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Preface

Anyone who writes a study on intellectuals and the nation, and therein
treats the intellectuals as the inventors of German identity, is necessarily
referring to himself in several ways. For all the efforts at distance and
abstraction, the presentation of the historical material herein is inescapably
determined, much like the general theoretical considerations on the rela-
tionship of intellectuals to national identity, by contemporary perspectives
of more recent history, and by the self-understanding of German intellec-
tuals in the present day. It is possible to reflexively compensate for such
perspectivity, but it cannot be avoided entirely.

The present work arose in the course of a research project on “National
and Cultural Identity as a Problem of Early Modern and Modern Europe”
at the University of GieBen. I am especially indebted to my assistants,
Christian Kritschgau and Kay Junge, for the difficult work of evaluating
historical sources, and for their criticism and wealth of bibliographical rec-
ommendations. The manuscript would never have been completed so
quickly without them. Many friends and colleagues contributed to this
book’s deliberations directly through criticisms and suggestions. This
applies especially to Shmuel N. Eisenstadt, whose idea of an “Axial Age”
exercised decisive influence upon this study, and who read, and critically
evaluated, large sections of the manuscript — as did Helmut Berding, Jorg
R. Bergmann, Gunther Oesterle and Wolfgang L. Schneider. For extensive
discussions on the theses of this study, and for a large number of critical
suggestions, I would like furthermore to thank Jeffrey C. Alexander,
Reinhard Bendix, Randall Collins, Klaus Eder, Harold Garfinkel, Reimer
Gronemeyer, Karl Otto Hondrich, Klaus Kroger, Claus Leggewie, Ivan
Szelény, Johannes Wei3 and Conrad Wiedemann.

Finally, I am grateful to all the members of the research team in GieBen,
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especially P. Fuchs and S. Ruwisch for their criticism and specific analyses,
and D. Schimmel, G. Barr, and L. Karschies for their help in the technical
preparation of the manuscript.

This translation is published with the support of the Exxon Foundation
and of Inter Nationes, Germany.



Introduction: the nation in social
science and history

This book deals with the national identity of the Germans. As a conse-
quence of German unification, and in the midst of a renaissance of
national movements in eastern and central Europe, the issue has gained a
currency that sophisticated academic research often finds suspect. The
present study establishes a necessary distance from the simply current —
not merely because it arrives at the present only after a journey through the
past, but also, and primarily, because the origins of national identity are
reconstructed here within an explicit theoretical framework. This sort of
theoretical framework may seem rather elaborate for historical material —
and those uncomfortable with theory should proceed directly to chapter 2
— but it provides the possibility of comparison, and places the rise of
German identity in the context of general problems of Modernity. Our
examination therefore begins with an overview of various scholarly per-
spectives on the issue of “nation” as such; and the following chapter con-
stitutes a general theoretical essay on the construction of collective
identity.

1) In the nineteenth century, Europe discovered the nation as the founda-
tion of political sovereignty, social organization, and historical orienta-
tion.! The nation came to be considered the paramount “collective subject”
of history, not only in projections of “future history,” but just as much in
the reconstruction of the historical past. Other forces — dynastic interests,
individual ambition, and the struggle among denominations — had, in this
view, been able to prevent, for a very long time, the discovery of the nation
and its achievement of self-consciousness. But the transition from a sort of
somnolent existence to the actions of a self-aware nation seemed inevitable.
Similar to the way in which an individual subject undergoes a process of
maturation before achieving self-determination and self-sufficient action,
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nations were also destined, over the course of history, to achieve the real-
ization and determination of their identity. The Hegelian background of
this model of history can hardly be ignored, especially as expressed in writ-
ings of German historians. The identity of the nation became the reference
point for political action and economic interest, for cultural reflexion and
pedagogic effort. The nation—state represented a reconciliation of territor-
ial statehood with the necessity of democratic legitimation in a fashion that
no longer required individual assent to authority. Because the people as a
whole were sovereign, they no longer needed to safeguard in detail a pre-
sumed conjunction of power with the will of the people. A middle level
between regional markets and the all-encompassing relations of the world
market was discovered in the national economy, where the tension between
universal economic rationality and particular communal relationships
could be moderated, while the legal framework for economic action could
at the same time be secured by the state.

This conception, originating in western Europe and embodied in the
French Revolution, of the nation as the “normal form” in history and
society, was furthermore the defining force in an important tradition of the
scholarly analysis of nations: a tradition stretching from early national his-
torical writing in France and Germany, from Treitschke, Maurras and
Barres, to the modernization theory prevalent in the years after the Second
World War.? The current sprang from an emphatically charged historical
metaphysics, impervious to any empirical-historical examination, wherein
the nation poses the categorical frame, within which its history can take
place as the object of research, but is itself no longer the object of any crit-
ical or empirical gaze.

This changed especially with respect to those states of the Third World
that became politically independent in the 1960s within borders that had
been imposed by foreign interests and the administrative imperatives of
colonial powers. “Nation-building” thus became a practical political
project, as well as a central research theme of the social sciences.® Although
the western European nation—state continued serving as the barely ques-
tioned “ideal form,” a switch in the direction of view and a metamorpho-
sis of attitude was thus completed. While in western Europe the
development of national consciousness ran largely parallel to the constitu-
tion of national states, and while in central and eastern Europe political
history reacted to an already existing, ethnocultural national conscious-
ness, most of the new Third World states were already constituted as
“nation”—states before a national consciousness could arise beyond the
limits of a narrow, European-educated elite. Instead of being nations
without states, these were states without nations.* The state-carrying elites































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































