Zion-
ists, liberals, or left-wing intellectuals. The subject is a tragedy of almost
incomprehensible proportions, and Mosse attempts to dig deeply into the
cultural and institutional roots of the story.

In doing so he forsakes the path of traditional intellectual history. Mosse
emphasizes that nineteenth-century democratization and industrialization
imposed a new form of politics, characterized by mass movements and
mass agitation. This “seemed to transform the political process itself into a
drama which further diminished the individual whose conscious actions
might change the course of his own destiny.”* Where liberal and socialist
historians have often attempted to place mass antidemocratic ideologies
within a spectrum derived from the nineteenth-century classical period of
formation, Mosse attempts to understand the new politics on its own terms.
Building on his earlier insights into the baroque, Mosse’s conception of po-
litical symbolism assumes central analytical importance. How are ideas
comprehended, shaped, and applied by the masses? Here Mosse perceives
that ideas do not take form through formal, rational analyses but through
experimentation in the popular arena. Symbols are the means through
which political movements develop and ideas are given concrete form.
Therefore, his analysis of the impact of the baroque continues to be analyt-
ically relevant to a more secularized era. The religious forms that defined
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how people perceived their world retained an analogous function when
transposed into the institutionally-autonomous world of modern politics. In
Mosse’s:perspective the masses were drawn into the political arena not only
through-the political organizations that fostered and developed these sym-
bols, but at least as much through a wide range of cultural creations: festi-
vals, myths, monuments, art, novels, music, and theater.

To understand this approach to political symbolism, it is useful to begin
with Mosse’s understanding of politics. Politics is more than the formal po-
litical process. It is even more than behavior of men in institutions indi-
rectly related to the state, in cultural, economic, and military organiza-
tions. In everyday life, all human interaction is thoroughly permeated with
political implication.” Methodologically, this view makes Mosse skeptical
of analyses of political action that content themselves with the in-and-out
trays of a foreign ministry or statistical studies of parliamentary and elec-
tion votes.® Morally, just as Christianity views sin as composed of acts of
omission as well as of commission, so it is impossible to be unpolitical. Each
person is answerable for the political effects of his/her actions, whether
participating directly in the formal polity or attempting to ignore or flee
such involvement. Mosse dismisses as self-delusion the ideological cocoon
which many a Bildungsbiirger constructed to wait out the future, while
avoiding contact with the perpetual dirty, compromising, often humiliating
business of politics. His powerful pedagogical talent barely conceals a fun-
damental moral indignation against the aspiration to the apolitical®

With this definition of politics, what is the role of symbols? They shape
political discourse, and political struggle is partly a struggle to control such
discourse." The relative success of political contenders in determining the
shape and character of the terms of debate has decisive implications for
their ability to gain authority or obedience. Those who can find no way of
entering into the discourse are squeezed to the periphery and excluded
from direct political influence. Mosse is concerned with who most success-
fully captured a group or a society’s central symbols or found a way to be
most closely identified with them. The value of Mosse’s approaches to Eu-
ropean racism, German Volk ideas, and national identity lies in denoting
the groups which captured or successfully institutionalized the symbolic
linkages through which debate took place. People fit themselves to words
as much as they bend them to their own purposes. Mosse identifies unspo-
ken assumptions, unavoidable terms, and above all, the limits that specific
rhetoric, myths, and symbols came to place on the thought and action of
audience and speaker. In his analysis of the struggle between ideologies
Mosse objects to the notion of propaganda as misleading. Leaders do not
simply manipulate their followers. They are successful in capturing sym-
bolic assent and compliance.'! People require symbols because they objec-
tify myths and thereby offer participation, identity, and salvation.
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The Nazi road to victory was already paved from the fact that anti-
Semitism was part of a symbolic discourse that permeated all social and
political questions of the time. The Nazis vied for power using an idiom
they only ultimately epitomized. The success of National Socialism cannot
be separated from the fact that, despite the socialist and revolutionary
Strasser wing, the party under Hitler was deeply attached to the symbols
of a middle class desperate to ensure its collective survival in a hierarchic
society. Such a movement could promise to overcome alienation on the
level to which the ideology had shifted the question: the aesthetic and the
affective. For a community that perceived itself on the verge of disintegra-
tion, folk and racial ideas held out the promise of a radical reversal, con-
verting a potential social disaster into an aesthetic and emotional revolu-
tion against cultural and social outsiders. This diversion, in turn, rested on
prior achievements. The educational system, the student and middle-class
movements of imperial Germany had already institutionalized the cultur-
ally exclusive assumptions of the nation’s problems. By 1933 Hitler was
supported by physical violence and naked state terror, but the long-run
symbolic repression of alternatives in reducing the potential for organized
protest and resistance should not be underestimated.

For Mosse, the peculiar characteristic of myths and symbols adopted by
large numbers of people in nineteenth- and twentieth-century Germany
lies in the very tenuity of contact with reality. An ideology only “vaguely
relevant to real problems ultimately became normative.”" The process is
partly explained by the fact that racism, Volk ideology, and fascism all up-
held bourgeois values of order, cleanliness, honesty, family life, and hard
work."” With an educational system upholding the same cultural linkage,
Bildung reinforced the nationalist nexus of racism and respectability. Just
as entrepreneurs of nationalism had appropriated the rituals of formal reli-
gion, so they appropriated a middle-class morality that was no longer con-
fined to one class. The “new” German man was the ideal bourgeois. '
Mosse expresses the effects of the connection thus: “Racism substituted
myth for reality; and the world it created with its stereotypes, virtues, and
vices, was a fairy-tale world, which dangled a utopia before the eyes of
those who longed for a way out of the confusion of modernity and the rush
of time.”"* Here in his subjects’ confusion of reality and myth, Mosse
sounds one of his enduring themes:

The pragmatism of daily politics [speaking of nationalism] lay within a cul-
tic framework and for most people was disguised by it. But “disguise” is per-
haps the wrong term in this context, for any disguise which utilized regular
liturgic and cultic forms becomes a “magic” believed by both leaders and
people, and it is the reality of this magic with which we are concerned.'

~ Introduction

Mosse does not separate objective reality and the way it is perceived into
two discrete analytic moments. Perception of a thing is as real as the thing
itself. In such-a process, myth; symbol, and value not only-give form to per-
ception; but become currency-in themselves and the political system
brought:into action to valorize the dream: for “‘many people . . . Hitler was
necessary in:order that the fairy tale could begin.”"

Culture is a fundamental rather than a derivative human activity and
like politics, entails continuous interaction.'® It is part of the human condi-
tion to think symbolically, although symbols can be simple or complex,
mundane or grandiose, relatively isolated or parts of more complex sys-
tems. Inherent in all symbols is a masking quality, which follows from the
fact that they impose form on their subjects. When it becomes a question
of socially imposed symbols, the discernible facts of authority and domina-
tion allow the historian to speak of “mystification.””" For his examples,
Mosse always returns to the seventeenth century: “The baroque is full of
myth, theater, and symbols which carry you away from the reality of this
world. But the very success of the Jesuits was that while carrying you away
from this world they really integrated you into their political system.”®

This suggests Mosse’s response to those who have taken him to task for
neglecting social and economic contexts. Mosse has always argued for the
autonomy of culture and myth but not in the sense that they are the result
of higher logical processes or an existential expression of human freedom.”
Rather, they cannot be considered as existing outside of economic and so-
cial contexts and indeed have no function outside of them. While Mosse
makes no determination of the desires and myths of people according to
their group or class position, no full analysis can be made without reference
to collective identity.” Mosse remarks that history is made by people with
false consciousness.” It is the definition of false and the paradoxes which
arise when one seeks to connect interest with ideas and actions, that he
takes as the probiem to be addressed. To analyze these interactions, Mosse
has described mediation as the most useful concept available to the histo-
rian.® Symbols, culture, myths, and ideas have to be examined in terms of
the complexity of interests and actions mediated through them. He tries to
show that the obsession of German anti-Semitism had little to do with Jews
themselves or with emancipation. Rather, through the symbol of the Jew,
middle-class alienation, fears of attacks on hierarchy, aesthetic values, and
unease with cities were causally linked.” The power of symbols cannot be
grasped through the logical categories of the conventional historian any
more than such categories can account for the effects of religious liturgy.*
Without proper understanding of mediation,-one fails to grasp that in polit-
ical discourse objective reality is filtered through myths, values, and
attitudes. ~
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In the understanding of symbols‘as giving or-imposing form in specific
historical situations Mosse is at his most penetrating. Here he counters
some recent anthropological thinking.” The latter undertakes the exposure
of meaning within symbols, by a kind of loose base/superstructure frame-
work which assumes that with enough understanding of social and
economic conditions, of psychological makeup, or of fundamental episte-
mological categories, the symbols can be explained. Mosse argues that
symbols are the meaning in themselves, that they order perceived reality,
have multiple dimensions, and mediate between subjects and between sub-
ject and object. Historical actors perceive their own interests in distorted
form. The very processes actors set in motion for their purposes rarely
function exactly as intended and do so under conditions that often mask
sources of tension from them. The only way to handle the problem is for
the historian to incorporate the dialectic into historical practice.®

Mosse’s assumptions as a working historian have to be brought together
from a number of scattered texts. Refusing to limit himself to the works of
great thinkers and seeking unusual sources for examining popular culture,
he has laid new ground in determining the role of ideas in history. His
method is neither easy to define nor to replicate. Myths and symbols have
neither the relative precision of market transactions for the economic his-
torian nor the boundedness of the complete works of systematic thinkers.
How is it possible to differentiate dominant political symbols from the
transient ideas of every crank? Mosse does this in two ways. First, being
oriented toward mass audiences, he seeks out authors who sold books in the
hundreds of thousands. These writers must have struck chords in popular
consciousness, For example, he explores the works of poular novelists Mar-
litt, Ganghofer, and May.” Second, he considers it important to trace from
diffuse exotic beginnings the subsequent development of symbols that
achieved institutional resolution. The most obscure writers can thus be
grist for Mosse’s sensitive reading. His works The Crisis of German Ideol-
ogy, The Nationalization of the Masses, and Toward the Final Solution
trace the development of Volk ideology, nationalism, and racism from repu-
table elite beginnings to their triumph under National Socialism. Because
Mosse relies on successful conclusions to determine his study of antece-
dents, he does not turn his attention to historical cases where racial sym-
bolism and aesthetic politics did not capture the forum from other tradi-
tional or modern political symbolic systems. He emphasizes that German
fascism was not typical of European fascism, but he has not developed that
approach in which a variety of possible outcomes are taken as the point of
departure.

While many intellectual historians are uneasy dealing with second-rate
scribblers and the outré, Mosse usually mines writers precisely for their
unstated assumptions and aesthetic predilections. Often stringing together
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a number of unobtrusive aspects of various writings, he offers his judgment
about who read them and how they were read. Methodologically, Mosse is
interested in the form of communication and the problem of reception.
Something of the “‘oral’” quality of his works originally delivered as lec-
tures, reverberates in his texts. He is at his best in “hearing” texts and
“seeing’” people in action. Because he approaches the subject matter
through the producers of cultural artifacts — be they authors, painters, ar-
chitects, orators, or promoters of popular festivals — Mosse often views
audiences as undifferentiated masses. Perhaps his most frequent differen-
tiation for German history is between workers and the bourgeoisie or mid-
dle class. He is sympathetic to class analysis, but his approach allows him
to make only relatively loose social distinctions.

Mosse has drawn two conclusions from his studies. He refuses to see his-
tory as the outcome of logical processes, and denies that historical events
can be grasped through the rational categories of traditionally practicing
historians.® Although he recognizes that bureaucratic organization made
the “final solution” possible, he is concerned to demonstrate the nonra-
tional substructure to all internally rationalized institutions — of science,
bureaucracy, and education.”® His aim is to highlight the extrinsic political
intentions which inform bureaucratic action or scientific curiosity. Such a
viewpoint leads Mosse, for example, to trace the complex interaction be-
tween the assumption of classical forms of beauty and such things as the
school curriculum, student rituals, and the scientific investigations of
linguists, historians, demographers, anthropologists, and biologists.”> He
refuses to separate the political from the religious, the scientific from the
aesthetic, and the bureaucratic from the mythological and symbolic.”

Fascist and National Socialist political thought cannot be judged in terms of
traditional political theory. It has little in common with rational, logically
constructed systems such as those of Hegel or Marx. This fact has bothered
many commentators who have looked at fascist political thought and con-
demned its vagueness and ambiguities. But the fascists themselves described
their political thought as an “attitude” rather than a system; it was, in fact, a
theology which provided the framework for national worship. As such, its
rites and liturgies were central, an integral part of a political theory which
was not dependent on the appeal of the written word. Nazi and other fascist
leaders stressed the spoken work, but even here, speeches fulfilled a liturgical
function rather than presenting a didactic exposition of the ideology. The
spoken work itself was integrated into the cultic rites, and what was actually
said was, in the end, of less importance than the setting and the rites which
surrounded such speeches.™

Scholarship is left with the task of attempting to determine the condi-
tions, whether cultural or social, which tend to foster or retard the mythi-
cal and the realistic in political discourse. All of Mosse’s historical analysis
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rests-on the assumption that it is easy; at least in practice; to draw a fairly
clear line between myth and reality in the reconstruction of the thought
and behavior of the past. To that extent, Mosse the historian of mystifica-
tion paradoxically draws on categories of the Western Enlightenment. This
humanistic or common-sense distinction between myth and reality is the
working assumption that enables him to distinguish between the myths he
is investigating and the story he is telling. For all his emphasis on the power
of myth and the human need to symbolize, Mosse stands unambiguously in
the demystifying and unmasking tradition.*

Inherent in such historical reasoning is a thoroughgoing political cri-
tique. Mosse has always considered the acts of writing and teaching to be
inherently political activities. Historians are always demythologizing or
mythologizing, masking or unmasking, demystifying or mystifying, but
never neutral, even if commitment to rational procedures hides this char-
acteristic of the activity from themselves.* Along with this kind of critical
work, Mosse has reflected on several of the important political traditions,
two of which can be mentioned here as examples.

Fundamental to historic forms of conservatism has been a distinction be-
tween culture and civilization, between, on the one hand, true feeling and
inward spirituality and on the other, what is considered artificial and ma-
terialistic. Transposed to the plane of a society or nation, the stress on cul-
ture, on the inward spirituality of a people, has tended to emphasize its
uniqueness and worked against reconciliation with other peoples.”¥ The no-
tions of true feeling and genuine character call for opposing symbols. In
the historic German case, this meant the Jew — to whom was imputed ma-
terialism, rationalism, and a fossilized religion.”® Mosse argues that:

German anti-semitism is a part of German intellectual history. It does not
stand ontside it. Above all, it became involved with the peculiar turn which
German thought took after the first decade of the nineteenth century. Ger-
man thought became at once provincial, in its search for roots, and idealistic
in its rejection of mere outward progress, in its belief in the irrationality of
culture, Here the Jew was the outsider, and if he could at times gatecrash by
assimilation in the nineteenth century, that did not fundamentally alter the
emerging image of the Jew. Culture was closed to him, for he lacked the nec-
essary spiritual foundations. This differentiation between culture and civili-
zation, still part of the intellectual equipment of many Germans, is one of the
clues to the Jewish tragedy of our times.*

In maintaining the distinction between culture and civilization, conser-
vatives played a central role in reinforcing and transmitting the symbolic
structure of hostility and nonreconciliation.®

Those who advocated a return to Culture, who embraced a “German revolu-
tion” . . . were men and women who wanted to maintain their property and
their superior status over the working classes. The notion of a genuine social
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fevolution was anathema to these people, yet they were profoundly dissatis-
fied with-their world, The tension:between their desire to preserve their sta-
tus and their equally fervent desire to radically alter society was resolved by
the appeal to a spiritual reyolution which would revitalize the nation without
revolutionizing its structure.

While reticent about expressing his own values in his texts, Mosse’s own
sympathies apparently lie with the liberalism of the Enlightenment and
humanistic socialism. Mosse tries to rescue the humanistic core of all
movements while recognizing their historical flaws. Fundamental to tradi-
tional liberalism is the belief in the efficacy of various modernizing institu-
tions such as education and parliamentary democracy which should serve
as the necessary agents for the enlightenment of the population. In his
analysis of educational institutions in Germany, Mosse argued that irra-
tional, antidemocratic values penetrated to the very core of educational in-
stitutions.*' As for parliamentary democracy, Mosse expresses fears for its
survival in major crises because of its inability to “integrate aesthetic, po-
litical, economic, and social desires.”** By lumping all its enemies together
under such rubrics as “totalitarianism,” liberalism has waged war against
other humanistic alternatives.® While very insistent on distinctions be-
tween Stalinism and fascism, his critique of the political failure of liberal-
ism during the Weimar Republic applies equally well to social democracy
and communism. Perhaps he offers the same insights to both humanistic
liberalism and humanistic socialism. Mass movements have dominated the
modern era, a fact with which we must all live. His task, as he sees it, has
been to analyze these movements at their most extreme,

in order to produce a confrontation between men and masses. It is the task of
the historian to destroy old myths in order to encourage new confrontations
with reality. History, after all is a process which contains within it possibili-
ties for both good and evil. That the history with which we are concerned saw
the victory of evil over the good does not mean that mankind is unable to
shed the sea of pain which radical nationalism has caused. To plumb the
depth of evil might strengthen the forces of good, to fill man’s consciousness
with the need to transform consciousness into a humanistic nationalism. If
such hope did not exist there would be no sense in the unpleasant task of
chronicling the illusions of domination which follow, even if this book also
contains men and women devoted to human creativity and liberty, those who
refused to follow false gods.*

The essays in this volume deal with many of the themes which have been
considered by Mosse and in some respects also break new ground. Most of
them deal with the mediation of social and political power through sym-
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bolic representation. One aspect of this mediation is found in the central
characteristic of symbols. The components of discourse itself are part of
the projection of groups or classes. We must distinguish between the object
of discourse, which may appear to be subject to logical analysis and dispas-
sionate debate, and the vehicle of that discourse. While the intent of partic-
ipants in a particular exchange may be directed toward a specific issue or
set of issues, the effect of the debate itself might also be to maintain their
own positions as leaders on public issues in general. The effect might also
be to support a conception of group identity and that group’s proper place
in the hierarchy of power.

This is one of the implications of Soloway’s essay on the eugenics move-
ment in England. In addition to its ostensible purpose of dealing with a dy-
namics of demography, the vocabulary of the movement reinforced a spe-
cific picture of the working class and justified a specific strategy of domi-
nation by its superiors. The movement’s chosen values of rationality and
science were those of professionals — professors, doctors, scientists, and
administrators. Its mode of discourse, like similar movements of the time,
was an attack on ascriptive power and inherited wealth in favor of the es-
tablishment of social domination through the extension of bureaucratic
norms. One fails to grasp the social character of the movement if its signifi-
cance is evaluated by either the relative success of its stated goals or the
empirical validity of the arguments it presented. The importance of the
movement in terms of political symbolism is related to the experience
professionals underwent in their daily thinking, writing, and debating, so-
lidifying and increasing their claims in the shifting patterns of domination
and subordination.

In a more general way, Nye attacks the same problem in his approach to
the concept of “degeneration” in late-nineteenth-century France. He
shows how the medical model of physical decline became widely embedded
in cultural and political discourse. Here the binary opposition normal/ab-
normal gave one group of professionals the crucial power of definition in
the conceptualization of social crises. Nye argues that medical vocabulary
saturated the “‘consensual norms, prejudices, and salient anxieties’ of
French society. They also mediated the social and political power not only
of doctors but bureaucrats, criminologists, public hygienists, social theor-
ists, and polemicists. Rabinbach, dealing with metaphors of energy and fa-
tigue in the late nineteenth century, provides a more diffuse approach to
the problem of modes of maneuvering for social domination expressed in
categories of will, discipline, control, and character — the primary values
and symbols of the period. “Energy” and “exhaustion” were symbols de-
riving their mythological force from scientific discourse. Such symbols
were expressive of widespread anxiety about the problem of maintaining
social order and expanded through the supposed threat of degeneration of
physical and intellectual power.

~ Introduction 11

A second aspectto-the 'mediation of social power through symbols,
namely that of niystification or masking; is also taken up in these essays.
The distribution of social power,; the many facets of domination, and the
arbitrariness of rules are only partly apparent to the actors. They are expe-
rienced existentially only through the forms which make domination possi-
ble by offering seemingly autonomous rules of behavior. Part of the analyt-
ical problem is to grasp how what might appear to be a single symbol
means different things in different contexts, while maintaining a social
continuity of meaning. Keck deals with a transformation of culture, exam-
ining academics in Germany prior to World War 1. He discusses the fate of
the Marburg Kantians who tried to exercise influence on the ideology of
German social democracy, showing how the war experience forced them to
make explicit loyalties that their situation had allowed to remain equivo-
cal. These thinkers used the notion of culture as a way of summing up a
number of aspects which they never consciously expressed. It was a symbol
by which the French could be criticized as mediocre and the English as
constantly in utilitarian motion, rewarding only the “productive.” They de-
fended a society in which their skills of formal analysis were valued to-
gether with other forms of ‘“unproductive” production, a symbolic
“package” that ensured a crucial role for the university professor of moral
philosophy and the gymnasium teacher. In their campaign to get social
democracy to accept their symbol, the categorical imperative, as the fun-
damental value of the movement, they sought to ascribe a central role to
their own expertise as intellectuals.

The problem of symbols as mediating social power involves an analysis
of reception. There is a gulf between the producer and the user of the prod-
uct; reading and hearing involve active processing as much as speaking and
writing do; and there is a constant exchange between political discourse
and everyday life. This implies the need for a multilayered analysis of mass
communication. Kelly's assessment of Darwinism and the German work-
ing class in the late nineteenth century takes up the nature of workers’ re-
ception of Darwinian ideas in favor of those of Marx. Marxism was re-
ceived as a kind of Darwinian monism, providing workers with their own
religious alternative to the established churches. This may account for the
fact that while party leaders were ambivalent, they encouraged workers to
read Darwinian tracts. The workers would be divorced from traditional
power bases and institutional religion. From the leaders’ viewpoint, an al-
ternative, secular religion might also have provided a necessary discipline
-— a not too revolutionary proletariat — whereby the vanguard was to lead
rather than follow. Yet one is left with the suspicion that in allowing Dar-
win to stand beside Marx it was the leaders who were following in the pro-
cess of mass communication.
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Other contributors offer reflections on the problem of reception.
Koenigsbergertakes up the problem of the substitution of scientific ideol-
ogy for that of the church during the three centuries after the Renaissance.
Noting that intellectuals were socially conservative, he argues that they
made no direct attack on the church. If anything, they were in favor of or-
der. Yet the development of an autonomous area of knowledge, of dis-
course not dominated by revelation, the creation of two cultures (one of sci-
ence and rationality and the other a “popular” culture) are parallel to the
growth of national bureaucracies, with their dependent educational institu-
tions and new leadership criteria organized around the increasingly techni-
cal discussion of public policy.

A number of essays in this volume offer a further perspective on media-
tion, concentrating on the generation and use of symbols in everyday politi-
cal debate. Looking at discourse in practice, the problem is to discover how
ideological structures, myths, and symbols contain, transmit, and alter val-
ues and relationships. Scott, in her perceptive analysis of popular theater in
late-nineteenth-century France, shows how traditional responses to well-
known symbols were redirected through the conscious inversion of received
meanings. Her essay draws attention to the fact that mythmaking is not
simply a matter of production from above as a means of perpetuating the
status quo. Her essay assumes that cultural symbols are protean and that
proletarian cultural norms could develop as an extension as well as a rejec-
tion of the Christian mythos. Gross’ essay on Sorel provides an interesting
case study of an attempt to self-consciously fashion a counterbourgeois
myth for the working class. Sorel aimed at a fundamental distinction be-
tween words as analysis and words as calls to collective cohesion. Yet he
was also unconsciously enmeshed in the biosocial characterizations of his
age. A degenerating will-less bourgeoisie was pitted against a noble savage
proletariat. The Sorelian case also strikingly shows how political symbols
are not crystalline signs in the possession of a given group but multiedged
weapons whose handle can often be grasped by one’s enemy. Just as Sorel
could turn bourgeois anxiety about degeneration against its authors, so his
own ideas of the fortification of will by myths provided validation, if not in-
spiration, for the suppression of working-class threats by ultimately more
powerful communal myths.

Hermand’s essay likewise revolves around a self-conscious use of the
masking power of symbols. Hermand takes up the analysis of painting in
Germany at the beginning of the nineteenth century, dealing with the po-
litical content of the painting of Caspar David Friedrich. Most of the
painters worked in a highly coded, allusive form, burying in symbols a
range of political ideas and attitudes. Lachance studies generational dis-
course in France on the eve of World War I and shows that the various po-
litical orientations used generational symbols to objectify and shape
changes in political balance and focus political debate. This involved map-
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ping a political terrain and provided myths that informed action by orient-
ing minds along particular lines. Pois offers a description of Nazi religious
notions in terms of discourse systematically ordered along lines of struggle.
He argues that in this attempt the Nazis stood squarely in one of the alter-
native Western traditions, and their notions cannot be passed off as pure
propaganda. Taken together with the essays of Kelly, Scott, and Koenigs-
berger, serious issues are discussed about the nature of religious symbolism
in modernizing Europe, the development of an alternative religious tradi-
tion to Christianity in the form of an optimistic monism, and the political
dimension of religious commitment.

Aschheim’s essay, which deals with one of the central themes of German
political symbolism, charts the development of the language of dehumani-
zation to dominance in public discourse. A symbol originally used to de-
scribe a set of outsiders with clearly distinguishable characteristics was
transformed into an essence designed to create a permanent barrier be-
tween groups without any visible differential characteristics. In a paraliel
way Aschheim neatly shows how what was a consensual symbol of a pro-
gressive political outlook in the eighteenth century, the social pathology of
the ghetto, ultimately became a symbol of an integral biological pathology
for those who were precisely most disturbed by the whole social develop-
ment which produced the dismantled ghettos. Aschheim emphasizes how
extreme inequality of political and social power renders irrelevant the rules
of rational analysis. The Jews in Germany futilely expended enormous en-
ergies on charting optimum personal and group strategies within the para-
meters of the consensual Ostjude symbol. In Germany the ghetto Jew be-
came the political metaphor of the second quarter of the twentieth century.

Many of the essays above focus on the unconscious or latent implications
of symbols by their progenitors. But in the hands of both artists and pole-
micists, who not only recognized the masking power of symbols but exulted
in them, a more overt manipulation occurred. Perhaps it is not accidental
that one of the most successful and calculating manipulators of symbolic
discourse in our century was an originally unsuccessful artist who eventu-
ally found a whole continent not large enough to paint the bloodiest canvas
in its history.

NOTES

Qur thanks to the following for criticism and advice: Peter Reilly, Ken-
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Blackwell, 1957), p. 33. On the frontispiece,Mosse quoted from Machiavelii,
The Prince, ch. 15: “A man who wishes to make a profession of goodness in
everything must necessarily come to grief among so many who are not good.”
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