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This passion for bureaucratization, such as we have heard expressed 
here, is enough to drive one to despair. It is . . .  as though we 
knowingly and willingly were supposed to become men who need 
“ order” and nothing but order, who become nervous and cowardly 
if this order shakes for a moment and helpless when they are torn 
from their exclusive adaptation to this order. That the world 
knows nothing more than such men of order—we are in any case 
caught up in this development, and the central question is not 
how we further and accelerate it but what we have to set against 
this machinery, in order to preserve a remnant of humanity from 
this parcelling-out of the soul, from this exclusive rule of 
bureaucratic life ideals.

— m a x  w e b e r , Gesammelte Aufsätze zur 
Soziologie und Sozialpolitik

It is the fate of our time, with its characteristic rationalization, 
intellectualization, and above all, disenchantment of the world, 
that precisely the ultimate and most sublime values have disappeared 
from public life, either into the shadow realm of mysdcal life 
or into the brotherliness of direct relationships between individuals. 
It is not accidental that our highest art is intimate rather than 
monumental, nor is it chance that today, only within the smallest 
circles of community, from man to man, in pianissimo does that 
Something pulsate which earlier, as prophetic pneuma, went 
through the great communities like a fire storm and fused them 
together.

— m a x  w e b e r , Wissenschaft als Beruf



Introduction

In May 1919—in the brutal aftermath of the postwar Ger
man Revolution—a tall, thin, bearded intellectual was 
beaten to death outside Munich by White troops of the 
Reichswehr and the Freikorps. The man, Gustav Landauer, 
was one of three well-known German-Jewish libertarian 
socialists who had participated in the revolution and been 
murdered in the reaction to it; Rosa Luxemburg and Kurt 
Eisner were the others. Each of them was a powerful critic 
of capitalism, militarism, and bureaucratic authority. All 
three were impassioned prophets who fought for an ethi
cally and socially liberated humanity.1 None of them 
achieved even an approximation of their goals. Instead, their 
murders seem in retrospect to have ominously foreshad
owed the string of political assassinations in the 1920s and 
the still heavier darkness of Auschwitz.

Of the three figures, Landauer was the least known in 
1919, and this is even more true today. German political 
historians are acquainted with him as a minor leader of 
the Bavarian Revolution of 1918-19, and some literary his
torians know of his critical works on poetry and drama. He 
is best known, however, to students of the history and 
theory of anarchism. Landauer was, in fact, the most im
portant German anarchist publicist and intellectual since 
Max Stirner. It is partly for this reason that he has begun 
to attract scholarly attention in the past decade.2 As one 
German reviewer noted in 1969, “ The reemergence of 
anarchism has coincided with the shaking of all authorities 
in the West and the East. . . . The rise of an antiauthori-
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INTRODUCTION

tarian student movement and the oppressive growth of the 
state have lent color once again to the faded writings of 
Landauer.” 8

The anarchist issue suggests, however, only one side of 
a much richer activity. Landauer was a man of many talents 
and interests. To grasp his historical importance, which is 
a central aim of this book, one must begin by noting the 
fascinating range of his intellectual and political life in Wil- 
helmian Germany. A  highly regarded literary critic, Lan
dauer published incisive studies of Hölderlin, Whitman, 
and Shakespeare, as well as of many other figures of world 
literature. During and after World War I he was in close 
contact with a number of major writers of the expressionist 
movement, particularly the dramatists Ernst Toller and 
Georg Kaiser, upon whom he exerted considerable influ
ence. Yet Landauer’s literary work was closely allied with 
his philosophical studies and his political activity. With 
his close friend, the great Jewish philosopher Martin Buber, 
he developed a species of philosophic mysticism which drew 
upon the German idealist tradition going back to Meister 
Eckhart. As a socialist Landauer had begun his political 
career in the 1890s by doing battle with the official Marxist 
movement in Germany, the Social Democratic Party 
(SPD). As editor of a Berlin anarchist paper Der Sozialist, 
Landauer developed an antiauthoritarian and idealist cri
tique of Marxism whose positive aspect was the call for a 
replacement of the state with a decentralized society or
ganized from below. Later, before World War I, he was 
to utilize the libertarian socialist theories of Proudhon, 
Kropotkin, and Tolstoi in working out his anarchist no
tions. Yet from the beginning of his political life in the 
1890s he attacked private ownership of the means of pro
duction, together with a rejection of all centralized and
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INTRODUCTION

bureaucratic authority. Unlike the more visible anarchists 
of his day, however, he totally opposed both violent revo
lution and individual acts of terrorism, suggesting instead 
that the state would be destroyed only by building liber
tarian communities that would gradually release men and 
women from their childlike dependence upon authority.

The heart of Landauer’s social thought, as well as the 
central thread running through much of his lifework, was 
the attempt to render authority superfluous and unneces
sary through the building of radically democratic, partici
patory communities. The full force of his passionate, some
times frantic, ethical idealism was directed toward this goal. 
Landauer was a prophet of Gemeinschaft, the German con
cept whose heavily emotive, almost libidinal, content is in
adequately rendered by “ community,” the closest English 
equivalent. In his notion of community, libertarian social
ism imperceptibly fused with one of the most influential 
and historically important strains of modern German social 
thought. Landauer turned not only against bureaucratic 
authority but also against industrial urbanism. By 1900, and 
coinciding with a surge of neoromantic sentiment among 
German middle-class youth, he had begun to argue for 
communitarian colonies on the land in which the entire 
German Volk would reconstitute itself as a nation of 
peasants and craftsmen. Following from this, Landauer’s 
mystical philosophy revealed in the depths of each seem
ingly isolated individual a rich and thriving participation in 
Gemeinschaft and Volk. For him the libertarian issue was 
conceived in terms of the famous romantic distinction of 
“organic”  community against atomized, urban society, of 
Gemeinschaft against Gesellschaft. It is not surprising, then, 
that along with utopian expressionists like Kaiser and Jewish 
mystics like Buber, both of whom shared his communitarian
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INTRODUCTION

socialism, Landauer’s friends and circles after 1900 included 
members of the neoromantic Wandervogel or youth move
ment.

Landauer’s use of the völkisch and communitarian strain 
within German romanticism included an emphasis on demo
cratic decision making and socialist ownership. It was also 
grounded in a universalist view of the Volk: each nation, 
Landauer insisted with many of the early romantics, con
tributes to a common humanity. As a Jewish socialist it is 
not surprising that Landauer resisted imperialist nationalism 
in Germany. But what was equally important, he was not 
a “rootless” cosmopolitan. In tirelessly attacking the Ger
man war machine in World War I, Landauer did not in
voke humanity so much as a humanitarian concept of the 
Volk. Insisting on his roots in various communities, in
cluding German as well as Jewish, Landauer was a cultural 
pluralist who had no desire to see the disappearance of na
tions, but only that of states.

It was an antiauthoritarian, socialist, and humanitarian 
brand of völkisch romanticism which Landauer developed. 
Its theoretical richness is, I think, obvious. More important, 
this kind of romantic socialism is rich in historical interest. 
Efforts to combine radical democratic forms of participa
tion, socialist economics, and völkisch communitarian living 
patterns were far from unusual in Wilhelmian Germany. 
Zionist Socialists, left-wing sections of the youth move
ment, and circles of expressionist writers—groups with 
which Landauer was directly involved—each exhibited a 
pattern of middle-class left-wing communitarianism. Other 
culturally important groups and individuals that revealed 
different varieties of the same constellation are discussed 
later. It is in this connection that the study of Landauer’s 
intellectual development is historically illuminating. Ger
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INTRODUCTION

man romantic political and social thought has often been 
studied, in the past thirty years, in terms of its alleged 
value in explaining the triumphs of National Socialism 
in 1933. As a result, the protofascist, racist, and xenophobic 
views of reactionary thinkers of 1870-1933 have usually 
been seen as the only inheritances of the völkisch longing 
for community first articulated by Herder and later height
ened by opposition to industrial modernity. By viewing 
these currents ideologically, however, historians have 
tended to overlook democratic and humanitarian versions 
of the romantic heritage in modern Germany.4 The ex
ample of a libertarian socialist strongly influenced by 
völkisch thinking—and of his participation in a wide- 
ranging Left communitarian subculture in the years 1899- 
1919—should be instructive for those who view political 
romanticism as a unilinear development to Nazism.

We are now far enough away from the Nazis’ use of 
völkisch and communitarian imagery to gain wider histor
ical perspectives. One of these would seem to be that the 
fervent desire among middle-class intellectuals, writers, 
artists, and youth for a revitalized community life in the 
modern social world of early twentieth-century Germany 
was a far more widespread phenomenon than any exclusive 
focus on the intellectual roots of Nazism would disclose. 
Many of the issues concerning community in modern soci
ety, which Landauer and others addressed, are still very 
much with us. They are serious ones and the discontents 
that lay behind them should not always be written off as 
mere romantic escapism or proto-Nazism. This is not to 
say, of course, that there were no prewar völkisch roots of 
Nazism, or that critics of urban, industrial modernity al
ways presented realistic and viable solutions; Landauer’s 
communitarian vision, though far more democratic and hu
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mane than the reactionary one of Langbehn, is not im
portant primarily because of its direct utilitarian value. For 
historians of modern German culture, however, the study 
of Landauer and his social world provides access to a little- 
noted and significant feature of middle-class intellectual 
life in Wilhelmian Germany: the convergence, among nu
merous culturally important groups of intellectuals, of the 
communitarian impulse with demands for radical and liber
tarian forms of democracy. Fixation upon the roots of 
Nazism has obscured this communitarian Left. It has also 
caused many historians to read back into the German cul
tural past the total split between democratic and ge- 
meinschaftliche ideals which set in only after World War I 
and the early years of the Weimar Republic. This polariz
ation after 1920 may have had some unfortunate results: it 
may have played a role in preventing democratic and so
cialist forces from gaining the pivotal support of the mid
dle classes, enabling the Nazis and their allies to monopolize 
and manipulate the appeals of Gemeinschaft to their own 
advantage. In any event, it is one of my main purposes here 
to study the earlier search for a communitarian democracy 
through the medium of Landauer’s intellectual develop
ment and social milieu. In the end this method may provide 
fresh approaches to the entire issue of antimodern “ cultural 
despair” in industrial Germany.

What sort of a man was Gustav Landauer? We know 
something now about his intellectual posture and historical 
interest, but have said little concerning his personal quali
ties. In this regard, reminiscences by acquaintances, or by 
close friends, repeat and are insistent upon an important 
point: Landauer was a gentle, thoughtful, humane man who 
was not given either to violent behavior or to doctrinaire 
fanaticism. “ His voice was so peaceful and soft,”  his friend
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Eduard von Bendemann wrote, “ that from the very first 
moment one could not help feeling trust and affection for 
him.” 5 As early as 1896, when he was barely twenty-six 
years old, Landauer appeared to Rudolf Rocker—another 
leading German libertarian socialist of the period—as a 
“ spiritual giant”  whose “thoughtful eyes seemed to look 
beyond all around him. One felt when he spoke that every 
word came from his soul, bore the stamp of absolute in
tegrity.” 8 The impatience, restlessness, and irritability he 
displayed, especially during World War I and the Revo
lution of 1918-19, resulted mainly from an intense ethical 
fervor that caused him to make heavy demands both upon 
himself and upon others. Such qualities brought many to 
compare him with the Prophets of the Old Testament or 
with Jesus.7 His physical appearance heightened such im
pressions: he was thin, narrow-chested, and more than six 
feet tall; his deep black hair hung down to his shoulders, 
while his full dark beard framed a long, pale, and even gaunt 
face. He walked with giant steps along the street, often 
wearing a long cape and an unfashionable old hat.8

Landauer frequently gave the impression of being a com
bination of seeming opposites: at one and,the same time 
he appeared as a dreamer and a man of great practicality, 
both the scholar and the agitator, a man who was often 
“ fiery and thoughtful” in the same moment.0 In 1914, at a 
time when Landauer was participating in an international 
circle of pacifist intellectuals just before the outbreak of 
the war, he was described by the Dutch literary critic 
Frederik van Eeden: “Landauer, who was the best speaker 
among us, was a spiritually rich, gentle, and friendly man, 
with the external appearance of a dreamy idealist and hu
manitarian; but within this wrapping there was an iron- 
hard core, a cool, sharp, and critical look, and an uncom
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promising independence.”  10 One has only to read a few 
of Landauer’s published letters11 to appreciate the acute
ness of van Eeden’s comments. They reveal a man of both 
tenderness and uncompromising critical intelligence. Be
yond that, however, the letters often assume the tone of 
a gentle pedagogue. Without pontificating or talking down 
to anyone, and also with very few traces of humor, Lan- 
dauer was always a teacher.

As noted above, impressions of Landauer often crystal
lized into a comparison of him with the Old Testament 
Prophets. The parallel struck Franz Schoenberner, once an 
editor of the satirical journal Simplicissimus, while listening 
to Landauer speak before a mass meeting during the Munich 
Revolution. His “oratory was full of deep and passionate 
ethical pathos, drawn from the religious genius of his race,” 
Schoenberner wrote, trying to account for the impression 
Landauer had made on “even a sceptical mind like mine.” 12 
The judgment was repeated by one friend after another 
in the eulogies that followed his murder and have been 
continued by many commentators since that time.18 It was 
and is an inescapable analogy. Landauer’s use of language 
drew heavily upon the moral and spiritual lyricism of the 
Prophets. He once specifically advised the young poet and 
anarchist Erich Miihsam to use them as a source for his 
work.14 Furthermore, Landauer’s Christ-like appearance 
and impassioned pedagogical tone only reinforced the im
pression.

Yet if the comparison is made, it is worth making with 
some precision. If Landauer was a prophet, it was not be
cause he correctly prophesied the future, although he 
longed for a new world of free communities and his diag
nosis of Germany and Europe half a century ago may 
still have some bearing today. To some degree the content
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INTRODUCTION

of his writing and oratory resembled the actual teachings 
of the Old Testament Prophets: their common desire to 
renew their own nation through moral honesty and social 
justice; the dedication of Isaiah to universal peace above 
the claims of a narrower nationalism; the insistence of Eze
kiel that all renewal requires an inner, spiritual transforma
tion of the individual.15 There were, however, more imme
diate and direct sources of Landauer’s social thought. 
Rather than predictive accuracy or overt content of his 
ideas, it is the form of his life and thought which more 
directly suggests the comparison. There are a number of 
points to be made about this. First, as with many other 
Jewish middle-class socialist intellectuals, Landauer was far 
more an ethical idealist than a political pragmatist or a disci
plined social scientist. Whereas Marx was able more or less 
to combine all three postures, Landauer had no desire to. 
Even more than most idealist intellectuals, Landauer found 
himself unable either to lead or to participate effectively 
in large organized political movements. Here was a further 
resemblance to an Isaiah or an Ezekiel: Landauer deeply 
experienced the agonies of isolation, which his communi
tarian vision only partly mitigated, and although his friend
ships and social circles provided companionship and neces
sary support, he often feared that he might be crying in 
the wilderness as far as the German Volk as a whole was 
concerned. After the failures in Munich, anguish and em- 
bitterment over his isolation contributed to his death, for 
these feelings lay behind his despondent refusal to flee the 
city when White troops descended in April 1919.

Although he was a sensitive critic of poetry and drama, 
Landauer had little of the purely aesthetic sensibility. As 
Julius Bab, another drama critic and friend, perceptively 
observed, Landauer’s pathos was that of the morally lacer
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ated prophet: “He was a prophet and not a poet, because 
instead of simply being delighted by the tremendous possi
bilities of life, he compared; he compared its possible 
heights with the baseness, misery, and outrages of the exist
ing world and became embittered through the disunion 
and contrast he found.” 18 Landauer would have well un
derstood these words from Brecht’s poem “ An die Nach- 
geborenen” :

Ah, what an age it is
When to speak o f trees is almost a crime
For it is a kind o f silence about injustice!
And he who walks calmly across the street,
Is he not out of reach of his friends 
In trouble? . . .

You, who shall emerge from the flood 
In which we are sinking,
Think—
W hen you speak of our weaknesses,
Also of the dark time
That brought them forth. . . .

For we knew only too well:
Even the hatred of squalor 
Makes the brow grow stem.
Even anger against injustice 
Makes the voice grow  harsh.17

In the chapters that follow I attempt to present a com
prehensive intellectual biography of Gustav Landauer. 
Instead of tracing any allegedly autonomous development 
of ideas, however, the narrative follows the shifting inter
action of Landauer’s active life, historical milieu, and in
tellectual responses. The primary focus is on the third 
figure in this triad. Yet a major purpose is to present Lan
dauer’s romantic socialism as not simply a body of ideas 
or a theoretical construct, but rather as an ongoing syn-



INTRODUCTION

thesizing process mediated by historical and personal reali
ties. Among these conditioning realities were Landauer’s 
changing political goals and the problems arising from their 
attempted implementation in Germany in the years 1891- 
1919; his reception and reworking of a wide variety of tra
ditions of philosophy and social thought to which he 
brought a shifting set of social and intellectual priorities; 
and the manner in which these priorities and goals (e.g., 
for anarchism as well as socialism, for a communitarian 
setting and a mystical justification) were influenced by 
historical options, by prevailing patterns of politics and 
culture. We shall see, for example, how Landauer’s path 
toward a libertarian and then a gemeinschaftliche definition 
of socialism was formed, in part, as a negative response to 
the SPD, the dominant force in Left politics in Germany.

Such a historically grounded intellectual biography is 
usually possible only when the evidence includes far more 
than the man’s systematic theoretical work, that is, only 
when there is available a large body of correspondence that 
spans his career and reveals his life responses to the prob
lems of the day. Landauer, fortunately, left behind a rich 
correspondence. Although the bulk of letters written after 
1900 were posthumously published 18 and have been used 
by all students of Landauer, the letters of the 1890s—the 
crucial formative decade in his development—remain un
published in the Landauer Archives in Amsterdam19 and 
have not been studied until now. Chapters 1 and 2, in which 
Landauer’s path toward a synthesis of libertarian socialism 
and völkisch romanticism is interpreted, have benefited 
from the use of these previously unexamined materials. The 
same situation exists with regard to Landauer’s important 
work as a publicist. In addition to his philosophical, politi
cal, and literary works, and his letters, Landauer produced
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a massive number of journalistic articles, many of them 
as editor of Der Sozialist. A  number of the most important 
and interesting ones have been published since his death, 
but these are only from the years 1909-1915.20 In chapters 
1 and 2 use is made for the first time of his earlier Sozialist 
work of 1892-1899. These articles, together with the letters 
of the 1890s, other archival materials, and relevant secon
dary literature on the period, make it possible to understand 
the historical sources of Landauer’s lifework. Careful study 
of the years 1891-1903 (the latter date saw the publication 
of his first major work, Skepsis und Mystik) illuminates 
Landauer’s mature philosophy and action in a way that has 
not been seen before.*

* All previous studies of Landauer, including five recent accounts, 
are based only on his published books and letters and exclude the 
wealth of materials contained in the Landauer Archives at the In
ternational Institute of Social History, Amsterdam, as well as the 
numerous Sozialist articles that were not published in book form. 
In addition, none of these studies provides an adequate historical 
framework for the understanding of Landauer’s work: an analysis 
of the main traditions of social thought upon which Landauer drew 
and which he reworked, and the manner in which this activity 
was influenced by his response to a changing political and social 
world around him. Sterling Fishman’s “Prophets, Poets and Priests: 
A  Study of the Men and Ideas That Made the Munich Revolution 
of 1918-19”  (Ph.D. dissertation, University of Wisconsin, i960) 
provides a sensitive and competent discussion of Landauer’s partici
pation in the Bavarian Revolution, but it is not Fishman’s aim to 
trace Landauer’s intellectual development or assess his lifework. 
Thomas Esper’s “The Anarchism of Gustav Landauer” (M.A. 
thesis, University of Chicago, 1961) is based entirely on a few pub
lished works and fails to provide the kind of comparative analysis 
of anarchist theory which his topic requires. A  German work, 
Gustav Landauer: Kultur Sozialist und Anarchist (Meisenheim am 
Glau, 1967), by W olf Kalz, includes some of the latter but is de
void of historical treatment. Kalz handles Landauer’s ideas before 
1918 in a hermetically sealed vacuum and presents his work as an 
abstract system of political theory. He entirely neglects, moreover, 
whole areas of Landauer’s political thought, especially his view of 
nation and Volk. Kalz’s interest is only with Landauer as a theo-
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Although Landauer’s formative years need to be studied 
in detail (as is done here in the first three chapters) the 
full definition of his romantic socialism was spelled out 
only in the last twelve years of his life, 1907-1919. In the

retician of socialism and anarchism. The long introduction to a new 
edition of one of Landauer’s major works, Aufruf zum Sozialismus 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1967), by Heinz-Joachim Heydorn, although 
written with far deeper insight into the personality of his subject, 
also suffers from an exclusive focus on one aspect of Landauer’s 
work. On the basis of very scant evidence, Heydorn argues that 
Landauer’s Jewishness is central to all his work and activity.

Many of the same faults of thin research and narrow focus are 
found in the most recent work on Landauer, Charles Maurer’s Call 
to Revolution: The Mystical Anarchism of Gustav Landauer (De
troit, 1971 ). In its original form as a literary dissertation (North
western University, 1965), Maurer concentrated on the relation of 
Landauer’s mystical philosophy and literary criticism to the lan
guage studies of Fritz Mauthner, a close friend of Landauer’s. 
Maurer’s research included only published materials and very little 
reading in history and social theory. His contention was that Mau- 
thner’s critique of language was the most important intellectual 
experience of Landauer’s life; as a result, most of Landauer’s work 
is analyzed in connection with Mauthner’s. The narrow focus of 
this interpretation was due, in part, to Maurer’s failure to carefully 
study Landauer’s intellectual development in the 1890s, the tradi
tions of social thought and philosophy upon which he drew, and the 
relation of his intellectual biography to his political activities and 
the wider social world of Wilhelmian Germany. In the recently 
published form of his work Maurer has added introductory and 
concluding statements which emphasize Landauer’s significance as 
an anarchist, but the text does not provide much that is new; except 
for an occasional mention of some earlier anarchists whom Lan
dauer read, the frame of reference continues to be Mauthner and 
Skepsis und Mystik, Landauer’s most ambitious foray into meta
physics. Such an approach allows Maurer to tell us much about this 
side of Landauer’s work and, aside from his exaggeration of its 
importance, this is to the good. There is, moreover, some good dis
cussion of Landauer’s later poetic and dramatic criticism. But the 
work as a whole still suffers from the author’s inadequate research— 
Maurer, for example, remains unaware of the Landauer Archives— 
and relative unacquaintance with German history and socialist and 
romantic theory. More specific criticisms are offered at appropriate 
places in the reference notes.
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study of these prewar, war, and revolutionary years an 
attempt is made to continue the method of reciprocal illu
mination—of personal and political activity, cultural and 
social setting, and their refractions in theory. The reasons 
for this method are overlapping ones. This is the approach 
to the writing of intellectual history which I favor. Equally 
important, however, the subject itself suggests such a 
method, for only in this way can Landauer’s work be un
derstood and his importance be recognized. At the age of 
twenty-one, soon after arriving in the socially turbulent 
modern Berlin of 1891, and on the threshold of his emer
gence as a libertarian activist, Landauer wrote to a uni
versity friend:

I must absorb new  w orlds into m yself; m y  spirit needs new 
nourishment. From  the depths o f the spirit alone nothing 
can be created, w ithout a steadily increasing fund o f experi
ence o f  the w orld . W ithout it one w ould alw ays on ly repeat 
himself; and w hat does the w orld  o f G ustav Landauer have, 
i f  he does not have the w orld  in himself? It is from  a union 
and indissolubility o f the individual w ith  his surrounding 
w orld  that w hat one calls personality em erges.21

-  16  -



1. The Making of an Anarchist

Landauer’s education in romanticism and socialism began 
at an early age. In his adolescent years he was already an 
admirer of Schopenhauer’s philosophy and Wagner’s music 
dramas, and in his local gymnasium in Karlsruhe he was 
exposed to the völkisch nationalist education that German 
schoolboys regularly received. In his early twenties, how
ever, at the University of Berlin, his apolitical romanticism 
was given a new political thrust by his increasing concern 
for the plight of the industrial working classes of the Ger
man capital city; by the age of twenty-one he considered 
himself a socialist, having received a superficial education in 
Marxian philosophy. Landauer’s socialism was not material
ist, either in these early years or later, however, and his 
early abandonment of Marxism revealed the ethical-idealist 
and romantic sources of his socialist commitment. Marxism, 
moreover, was represented in Germany after 1891 by a 
mass political party that had no use for the utopian and 
romantic early Marx but proclaimed instead a species of 
Marxian philosophy suited to the late nineteenth-century 
cult of scientific determinism. The German Social Demo
cratic Party (SPD) was a bureaucratic, centralized struc
ture which had little appeal to romantic intellectuals such 
as the young Landauer. In reaction to the form of social
ism the SPD represented, Landauer moved toward an anar
chist rejection of all forms of centralized authority in social 
and political life, aided in his quest for a libertarian alter
native to social democracy by a group of SPD dissidents 
called the Berliner Jungen.
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Landauer’s path toward anarchism did not begin with 
his association with the Jungen. Both his romanticism and 
his short-lived Marxism were strongly colored by liber
tarian and antiauthoritarian perspectives and were marked 
by a commitment to the ethical and intellectual autonomy 
of the individual. The path from adolescent daydreaming 
to anarchist militancy was, in fact, mediated by the read
ing of the works of Friedrich Nietzsche; after the world- 
escaping romanticism of Schopenhauer and Wagner, 
Landauer received a powerful stimulus toward the “life- 
affirming” activism that lay at the base of Nietzsche’s teach
ings. in this first chapter I am concerned not only with 
Landauer’s first exposure to völkisch and socialist philoso
phies, but also with his path toward the libertarian form 
in which he was to conceive them. The romantic, Nietzs- 
chean, and socialist education Landauer received in his early 
years was all part of his development as an anarchist.

Adolescent Romanticism: Völkisch and Nietzschean 
Elements

Landauer was born in Karlsruhe, the capital of Baden, 
in April 1870, a few months before the southwestern Ger
man state was integrated into the unified German Reich 
forged by Bismarck’s wars of “blood and iron.” In later 
years, however, Landauer did not regard himself as a citizen 
of Baden, but as a Swabian; his strongest attachments were 
to the rural and small-town milieu of Swabia, the old 
medieval duchy and mountain region of modern Württem
berg from which his parents came.1 Here Landauer was 
taken on frequent summer trips during his childhood and 
adolescence.2 Commenting on Landauer’s attachment to the 
Swabian countryside, Theodor Heuss remarked, after Lan
dauer’s death, that all three of Germany’s followers of the
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French anarchist Proudhon—Arthur Mülberger, Ludwig 
Pfau, and Landauer—were from this same southwestern 
German region.3 One glance at the sociological features of 
this part of Germany may indicate why this was so. As 
with Proudhon’s native Burgundy, which was directly 
across the French border, Swabia was an area dominated 
by a system of free peasant proprietorship. Proudhon’s an
cestors, on both sides, had been free peasants, exempt for 
centuries from feudal servitude, and he had learned from 
an early age to sympathize with their passion for equality 
and independence, their “ savage resolution to be each 
master of his own fields and his own household.” 4 A  simi
lar attitude prevailed in Swabia. Unlike the situation in 
Prussia, where large landed estates and a servile and de
pendent peasantry predominated, rural conditions in south
western Germany more closely resembled those in France. 
Whereas emancipation in Prussia created a large landless 
group of day laborers for the large estates or dwindled the 
holdings of the few richer peasants, in southwest Germany 
it gave full title to the small and middle-size holdings of 
an independent peasantry.5 Some industrialization occurred 
in nineteenth-century Württemberg, but it proceeded very 
slowly, unlike that in northern Germany. Both the coun
tryside and the small towns of Swabia, which tended to 
predominate over the few cities, were marked by an ab
sence of socially polarized classes; instead of big indus
trialists and factory workers, small-scale merchants and 
handicraft workers made up the urban population in the 
traditional social structure of the area.6

It was to this kind of social environment that Landauer 
was exposed at an early age and to which he remained 
attached: traditional, völkisch, decentralized, and relatively 
independent. Although attracted by the intellectual excite
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ment of Berlin in the early 1890s, Landauer never aban
doned his sense of the superiority of the Swabian milieu to 
the industrial metropolis of modern Germany.7 In later 
years, after the turn of the century, he was to make explicit 
his völkisch attraction to the traditional life of the peas
antry; yet Landauer always shared Proudhon’s streak of 
peasant traditionalism, as well as his intense federalism and 
distate for modern urban and industrial life. For the de
velopment of these views, Landauer’s attachment to the 
Swabian region was almost as important as Proudhon’s 
Burgundian background. In a revealing passage he wrote 
in 19 11, Landauer contrasted the taste of bread produced 
by small-scale ovens in Swabian homes with the mass- 
produced factory bread of Berlin:

One has to journey a long w ay, these days, into remote 
villages, even to foreign countries, in order to get a piece 
o f bread between your teeth which is tasty and special. In 
the south German home o f m y youth, however, one knew 
how the bread tasted in every single village o f the vicinity; 
and in the villages, one knew o f specific homes where a 
bread was baked which could not be duplicated elsewhere. 
N o w  baker’s bread is consumed even in most villages, and 
in many o f them it is factory bread.8

Landauer’s grandparents on both sides were middle-class 
Jews, merchants in small Swabian towns; his father fol
lowed suit: Hermann Landauer owned a small shoe store in 
Karlsruhe.9 Although born as a Jew, Landauer grew up 
in “an environment indifferent to Judaism,” as he wrote 
years later.10 As full civic rights granted to German Jews 
in the 1 860s had provided legal encouragement to their in
creasing assimilation into German cultural life,11 a non
sectarian education was quite common. Most young Ger
man Jews were reared in the late nineteenth century on
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German literature and culture in much the same way as 
other German youths.12

Although Gustav was introduced to Goethe and Schiller 
at an early age, his father had other designs concerning his 
formal schooling. Favoring a technical education for his 
son, Hermann enrolled him in the Karlsruhe Realgym- 
nasium. Gustav, however, received only fair grades in sci
ence courses, while he excelled in German, English, history, 
and religion.13 Disregarding the boy’s strong interest in lit
erature and philosophy, Hermann insisted that he prepare 
himself to study chemistry and the natural sciences at a 
university so that he could become a dentist. At the age of 
fifteen, having decided that he wanted to study modern 
philology, Gustav persuaded his father to switch him to the 
classically oriented Bismarck Gymnasium in Karlsruhe. 
Landauer’s lifelong struggle against institutions of authority 
began with a refusal to be led by his father during his 
adolescence; the slogans the fifteen-year-old Landauer re
peated to himself in his diary already indicated a marked 
concern for independence and autonomy: “Be a man!” and 
“ I will be led by no one.” 14 When his father insisted that 
it was Gustav’s duty to obey him, the young Landauer 
replied, according to his diary: “ . . . . my duty is to pro
tect myself against a profession that someone else wants 
to force upon me when I have no desire for it.” 15 Signifi
cantly, the unwanted profession would have been a tech
nical and scientific one. Landauer’s early conflict with his 
father may have encouraged him to associate authoritarian 
direction and the scientific outlook, an association that later 
marked his rejection of both bureaucratic and scientific 
forms of socialism. In reaction to Hermann’s wishes, Gustav 
cultivated an early love for romantic and mystical litera
ture; from his adolescence he came to regard the more
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intuitive and mystical modes of understanding as a pro
phylactic against what he took to be unjust authority.

Intuition and mystical experience are private affairs, and 
Landauer wrote years later that as a boy he had cared little 
for school and had found his “real education” by himself, 
in his private world of books, music, and daydreaming. 
The gymnasium represented “a tremendous theft of my 
time, my freedom, my dreams, my own explorations, and 
my search for action,” he wrote in an article of 1913. 
“ Since outside school I was alone enough, my real experi
ence came from the theater, from music, and above all 
from books.” 16 Besides daydreaming and fantasying about 
himself in his diary, Landauer wrote poetry, did a great 
deal of reading, and went often to concert and opera per
formances. By the age of fifteen he had developed a strong 
attachment to German romantic music and literature; for 
his fifteenth birthday Landauer was given a 1nittelhoch
deutsch edition of the Nibelungenlied, which he devoured 
along with Wagner’s libretto for Götterdämmerung.17 One 
of the most profound experiences of his boyhood, he wrote 
years later, was attending performances of Wagnerian 
operas, at which his “eyes protruded out of [his] head in 
a Wagnerian manner” and his “ lips opened from ‘schmerz
licher Sehnsucht’ ” (“painful yearning” ).18 Wagner, he 
wrote, had nourished all the “romantic longing of my 
heart.” 19 In the years that followed Landauer began to 
read works of philosophy, significantly enough, works that 
appealed to his romantic and mystical predilections: Spinoza 
and Schopenhauer’s Die Welt als Wille und V or Stellung. 
In a 1913 article Landauer wrote on his youth, he linked 
Spinoza and Schopenhauer with Wagner as characteristic 
interests of this period of adolescent introspective romanti
cism.20 Spinoza, of course, was a rationalist precursor of
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the Enlightenment and would seem, in certain ways, to be 
out of place in the company of Schopenhauer and Wagner. 
German romantic philosophers, however, especially Her
der, had been deeply attracted to Spinoza’s pantheism, 
and there is some indication that it was this aspect of his 
thought which particularly impressed the young Lan
dauer.21

Landauer’s private experience of romantic philosophy 
and music was not the only source of his adolescent ro
manticism. Although he did not care much for school, he 
was not untouched by the völkisch education he and most 
other German schoolboys of the time received in the 
gymnasium. In the Bismarck Gymnasium in Karlsruhe, in 
the years 1886 through 1888, Landauer was exposed to 
the same ideology that pervaded the entire educational 
establishment in Germany in the late nineteenth century. 
In his study Das Selbstverständnis des Deutschen (Stutt
gart, 1961), Erich Weymar noted a common trend of 
thought in German high school history textbooks of this 
period. In these textbooks there was much talk of a pe
culiar destiny of the German Volk, of a unique Germanic 
mission, while the virtues of rootedness in, and sacrifice 
for, this Volk were praised throughout. Coupled with this 
was an all but universal condemnation of modernity, which 
was defined in terms of urban and industrial materialism 
and the breakdown of community life through the atom
ization of society. It has proved to be of great importance 
for the history of modern Germany that this constellation 
of ideas, which may be called völkisch ideology, did not 
cease to be taught in German gymnasiums, as well as uni
versities, after the full impact of industrialism was felt. 
Many decades after the great industrial advances of the 
late nineteenth century, which transformed Germany from
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a predominantly rural to a largely urban society, this ideol- 
ogy was still being taught in German schools and was 
widely held, especially among the middle classes. An anal
ysis of history textbooks in the Weimar period reveals a 
continuation of the teachings of the earlier period.22 Speak
ing of Weimar, as well as of the earlier Bismarckian and 
Wilhelmian periods, George L. Mosse has written: “Schools 
dominated by the völkisch ideology were so numerous as 
to constitute the center rather than the fringe of German 
education.” 23 Moreover, “ education pre-eminently insti
tutionalized the ideology. Prior to 1918, no political organ
ization or group of like-minded people were as important 
as educators in anchoring the Germanic faith within the 
German nation.” 24 

Many völkisch thinkers centered their attacks upon 
modernity on liberalism, which they sensed, somehow, to 
be its spiritual and political basis. This was true, for ex
ample, of the three figures Fritz Stern has found to be 
representative, namely, Paul Lagarde, Julius Langbehn, and 
Arthur Moeller van den Brack.25 As a result, it might have 
been expected that in Baden, where the liberal tradition 
had been particularly strong—one eminent historian has 
termed it the “ real school” of nineteenth-century German 
liberalism26—völkisch ideology would have had difficulty 
in penetrating. The liberalism of Baden, however, had a 
strong völkisch and nationalist stamp throughout the nine
teenth century. The first organization dedicated to the 
goal of German national unification, which published the 
newspaper Die Deutsche Zeitung in Heidelberg from 1847 
to 1850, was made up of leading Badener constitutionalist 
liberals including Karl Welcker, Karl Mathy, and George 
Gervinus. The prospectus of Die Deutsche Zeitung at-
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tempted to make nationalism a means of unifying the vari
ous divisions within the liberal movement in Germany.27 
The founder of the paper, Gervinus, was an especially fer
vent German patriot whose History of the Poetical Na
tional Literature of the Germans (1835-1842) was a classic 
of romantic nationalist historiography.28 In the 1860s the 
Baden tradition of liberal nationalism was continued, on a 
radical democratic basis, in the establishment of the German 
People’s Party, which lasted from 1865 to 1870 and was 
first centered in Baden. A  number of the features of Lan
dauer’s later political orientation were contained in this 
lower middle-class organization of small-scale entrepre
neurs, artisans, and independent peasants: the party was 
committed to both nationalism and political federalism, to 
social reforms and radical democracy.29

As a center of liberal nationalism, Baden also educated 
its youth in volkisch and nationalist ideology. The highest 
award Landauer’s gymnasium in Karlsruhe granted its stu
dents was a Fichte medal, inscribed upon which, besides a 
likeness of the philosopher, were the three qualities being 
honored: “ love of the fatherland, a willingness to sacrifice, 
and truthfulness.” 30 The prize was awarded each year for 
the best student essay on a theme that always focused upon 
the sacredness and the peculiarity of Germanic traditions 
and folk heroes. For example, in 1881 the theme was a 
“ eulogy of a German mountain” ; in 1885, “Arminius in 
history and fiction” ; in 1891, “ The ideal of the hero in the 
folk epoch of the Greeks and the Germans.” In 1888 
Gustav Landauer won the silver medal at the gymnasium 
for an essay on Friedrich von Hohenstaufen (the Holy 
Roman emperor Frederick I, also known as Barbarossa),31 
a theme dear to the hearts not only of German romantic
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nationalists, but particularly of Swabians, for Barbarossa 
and the Hohenstaufen dynasty had derived from the Swa
bian region of southwestern Germany.

The romantic cult of the medieval emperor Frederick 
Barbarossa included the myth of his imminent awakening 
from a sleep of centuries and his call for a renewal of what 
romantic thinkers took to be the greatness of the medieval 
German “nation.” In one of his early poems, written at the 
age of fifteen, Landauer had given expression to this folk
tale when he wrote: “ Germany, you beautifully adorned 
bride, /  Still you sleep softly. /  If you awake with loud 
drums /  When will you lead her, my Kaiser? /  A  people 
who have a good prince /  have the most beautiful freedom, 
the most beautiful equality!” 82

If such a poem was orthodox enough, Landauer’s later 
essay on Barbarossa, written when he was eighteen, pre
sented a rather unexpected kind of romantic nationalism. 
The vaterländisches Thema that won him a silver Fichte 
medal combined the cult of Barbarossa with the revolu
tionary sentiments of the libertarian romantic Heinrich 
Fleine. To the dismay of the assembled students and teach
ers, Landauer read his essay on the Hohenstaufen which 
attempted—he wrote years later—“in the spirit of black, 
red, and gold and under the solemn call of Heinrich Heine, 
the poet most despised by the teachers,” to bring “father
land, unity of Reich, and revolution into . . .  a commu
nity with the old Hohenstaufen emperor.” 83 After a sharp 
reprimand by the school’s director and a sympathetic hand
shake from the “good mathematics professor,”  Gustav was 
awarded the silver medal, although with “strong reserva
tions.” 84 In the boyish formula of Heine and Barbarossa, 
Landauer gave early expression to the antiauthoritarian 
manner in which he was to cast the romantic tradition. If
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he did not reject the völkisch and nationalist education to 
which he was exposed at the gymnasium, he coupled it with 
vague revolutionary sentiments, no doubt in order to assert 
his prized independence from the school authorities. The 
value of using Heine in combination with Barbarossa, Lan
dauer later pointed out, was that of all German poets he 
was the “most despised by the teachers.”

In the article Landauer wrote in 1913 on his adolescent 
years, he claimed that before any exposure to anarchist 
theory he was already, by the time he left the gymnasium, 
an anarchist, “without calling it that.”  This unconscious 
anarchism, he wrote, was his “ romantic” rejection of a 
rigid and “ philistine” society around him, his insistence 
upon personal independence from the customs and insti
tutions of conventional society; it was an anarchism that 
preceded any form of socialism and was not based upon 
any knowledge of social, economic, and political problems, 
any awareness of the suffering of the poor, or any feelings 
of social solidarity with them.35 In his first years as a uni
versity student, at Heidelberg, and then at Berlin in the 
years 1888 to 1890, he showed no concern for the social 
and political environment around him, except as this en
vironment might pose a threat to his personal autonomy and 
individual freedom. In the spirit of the German Sturm 
und Drang, of the Promethean hero martyred by the earth 
but attempting to storm the heavens, Landauer wrote the 
following poem while at Heidelberg in early 1889 (to a 
close friend, his cousin Siegfried): “ In the struggle against 
superstition and malicious chatter, /  against hypocritical 
foolishness and those who sit on the thrones, /  against the 
oppression of the spirit, /  against hobgoblins of the mind, 
/  the complacency and stupidity of the people, /  For free
dom and justice, for truth and honor, /  I stand alone!” 36
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Landauer’s religious beliefs reflected a similar romantic 
individualism. For the nineteen-year-old Landauer, God 
existed only in the sense that he was embodied in the ideals 
for which each of us must strive, although they may never 
be reached. In a letter of April 1889 Landauer wrote to a 
fellow student at Heidelberg: “God certainly did not exist 
in the past; he exists now only as a ‘becoming’ ; he is not a 
person, but the ideal, which we ourselves steadily approach, 
without ever wholly reaching it.”  37 In his letters from 
Heidelberg, Landauer revealed little interest in his formal 
studies at the university, although he was an active member 
of student literary and philosophical societies.38 He indi
cated no interest in political or social issues; Gustav’s con
cern was with his own personal struggle against society, 
and for ideals he never clearly defined. His unconscious 
anarchism of these years amounted to a vaguely conceived 
apolitical rejection of philistinism.

Promethean individualism, however, was far from the 
world-escaping aestheticism of Schopenhauer and Wagner. 
In his early university years Landauer’s most significant 
experiences were still in the private world of his own read
ing and thinking, yet his reading revealed and encouraged 
a need for a more active life of individual struggle and not 
merely aesthetic withdrawal; instead of Schopenhauer and 
Wagner, Landauer was now absorbed in the works of 
Ibsen and Nietzsche, two apostles of activist individualism 
who were then receiving much attention throughout Ger
many. In the interval between adolescent daydreaming and 
the anarchist commitments of his twenties, Landauer ab
sorbed a strong dose of individualistic vitalism, a necessary 
ingredient in the making of an anarchist.

In the late 1880s Ibsen made his first great impact upon 
young German writers. The dramas of the Norwegian
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playwright deeply impressed the circles of literary rebels 
in Berlin and Munich which had begun to define and 
champion the literature of naturalism.39 It was not because 
of the exactitude of his representation of the natural and 
social world that Ibsen appealed to Landauer, however, but 
because he expressed the value of the creative individual 
while placing him in his “real”  situation: engaged in a 
struggle against the ugly and philistine bourgeois society 
around him. It is significant that Landauer’s favorite Ibsen 
plays were The Enemy of the People and Ghosts, both 
concerned with the tyranny of social custom over the as
pirations of the individual.40 In his autobiographical article 
of 1913, Landauer wrote: “ It was Ibsen who . . . with 
fascinating power forced me not to ignore the real founda
tion, society and its ugliness, but to become aware and 
criticize it and set against it the revolt and struggle of the 
individual.” 41 According to Arnold Hauser, such romantic 
individualism was the real source of Ibsen’s appeal to young 
writers in the 1880s and 1890s, and not the playwright’s 
allegedly scientific naturalism.42

In the academic year 1889-90 Landauer attended the 
University of Berlin, concentrating in his studies on the 
literature of German classicism and romanticism.43 He liked 
Berlin far more than either Karlsruhe, his home, or Heidel
berg. The metropolis exhibited modern industrial social 
struggles more than the smaller towns, of course, and was 
the political center of the German Reich. Yet Landauer 
was not attracted to it for these reasons, but because he 
liked the “ freer, less philistine air” that flowed in Berlin 
more than the stuffiness of provincial Karlsruhe, as he 
wrote to a friend, Ida Wolf.44

By the late 1880s Berlin was indisputably the literary 
center of Germany, the mecca to which all aspiring young
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writers were drawn.45 It was Berlin’s burgeoning cultural 
life that formed Landauer’s experience in his first year 
there. He published his first article in a Berlin literary 
journal, an essay on different forms of poetry,46 and sent 
a play about Karlsruhe and Berlin to the city’s leading 
avant-garde theatrical company,47 the Verein Freie Buhne, 
an institution founded in 1889 to support the production 
of important new dramatic works such as Ibsen’s Ghosts 
and Gerhard Hauptmann’s first important drama, Vor 
Sonnenaufgang.48

In this early apolitical period, when Landauer’s outlook 
was that of a rebellious literary bohemian, he was pro
foundly moved by the philosophy of Nietzsche. At the 
University of Strasbourg in the winter semester of 1890-91, 
in his third year of university studies, Landauer studied 
Nietzsche’s writings intensively.49 Seen in the perspective 
of Landauer’s intellectual development as a whole, this 
strong dose of Nietzsche’s philosophy provided the neces
sary bridge from his earlier purely interior and largely 
passive aestheticism to the anarchist and socialist activism 
of the years following 1892.50 In only a limited degree did 
Ibsen provide this bridge for Landauer; the dramatist’s 
message emphasized the protection and defense of the in
dividual, not his willful self-transformation through active 
struggle.

For Landauer, Nietzsche’s writings encouraged the aban
donment of Schopenhauer’s pessimistic outlook, a philos
ophy to which he had been drawn as a gymnasium student. 
Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy had been concerned with the 
manner in which the Greeks, who were peculiarly aware 
of the sufferings and horror of existence, were yet able to 
avoid pessimism and, through the transforming power of 
art, affirm life in all its fullness.51 In February 1891 Lan-
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dauer wrote from Strasbourg to a friend that Nietzsche had 
fully “recognized and overcome Schopenhauer’s mistakes.” 
Having recently reread Die Welt als Wille und Vor- 
stellung, Landauer wrote that he could no longer accept 
the work “as truth,” although he still appreciated it “as a 
work of art” and as an expression “of a powerful person
ality.” 52 In November 1890, Landauer had begun to out
line the plot of a novel which revealed the impact of 
Nietzsche’s philosophy of life affirmation: the hero was to 
be a man who passed from total despair of life and the 
longing for death—which made him into a Todesprediger, 
or “Preacher of Death,” as the novel was to be entitled— 
to an experience of the joyous nature of all existence.53 
After reading Also Sprach Zarathustra during the winter 
of 1890-91,54 Landauer explained the Nietzschean motto 
of the novel in a letter to his cousin Siegfried: “The motto 
could perhaps be: first I teach renunciation and love, then 
I teach death, then I prize life and chaos.” Later in the 
letter he wrote, rather mystically—in an incoherent manner 
much like the often amorphous Lebensphilosophie of Ger
man neoromanticism around 1900—that “life and chaos” 
was “ joyous, untroubled, free, the enlightening of every
thing existing and corrupt, the emergence . . .  of all hid
den possibilities.” B5 Nietzsche’s impact on Landauer, as on 
so many romantic youths after the turn of the century, was 
to encourage in him a kind of inarticulate cult of experi
ence and life.

At the base of Nietzsche’s affirmation of existence was 
his conception of man as essentially a creature of volition. 
Such a focus upon human will, upon philosophical volun
tarism, was a central conception of Nietzsche’s which Lan
dauer permanently embraced. Man was to be distinguished 
from the animal world through his potential capacity of
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transforming himself through a conscious act of will. In this 
process of transformation, or “overcoming,” as Nietzsche 
liked to call it, the individual was to live according to values 
that could only be self-determined. In an article entitled 
“Die Religiose Jugenderziehung” (“The Religious Educa
tion of Youth” ), published early in 1891, Landauer illus
trated the manner in which this philosophy coincided with 
his thinking about a variety of subjects. God, he wrote, 
is not a transcendent being who, external to ourselves and 
to the world, exerts influence upon our lives; he is, rather, 
the very goals we posit for ourselves. The God we believe 

\ in is the “ God we want to become and will become.” 56 
Our development need not be left to chance. The raising 
of the “human type” would necessitate that our future 
progress be “ foreseen by the spirit and therefore willed.” B7 
In a letter of this period addressed to an old Heidelberg 
friend, Landauer emphasized the activism this thinking en
couraged, for which he now felt great need: “Without 
ideals, for which one struggles with all one’s strength, life 
is to me worth no more than a whiff of powder.” 58 At the 
center of Nietzsche’s “ spiritual universe,” Landauer wrote 
years later, was “ activity,”  which must be “ created, formed, 
destroyed, and transformed.” 59 

Although encouraging a life of vitality and struggle, 
Nietzsche, of course, did not approve of direct political 
activism and especially not of the socialist cause. To him 
the socialist demand for equality represented a disguised 
desire for comfort, security, and the easy life; the com
plete negation of individuality and culture, it amounted 
merely to a lust for material possessions.60 Although not 
attracted to Nietzsche’s thoroughgoing aristocratic elitism, 
Landauer was still affected in 1891 by his critique of 
socialist materialism. In the first direct political comment
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of his correspondence, in February of that year, Landauer 
wrote to his Heidelberg friend, a certain Herr Moos, that 
he was “far from socialism or communism” and that “pres
ent social democracy [is] . . . indissolubly united with 
materialism, militarism, puritanism, . . . eudaemonism, and 
hostility to art.” 61

Although Landauer agreed at this point with Nietzsche’s 
attitude toward socialist materialism, he could never accept 
Nietzsche’s negative attitude toward human solidarity in 
general. Despite all his youthful concern for personal au
tonomy and independence from dictatorial authority, Lan
dauer had absorbed the romantic, völkisch view that the 
individual was rooted in the community and the nation. 
What is more, on a personal level, Landauer always felt a 
great need for strong emotional contacts with others, as 
his adolescent diary reveals. While insisting upon the neces
sity for independent and individual decisions, Landauer 
expressed a desire in the diary to “be able to sink myself 
wholly into the soul of another, to seek to understand how 
it is possible to realize the universal love of man of which 
so many have spoken, but which is practiced by so few, 
a love that is so different from that other, egotistic kind.” 62 
In the February 1891 article, “Religiöse Jugenderziehung,” 
Landauer emphasized his view of the individual’s ties to all 
humanity: “ Our goal,” he stated, cannot simply be the 
“securing of the well-being of the individual,” but must 
extend to the “education of the human race,” the “ further 
development of the human type.” For this task the “social 
problem” must be solved, Landauer admitted; this, how
ever, was not primarily a matter of the economic depriva
tion of the poor, he emphasized, but the ethical and spiritual 
elevation of all mankind. “Disgust with forms of labor 
which are of a purely physical, spiritless nature, and pas
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sionate striving for a higher way of life,” he wrote, “are 
the deepest kernels of the social question.” One crucial 
means by which to bring about this spiritual change was 
through a certain kind of religious education of youth. 
Instead of sectarian training, religious education should 
focus upon the fact that “man stands in a completely secure 
and indissoluble connection with the entire organic and 
inorganic world” and is, in fact, an “inseparable limb of 
the world.”  Equipped with so firm a conviction, Landauer 
naïvely insisted, mankind would soon be able to emerge 
from “purely bodily labor” and evolve into an unspecified 
“higher form” of life.63

Landauer’s adolescent article on religious education was 
an early, and peculiarly naïve, example of his tendency to 
see the solution of social questions in terms of the altering 
of human consciousness, the necessity for man’s mystical 
education concerning the connection of each individual 
with the “entire organic and inorganic world.” The article 
also revealed, however, how Landauer resisted the ego
istic conclusions that most early readers had drawn from 
Nietzsche’s writings. His thinking at the time, though in a 
purely philosophical and prepolitical framework, first ex
hibited the problem of reconciling his desire for complete 
individual autonomy with his need for commitment to the 
larger local, national, and general human community, a 
problem that was to trouble him for many years. Seen in 
the context of his early intellectual development, it was 
the problem of fusing Nietzschean voluntarism and vôlkisch 
romanticism, the two main sources of his adolescent edu
cation. In later years Landauer sought a way of rooting the 
individual within the larger whole without sacrificing his 
power independently to transform his life through the 
power of his autonomous will.
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Before such a synthesis was attempted, however, Lan
dauer had learned to conceive of the problem in more po
litical terms; in the years 1891 through 1893, in the turbu
lent social climate of Berlin, Landauer received his first 
education as a socialist and an anarchist. When Nietzschean 
individualism and romantic communitarianism were finally 
reconciled in his mind, he called this personal synthesis 
“anarchosocialism” ; although it was deeply informed by 
both Nietzschean and völkisch perspectives, the eclectic 
mixture was to be framed in far more specific sociological 
and political terms than he had developed by the age of 
twenty-one.

Berlin and Socialism
In April 1891 Landauer left Strasbourg and returned to 

the University of Berlin. The intellectual and literary life 
of the south German city could not long hold his interest; 
Berlin was exciting, while Strasbourg was “ boring.” 64 
But the Landauer who returned to Berlin in the spring of 
1891 was not likely to remain the purely literary bohemian 
and aesthete he had been during his first stay in 1889-90. 
“Life,”  he had written in January 1891, is not worth much 
if we do not devote ourselves to the struggle for our ideals 
“with all our strength.” Although Landauer was an amateur 
novelist and poet at the time, it was beliefs, convictions, 
struggles, and ideals that captured his imagination, no 
longer simply the reflections on his own sensibilities, or the 
literary representation of the external world. The industrial 
metropolis of Berlin would provide him with an oppor
tunity for involvement in current social and political strug
gles.

When Landauer returned to Berlin in 1891, the Bis- 
marckian era had come to an end. The German Reich—a
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structure based upon the Prussian military aristocracy and 
the German industrial bourgeoisie, a union that was co
ordinated by the Emperor, or rather by his chancellor, 
Bismarck—was to be headed by William II, a pompous, 
erratic buffoon whose blustering, boastful speeches were 
soon to alienate public opinion all over Europe. Instead of 
the coherent direction of Bismarck’s leadership, Germany 
now had little leadership at all, as William’s changeability 
was only “heightened by the numerous influences at his 
court which were brought to bear upon him.” 65 The fault, 
however, lay more in Bismarck’s erection of a merely 
pseudoparliamentary regime than in William himself; it 
was Bismarck who “was the architect of the Constitution 
which placed the destinies of Germany in the hands of 
William II.”  68

One of the reasons behind Bismarck’s dismissal in 1890 
had been his strong difference of opinion with William II 
regarding the proper tactics to be used to fight the increas
ing electoral strength of the socialists. While Bismarck 
wanted to strengthen the provisions of the Anti-Socialist 
Law, thoroughly disillusioned with the attempt to win 
over the working classes through peaceful methods, the 
new kaiser fashioned himself as the “king of the beggars” 
who would wean the workers away from socialism and 
gain their support for himself and the monarchy through 
an extension of the earlier body of social legislation. W il
liam wanted to care for the welfare of the workers through 
the paternalistic enactment of such laws as compulsory 
Sunday rest and control of conditions and limitation of 
hours of labor for women and children.67 As a result of 
the spread of socialist or vaguely socialist ideas, or of the 
attempt to counter their spread, the solution of the social 
problem had become a widespread concern.
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Such a concern was particularly strong in Berlin, owing 
to the city’s rapid industrialization and the accompanying 
exhibition of socially polarized classes. For the greater part 
of the early nineteenth century Berlin’s importance in Ger
many and Prussia had been restricted largely to political 
and administrative matters. Beginning in the 1840s, how
ever, the quickly growing construction of railroads, the 
rapid development of machine-building industries in the 
city, and the increasing importance of the Berlin stock ex
change were heralding Berlin’s transformation into a Welt- 
stadt, a center of industry and trade. By 1890 the electrical 
and chemical industries and the clothing trades had joined 
machine building as the main pillars of Berlin’s economic 
life, followed by the developing pharmaceutical and print
ing industries. Both as a cause and as an effect of the city’s 
industrial development, Berlin’s population increased rap
idly in the second half of the nineteenth century. The pop
ulation in 1870 was 775,000, but by 1890, a mere twenty 
years later, it had doubled to 1,580,000.®® Of enormous 
significance for the Berlin labor movement, however, was 
the fact that after 1890 the rate of industrialization far sur
passed the rate of population growth in the city; in such 
a situation, the standard of living of the industrial working- 
class population soon rose. In the period 1890-1900, while 
the population of the city increased by 25 percent, the 
number of factory establishments almost doubled. At the 
same time the number of workers in these establishments— 
machine building, mechanized textile factories, chemical, 
optical, and graphic industries, and so on—increased by 44 
percent, although pockets of old, domestic handworkers 
still remained, especially in the clothing trades.69

Although in the long run the factory proletariat fared 
much better than the domestic handworkers, especially in
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the years after 1895, their situation did not improve in the 
early 1890s. When Landauer returned again to Berlin in 
the spring of 1891, Germany was in the midst of its third 
cyclical depression since 1873. The program adopted by 
the Social Democratic Party at Erfurt in 1891, which em
phasized the Marxian prediction of the increasingly devas
tating character of recurrent economic crises in capitalist 
society, was in part a result of the industrial slump.70 The 
party’s development into a mass movement (its Reichstag 
vote rose from 311,961 in 1881 to 1,427,298 in 1890)71 
coincided with the general economic decline of the 1880s. 
As George Lichtheim has written, “A  fatalistic belief in 
the imminent collapse of the hated system—which was not 
clearly distinguished from the prevailing socio-political 
‘class-rule’ in Bismarckian Germany—took hold of con
siderable strata of the movement, facilitating the subsequent 
adoption of a Marxist, or quasi-Marxist, platform.” 72 The 
early 1890s in Berlin were marked by frequent protest 
demonstrations by the industrial working classes against the 
rising prices of food, at least in part due to the agrarian- 
favoring tariff policy of the government. In the year 1891, 
in particular, the price of bread had climbed to its highest 
point since the mid-1870s.73 Though eventually eased by 
the long period of prosperity after 1895, social tensions 
and antagonism toward the conservative city and state au
thorities were strong in the first years of the 1890s in 
Berlin.74

Coinciding with the emergence of socialism as a mass 
movement and its gain, with the nonrenewal of the Anti- 
Socialist Law in 1890, of freedom to openly propagandize 
and organize, a concern for the social problem became a 
strong feature of Berlin literary life. It was the order of 
the day for a novelist, a poet, or a dramatist to present in
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his works a “slice of social life.” 75 Often this took the form 
of arousing sympathy for various kinds of social outcasts, in
cluding prostitutes and tramps as well as workers.76 Though 
naturalistic theory emphasized the detached representation 
of reality without the imposition of value judgments on the 
part of the writer, the literary method was not at all un
suited to the problem of evoking moods of social pity in the 
audience. The reality that was observed was, of course, 
selected by the artist. He simply had to allow “situation 
to follow situation; the situation would be vivid because 
actual, and pregnant with meaning because all life is full 
of tragic pity.”  77

The heightened awareness of the social question in the 
Berlin literary world in the early 1890s was reflected in the 
establishment in 1890 of the Freie Volksbühne, an institu
tion to foster working-class cultural education. Its founder, 
Bruno Wille, writer and socialist, had sought to enable the 
working classes of Berlin to see performances of the new 
drama by lowering ticket prices to a level that most of 
them could afford.78 Financed from the first by funds from 
the SPD, the new movement quickly gained a large follow
ing and eventually was to outlast the monarchy. The leaders 
of the movement included both important writers and so
cialists; Bruno Wille was joined by Karl Wildberger and 
Julius Turk of the SPD and the literary figures Otto Brahm, 
Julius Hart, and Wilhelm Bôlsche.79

This, briefly, was the literary and social situation in 
Berlin when Landauer returned to the metropolis in April 
1891. Here, for the first time, he was impressed by the 
discontent of the working classes and the hardships of life 
in a big industrial city.80 His letters from Berlin in the 
spring and fall of 1891 exhibit his change in outlook. In the 
first letter Landauer wrote upon arriving in Berlin, he noted
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that the aesthetic enjoyment of beauty would only pe
ripherally occupy him now. What Berlin afforded him was 
not beauty, but the chance to observe and “experience the 
world,” in all its fullness:

Y o u  ask w h y  I have com e to Berlin. I am really  rather ill- 
disposed tow ard its inflated and hollow  drives and the un
speakable number o f its u g ly  abuses. H ad I wanted to spend 
w hat one calls a beautiful and serene summer, Berlin w ould 
be the last place I w ould go. I find, how ever, that I no longer 
have time fo r  the enjoym ent o f beauty and can experience it 
on ly in passing. M y  inner life  has changed in the last years 
and I have broken aw ay from  the picture o f the w orld  w hich  
I had previously acquired in m y life. M y  eyes have learned 
to see things differently; now  I must also see things differ
ently, I must absorb new  w orlds into m yself, m y  spirit needs 
new  nourishment. From  the depths o f the spirit alone noth
ing can be created w ithout a steadily increasing fund o f 
experience o f the w orld . W ithout it one w ould  alw ays on ly 
repeat himself; and w hat does the w orld  o f  G ustav Landauer 
have, i f  he does not have the w orld  in himself? It is from  a 
union and indissolubility o f the individual w ith  his surround
ing w orld  that w hat one calls personality em erges.81

Later in the year Landauer wrote that he was learning 
“ from books and from men,” but especially from the “ life 
of the streets” and from “assemblies of the people.” 82 His 
encounter with the misery and hardships of the working 
classes, moreover, often made it difficult for him to sleep.83 
The result of Berlin’s “ exploitative commercial life,” he 
wrote to his cousin Clara, was the contrast between her 
“ arrogant riches” and her “horrible poverty.”  84 New liter
ary tastes reflected his growing social awareness; he found 
time to attend the theater, but he was impressed, signifi
cantly, only by the work of the Freie Volksbühne, with
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its production of social dramas for largely working-class 
audiences.85

In the first two years after his return to Berlin Landauer 
lived in Friedrichshagen, the city’s literary bohemian sub
urb. Most of the leading figures of the Freie Volksbühne 
movement were here; Bruno Wille, founder of the organ
ization, was a close neighbor of Landauer’s and soon the 
two became good friends.88 Friedrichshagen, Wille wrote 
some years later, was an “intellectual hotbed” in which 
there was almost constant debate of the latest literary, so
cialist, and anarchist ideas (two Berlin anarchists, John 
Henry Mackay and Benedikt Friedländer, as well as the 
later utopian socialist Franz Oppenheimer, often joined in 
the discussions).87 Here Landauer found others who shared 
his multiple interests and his independent and antiauthori
tarian temperament.

Until the spring of 1892, Landauer once again attended 
the University of Berlin, taking courses in the history of 
German literature and art;88 it was only after he dropped 
out of school in April 1892 that Friedrichshagen became 
his primary ambience. During the fall semester of 1891 
Landauer became associated with a group of radical stu
dents and received his first education in socialist theory, an 
education for which he was now prepared, given his new 
concern about the plight of the working classes. Unlike 
the socialist intellectuals of Friedrichshagen—a number of 
whom were either anarchists, or ethical idealists such as 
Wille89—these students were orthodox Marxists firmly 
within the intellectual orbit of the official Social Democratic 
Party of Germany.90 Before becoming an anarchist Lan
dauer passed through a short phase in which he expressed 
his rebellion against bourgeois society and his commitment
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to the struggles of the industrial working classes in Marxian 
terms. In view of the fact that his later socialism was to be 
formed in direct opposition to this ideology, it is of some 
importance to examine his earlier short-lived flirtation with 
Marxism.

In the fall of 1891 Landauer was asked by the Marxist 
students to draft a statement to the International Socialist 
Student Congress to be held in December of that year in 
Brussels. Since Prussian law made it impossible for young 
persons to engage in any concerted political activities,91 
the group would not be allowed to attend the conference. 
As the Social Democratic paper Vorwärts reported in late 
December, the students had written to the Brussels Congress 
complaining of the “ dissolute and intellectually backward 
level of German students,” most of whom were right-wing 
nationalists, and of the reactionary German regime which 
made it impossible for them to send representatives to the 
international student gathering.92 Apparently the statement 
Landauer wrote was to be sent to Brussels as a substitute 
for actual attendance by the Berlin students.

In his statement Landauer pointed to the tremendous 
growth of international social democracy and its call for a 
union of workers of all lands to pursue the class struggle 
against their bourgeois oppressors.93 As a means of further
ing the cause of social democracy, Landauer stated that if 
students should find themselves in a position where they 
were called upon to do service for the state, they should 
exploit this opportunity to spread socialist ideas and agitate 
for revolution in the bureaucracy and the army.94 The 
focus of his statement, however, concerned the divergent 
motives that animated workers and students, respectively, 
in their common fight for socialism: while the proletariat 
pursued the class struggle primarily out of economic need

- 4 2 -



MAKING OF AN ANARCHIST

and for its own liberation, students of bourgeois origin did 
so in order to work for the proletariat whose liberation 
would alone constitute the progress of mankind.

W e  have turned aw ay  from  the bourgeoisie, from  w hich 
w e derive, and w e despise it. Insofar as possible w e  w ant to 
be w o rth y  follow ers o f  the founder and leader o f our m ove
ment, K a rl M arx, w ho was like us in his bourgeois back
ground. W ith  this w e turn ourselves a w ay  from  our parents, 
our fam ily, our youthful education, our ow n generation, and 
place ourselves in the ranks or at the head o f the proletariat. 
. . . W e are bourgeois w ho have abandoned the bourgeoisie, 
and w e are one w ith  the proletariat in our goal but not in 
our origin; w e have the same w ill as they, but not the same 
b od y and the same spirit. T h e  proletariat fights in the class 
struggle in the first place out o f need and fo r  its ow n libera
tion; w e struggle in it fo r the sake o f the proletariat and 
fo r the progress o f all m ankind .95

In this Marxist-colored statement of late 1891 Landauer 
failed to emphasize certain central tenets of Marxian think
ing. Most notably absent was an emphasis on the historical 
inevitability of socialism, its necessary emergence from the 
social relations of production which capitalism had de
veloped. Instead of placing historical inevitability at the 
center of his analysis, Landauer significantly emphasized 
the active struggle of renegade idealistic bourgeois intellec
tuals for the proletariat and the liberation of humanity. 
Landauer’s Marxism slighted Marx’s profoundly historical 
orientation in focusing almost purely upon his ringing call 
to action.

Interestingly enough, this voluntaristic interpretation of 
Marx was voiced a number of times at the Brussels Student 
Congress which Landauer was not able to attend. Although 
the congress passed resolutions repeating the Second In
ternational’s judgments against the anarchists in the same
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year, and was very concerned to show its Marxist ortho
doxy and its “ scientific socialism,” a number of speakers, 
especially from Holland, emphasized that the class struggle 
must be carried out not only in economic and political 
matters, but in terms of the moral concerns that many stu
dents brought to the socialist movement.96 Landauer’s ethi- 
cal-idealist orientation was far from unique among young 
socialist intellectuals in Europe.97

Following his eclectic tendencies, Landauer had not re
jected Nietzsche in the period of his association with the 
group of Marxist students at the University of Berlin. It is 
significant, for example, that he chose to emphasize strongly 
that aspect of Marxism which was closest to Nietzschean 
voluntarism, whereas he de-emphasized the historical ma
terialism that would have been fundamentally irreconcilable 
with the teaching of Nietzsche. In certain ways Landauer 
was here working toward the kind of theoretical fusion of 
Marx and Nietzsche which Georges Sorel was to attempt 
in his Reflections on Violence a decade or so later. With 
Landauer, however, even more than with Sorel, the Marxist 
current did not run very deep. His early writings of 1892 
indicate that instead of truly synthesizing Nietzsche and 
Marx, Landauer was merely adding a socialist component 
to Nietzsche. As a residue of his exposure to Marxian ideas, 
Landauer now regarded himself as a socialist. To under
stand what he meant by this term, however, we must ex
amine how he attempted in early 1892 to reconcile the 
various currents of thought which he had absorbed in the 
course of the past two years.

In the first months of 1892 Landauer reassessed his atti
tudes on the purpose and function of art in the light of his 
new social outlook. Literature, he stated emphatically in a 
letter in January to his friend Moos, cannot be viewed as
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an autonomous activity. It must be seen against the “ entire 
life of man” and especially in terms of man’s whole social 
and public life. With this point the naturalists would not 
have argued. Later in the letter, however, Landauer showed 
his sharp break from naturalism. Hauptmann is not what 
we need, he emphasized; he is too “mild, too reserved, too 
much ‘tout comprendre, tout pardonner.’ There is not 
enough fire in him: Die Weber, though a drama of the 
weavers’ revolt of the 1840s, does not enflame the audience 
sufficiently.” 98 The purpose of art should not be the mere 
representation of reality, even if it is a reality that has been 
carefully chosen to arouse the social pity of the reader or 
viewer. If it is to be socially meaningful art it must be the 
direct expression of the artist’s own values and judgments. 
In his literary views, as well as in his socialism, Landauer 
resisted the scientific approach and spoke as an ethical 
idealist.

In two articles of early 1892 for the SPD organ, Die 
Neue Zeit, Landauer developed these views. In the first 
piece he wrote that art could no longer be his central con
cern because “it requires rest; and we need struggle.”  Ap
pearing to accept the necessity of a representational view 
of art, he argued that since art “ leans back and quietly ob
serves the present,” we no longer “have time for art.” 
Whereas art “needs satiation, we have hunger and want to 
awaken the feeling of hunger.” Instead of artists who ob
serve the face of the world around them, “we need prophets 
who excoriate the present and proclaim the future.”  99 One 
of these prophets, Landauer felt, was Friedrich Nietzsche. 
In his second article Landauer juxtaposed Hauptmann with 
Nietzsche and argued that “the younger generation,” in 
Germany and elsewhere, were beginning to turn to 
Nietzsche because they were fed up with an “ossified and
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tasteless naturalism.” Instead of “objectivity and consistent 
realism,” what is desired now is “unheard-of depth and 
strength, passionate assault, ability for greatness in pain and 
joy, independence, and a broad view of things.” Nietzsche, 
Landauer concluded, provides us with all of this and we 
need not be troubled that the great philosopher was an 
enemy of socialism. Having understood little about the ma
terial-social world, Nietzsche could not see that socialism 
is, in essence, an attempt to realize his dreams.100

In his novel Der Todesprediger, which he wrote largely 
in the spring of 1892,101 Landauer attempted to fuse 
Nietzschean vitalism with his new socialist commitments.102 
The main character, Karl Starkblom, questions the purpose 
of life, but can see nothing but death as its goal. The best 
that one can hope for, he concludes, is to reach the goal 
quickly.103 After hearing some speeches for social de
mocracy and reading Marx’s writings, however, Starkblom 
decides to devote himself to the cause of international social 
democracy so as to find some meaning in life. Yet the first 
attempt to avoid pessimism soon fails: Starkblom is quickly 
disillusioned with the kind of socialism he has been taught. 
In an essay that clearly reflects Landauer’s reading of Z ara- 
thustra and the Nietzschean critique of the cult of progress 
as expressed in the concept of the “ last man,” Starkblom 
announces his abandonment of socialism and, once again, 
proclaims death alone to be worthwhile: “Socialism is a 
lie,” he writes, “ for it speaks only of the future, and it is 
a superstition because it calls itself a science.” It is pitiable 
because it is ruled by an abstract idea of the future, instead 
of making it possible “ to dance and sing” in the present. 
“You men believe that ‘future’ is something in reality,” 
Starkblom continues, “something that concerns men more 
than heaven and hell do.” 104 Echoing Zarathustra before he
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gains the strength to accept the fact of the eternal recur
rence of all things, Starkblom concludes his essay by asking 
for death as soon as possible, since “eternally repeated non
sense is so frightfully boring!” 105

In this mood of despondence Starkblom is visited by a 
woman who, after reading his essay, had decided to attempt 
to bring him back to an affirmation of life. This she is able 
to do by reawakening in him his natural sensuality. At first 
she reads to him at length from Also Sprach Zarathustra 
in an effort to convince him of the insufficiency of purely 
intellectual life. Gradually Starkblom falls in love with the 
woman, Marguerite, and through her gains a new love of 
life and of humanity. Once again he proclaims himself to be 
a socialist because he wants to help create a world in which 
everyone will be able to affirm the fullness of life and 
humanity. His earlier socialism, he now realizes, promised 
little because it was based purely on abstract and cold 
reason. How could I not despair of such a socialism, he 
writes in a final essay, when I still really regarded life as 
a horror and the future only promised more of the same? 
The creation of a new world must begin with the indi
vidual’s personal discovery of the potentialities of a higher 
life through the tapping of his own deepest emotions. At
tacking the purely rationalistic socialism which he has now 
overcome, Starkblom writes:

I am no moralist, but I ask you: Are you not evil? You have 
gone too far along a false way; if you want to find the right 
point to begin you must trace your steps back a little. Too 
soon you proceeded with naked reason. It is not time to 
allow the soul to freeze. Do not do anything whose end you 
cannot at least have a presentiment of. Beware of intellectual 
spite! From time to time, rather, be still an animal! That is 
what I demand of you, you dreamers and thinkers: You
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should have passion! And that means: You should not be an 
isolated one, you should join others, you should live actively 
and leave death to death.108

The ability fully to affirm life—which Starkblom gains 
through the tapping of his natural sensuality and love—had 
to result in the desire to work for a socialist liberation of 
all humanity. This vitalistic life affirmation, Landauer held, 
was the sole basis upon which a meaningful socialism could 
be built. The kind of socialism that would realize Nie- 
tzschean teachings was not one based on rationalistic predic
tions of the future and “objective” analyses of the present, 
coupled with the continuing atrophy of the will’s capacity 
to gain love of life in the present; it had to be a commit
ment of the individual will to struggle for a socialist society 
which he felt would bring joy and fulfillment to all man
kind. Years later, in his Aufruf zuvi Sozialismus ( 19 1 1), 
Landauer wrote: “Socialism is possible and impossible at 
all times; it is possible when the right people are there to 
will and do it; it is impossible when people either don’t 
will it or only supposedly will it, but are not capable of 
doing it.”  107

Der Todesprediger, which brought together Nietzschean 
vitalism and a humanitarian commitment to socialism, also 
reflected the twin concerns of Landauer’s life: individual 
self-determination and community integration. Although 
he implied in the novel that the two were mutually neces
sary, there was no attempt to demonstrate the validity of 
this view, except of course on an emotional, intuitive level. 
Before Landauer fully developed his synthesis of indi
vidualism and communitarianism, however, he had aban
doned the Marxist approach to socialism and had become 
an anarchist-socialist. Having discussed his first exposure
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to socialist theory, we need now to concentrate on his path 
from Marxism to anarchism in the years 1892-1893.

The Berliner Jungen: The Education 
of an Anarchist 

In its plea for a voluntaristic approach to socialism, Lan
dauer’s Der Todesprediger anticipated his more fully de
veloped assault upon Marxism. Whereas his association with 
Marxist students at the University of Berlin had been pro
tected by his displacement of historical materialism from 
the center of Marx’s thinking and his emphasis upon the 
master’s activist component, the novel that Landauer com
pleted in the spring of 1892 shows that he was becoming 
aware of the real distance that separated him from ortho
dox Marxism. In the years that followed, his criticism of 
Marxism was to develop into a powerful antagonism to
ward the ideology. In his Aufruf zum Sozialismus, written 
in the years 1908 through 19 11, Landauer wrote that 
“Marxism . . .  is the plague of our age and the curse of 
the socialist movement.” 108 

In Landauer’s political and intellectual development, anti- 
Marxist education coincided with his path toward anar
chism. In the year after the completion of his novel Der 
Todesprediger in the spring of 1892, Landauer was to go 
far beyond the kind of Nietzschean critique of Marxism 
which had figured in the novel; now he absorbed a political 
critique of the German Social Democratic brand of Marx
ism, an attack on the bureaucratic and centralized au
thority which would allegedly govern the kind of society 
envisioned by Social Democratic leaders. Through his asso
ciation in 1892-93 with a group of antiauthoritarian dissi
dent socialists who had been called the Berliner Jungen be
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fore they were expelled from the SPD in 1891, Landauer’s 
anarchism developed out of the libertarian critique of Ger
man Social Democracy. In Germany it was the SPD, far 
more than the German Reich, which provided most liber
tarian socialists with their education in the necessity of 
anarchism, as Landauer explained in a speech in 1896:

In Germany as distinguished from other countries, Social 
Democracy has been the breeding ground of anarchism. 
In England and France you have your fill of political democ
racy and are horrified by its authoritarian institutions. In 
Germany we gain this knowledge in the organization, tactics, 
and intolerance of our Social Democratic Party. Almost all 
anarchists were recently Social Democrats. . . . And it was, 
first of all, through the insight as to how despotic and in
tolerant this party was, that they were brought to say: we 
no longer want to strive for political power, but for the 
spread of our enlightened view that it is necessary to do away 
with all authority.109

In the spring of 1892 Landauer was already ripe for such 
an experience. To begin with, the Marxism he had absorbed 
in the preceding autumn was of a rather superficial variety, 
one that stressed the idealistic activism of the individual in 
the service of the class struggle, instead of economic his
torical evolution and party organization. As a romantic 
individualist, of course, the latter had little appeal for him. 
By February of 1892 he was, moreover, already disillu
sioned with the passivity and tactical reformism of the 
SPD. Speaking of SPD opposition to massive demonstra
tions by unemployed construction workers, he wrote dur
ing the following year:

In February 1892 a large part of the Berlin work force 
proved they were something other than merely passive and 
scientific Social Democrats. . . .  In these days, at least, there 
was a revolutionary proletariat. . . . [But] since Social
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Democracy has been allowed into parliament, it wants to 
have nothing to do with every outbreak of passion and mass 
instincts, because the independent actions of the unemployed 
rln nnt correspond at all to the tame tactics of Social Democ-

A  few years later Landauer noted that he had drawn the 
following conclusion from the February 1892 event:

. . .  all party life leads to such miserable consequences and 
brings such unscrupulous characters to the fore. . . . Here 
there is always fear of radical propaganda, which occasions 
the party to designate the revolutionary temperament as 
either the creation of police spies, the spiritually ill, or the 
helpers of the bourgeoisie.111

Other socialists in Berlin were drawing similar conclu
sions from SPD policies in the early 1890s. Through his 
association in the fall and winter of 1892-93 with these 
older critics of Social Democracy, who were called the 
Berlin opposition or the Berliner Jungen, Landauer found 
the theoretical materials with which to develop an anarchist 
critique of bureaucratic and parliamentary forms of social
ism and to construct a libertarian alternative to the Marxian 
tactic of the “capture of the state.” Before examining Lan- 
dauer’s path from Marxism to anarchism in 1892-93, we 
need to discuss the development and perspectives of the 
Jungen.

In the 1880s the split between revolutionary rhetoric and 
reformist practice, which was to characterize the SPD’s 
stance in the years after 1890, was already visible.112 In the 
later years of the decade a left-wing criticism of these re
formist tendencies in the SPD leadership developed. At
tacking the leadership’s abandonment of revolution in favor 
of vote getting, this left-wing opposition centered in some 
of the larger German cities, especially Dresden, Magdeburg,
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and, most important, Berlin. All three were northern in
dustrial cities in which it was more likely for local socialists 
to emphasize revolution and class struggle than in those in 
the south where “class lines were not so sharply drawn.” 113 
Berlin, however, was undoubtedly the center of the oppo
sition—hence the later designation as simply the “Berlin 
opposition” or the Berliner Jungen. In the period of the 
Anti-Socialist Law (1878-1890), persecution and harass
ment had been particularly strong in Berlin;114 it was here, 
for example, that the Prussian Interior Ministry under the 
archconservative Puttkamer had led a campaign against 
strike leaders.115 In the late 1880s anarchist sentiment was 
developing among groups of workers and socialist intellec
tuals in Berlin.116

Many of the most vocal leaders of the Left opposition— 
Max Schippel, Paul Kampffmeyer, Hans Müller, Paul 
Ernst, and Bruno Wille, for example—were university- 
trained intellectuals in their twenties or early thirties, as 
was Gustav Landauer. Wilhelm Werner and Karl Wild- 
berger, two other leading Jungen, were young Berlin craft- 
workers.117 Unlike the older leaders of the party, such as 
Auer, Bebel, Liebknecht, and Singer, who were all above 
forty, these Jungen leaders had grown up, as had Gustav 
Landauer, years after the demise of German democratic 
liberalism in the 1 860s. Bebel’s generation could still believe 
vaguely, owing to their ties with an older democratic lib
eral faith, that “parliamentary institutions could be demo
cratic and useful to the working class.” The Jungen, how
ever, grew up in an environment that did not encourage 
belief in the efficacy of parliamentary institutions.

The German environment of the Eighteen-eighties was in
many ways a wasteland for political inspiration. As the
Jungen grew up they observed an anemic parliament trying
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half-heartedly to preserve some elements of liberal govern
ment in a conservative Obrigkeitstaat. In such a political 
atmosphere they easily learned to scorn and ridicule parlia
mentary institutions. From their political environment, they 
had no source from which to develop an admiration for 
democracy and radical liberalism.118

The lifting of the Anti-Socialist Law in 1890 had the 
effect of bringing the conflict of the Jungen with the party 
executive to a head. Whereas under the law the immediate 
chances for gradual reform were slight, once the pressure 
was removed and the prospects for peaceful, parliamentary 
change vastly increased, the advocates of parliamentary re
form and those of revolution were far more clearly differ
entiated.110 Instead of totally rejecting all activity associated 
with elections and parliaments, however, the Jungen never 
went further, in 1890 and 1891, than criticizing the party 
leadership for shifting the purpose of parliaments from that 
of merely being vehicles for furthering revolution by ex
posing the bourgeois parties, to that of being an end in 
themselves.120 The focus of their attack was reformism, not 
parliamentary activity. In early 1891, after the SPD repre
sentative Karl Grillenberger publicly disavowed in the 
Reichstag that the party intended to work for a transitional 
“ dictatorship of the proletariat,”  the Jungen view that the 
party had abandoned revolution was strengthened. The 
speech by Grillenberger, which clearly had the approval 
of the party executive, deeply incensed the Jungen and 
brought them to make personal attacks upon the party 
leaders themselves.121 Although emphasizing that they had 
only the welfare of the party at heart, representatives of 
the opposition, Karl Wildberger in particular, directed 
strong personal insults at members of the executive at the 
party congress at Erfurt. These attacks were the immediate
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cause for the expulsion of the five Jungen spokesmen from 
the congress.122 In response to this action against its repre
sentatives, the entire Berlin opposition group withdrew 
from the party.123

By behaving as “mutineers rather than merely dissenters,” 
the Jungen had prejudiced their case against the party 
leaders. The response of the executive, however, seemed 
excessive to many observers. It is impossible to understand 
the further history of the Jungen and of Landauer’s de
velopment toward a strongly antiauthoritarian socialism 
along with one wing of the Jungen without noting the im
pression of dictatorial authority which the party executive 
gave in its handling of the opposition threat. The zeal with 
which the Jungen “were persecuted by the party com
mittee appeared exaggerated to many observers. Even 
Engels, who was entirely on the side of the committee, was 
annoyed with Liebknecht and Bebel because they talked 
too much of ‘throwing out’ and wished they would avoid 
‘the appearance that a dictatorship exists.’ ”  124

A  number of the Jungen, reading into this experience 
the message that central, bureaucratic authorities are in
evitably dictatorial, sought to work out alternative decen
tralist proposals for both their political movement and the 
society they hoped it would create. Although Landauer was 
not one of the Jungen at the time of their expulsion from 
the SPD in 1891, he was strongly affected by their views 
of the experience when he became associated with them 
in the fall and winter of 1892-93. As a spokesman for those 
Jungen who had become anarchists by 1893, Landauer was 
sent to the International Socialist Congress at Zurich, at 
which he planned to attack the SPD treatment of the Berlin 
opposition in 1891. In a speech he wrote for delivery to 
the congress in August, he spoke of the Jungen revolt:
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Those who stepped forward to reform Social Democracy, to 
make it more enamored of revolutionary spirit—for there 
was nothing else in their striving—were honest and proven 
men who had worked, struggled, and suffered long years 
in the ranks of Social Democracy. When they took the 
liberty to be of another opinion from the party committee 
in many things, however, this was immediately forgotten. 
Even worse, though, was the poison of the most disgraceful 
kind of insinuations which now trickled down from above, 
down into the masses. No man of independent mind was 
then secure from being branded as an informer and police 
agent, a lumpen proletariat, and a betrayer. That the warn
ings of the opposition were all too correct, however, has 
been abundantly demonstrated in the past two years. . . . 
One of the tasks of German Social Democracy is to prevent 
or to defame every independent and imposing action of the 
proletariat.125

In response to the expulsion of their representatives from 
the SPD, the entire Berlin opposition withdrew from the 
party and met to organize their own independent move
ment in November 1891. The manifesto of their organiza
tion, which was called Verein Unabhängigen Sozialisten 
(Union of Independent Socialists), revealed how their ex
pulsion from the SPD by the party executive had affected 
their political outlook: now extremely suspicious of all 
forms of centralized authority, they sought to develop a 
decentralized structure that would give a greater measure 
of independence to the various groups within a movement. 
Although still Marxists, the Jungen, now called Independent 
Socialists, were moving toward the anarchist position. The 
manifesto read in part:

We struggle against every forced centralization, that 
which hinders the freedom of a movement defined by the 
various sections of the working class. . . . We are for a 
completely free exchange of opinions. And since we can
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no longer find this within the previous party organization, 
we must work outside its narrow confines. We are socialists 
and stand on the ground of class struggle. However, since 
the dictatorship of the present party executive smothers all 
independent thought and the organizational form of the 
present party limits the free movement of proletarian social 
classes, we ask members who are not in agreement with the 
party executive and its tactics . . .  to form a union of Inde
pendent Socialists in common with us.126

One week after the Verein was organized, the first issue 
of its weekly newspaper, Der Sozialist, appeared. From the 
beginning it reflected the antiauthoritarian direction of its 
members’ brand of socialism. The newspaper’s opening 
statement of purpose repeated many of the old charges 
against the SPD executive: it was attacked, for example, 
for abandoning revolution in favor of opportunistic social 
reforms, for having deviated from “proletarian ideas,” and 
for having exercised a dictatorship over the party which 
sought to make of party members “will-less instruments” 
of their rule. There were increasing signs of anarchist senti
ments, however; antiparliamentarism, for example, became 
one of the cardinal points of Der Sozialist and was en
shrined in its opening statement of purpose. The statement 
read, in part: “We are opponents of legislative-parliamen
tary activity; experience has shown that it leads unavoid
ably to corruption and possibilism. We must stress the fact 
that parliament is an institution through which the bour
geoisie exercises its rule over the proletariat.” 127 In an 
attempt to give a strongly antiauthoritarian direction to 
Marxist purposes, the editors wrote: “ Our goal is the eco
nomic and social liberation of the working class. We 
struggle against authority and servitude in every form, the 
material as well as the spiritual. This goal can be achieved 
through the negation of bourgeois private property, espe-
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daily through the sodalization of the means of produc
tion.” Turning to the organization of the proletarian strug
gle, the editors made it clear, however, that the bourgeois 
were not alone capable of dictatorial authority and that 
centralization of any group, socialist or otherwise, would 
result in the control of the members by the leaders.128

„Until the spring of 1893, when those who resisted anàr- 
chist conclusions left the Independents, Der Sozialist con
tained both purely antiauthoritarian and more orthodox 
Marxist articles. In the first year of the newspaper, Bruno 
Wille, Benedikt Friedländer, and Wilhelm Werner repre
sented the anarchist position most strongly, while Max 
Schippel, Karl Wildberger, and Paul Kampffmeyer con
tinued to argue along more Marxist lines. The movement 
with which Landauer became involved after mid-1892, 
although it was united in a common antipathy toward the 
SPD and the authoritarian centralism it saw in the mass 
party, was one marked by strong divisions regarding the 
proper alternative to the SPD. Throughout 1892, how
ever, the tendency toward anarchism was growing.120

Landauer knew Wille, Wildberger, and Bernard Kampff
meyer through their common participation in the Freie 
Volksbühne.130 Since all these friends were leading figures 
among the Independents, it is not unlikely that it was 
through them that Landauer made his first contacts with 
the socialist group. In August 1892 his first article for 
Der Sozialist appeared: a piece on the libertarian socialist 
Eugen Dühring.131

Before assessing Landauer’s initial work among the Inde
pendents, some more general comments are in order. Lan
dauer’s path toward anarchism in late 1892 and early 1893, 
in conjunction with the growing anarchist wing of the 
Independents, can best be seen in terms of a continuing
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development away from Marxism. In this he was not alone; 
by the last decade of the nineteenth century those who 
sought to formulate antiauthoritarian forms of socialism 
had to do so in terms of a critical assessment of Marxism. 
As George Lichtheim has pointed out:

After the collapse of the original Anarchist movement some 
time in the later 1880’s, every other school of “anti-authori
tarian” Socialism was obliged to come to terms with Marx, 
and do so to a greater or lesser extent even when its theorists 
prided themselves upon their doctrinal independence. The 
relevant point here is not that these groups held dissenting 
views, but that they formulated them with reference to the 
dominant Marxist credo. This was a state of affairs very 
different from that of the 1860’s when Marx was simply 
regarded as a rival of the more widely known Proudhon; or 
the i 87o’s when there was thought to be a choice between 
an “authoritarian” and a “libertarian” corpus of Socialist doc
trine. From about 1890 onward the legitimacy of such a 
distinction was no longer admitted by the parties and move
ments which had come together in 1889 to form the Second 
International; and in 1896 this attitude was formalised by 
the refusal of the International’s third congress to seat the 
Anarchist delegates.132

As we have seen, not all the Independents were willing 
to ground their attacks upon the “authoritarian dictator
ship” of the SPD executive along anti-Marxist lines. A  
number of the editorial staff of Der Sozialist, including 
Wildberger and Paul Kampffmeyer, were still antiparlia- 
mentary Marxists who held that the SPD’s fall from grace 
had come as a result of its deviation from Marx. The other 
group, however, which included Wille, Werner, and Max 
Baginski, became more and more interested in anarchist 
alternatives to Marx, frequently inviting the Duhringian
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anarchist Benedikt Friedländer to write articles for Der 
Sozialist.1™

In his first articles for the paper, in the fall of 1892, 
Landauer sided with the attempts of the Wildberger group 
to develop a libertarian brand of Marxism. His first article, 
a piece on Eugen Dühring’s “Kursus der National- und 
Sozial-oekonomie,” attempted to develop a qualified de
fense of the value of Marx’s thought. While recommending 
Dühring’s work as a healthy corrective to Marx’s tendency 
toward dogmatism or the “mechanistic transformation of 
living, fluid realities into dead and fixed concepts and laws,” 
he insisted that independent-minded socialists should not 
forget the “powerful scientific and agitational service that 
Marx performed.” The conclusion of the rather insubstan
tial article was the dubious view that Dühring and Marx 
had arrived at similar results through different methods.134

In his second article for Der Sozialist, published in Oc
tober 1892, Landauer clarified his views of Marxism; in 
so doing he began to formulate his own conception of 
socialism a bit more carefully. Like the first piece, this 
second one was a qualified defense of Marx; this time, 
however, Landauer defended him—or at least the pre-1848 
more voluntaristic Marx—against his positivistic followers. 
By October 1892 Landauer had learned that Marxism had 
changed since the turbulent 1840s and that contemporary 
Marxists did not read the master as he had in his statement 
for the Berlin socialist students the year before; instead of 
focusing on Marx’s passionate activism and the allowance 
he had provided for the transformation of conditions of 
existence by human will, as the young romantic Landauer 
had done, orthodox Marxists of the 1 890s stressed the phi
losopher’s “ demonstration” of the historical inevitability of
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the emergence of socialism from capitalism. Marx, of course, 
was still alive when Engels’s Anti-Diihring appeared in 
1878—the key work in this transformation of Marxism— 
and it is clear that he had become reconciled to the shift 
in the view of the socialist revolution from that of a 
“unique historical breakthrough into the doctrine of a 
causally determined process analogous to the scheme of 
Darwinian evolution.” 135

In his article of October 1892, Landauer defended Marx 
against what he called the “epigones,” those who had inter
preted Marx’s thought as a closed and abstract science in
stead of a call to fight passionately against the existing 
order. Landauer began to argue, however, that Marx him
self was not entirely free from blame on this score. Read
ing back into Marx the simple scientific determinism of 
many of his followers, Landauer unfairly charged that 
Marx had fallen into the error of believing, in the 1850s 
and 1860s, that he had an “unquestionable and irrefutable 
perception of the past and present, from which the future 
could be predicted with mathematical certainty.”  But this 
latent tendency toward dogmatism and the ordering of 
discrete, living things into mechanistic abstractions had 
been immensely exaggerated and caricatured by the Marx
ist epigones, while they entirely neglected his passionate 
activism. In this way, according to Landauer, the freedom 
of the individual will had been strait) acketed into a frame
work of iron determinism.

It was Marx who, at the end of the 1840s in the Rhineland 
region, raised the call for freedom and revolution with greater 
might than anyone else. . . . Marx’s gathering of disparate 
particulars into firm concepts and laws, his dictatorial forcing 
and murdering of living things, which can never be wholly 
covered with . . . words and laws, his dogmatism, his mech
anizing, his transformation of the great living world of
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thought and activity into dead abstractions . . .  all this, 
which he developed later, has been exaggerated in the most 
unheard-of way and been caricatured, so that a handy and 
wonderful system has simply been taken over and mech
anistically utilized, while the true substance of this form, 
the real perception of the world, the powerful will of Marx, 
have not been inherited at all. These bloodless followers have 
now brought socialism into the danger of being nothing but 
a cold science, no longer capable of raising men out of old 
routines and making it possible for them to struggle, as inde
pendent free individuals, against the existing order. . . . 
Their disinclination against the independent acts of the 
individual proceeds from their conviction of the mathe
matically ascertainable . . . course of events; human inde
pendence no longer has anything to do with it.136

In his important conclusion to the article, Landauer’s re
jection of historical determinism and positivism went as 
far as an attack on Marx’s historical approach itself, in a 
plea for socialist action based upon the desirability of social
ism and not its historical “necessity.” As his character 
Starkblom had concluded at the end of Der Todesprediger, 
Landauer wrote in the Sozialist article:

We perceive the coming condition of things as possible or 
even as necessary because we love it and desire it. Man is 
the measure of all things and there is no objective knowledge 
in which concepts are a mirror of objects perceived. . . . 
It would be much more worthwhile if socialists would first 
give unconstrained expression to their will and then make 
clear why they believe that the thing is also capable of real
ization. But to proclaim the unconditional necessity, founded 
upon nature, of a definite course . . .  is to cripple the driv
ing power of a movement through a . . . superstition that 
everything will develop by itself.137

Landauer’s first two articles for the Independents’ paper 
Der Sozialist did not concern only Marx and Marxism.
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The major purpose of the more detailed and illuminating 
second piece of October 22, 1892, was to offer an alter
native to the mechanistic positivism of contemporary Marx
ist orthodoxy by citing the work of Eugen Dühring, the 
socialist philosopher whose ideas had been popular in Berlin 
in the 1870s138 and whose work Benedikt Friedländer had 
recommended to Landauer in the summer of 1892.139 While 
defending Marx against the Marxist positivism of the day, 
Landauer stated in his second article that “Eugen Dühring 
is a very worthwhile and serviceable comrade in the strug
gle against the ossified, rigid, and enfeebling direction” of 
contemporary Marxism.140 Dühring’s work, Landauer em
phasized, reacquaints us with the fundamental importance 
of individual creativity and action for the realization of 
socialism, for he shows how the “masses can be dissolved 
into men,” that is, into individuals who are capable of self- 
determined activity. In this connection Landauer quoted 
the following passage from Dühring’s Kursus: “ Individuals 
are more than mere atoms of a societal or state body; they 
are the sovereign bearers of all associations and their po
litical forms. Socialization does not exclude individualiza
tion, but includes it, for freedom can be attained only 
through a real principle of association.” In another passage 
cited by Landauer, Dühring had stressed that the allevia
tion of the plight of the working classes would not result 
simply from an increase in their economic standard of 
living, since the root of their oppression was not in the 
economic sphere so much as in the lack of individual au
tonomy and self-determination; the improvement of a 
worker’s economic condition “ cannot alter the main prob
lem at all,”  Dühring had written, “ if it is not coupled with 
an alleviation of the main evil: independence when he 
suffers and dependence when he is active.” 141 Although
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most of the Kursus was taken np with technical discussions 
concerning the workings of capitalism, the economics of 
wages, prices, interest charges, finance, and taxation142 
(which, significantly, Landauer entirely neglected in his 
article), Diihring’s socialism appealed to Landauer because 
Diihring viewed economics in terms of the problem of 
individual autonomy and self-determination, a question dear 
to Landauer’s heart.

Diihring’s focus upon the necessity of individual auton
omy and independence reflected his basic assumption that 
all social and political relations in contemporary society are 
based on compulsion and force. It was this force theory 
that appealed to Friedlander and his circle of anarchists 
among the Independents.143 In his article on Diihring, 
Landauer noted that Diihring’s main principle was that 
“capitalist exploitation results from the authority of some 
men over others.” 144 He then quoted Diihring’s basic view: 
“ In the process of the development of wealth, political and 
social oppression is the pedestal on which other more in
direct forms of exploitation later develop.” 145 Here, of 
course, was a view that was in direct contradiction to Marx
ian theory, where political authority is held to be a result of 
economic property relations and not the other way around. 
In his article, however, Landauer failed to present a clear 
argument either for anarchist or for Marxist theory and 
focused merely on the value of Diihring’s philosophy as an 
antidote to present positivistic versions of Marxism. He had 
just joined the Independents in the summer; after a few 
more months of association with them—by the winter of 
1892-93—he opted for the anarchist position.

In the fall and winter of 1892-93 Landauer worked di
rectly with the Independents on both cultural and political 
projects. In October 1892 he joined Bruno Wille and other
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leading Independents in an attack on the SPD members of 
the Freie Volksbühne, the theater institution Wille had 
founded for the education of the working classes of Berlin. 
Wille had charged that Julius Türk, the leading SPD 
spokesman on the board of the Freie Volksbühne, and his 
supporters were betraying the original educational goals 
of the organization and attempting to make it into a “party 
political institution,” an arm of the Social Democrats. After 
Wille’s attack, Landauer joined with the other Independent 
Socialists in the organization and with many of the most 
significant figures in Berlin literary life—Wilhelm Bölsche 
and Ernest von Wolzogen, for example—in founding a 
counterinstitution, the Neue Freie Volksbühne. The main 
difference of the new organization from the original one 
was its insistence that writers have greater control over 
the choice of dramatic works to be performed in order to 
ensure that the cultural level of the working-class audience 
would be raised.146 For the next few years Landauer was 
a member of the five-man “board of artistic experts” of the 
Neue Freie Volksbühne.147 Yet the new institution did not 
function very differently from the old one in the years 
ahead.148

At an early meeting of the Neue Freie Volksbühne, in 
October 1892, Landauer met and fell in love with a girl 
named Grete Leuschner, an impoverished needle-trade 
worker in Berlin’s clothing industry.149 By early November 
he and Grete had already decided to be married, and they 
planned to go to Zurich for that purpose.150 Landauer’s fa
ther opposed the marriage, possibly because of Grete’s 
social position, and, as a result, they could not be married 
in Germany since Gustav was still considered a minor.151

It was not the first or the last time that Landauer and 
his father were to come into bitter conflict. Hermann had
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opposed Gustav’s study of literature and his later with
drawal from university study,152 while Gustav’s adoption 
of radical political sentiments had merely confirmed his 
father in his refusal to support his son financially.153 For a 
number of years, beginning approximately in 1892, Lan- 
dauer was supported by a close cousin of his, Hugo, who 
was a watch manufacturer.154 The estrangement with his 
father, which was to last until the latter’s death in 1900, 
was merely increased when Landauer was twice arrested 
for activities connected with the anarchist cause. Such a 
generational conflict was commonplace, of course, in nu
merous middle-class German homes in this period preceding 
the youth movement and the expressionist literary re
volt.155

To this estrangement Landauer reacted differently at 
different times. In the spring of 1892, before matters 
reached the crisis stage because of his engagement to Grete, 
Landauer was able to write to his cousin Clara of the “ in
evitability” of a “conflict of cultures” between generations 
in the contemporary period of rapid social change.156 By 
December, however, he was writing to an aunt that he 
could think of his father only “with bitterness.” 157 The 
time of strongest animosity between them was precisely 
the time when Landauer was exposed to anarchist theories. 
While he did not show signs in his correspondence of 
hating his father and was eventually to attempt to resume 
a relationship with him,158 Landauer’s total rejection of all 
forms of authority may have been conditioned by the con
flict; the experience of Hermann Landauer’s authority may 
well have reinforced the anarchist arguments of some of 
the Independents. It is important to bear in mind, however, 
that for Landauer anarchism was to be an alternative 
method of restructuring society from below, not a call to
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acts of terrorism; similarly, it was independence from his 
father’s authority which he sought, not revenge brought 
on by hatred.

The Landauers stayed in Zurich in December and Jan
uary of the winter of 1892-93. Much of Landauer’s time 
was spent with those Berlin Independent Socialists who 
were also present in the Swiss city—Max Baginsky, for ex
ample, a leading member of the anarchist wing of the 
Independents.159 In Zurich there was also a group of dissi
dent Swiss Social Democrats who were fighting against the 
executive of the Swiss party. In December Landauer ad
dressed them and attacked the SPD and parliamentarism in 
his talk.160 The education of an anarchist was proceeding 
apace.

Soon after his return to Berlin in February 1893 Lan
dauer finally completed his shift from Marxism to anar
chism. Benedikt Friedländer, the leading anarchist theore
tician in the Sozialist circle, had not gone to Zurich during 
the winter, yet before he left for Switzerland, and after 
he returned, Landauer engaged in political discussions with 
him.161 These discussions, coupled with the publication and 
review of Friedländer’s new book, Libertarian Socialism in 
Opposition to the State Servitude of the Marxists (Berlin, 
1892), in the pages of Der Sozialist early in 1893,162 brought 
Landauer more and more to the anarchist position. From 
Zurich he had already written that “for my part you can 
call the so-called Independent Socialists also anarchists” ; 
on his return to Berlin he began to articulate an anarchist 
program for the Independents. In February Landauer spoke 
at a meeting of the Independent Socialists. In his talk he 
launched the usual attack on the SPD and its trade unions, 
which he said were “at least as bankrupt as bourgeois soci

- 66 -



MAKING OF AN ANARCHIST

ety,” emphasizing how necessary it was to avoid the cen
tralization of the present SPD organization in a future 
socialist society. The goal of our direct, economic struggles 
with the bourgeoisie, Landauer stated—hinting at a syndi
calist alternative to SPD parliamentarism—must be a “free 
organization of society on the basis of independent eco
nomic groups.” 163 In early April Landauer proclaimed in 
the pages of Der Sozialist that this program was anarchism 
and that it was this banner that the paper should carry 
and not the amorphous-sounding phrase, “ Independent 
Socialism.” In two articles entitled “What Should We Call 
Ourselves?” Landauer completed his path away from Marx
ism and finally embraced the anarchist position.

“ Independent Socialism” is a term with little substance, 
Landauer wrote in April, one that no longer fits the direc
tion of the movement. “At first we conceived of ourselves 
only as a justified and necessary opposition within the 
party,” Landauer stated, citing the experience of the Ber
liner Jungen of 1891. “Then, however, during the Erfurt 
Congress, we noticed that the oppositions were of a deeper 
kind, even though there were very few who perceived that 
these were basic principled oppositions.” One of the funda
mental differences with the SPD was our opposition to 
parliamentarism, Landauer went on, and our “emphasis on 
the economic struggle.”  The position we have developed, 
one that focuses upon the “necessity of economic organ
izations” and a future society based not upon the state but 
upon “ free productive groups,” has brought us “within a 
hairbreadth” of the anarchists of Berlin. “The name ‘the 
Independents’ . . . does not express anything in terms 
either of principles or tactics,” Landauer wrote; what is it 
that holds us back “ from declaring ourselves in solidarity
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with those comrades who had seen through the party ear
lier than we and who before us represented free socialism 
and struggled boldly for its fulfillment?” 164

Landauer had now reached the point where he fully 
grasped the distinction between the Diihringian theory and 
that of the Marxists, a distinction that failed to emerge from 
his articles of the preceding fall on Diihring’s Kursus. The 
force theory of Diihring had been a restatement of the 
classic anarchist distinction, first clearly enunciated by 
Proudhon, between present social organizations, which are 
based upon authority and political rule, and those based 
upon the cooperation and association of individuals and 
voluntary groups.185 It was on the latter foundation that 
both anarchism and any meaningful socialism must rest, 
Landauer asserted. After Herman Buhr, one of the leaders 
of the Independents, had charged that Diihring was a so
cialist and not an anarchist and that in Germany the two 
were not compatible, Landauer countered in his second 
article of April 1893: “Buhr himself wants a free associa
tion of individuals and economic groups in which there 
would be no authority. He is also an anarchist; . . . 
Diihring wants the same; . . . from every side of his 
thought it is clear that for Diihring there exists no opposi
tion between anarchism and socialism.” Every anarchist 
knows that the liberation of the individual can be reached 
only through the cooperative use of economic goods. The 
real contrast is between authoritarian and libertarian forms 
of socialism, Landauer emphasized, and the latter is called 
anarchism: “ One speaks of state socialism,” he wrote, “ and 
what is its opposite? What is the opposite of all use of 
authority? Anarchy! . . . Anarchism and socialism are not 
oppositions in the least for those who can think only of 
realizing socialism without the use of authority.”  168 Be

- 6 8 -



MAKING OF AN ANARCHIST

sides Dühring, Landauer went on, we have been shown 
this by Theodor Hertzka (a Viennese economist whose 
utopian scheme of a cooperative colony, a “Freeland,” was 
then having a vogue in Berlin socialist circles).167 Landauer 
also cited one of the Independents in this connection, Bene
dikt Friedländer; the recent pamphlet of the Berlin anar
chist was being published in Der Sozialist at the same time 
as Landau er’s articles of April 1893. It was Friedländer, 
with whom Landauer had been conversing off and on since 
the preceding summer, who finally highlighted for him the 
crucial distinction between force and cooperation which 
lay at the base of the anarchist vision and the libertarian 
critique of Marxian socialism.168

In his book Friedländer charged that by seeking to utilize 
political and bureaucratic means to achieve their ends, Marx 
and his followers would, if they succeeded, only perpetuate 
the political servitude and economic exploitation they 
claimed to oppose. By capturing the state and erecting a 
system of state socialism through the nationalization of the 
entire economy, the Marxists would merely be “making 
private wage slaves into public ones.” 169 But one need not 
prophesy about the evil results of a Marxian revolution: 
prerevolutionary Marxian practice is already a preview of 
future dictatorial authoritarianism. Building upon the ex
perience of the Jungen in the SPD in 1890-91 and repeat
ing a charge made frequently by the Independents since 
then, Friedländer argued that the present SPD was merely 
a microcosmic authoritarian state in itself. In both instances 
it was dictatorial centralization that was the oppressive or
ganizational principle.170

Implicit in Friedländer’s charge was the view that bureau
cratic parties and states tend to perpetuate themselves. 
Nineteenth-century anarchists had developed this point
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before twentieth-century sociologists contended that this 
process was visible in all modern political life. Anarchists 
often insisted that the Marxian claim that their “dictator
ship of the proletariat” would be temporary was, at best, 
a self-deception; those who have captured the state so as 
to introduce a collectivist economy would be no more dis
posed to oversee the liquidation of that state than those 
rulers and bureaucrats from whom it had been captured.171 
In his classic sociological treatise, Political Parties (19 15), 
Robert Michels developed his concept of an “Iron Law of 
Oligarchy” with insights gained from earlier anarchist 
thinking and, in large part, through an analysis of the SPD 
foreshadowed by the Jungen critique of the early 1890s. 
“ The directors of this revolutionary body existing within 
the authoritarian state,” Michels wrote, “sustained by the 
same means as that state and inspired by the like spirit of 
discipline, cannot fail to perceive that the party organ
ization, whatever advances it may make in the future, will 
never succeed in becoming more than an ineffective and 
miniature copy of the state organization.” 172

In his Sozialist articles on anarchism in the spring of 1893 
Landauer embraced Friedlander’s critique of state socialism 
and its Marxian derivation. In his second April article on 
the subject “What Should We Call Ourselves?” he wrote:

We stand at a most significant moment where revolutionary 
socialists of all directions and all lands can unite against both 
the bourgeoisie and the state socialist direction. . . . Social 
Democracy strives—in part scientifically, in part, unscien
tifically—for today as for the future, for a dictatorship and 
a regime of force in which it is aided by the ignorance of 
the masses. Obviously we do not belong in its ranks. . . . 
Anarchism will not tolerate the practice of authority either 
today or in the future. It seeks to make individual men free
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and independent and strives for this through a socialist 
economy.173

While the articles of April did not focus upon Marxism 
directly—although they contained an attack on the state 
socialism of contemporary Social Democracy—in June Lan
dauer made explicit his break from the Marxian approach 
to socialism. After rereading the Communist Manifesto, 
Landauer wrote, in a Sozialist article of June 1893:

For Marx the way to a nonauthoritarian society is through 
authority, the way to statelessness is through the state. . . . 
That was his great error. Where there are rulers, there are 
also those who have voluntarily relinquished their power. 
. . .  If I want a society without authority, then I cannot 
strive for authority. Instead I must strive to destroy all op
pressive powers and found a realm for the freedom of in
dividual men.174

The practice of Marxian socialist parties, both in the present 
and the future, only strengthens the authoritarian state, 
Landauer asserted. Attacking SPD attempts to solve po
litical problems through the machinery of the state, he 
wrote in June 1893: “Everything that is patched up and 
reformed within the context of the contemporary state 
secures the economic and political foundations of this state, 
solidifies its real character, increases the expanse of its power 
. . . and weakens the initiative and independence of indi
viduals and groups.” 175 The short-lived flirtation with 
Marxism was over; after close to a year with the Inde
pendents, Landauer had joined its anarchist wing.

Landauer’s articles of the spring of 1893 called for a 
fusion of anarchism and socialism as the sole means of 
bringing about the liberation of the individual and society. 
In the term “ anarchist socialism” Landauer attempted to
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synthesize individualism and communitarianism, personal 
autonomy and commitment toward the community of men. 
In later years his efforts to combine individual self-deter- 
mination and communitarian “rootedness” were to include 
currents of mystical philosophy and völkisch romantic so
cial thought, elements of which he had already absorbed 
by 1893. The synthesis of his early twenties was more lim
ited, an intellectual construct of the currents he had ab
sorbed in Berlin from 1891 to 1893: the individualist need 
was satisfied by the term “anarchism” and the communi
tarian one by “socialism.”

Landauer’s insistence in April 1893 that the movement 
of the Independents adopt the anarchist label brought the 
conflict between its libertarian and Marxist wings to a head. 
B y late 1892 the conflict between the antiparliamentary 
Marxists and the anarchists among them had already reached 
a point where the two factions no longer found it possible 
to cooperate. With the Marxists Karl Wildberger and 
Hermann Teistler in control of the editorial board of Der 
Sozialist at the end of 1892, all articles with a clear anar
chist position were rejected.176 After Landauer returned to 
Berlin in late February 1893 he was asked by Wildberger 
to join the editorial staff, since the latter was unaware of 
Landauer’s development away from Marxism.177 By Feb
ruary 1893 the ban on anarchist articles had to be lifted 
because groups outside Berlin, which had previously been 
active in spreading the newspaper in Mainz, Stuttgart, 
Frankfurt, and Cologne, among other cities, had refused 
to perform this service until the former editorial policy 
was resumed.178 This stand made it possible for Landauer 
to publish the articles of early April, unleashing an open 
debate in the pages of Der Sozialist regarding the proposed 
adoption of the “anarchist” label.
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In May 1893 the matter was settled at a conference o f 

the entire editorial staff; when the anarchist group around 
Bruno Wille, Wilhelm Weise, Max Baginski, Albert Weid- 
ner, and Landauer outvoted the Wildberger group, the 
latter withdrew from the movement.179 Landauer was then 
asked to become editor in chief of the newspaper. His 
article had brought the conflict to a head. According to 
the anarchosyndicalist Rudolf Rocker, however, the Inde
pendents had been moving in the direction of anarchism 
throughout 1892 and withdrawal of the Wildberger group 
had been only a matter of time.180 A  number of the Marxist 
Independents were eventually to find their way back into 
the SPD, many attaching themselves to the party’s right 
wing, for example, Max Schippel, Hans Muller, and Paul 
Kampffmeyer.181 The attempt to fuse libertarian, decen
tralist ideas with Marxism had failed (although it was later 
to turn up again among some SPD radicals, especially Rosa 
Luxemburg). The movement of many of the Marxists 
among the Independents to the right wing of the SPD 
completed the polarization process dramatized in the con
flict of April and May 1893. The Jungen had split, by the 
mid-1890s, into a group that had moved to the left—the 
anarchists whose leader was now Gustav Landauer—and a 
group that had moved, after 1893, to the right wing of the 
official socialist party.

Before the final split of May 1893, however, the Inde
pendents had exercised an important formative influence 
upon Gustav Landauer’s political and intellectual develop
ment. As a dissident group that felt persecuted by the SPD 
central executive, the Independents had sought to find al
ternatives to what they regarded as the authoritarian and 
oligarchic results of organizational centralization. In his 
association with the Independents after mid-1892 Landauer
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inherited this interpretation of their experience in the offi
cial socialist party in the years 1890 and 1891 and absorbed 
the anarchist views of Eugen Dühring and Benedikt Fried
länder, ideas that appealed to a growing number of Inde
pendents in the course of 1892-93. In April 1893 Landauer 
stated that he was now an “anarchist-socialist.”

The tension between Nietzschean and Völkisch roman
ticism in his adolescence, which revealed and developed his 
attraction to both individual self-determination and com
munitarian integration, had been provisionally overcome in 
the anarchist-socialist synthesis. Apolitical romanticism had 
been given a political stamp in the years 1891-1893 in 
Berlin. Yet the synthesis of 1893 was inadequate for Lan
dauer, and the reason for its inadequacy was precisely its 
exclusive focus upon political ideologies: it failed to give 
expression to Landauer’s literary and philosophic interests, 
which were largely those of the German romantic and 
idealist tradition.

Although by the age of twenty-three Landauer had al
ready absorbed a number of elements of his later romantic 
socialism, he was too preoccupied with the political strug
gles of the day to engage in much philosophic reflection. 
After 1893, however, political disappointment was to throw 
him back upon isolated reflection. In the years 1893-1898, 
to which we now turn, Landauer’s anarchist socialism be
gan to develop the explicit idealist, völkisch, and romantic 
strains that later marked his mature intellectual synthesis.
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In the middle years of the 1890s Landauer began to frame 
his anarchosocialism in terms of romantic and idealist phi
losophy. At the same time his attention began to shift away 
from the problems of urban, industrial society and, in an 
attempt to escape the dominance of the Social Democratic 
Party among the proletariat, toward such social groups as 
handicraft workers and peasants, the traditional social 
heroes of volkisch ideology. Attempting to build alterna
tives to both the ideological materialism and the industrial 
urbanism of the Marxist SPD, Landauer’s philosophic and 
social reorientation developed simultaneously in the years 
1894-1897. Whereas in the year following his adoption of 
anarchism in April 1893 he attempted to compete with the 
SPD on its own ground—within the proletarian labor 
movement—after 1894 his approach shifted toward the 
building of countertactics and counterphilosophies outside 
that movement. As Landauer’s reorientation after 1895 had 
little to offer to the urban proletariat, however, he lost the 
support of most of his following in the Berlin anarchist 
movement; in the late 1890s Landauer’s social base was to 
become narrower and narrower, and by the end of the 
decade he found himself in political isolation.

The Appeal of Anarchism 
Before turning to Landauer’s political and intellectual de

velopment in the years of his participation in the Berlin 
anarchist movement, from 1893 to 1898, it seems worth
while to pause for a moment and ask: W hy did Landauer
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become an anarchist? To answer this question it is not 
enough to examine his formative years, as I have done in 
chapter i; we need to understand why this particular 
ideology appealed to a certain group of individuals in Ger
many during and after the 1890s.

The word “ anarchism,” which is widely understood to 
mean the advocacy of terrorism and chaos, derives from 
the Greek word anarchos, which means merely “without 
a ruler.”  Proudhon, in using “ anarchism” as a label for a 
positive social doctrine in his work of 1840, What Is 
Property? had chosen the word with full knowledge of the 
meaning of the original Greek; by using this word he 
sought to make it clear that the attack upon authority in 
which he was engaged need not necessarily imply an ad
vocacy of disorder. “As man seeks justice in equality,”  he 
wrote, “so society seeks order in anarchy. Anarchy—the 
absence of a master, of a sovereign—such is the form of 
government to which we are every day approximating.” 1 
If we seek a working definition of the often misunderstood 
term we may accept the one offered by George Woodcock 
in his recent reliable work on the subject: Anarchism is 
“a system of social thought, aiming at fundamental changes 
in the structure of society and particularly—for this is the 
common element uniting all its forms—at the replacement 
of the authoritarian state by some form of non-govern
mental co-operation between free individuals.” 2

Landauer became an anarchist in 1893 in a country that 
had one of the weakest anarchist traditions in all Europe.3 
In the 1840s there had been the individualist anarchist 
thinker Max Stirner and some followers of Proudhonian 
mutualist schemes, such as Karl Grim and Moses Hess.4 
Before the Anti-Socialist Law of 1878, however, there was 
no real anarchist movement in Germany. In that year an
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archist factions began to develop within the Social Demo
cratic Party. Johann Most, a bookbinder who had been a 
member of the Reichstag, became converted to anarchism 
and with some other anarchist converts was expelled from 
the SPD in 1880 after his campaign against all participation 
in parliamentary activities. At the height of his influence, 
Most—who advocated terrorist “propaganda by deed” 
tactics—had no more than two hundred followers in Ger
many, mainly in Berlin, Hamburg, and Magdeburg. Con
stantly infiltrated by the police, these anarchist groups lost 
many of their members in the early 1880s; anarchist influ
ence among socialists and workers was almost gone after 
1884.® By 1891 small anarchist circles had again developed 
in such cities as Berlin and Hamburg, but their only ac
tivity seems to have been the spreading of exile newspapers 
such as the London Autonomies A  more significant devel
opment of the early 1890s was the direction taken by a 
number of the Berliner Jungen toward anarchism. In 1893 
Der Sozialist, now under the direction of Gustav Lan
dauer, was the only anarchist newspaper published in Ger
many; though its circulation probably did not exceed a 
thousand, a number that large represented a definite up
swing in anarchism in the early 1890s.7

In a sense the anarchist movement had developed too 
late in Germany to become a mass movement. The appeal 
of anarchism was strongest, in the nineteenth century, 
among pre- or nonindustrial sectors of society, such as the 
landed and artisan classes;8 and it was precisely these sec
tors that were shrinking in the late nineteenth century as 
Germany experienced decades of rapid industrial growth. 
The concentration of large masses of workers in urban 
centers and in factories favored the development of disci
plined political parties and trade unions, not decentralized
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anarchist groups.9 At the same time the cult of the nation
state had spread outward from the educated middle classes 
to almost all levels of the German population, further limit
ing the appeal of anarchism. The beginnings of social legis
lation and social security programs under Bismarck, more
over, may have had the effect of blunting the anarchist 
attack upon the state as a purely oppressive institution.

Anarchism, however, did not lose all its appeal in ad
vanced industrial societies in the early twentieth century, 
and it has not lost all its appeal in these societies today. 
Although mass political parties have predominated in indus
trialized nations and anarchism has had almost no chance 
of becoming a mass movement, the libertarian ideology at
tracted, and still attracts, large numbers of freischwebende 
(free-floating) intellectuals and artists who are in rebellion 
against the regimentation and bureaucratization of modern 
industrial and political life. So it was, for example, in France 
in the 1890s and in England and the United States in the 
1940s,10 as it is in these countries today. Especially in the 
years since World War I and the demise of a large-scale 
anarchosyndicalist movement, anarchism as an ideology of 
class politics has given way in advanced industrial societies 
to anarchism as a form of “personal-moral redemption,” 11 
as a form of conduct for the disaffiliated intellectual. It is 
for this reason that one American sociologist has spoken 
of the anarchism of many west European and American 
intellectuals as a peculiarly twentieth-century form of 
anarchism:

The rebirth of anarchism in the twentieth century has been 
due to a general disaffiliation of “intellectuals” and “profes
sionals” from the general celebration of the affluent society. 
This portion of society, while enlarged as a consequence of 
the growing need for expertise and exact knowledge, has
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also been the most defeated victim of overdevelopment. . . . 
Modem society has created the first collectivity of natural 
anarchists, people who are resistant to absorption within the 
Establishment and whose rejection of affiliation is part of the 
self-definition of an intellectual.12

Although it would not become an important social and 
political movement in industrialized Germany, anarchism 
had a strong appeal for a number of free-lance writers and 
artist-intellectuals in the period after 1890 and especially 
in the first decades of the twentieth century. Besides such 
figures as Bruno Wille and Gustav Landauer, who were 
anarchists in the early 1890s, there were, after the turn of 
the century, a number of anarchist intellectuals among the 
expressionists (especially around the journal Die Aktion) 
and among the leaders of the Bavarian Revolution of 1918- 
19.13

In view of this appeal of anarchism to the marginal intel
ligentsia, it may be worthwhile to consider the relevance of 
Landauer’s Jewish background for an understanding of his 
adoption of the libertarian socialist ideology. Jewish intel
lectuals often occupied a marginal social position in central 
Europe in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. 
In Germany—but also of course in eastern Europe—there 
was a disproportionate number of Jews on the political 
Left; this was true among socialist leaders, but especially 
among anarchist leaders.14 Many of the limited number of 
German anarchists were Jews—Gustav Landauer, Siegfried 
Nacht, Peter Ramus, and Johannes Holzman,15 for example 
—as well as three intellectuals who were associated with 
Landauer at different times in his life: Benedikt Friedlander; 
Stefan Grossman, a Viennese Jewish writer who worked on 
Der Sozialist with Landauer in the 1890s; and Erich 
Miihsam, a Jewish poet who was one of the leaders of the
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Bavarian Revolution of 1918-19. If, as I have said, marginal 
intellectuals have the strongest tendency toward anarchism 
in highly industrialized societies, then it was far more likely 
for a Jewish intellectual to become an anarchist in Germany 
than for a non-Jewish one. One reason was the fact that a 
disproportionate number of German Jews were free-lance 
writers, artists, and private scholars, which may have been 
partly owing to the discrimination against them in the es
tablished judicial, administrative, and educational fields.18

Statistical considerations, however, are not entirely ade
quate to answer the question. One cannot neglect the fact 
that as far as the attraction of European Jewish intellectuals 
for socialism is concerned, there may be something to the 
often made contention that the “classless society” or the 
social “brotherhood of all men”  offered a new means of 
integration for secularized Jews who felt they were out
side both the traditional religion and the country of their 
birth. Through this search for reintegration they may, of 
course, have become avid assimilationists or Jewish nation
alists; on the other hand, they might well have sought to 
dissolve all barriers of nation and religion, making all men 
part of an ingroup.17 The quasi-religious ethical idealism of 
many Jewish socialist intellectuals is another point not to 
be overlooked, especially as our concern is with so excellent 
an example as Gustav Landauer. In his recent study of the 
politics of German Jewry, Jacob Toury has noted that 
among German socialists it was often the Jewish figures 
who wrote and spoke in the tones of a religious and hu
manitarian spirit; the idealist passion for social justice and 
international peace is not an insignificant part of the Jew 
ish cultural heritage.18

While our concern here is with the anarchist appeal, it 
is important to consider it in the context of this general
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ethical-idealist attraction of Jewish intellectuals to socialist 
ideas. This would seem to be particularly germane in situa
tions—such as in the 1890s in Germany—when official 
socialism ran the risk of appearing to place parliamentary 
expediency above idealist principles. As in the roughly 
analogous contemporary European student revolt, the anar
chist interpretation of socialism may then become attractive 
to idealist intellectuals. Here a free-floating marginal posi
tion is the sociological context of an equally important 
temperamental refusal to compromise. Landauer’s ethical 
absolutism was not likely to have allowed him to feel com
fortable within the structure of a mass bureaucratic party 
such as the SPD.10

Resistance to Social Democracy and 
Anarchist Terrorism

Landauer’s activity within the Berlin anarchist move
ment in the 1890s may be divided into two phases. In the 
first period, which lasted only from 1893 to late 1894, he 
attempted to compete with the Social Democratic Party 
within its own social base, the urban, industrial labor move
ment. The alternative to the SPD which he offered to the 
Berlin working class at this time was not that of anarchist 
terrorism, but what was later to be called anarchosyndical- 
ism: workers would engage neither in parliamentary activ
ity nor in bomb throwing, but would begin building trade 
unions to serve as models of a later nonauthoritarian, de
centralized, socialist society, a society that would succeed 
the revolutionary take-over of the urban factories by the 
unions. Landauer hoped in 1893-94 to be able to reorient 
Berlin workers toward a program of workers’ control of 
industry.

With the failure to implement this program, however—



CHANGING PERSPECTIVES

the SPD clearly had the allegiance of the mushrooming 
Berlin labor movement—Landauer’s anarchist activity 
moved into a second phase which lasted from 1895 until 
1897. In this period he sought to build an anarchist alterna
tive to the SPD outside the urban industrial labor movement. 
He now focused upon the building of producer-consumer 
cooperatives as a means of withdrawing from the capitalist 
system and then concentrated on handicraft workers and 
peasants, social groups the SPD had shunned because they 
represented pre- or nonindustrial functions in the economy. 
In this second phase Landauer began to move toward the 
anti-industrial, antiurban social perspectives of volkisch 
ideology and away from the quasi-Marxist syndicalism of 
the first period.

The orientation of the first period was largely urban. 
Still apparently under the influence of certain Marxist ways 
of thinking, Landauer wrote in June 1893 that “modern 
large industry has taken thousands of men from the peas
antry, who then, as a result of taking part in the life of the 
city, have the possibility of escaping from rural stupidity 
and ignorance, from the insane narrowness of village and 
farm.” 20 In another article of 1893 he wrote that revolu
tionary trade unions of urban industrial workers should pre
pare for an eventual take-over of factories, while the unions 
themselves, in their day-to-day work in the present, should 
become the bases of a true nonauthoritarian, socialist society 
which would result from the working-class capture of the 
industrial apparatus.21 Here was one means by which to 
apply anarchist teachings to the problems of contemporary 
industrial, urban society.

The future for such a doctrine did not, however, look 
auspicious in Germany in the 1890s; trade unions, which 
developed rapidly after 1896,22 when a long-term economic
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upswing began, were a major factor in the process by which 
German socialism and the German industrial worker were 
“domesticated,” and the unions came to seek only benefits 
and reforms within the existing capitalist structure. In 
France, where economic development was much slower 
and hence the expectation of economic betterment through 
capitalist evolution was less pronounced, and where the 
continued prevalence of small workshops made possible a 
more decentralized trade-union organization, revolutionary 
syndicalism had a better chance of success.23 Although the 
prospects for a large syndicalist labor movement in Ger
many were not good in the 1890s, Landauer’s advocacy of 
the cause in 1893-94 an^ his abandonment of it in favor of 
the cooperative movement in 1895 are not difficult to under
stand. In the early 1890s, when there were frequent mass 
demonstrations in Berlin owing to widespread discontent 
over high food prices and unemployment, it was easier to 
believe in the revolutionary élan of the working classes and 
the possibility of a radical transformation of the existing 
social order than in the period after 1894.

Syndicalism, like Landauer’s other projects in the 1890s, 
offered a possible alternative to SPD orthodoxy. Fighting 
the latter occupied more of his time in 1893-94, however, 
than working for the former; in the early years it was one 
of the primary concerns of the editors of Der Sozialist to 
attack the theory and practice of the SPD. In the second 
month of his editorship of the paper, for example, in June 
1893, Landauer charged that in attempting to solve social 
problems through parliamentary legislation the SPD was 
only helping to strengthen the power of the state, just as in 
attempting to reform the army of the Reich it was perpetu
ating the very forces that enable states to carry on wars of 
aggression.24

- 8 3 -



CHANGING PERSPECTIVES

In July 1893, at a meeting of anarchists in Berlin, Lan
dauer and Wilhelm Werner were chosen to go to the meet
ing of the Second Socialist International at Zurich as repre
sentatives of German anarchism.25 At the congress Landauer 
hoped to be able to deliver a report he had written on the 
state of German socialism. In the report, which, though 
never delivered, was published later in the year, Landauer 
argued first of all that the huge vote amassed by the Social 
Democrats in Germany did not by any means represent a 
gain for the socialist cause. The Social Democrats were in no 
way really distinguishable from the other opposition parties 
in the Reichstag; like the others, “they want reforms within 
the context of the bourgeois state and bourgeois society” 
and their voters want nothing else.26 In the remaining pages 
of his prepared statement Landauer argued that the SPD 
was in practice strongly opposed to a real revolutionary 
proletariat because under such conditions these parliamen
tarians would then lose all their control over the German 
working class. As evidence of this assertion he cited an 
action of the SPD which had made a great impression on 
him at the time: when mass demonstrations of unemployed 
construction workers were held in Berlin in February 1892, 
Vorwärts had withheld support from the workers with the 
rationalization that they were not true workers but only a 
“ lumpen proletariat.”  2T

Landauer was unable to deliver his prepared report to the 
Zurich International Socialist Congress because one of the 
first actions taken by the congress was to expel all the 
anarchist delegates. At a preconference held in Brussels it 
had been proposed that only “ trade unions and socialist 
parties and groups that recognized the necessity of worker 
organization and political action” be eligible for admittance 
to socialist international congresses. The Zurich meeting
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began with a debate on this motion, designed largely to 
exclude the anarchists from various countries. Introduced 
by Paul Singer, one of the leaders of the SPD, the motion 
was resisted not only by the anarchists but also by a large 
group of delegates representing the British trade unions who 
opposed the political action stipulation because they feared 
that it might eventually be used against them. Landauer 
spoke at some length against the motion. He argued first that 
the concept of “political action” was meaningless, as it 
stood, and that if “parliamentary action” was the tactic 
intended then this matter had yet to be settled by the con
gress. The real issue, he emphasized, was whether the an
archists whose admittance was in question were truly social
ists. Since they were in fact socialists they should be ad
mitted.28

Bebel responded with a vilification of the anarchists. 
Aside from general abuse he argued that in the existing situ
ation it was essential for socialists to take “political, as op
posed to direct, action” ; they must “use political rights and 
the legislative machinery as much as they can or seek to 
conquer them in order to enhance the interests of the prole
tariat and win political power.”  A  motion was then carried 
to limit membership to groups and parties that recognized 
the necessity of political action. In the midst of great com
motion Werner and Landauer were forcibly removed from 
the meeting as they shouted, “We protest!”  29 In a later arti
cle for Der Sozialist, Landauer expressed his anger at the 
fact that the German and Swiss Social Democrats did not 
allow them to leave of their own power, but “ pushed and 
shoved” them out.30 From incidents such as these—which 
were to be repeated in later years— Landauer gained a life
long hatred of German Social Democracy.

After their expulsion from the Socialist International
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Congress the anarchists decided to set up their own con
ference which would meet in the Kasino Aussersiehl in 
Zurich and would cover a wide variety of topics. Included 
on the agenda were addresses on parliamentarism, war, so
cial democracy, revolutionary propaganda, and other sub
jects, with anarchist and revolutionary socialist speakers 
from England, Switzerland, Italy, and Germany.31 Sixty 
persons attended the congress. As with other international 
anarchist meetings, it accomplished little beyond providing 
an expression of mutual solidarity.32 Landauer spoke on the 
general strike and called for direct, industrial action by 
worker associations for “economic struggles of a revolu
tionary nature” and not for wage increases. He emphasized 
that these economic struggles would lead to a general strike 
which would begin the social revolution, by which he ap
parently meant the change from capitalist to worker control 
of industry. The general strike should be organized through 
trade unions that would, in addition, be the kernel of the 
future socialist society.33 Such a course of action had already 
gained a large following in France, where anarchists were 
influential among the syndicates. In 1888 a congress of syn
dicates at Bordeaux had decided to reject political action in 
favor of direct action by means of the general strike.34 Un
fortunately, as in his other pronouncements in favor of syn
dicalism in 1893, Landauer failed to specify concretely how 
the course of action he had recommended should, or could, 
be implemented. We have seen, for example, how out of 
touch he was with the realities of German trade unionism.

Although Landauer framed his early anarchist stance in 
opposition to the SPD, it was not only the parliamentarians 
that he resisted. While he sought an anarchist alternative to 
Social Democracy, he opposed attempts to implement this 
goal by way of terror or political assassination, tactics that
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the general public associated with the anarchist movement. 
Anarchist socialism, for Landauer, had to avoid the terrorist 
bomb as well as the ballot box.

In the years 1892 through 1894 French anarchist groups 
unleashed a wave of terrorism in Paris which included 
eleven bomb explosions, one of them in the French Chamber 
of Deputies, and culminated in the assassination of Carnot, 
the president of the republic.35 In Germany these events 
were greeted with demands from the Kartell parties for 
strong repressive measures against anarchists within Ger
many. While such laws were being debated in the Reichs
tag, the last months of 1893 and the year 1894 saw a con
certed police and court campaign against anarchist propa
ganda in Germany, especially in Berlin.36 Two months after 
he returned from Zurich, in October 1893, Landauer was 
arrested and sentenced to two months in prison for having 
written an article advocating “ disobedience of the law.” 
Before his term had been completed, however, Landauer 
was charged with having agitated for the violent overthrow 
of existing political institutions and, in December 1893, he 
was sentenced to another nine months in prison.37 Concen
trating upon the staff of the openly anarchist newspaper 
that Landauer had edited before his arrest, the police cam
paign led to the arrest and imprisonment of sixteen other 
writers for Der Sozialist before the end of 1 894.38

All the charges against the staff of Der Sozialist were for 
incitement to revolutionary actions, not for actual deeds.39 
In fact, the newspaper continually deplored the use of ter
rorism as a means of achieving the desired political and 
social changes. Unsigned articles appearing in 1894 empha
sized that terrorism was in no way a necessary and logical 
consequence of anarchist teaching; if anything, violence 
was held to be in contradiction to the anarchist society of
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voluntary association. While it was pointed out that acts 
of terrorism arose from the desperation created by miser
able social conditions, anarchism was seen as a humanitarian, 
peaceful world view which regarded “violence and freedom 
as opposites.” 40

While in prison from November 1893 to October 1894 
Landauer kept a diary from which extracts were later pub
lished.41 In the diary he set down his personal reactions to 
the current wave of anarchist terrorism in Europe. Express
ing horror at bomb throwing and assassinations, Landauer 
was nevertheless convinced that such desperate actions only 
revealed how wretched the conditions must have been 
which gave rise to them.42 He concentrated, however, on 
the reasons that he could not accept them. “ Our world view 
is not science, not theory, not merely a matter of the head,” 
he wrote; “ it is life, love arising from the soul.” He reread 
Nietzsche and found him wanting on this score. Particularly 
upsetting to Landauer was the passage in the Fröhliche Wis
senschaft which read: “Who will achieve something of 
greatness if he does not feel the strength and will to inflict 
great pain?” Greatness, Landauer felt, did not come from 
such strength but from a feeling that was apparently very 
foreign to Nietzsche. This feeling, which made Landauer 
reject the use of violence against his fellowmen, was the 
experience, “in all embracing love, of oneness with the 
entire world.” Such an experience of “ free reconciliation” 
(freie Versöhnung), as he called it, had always meant a 
great deal to him, but especially now, in prison.43

The concept of free reconciliation was, in a sense, a 
demonstration of Landauer’s contention that anarchism and 
socialism were mutually dependent doctrines, if rightly 
understood. The phrase amounted to a definition of his 
anarchosocialism: “ free” for the anarchist meant “volun
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tary” and “self-determined,” not the result of dictation, 
forcible or otherwise, from institutions ruling “ from above” ; 
“reconciliation,” on the other hand, in terms of the union 
of humanity, was the expressed goal of socialism.

Although critical of some of Nietzsche’s statements, Lan
dauer continued to be interested in certain Nietzschean per
spectives, as shown in the short novel he wrote while in 
prison in late 1893 and 1894. The main character of the 
work, Arnold Himmelheber, insists that one must go be
yond good and evil in order to grasp the fullness of life, 
by which he means essentially the fullness of love. Murder 
and incest are committed by Himmelheber so as to allow 
for a totally unimpeded relationship of love with his daugh
ter. “There are no sins,”  he cries. “ I am the eternal pagan! 
I should like to drink from the cup of life for all eternity 
as I drink this wine here. There are no sins, there is only 
life.” 44 Such ideals apparently still fascinated Landauer, al
though Arnold Hi?nmelheber remains a rather weak literary 
investigation of amorality. The prison diary, however, indi
cated that Landauer strongly opposed the use of violence 
for the attainment of any ends, no matter how noble.

A N ew  Theory and a N ew  Tactic
By the end of 1894 Landauer’s articles and talks in favor 

of the anarchosyndicalist approach had brought no results; 
the anarchists could not compete with the Social Democrats 
for the support of the labor movement in Germany. Sur
prisingly enough, Landauer never made contact with one 
source of potential support among German factory workers 
for anarchism, the so-called localists who favored decen
tralized trade unions. The localists and their intellectual 
spokesman, Dr. Raphael Friedeberg—a propagandizer for 
the general strike—were clearly moving in the direction of
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anarchosyndicalism in the 1890s.45 In a country where in
dustrial concentration was proceeding rapidly, however, the 
localists stood little chance of winning the battle against the 
unions, which stood for the centralization of labor organiza
tion.46

In late 1894 and 1895 Landauer reflected upon the fact of 
SPD dominance of the German proletariat. A  new theory of 
authoritarianism began to take shape in his mind, one that 
focused upon the obedience, inertia, and dependence of the 
working masses and not upon the usual anarchist assumption 
of the usurpation of authority by external institutions. The 
new theory, however, called for a new tactic. Capitalism, 
Social Democracy, and the state cannot be attacked di
rectly, Landauer concluded; their roots in the obedience 
and dependency of the masses must first be eradicated. In 
what proved to be the first stage of Landauer’s withdrawal 
from the proletarian labor movement, he was still attempt
ing to recruit industrial workers, but the enterprise for 
which he recruited them was one that called for the eventual 
building of socialism outside the industrial, capitalist sys
tem; in 1895 Landauer hoped to be able to root out the 
dependency of the masses by developing their capacities for 
self-help through economic cooperation. The new tactic 
of 1895 was the building of producer-consumer coopera
tives.

Soon after his release from prison in October 1894, Lan
dauer was asked to write an article on the nature of anarch
ism for Maximilian Harden’s journal Die Zukunft. Pub
lished in January 1895, the article was a clarification of 
Landauer’s position in the light of the recent incidents of 
anarchist terrorism. It was also his most ambitious attempt, 
to date, to relate his sociopolitical stance to more grandiose 
conceptions of human development through history. The

- 9 0 -



CHANGING PERSPECTIVES

main task, the main characteristic, of culture, he began his 
essay, is the “conscious, willed, purposive formation . . . 
of smaller or larger communities. . . . The previous history 
of the human race is composed of innumerable instances of 
unconscious, dull, blind development.” 47 Up to this point 
Landauer’s position had been in harmony with the classic, 
idealist philosophies of history of Kant and Hegel. Unlike 
the two great German philosophers, however, Landauer did 
not regard struggle as a prime force for human progress. 
On the contrary, according to him, the struggle of man 
against man had prevented unity in the human struggle 
against the forces of nature. Cooperation and association are 
needed, not struggle and the resulting oppression of some 
by others. The task of anarchism, he insisted, is to bring 
about the cessation of such conflicts and the development 
of human fraternity without which man will be unable to 
move from the realm of unconscious necessity to the realm 
of conscious self-determination.48 The tactic of ruthless 
class struggle was clearly inconsistent with this goal. A l
though the proletariat should form the bulk of the anarchist 
movement, Landauer went on, individuals from all social 
groups are welcome. Such individuals can be recruited 
through the spread of enlightenment by anarchist “preach
ers” into “ all levels of the population.”  49 What is truly 
important, Landauer emphasized, is the changing of human 
attitudes, their intellectual and spiritual transformation as a 
vital prerequisite to meaningful social change. What is 
really needed, he wrote, is a “rebirth of the human spirit.”  50 

Reflecting the idealist tone, Landauer contended that the 
source of the state’s power, the great obstacle to human 
freedom in the anarchist view, was not so much the privi
leged economic position of the ruling classes as the “blind 
belief of the masses in authority.” 51 Here was a main reason



CHANGING PERSPECTIVES

for the past failure of the human race consciously to “make 
its own history.” Such a position, moreover, made Lan
dau er’s rejection of an allegedly necessary class struggle 
more understandable. The real enemy, according to this 
view, was not the bourgeoisie, but the present condition of 
the human spirit, a condition characterized by routine, 
inertia, and dependence.

Unlike many other anarchist thinkers, Kropotkin and 
Bakunin for example, Landauer had never idealized the 
lower classes. “Conditions of exploitation and servitude,” 
he wrote in a letter of September 1893, have bred “in the 
great mass of workers much brutality and hatred.” 52 In 
1895 his observations on lower-class beliefs played an im
portant part in the shift of his thinking about man, state, 
and society.

After his release from prison in the fall of 1894, Landauer 
visited Bregenz, Austria, a center for textile manufacturing, 
and spent some time observing the city’s workers. He was 
particularly struck by what he called the “spiritual degen
eration accompanying their economic misery.”  In discuss
ing what he regarded as a comparable situation in Berlin, 
Landauer provided a clarification of his expression “spirit
ual degeneration.” The mentality of the lower classes in 
both locales was highly superstitious, he observed; in both 
cases there existed an almost mystical faith in their salvation 
through social democracy. Such a faith was marked by the 
conception that “ from some secret place,”  outside them
selves, “everything was being prepared” for their inevitable 
victory.53

From these comments it would appear that what Lan
dauer meant by “spiritual degeneration” was a condition of 
faith in, and dependence upon, forces external to the indi
vidual. Conversely, a condition of “ spiritual health” might
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be defined as one in which the individual was capable of 
self-reliant and self-determined action. In his 'Zukunft arti
cle on anarchism, published in January 1895, Landauer used 
this distinction throughout. Whereas “the previous history 
of the human race” has been marked by an “unconscious, 
dull, blind” development, he observed, the task of culture 
is the “conscious, willed, purposive formation of communi
ties.” The distinction found its way also—and here for the 
first time in all his writings—into his views of political 
oppression: the power of the state, he emphasized, is based 
upon the “ blind belief of the masses in authority,”  a belief 
nurtured by human routine, inertia, and dependence. The 
analysis of SPD strength was here transferred to that of the 
state. The first objective of a libertarian socialism could not 
be, in his view, the frontal attack upon the state; it must be 
the attempt to root out the human dependence and result
ant belief in authority which made the state possible. In 
October 1895 Landauer wrote:

In order to reach our goal we must, in the first place, spread 
our ideas into all circles of the population, above all among 
the ranks of the oppressed. We must destroy the thoughtless 
respect before the old and the traditional; . . . the belief in 
God, the state and authority must be fundamentally shaken 
and the new, lasting belief in a free humanity and in the 
right of every personality, no matter how low and crushed 
he may be today, must be spread. . . . The dependence of 
the human masses upon their masters must be destroyed.54

Although he did not mention Kant in this connection, 
Landauer’s view of the problem represented an extension 
of Kant’s view of “enlightenment.” We shall have occasion 
later to discuss Landauer’s philosophical idealism; it is suffi
cient to point out here that the moral concern that informed 
Kant’s epistemological argument—the necessity to affirm
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the autonomy of the human w ill55—was a concern that 
Landauer deeply shared. For Landauer, man’s “blind belief 
in authority”  resulted from a condition of dependence 
and an incapacity for self-determined and independent 
action. Similarly Kant wrote:

Enlightenment is man’s leaving his self-caused immaturity. 
Immaturity is the incapacity to use one’s intelligence without 
the guidance of another. Such immaturity is self-caused if 
it is not caused by lack of intelligence, but by lack of de
termination and courage to use one’s intelligence without 
being guided by another. Sapere Aude! Have the courage to 
use your own intelligence! is therefore the motto of the en
lightenment.

Through laziness and cowardice a large part of mankind, 
even after nature has freed them from alien guidance, gladly 
remain immature. It is because of laziness and cowardice that 
it is so easy for others to usurp the role of guardians. It is so 
comfortable to be a minor! 56

After his short stay in Bregenz in late 1894, Landauer 
returned to Berlin early in 1895,57 where he immediately 
found himself without a job. As a result of a stepping up of 
the police campaign against Der Sozialist, a campaign that 
in the last months of 1894 extended beyond the arrest of 
members of the staff to confiscation of manuscripts and, 
more important, of the financial donations upon which the 
paper depended, the newspaper was forced to close down 
in January 1895.58 Landauer had to find some alternative 
means by which to support himself and his family. In an 
attempt to secure permanent financial independence Lan
dauer applied, in March, for admission to the medical fac
ulty of the University of Freiburg. Because of his previous 
prison term his application was promptly turned down.59 
Later Landauer realized that even if he had succeeded in 
entering medical school and in becoming a doctor, this
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career would not have been what he wanted because such 
work would have left no time for other studies, writing, 
and activities.60 His letters of this period were often re
quests to his cousin Hugo for financial assistance, pleas that 
his need for independence made very painful for him in
deed.61 In May he returned to Bregenz and edited a journal 
there for a few months.62 By August, however, Landauer 
was back in Berlin, editing and writing frequent articles for 
Der Sozialist, which had been able to begin publication 
again in that same month. Unlike the early Sozialist there 
was little concerning the SPD in the new one; besides fre
quent theoretical discussions of, for example, the relation 
between anarchism and socialism, between anarchism and 
natural science, and so on, the new Sozialist concentrated 
upon a new tactic: the creation of producer-consumer co
operatives as a small beginning of an anarchosocialist soci
ety. Cooperatives were Landauer’s absorbing interest in 
1895 and 1896.

Cooperatives had already been developing in Germany 
for at least thirty years. Although they had little to do with 
socialism, credit and marketing cooperatives had for years 
been used by farmers and shopkeepers. In the 1860s Schulze- 
Delitzsch had founded a consumer cooperative movement 
in the hope of gaining working-class support for political 
liberalism. His real interest, however, did not lie with the 
industrial proletariat; his cooperatives were much more 
credit cooperatives for small shopkeepers. Until 1890 the 
legal stipulation of unlimited liability of each single member 
for all debts incurred by a cooperative strongly limited the 
growth of the movement. With the change of the law in 
1890, however, cooperatives developed rapidly and began 
to attract many industrial workers.63

Early in 1895 a member of the Sozialist staff, the con
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struction worker Wilhelm Weise, became convinced that 
the only' way a true anarchist-socialist society would be 
achieved was through the building of self-sufficient pro
ducers’ cooperatives which might eventually draw large 
groups of workers away from the capitalist system. Weise 
had come to this conclusion as a result, in part, of studying 
the history of the English cooperative movement and the 
writings of the German Proudhonian Arthur Miilberger.64 
The main influence upon Weise, however, was the work 
of Ernst Busch who, in Die Soziale Frage imd ilore Losung 
(1890), had advocated the creation of producers’ coopera
tives with the financial base acquired as a result of a prior 
building of consumer cooperatives.85 Under Weise’s direc
tion a small group of thirty-three Berlin anarchists founded 
a cooperative—the Arbeiter-Kongsumgenossenschaft Be- 
freiung—in April 1895, with the intention of beginning 
operations in October of the same year; in the intervening 
months a campaign would be undertaken to attract a large 
membership. For the purposes of this propaganda campaign 
a pamphlet was produced in May, entitled Ein Weg zur 
Befreiung der Arbeiterklasse (Berlin, 1895), and ten thou
sand copies of it were printed.86 The pamphlet was written, 
although not signed, by Gustav Landauer.67

In early 1895 Landauer was particularly receptive to the 
new tactic of developing cooperatives. For one thing, he 
had been impressed, in the course of 1894, with the utter 
futility of seeking to overthrow the state through the use 
of individual acts of terrorism. Moreover, his new view of 
the sources of state power—the incapacity of the masses for 
independent and self-determined action and their accom
panying reliance upon external authorities—necessitated a 
reassessment of the usual anarchist position regarding the 
overthrow of the state: if servitude is based upon an in
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terior deficiency of men which facilitates their manipula
tion by external powers, then this deficiency must be elimi
nated before anything else can be done. If the state is 
directly attacked before any of these great human imperfec
tions have been reformed, then it is more than likely that 
a new state will arise, since the same human dependencies 
will continue to make men receptive to authoritarian guard
ianship. The only way to permanently destroy the state was 
to obviate it; mutual self-help organizations of cooperatives 
appealed to Landauer as a potentially effective means by 
which to educate workers in the independent action that 
alone could eliminate the causes for the present system of 
capitalism and the state. He was to hold to this line of rea
soning until the end of his life. His pamphlet of 1895, Ein 
Weg zur Befreiung der Arbeiterklasse, and his work during 
that year for the Befreiung cooperatives were his first at
tempts to put it into practice.

Landauer began his pamphlet with the argument that 
under present conditions in Germany, and especially owing 
to the strong allegiance of the army to the government, any 
attempt at the violent overthrow of the existing social 
and political order would lead only to the massacre of the 
rebels.68 Even if it were possible, however, to overthrow 
the government forcefully, he continued, such an event 
would not lead to socialism: “From force one can expect 
nothing, neither the force of the ruling classes of today nor 
that of the so-called revolutionaries who would perhaps 
attempt . . . through dictatorial decrees to command a 
socialist society, out of nothing, into existence.” 69 The 
crucial words are “out of nothing” ; Landauer was now con
vinced that an immediate beginning, no matter how small, 
had to be made in the construction of a socialist reality in
stead of awaiting the day, which might never come anyway,
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when a revolution would prove barren of socialist-anarchist 
results because the human roots of authoritarianism and 
exploitation would still remain. The real revolution, Lan
dauer emphasized, is man’s education in self-help which 
can be provided by cooperative organizations begun in the 
present.70 In an article in the fall of 1895 Landauer wrote: 
“ It is finally time to stop attempting mechanistically and 
slavishly to imitate earlier revolutions. . . .  I say not: First 
destroy, then build up! . . . Our solution is much more: 
First build up! In the future it will be apparent whether 
there still remains something that is worth destroying.”  71 

Landauer’s main concern in his pamphlet was to demon
strate that the power of industrial workers as consumers 
far exceeded their power as producers. As a result of this 
fact it was necessary, under current conditions of industrial 
life, for workers first to harness their consumer power so 
that they might soon have the financial independence to 
become their own producers. To substantiate his point—  
which was in fact the view, as we have seen, of Wilhelm 
Weise—Landauer sought to demonstrate that the main eco
nomic weapon of the workers as producers, namely the 
strike, was a hopelessly inadequate one. In the strike, he 
argued, the employer will more and more have the upper 
hand: “Through experience the employers have learned to 
mutually support one another, in the midst of strikes against 
one of them; moreover, while the strike goes on, the worker, 
not the employer, goes hungry.”  72 Drawing upon Ernst 
Busch’s Die Soziale Frage und ihre Losimg, he insisted that 
the liberation of the workers could be accomplished only 
through the utilization of their power as consumers. If the 
middlemen who stand between the workers’ production and 
their consumption were eliminated by the collective direct
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purchase of goods by the workers, then the money saved 
could be used to begin independent production.

To illustrate the practicality of this suggestion Landauer 
cited the huge success of the English cooperative move
ment,73 although he failed to mention that producers’ co
operatives played a very small part in it. England, he 
asserted, has a much greater degree of socialism, because of 
its widespread workers’ cooperative movement, than Ger
many has; real socialist activity is what matters, not votes 
for a parliamentary party.74 For Landauer, cooperative pro
duction would ensure that socialism would involve the 
active participation of men, not their dependence on, and 
obedience to, external authorities.

With the spread of consumer cooperatives, Landauer 
continued, the various organizations could in turn cooperate 
among themselves in the purchase of the more expensive 
products necessary for the beginnings of independent fac
tory production, and eventually even in the building of 
houses for the members. Since workers would be producing 
for their own consumption there would be no incentive to 
cheat those who consume, as under the present economic 
system, and therefore no need for any state intervention in 
the form of the inspection or control of production. In this 
way, Landauer emphasized, an anarchist-socialist society 
could be developed, because both the bourgeois and the 
socialist state system would be obviated.75

The response to Landauer’s pamphlet was disappointing. 
In October the membership of the Befreiung cooperative 
had increased only to sixty-five. Nevertheless, the earlier 
plan to begin operations in October was carried out, for the 
members reasoned that only a practical demonstration of 
the effectiveness of the idea would attract a larger foliow-
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ing. The first business local was set up and goods were 
purchased on credit. At the end of the first year of opera
tion the cooperative could show a small net profit and a 
large membership increase to 240. For the purposes of at
tracting these and future new members the cooperative had 
decided to give back 30 percent of the net profit to its mem
bers, retaining 70 percent for future expansion of the 
cooperative’s activities in the direction of independent pro
duction of goods.76

Although enjoying moderate success in its first year or so 
of operation, it is uncertain whether the Befreiung coopera
tive was in fact able to expand itself into a producers’ as 
well as a consumers’ cooperative. I have been unable to find 
evidence concerning its activities beyond the second year 
of operation. Landauer wrote years later, however, that it 
had been sufficiently successful for the Social Democrats, 
after having ridiculed the undertaking,77 to imitate it on a 
large scale.78 The participation of Social Democratic work
ers in the cooperative movement did, in fact, expand a great 
deal in the years after 1895; the Zentralverband deutscher 
Konsumvereine, established in 1902, was an organization 
whose cooperatives were almost all led by Social Demo
crats.79 Landauer’s contention that all this activity amounted 
to an imitation of the Befreiung cooperative seems, however, 
to have been little more than an expression of his resentment 
against the SPD.

Although it was not marked by more than moderate suc
cess, Landauer’s work for the cooperative movement in 
1895 was of considerable importance in his intellectual and 
political development. Based on an idealist theory of politi
cal authority and economic exploitation, and involving an 
attempt to bring socialism by means of action outside both 
the state and the industrial, capitalist environment, the new
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tactic proved to be a first step in Landauer’s shift away 
from the mainstream of the proletarian labor movement. By 
late 1896 Landauer’s socialism, no longer oriented toward 
urban industrialism, began to draw heavily upon idealist, 
romantic, and völkisch currents of thought.

Idealist, Romantic, and Völkisch Perspectives
If the year 1895 saw Landauer develop a new theory and 

a new tactic, the following year brought a more fundamen
tal philosophic and sociological reorientation. Beginning in 
the fall of 1895 with the renewal of his active work for Der 
Sozialist after an interval of close to two years, Landauer 
began to formulate basic alternatives to Social Democracy, 
in the realm both of social theory and of social practice. The 
new theory and new tactics of early 1895 had begun this 
reorientation with their focus upon the immediate need to 
develop human capacities for autonomy, self-determination, 
and voluntary cooperation; now the reorientation broad
ened into a basic restatement of anarchosocialism. In the 
year following the reappearance of Der Sozialist in August 
1895, Landauer moved a long way toward his later syn
thesis of völkisch romanticism and libertarian socialism.

In the first issue of the new Sozialist, which appeared in 
August 1895, Landauer continued the line of thought ex
pressed in his Zukunft article of January; rejecting the 
Marxian concept of class struggle, he proclaimed the soli
darity of Der Sozialist with what he called the “progressive 
elements in the middle classes.” By this designation he did 
not necessarily mean middle-class socialist intellectuals. As 
a result of the new idealist focus that informed his thinking 
in 1895, Landauer was increasingly receptive to the work 
of various kinds of ethical reformers who had very little to 
do with socialism. In the article he mentioned, besides the
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followers of Hertzka’s Freiland schemes, such groups as the 
Ethical Culturists and the followers of a certain Moritz von 
Egidy, a former army officer who preached a mystical doc
trine of ethical Christianity and humanistic pacifism in the 
Berlin of the 1890s.80 In both instances the inspiration came 
from the ethical idealism of Kant. The historian George L. 
Mosse has written of the Ethical Culturists whom Landauer 
had in mind, the members of the Ethische Gesellschaft 
founded in 1892: “Wilhelm Forster, its moving spirit, ex
panded the doctrine of the primacy of ethical behavior into 
a pantheistic humanism embracing all of mankind. Inspired 
by Kantian precepts, his society presupposed a goodness in 
man which obviated any reference to mysterious and occult 
elements.” 81 Concerning von Egidy, who became more and 
more antiauthoritarian in the course of the 1890s and fre
quently addressed anarchist meetings in Berlin,82 Landauer 
wrote that the Kantian categorical imperative was at the 
basis of his ethical idealism and of his slogan, “Peace is pos
sible, because it is necessary.” 83

Forster and von Egidy, however, were not the only fol
lowers of Kant in Germany in the 1 890s. Neo-Kantian and 
neoidealist currents were very strong in the work of Dilthey 
and Simmel as well as in the southwest German philosophic 
school around Wilhelm Windelband and Heinrich Rickert; 
such currents were closely related to the revolt against posi
tivism in the 1890s.84 Kantian moral philosophy, moreover, 
was adopted by a number of socialist thinkers and an at
tempt was made by the so-called Austro-Marxists, but also 
by a number of German socialist scholars such as Max 
Adler, to reconcile the teachings of Kant and Marx, in part 
by concentrating on the ethical-idealist aspects of Marxian 
thought.88 In redefining his social thought in 1895 and 1896 
on the basis of idealist philosophy, Landauer merely re
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fleeted one of the dominant trends in the intellectual life of 
the period.

The structure of idealist social thought is based uopn the 
premise that there exists a radical cleavage “between the 
phenomenal and the spiritual world, between the world of 
natural science and the world of human activity.” 88 Rickert, 
Windelband, and Dilthey had each attempted to delineate 
a method of understanding which was held to be peculiar 
to the study of human affairs: the suggestion that the his
torian’s work is a reliving or a reexperiencing of the past 
was one formulation of this allegedly unique methodology 
which the social scientist does not share with the natural 
scientist.87 The basic premise was the conviction that human 
society does not, or need not, operate according to laws that 
apply to the world of nature, but is capable of arrangements 
based upon conscious human choice. It is important to re
member that German idealism was born as a response to the 
British empiricists’ claim that all human ideas are merely the 
result of custom and habit. Kant’s epistemology was a way 
out of the implications of empiricism. Herbert Marcuse has 
written of the problems facing Kant and Hegel:

If men did not succeed . . .  in creating unity and universal
ity through their autonomous reason and even in contradic
tion to the facts, they would have to surrender not only 
their intellectual but also their material existence to the blind 
pressures and processes of the prevailing empirical order of 
life. The problem was thus not a merely philosophical one 
but concerned with the historical destiny of humanity.88

It was this concern that Landauer expressed at the outset 
of his Zukunjt article of January 1895, when he wrote that 
the task of culture is the “conscious, willed, purposive for
mation of smaller or larger communities . . . [while] the 
previous history of the human race has been composed of
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innumerable cases of unconscious, dull, blind development.” 
It was also as a philosopher in the tradition of German ideal
ism that Landauer reacted against the doctrine of social Dar
winism. In an article written for Der Sozialist in August
1895 he attempted to counter the view that human society is 
necessarily an arena for violent struggle and ruthless com
petition since, as a part of the natural world, society was 
only following the laws of nature. Man is capable, he ar
gued, of perceiving that his best interests lie in his cooper
ating with his fellows and peacefully building a free, non
authoritarian community. If the natural world is dominated 
by violent struggle and force there is all the more reason for 
men to exercise their capacity for autonomous development 
and build a society that runs counter to “blind” nature.89 
Whereas Kropotkin’s refutation of social Darwinism in his 
work Mutual Aid: A Factor in Evolution (London, 1902) 
upheld the positivists’ assumption that human society neces
sarily follows laws that are discovered in nature and argued 
that nature is itself a field more of cooperation than of com
petition, Landauer insisted that mutual aid and cooperation 
are desiderata of the human will, not natural laws that oper
ate in human life.

Landauer’s statement that mutual aid and cooperation be
tween men were in man’s best interest was an uncharacter
istic way for him to formulate the issue. He had never 
regarded man’s so-called self-interest as the basis of human 
solidarity. We have seen how he refused to accept Nietz- 
schean and Stirnerite egoism. At the Zurich International 
Socialist Congress in 1893 Landauer had insisted that an
archists were also socialists, and in August 1895 he continued 
to dwell upon this point by giving his newspaper a new 
subtitle, Organ der Anarchismus-Sozialis?nus. In the first 
issue of the new Sozialist Landauer defended the suitability
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of the title and subtitle against the charge by the SPD paper 
Vorwärts that the name was inappropriate and that the 
paper should be called simply “Der Anarchist.” Landauer 
replied that he had not given up the position he stated at 
the Zurich Congress; the new subtitle underlined this posi
tion.90 His personal need for both individual autonomy and 
social commitment had taken the theoretical form of an at
tempt to demonstrate the mutual interdependence of an
archism and socialism.

In the months from November 1895 through February 
1896 Landauer published a series of articles he had written 
as a comprehensive justification of the anarchosocialist label. 
The articles were directed toward both the Social Demo
crats, who had denied that anarchists were socialists and had 
therefore excluded them from the International Socialist 
Congress, and the anarchist followers of Max Stirner whose 
theoretical position of absolute individualistic egoism pro
vided ammunition for the Social Democrats’ contention. 
The Stirnerites, such as John Henry Mackay, also denied 
that anarchism and socialism were interdependent: “human
ity,” “ class,” and other collective nouns were all purely 
mental abstractions and “ fixed ideas” ; the “ I” alone was real. 
Landauer’s defense of anarchosocialism was an attempt to 
refute the Stirnerite conception of the atomistic, absolute 
individual whose liberation necessitated the destruction of 
his commitment to such allegedly unreal fixed ideas. This 
series of articles, “Toward a Developmental History of the 
Individual,” proved to be the basis upon which Landauer’s 
later philosophical position was built, a position most clearly 
and comprehensively defined in the works Skepsis und 
Mystik: Versuche im Anschluss an Mauthners Sprachkritik, 
first published in 1903, and Die Revolution, published in 
1908.91
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“ Is there such a thing as an individual in an absolute 
sense?” Landauer asked. Are “anarchy, the self-rule of the 
individual,” and “socialism, the integration of the individual 
into the community,”  compatible or do they exclude each 
other? In answering his second question Landauer immedi
ately rejected the English utilitarians’ argument that indi
vidual and community are reconcilable through the fact 
that the community is a sum of individuals and can be sus
tained through an appeal to each man’s rational self-interest. 
Community is possible, he argued, only because the indi
vidual understands that there are community interests, in 
addition to individual ones. It is significant here, of course, 
that Landauer used the word “ Gemeinschaft” and not 
“Gesellschaft,” which is the German equivalent of the Ben
thamite “ society.”  In the tradition of German romantic 
social thought the word “Gemeinschaft”  meant to Landauer 
much more than the mechanistic “ sum of individuals” which 
“ society” was judged to be. “ Gemeinschaft” or “commu
nity,”  in contrast with “Gesellschaft” or “society,”  was un
derstood as a living, independent organism and “personal
ity” which represented something above and beyond the 
mere sum of individuals who composed it. His argument 
against the Benthamites was, in part, tautological: to a 
thinker in the tradition of German romanticism the very 
definition of the word “ community” excludes the view that 
it is a “sum of individuals.”

The “ community” is not a mere abstraction, a construct 
of the human brain designed to deal with discrete, individ
ual phenomena, Landauer insisted; it is a “ concrete reality” 
and an “organism.” But just as the individual is part of the 
community, so the community is, in turn, part of a larger 
sum of organisms that make up the largest one, “human
ity.” 92 Stirner would argue that “humanity” is a mere men
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tal construct; Landauer argued, however, that it is quite real 
and that each man is indissolubly bound to humanity, in 
both a physical and a spiritual sense. On the physical side, 
each man is a limb of humanity through the “invisible chains 
by which his body is united with that of his ancestors,” 
the chains of “heredity.”  Following the social thought of 
the romantic organicists, Landauer wrote that the multitude 
of human physical forms that have lived upon the earth do 
not together constitute merely a sum of separate individuals, 
but form, rather, a “real physical community, an organism.” 
Through the sexual drive and the hereditary transmission 
of our physical characteristics we are bound to succeeding 
generations in the same way that previous generations are 
bound to us.93

In these articles Landauer contended that on the spiritual 
side, also, man is but a “limb of the world.” “There is no 
absolute, independent individual, there are only psychic 
[seelische] forces as there are material ones; one of these 
forces is consciousness. . . . Through these forces an indis
soluble connection is made between the individual soul and 
the rest of the world. As the individual organism is only a 
part of a great, real physical community, so the individual 
soul is a part of a great, real spiritual community.”  94

On this point, unfortunately, Landauer’s argument was 
particularly obscure and unsubstantiated. It was a position 
he wanted, to hold, and at this early stage of his life he had 
yet to find some respectable philosophic formulation within 
which his assertion might sound more convincing. We 
know, however, that Landauer had read a critique of Scho
penhauer and copied out passages from the philosopher’s 
writings in the prison months of 1893 and 1894, the same 
time that he was reflecting upon these matters.95 There are, 
moreover, a number of crucial passages in the articles which
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appear to be directly based upon Schopenhauer. For exam
ple, the statement that represents the most extreme antith
esis to the Stirnerite conception of the individual reads as 
follows: “ . . . humanity is not a dead, abstract concept; 
humanity is real, particular men are only emerging, chang
ing, and again disappearing phantoms through which hu
manity is visible.” 96 (Conspicuously absent from Lan
dauer’s argument was the Schopenhauerian injunction that 
the negation of the individual will would alone provide es
cape from the pains of individuated existence.) Although 
Schopenhauer played a part in helping Landauer to formu
late some of his conclusions, Landauer did not attempt to 
build a consistent philosophic underpinning for his asser
tions. When he did attempt a comprehensive substantiation, 
in Skepsis und Mystik, first published in 1903, Landauer 
was able to formulate his beliefs as plausible deductions 
from the analysis of language worked out at length by his 
friend Fritz Mauthner. Mauthner’s work was to provide a 
respectable framework within which to state beliefs that 
Landauer had held, and apparently needed to hold, for 
many years. At the beginning of Skepsis und Mystik Lan
dauer stated that the perception by the individual that he is 
not a separate atom, but one manifestation of humanity, is a 
“ necessity” of life.97

In the concluding part of the series of articles Landauer 
focused directly upon Stirner’s views. He convincingly 
demonstrated that Stirner had ended only with an abstrac
tion, the allegedly absolute and separate “ I,”  although it had 
been his intention to overthrow all abstractions. While 
Stirner had discovered that human oppression is based upon 
the respect for, and the worship of, concepts such as “ God,” 
“ Morality,”  and “ State”—a view that supported the new 
conception of authority which Landauer had developed in
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1895—the concept of the absolute ego was only another 
phantom idol; the individual is himself not an undifferen
tiated “ I” but the scene of perpetually conflicting emotional 
battles. In place of “individual” Landauer emphasized that 
we should substitute the concept of “ individuality” ; in each 
man, he argued, there is a unique “individuality,” a differ
ent picture of humanity.98

Landauer’s distinction revealed that he was not arguing 
against individualism, but against the atomistic individualism 
of the eighteenth century. It was not simple collectivism 
that he defended, but a notion of “ individuality” which had 
been developed by the early German romantics. The dis
tinction here between Individuum (“ individual” ) and Indi- 
vidualitat (“ individuality” ) is clarified by Robert W. 
Lougee in a recent article:

Romantic individualism must be sharply distinguished from 
atomistic individualism. The social contract theories preva
lent in the eighteenth century generally assumed that the 
individual in nature enjoys a position of independence from 
his fellows, and that he has natural rights which do not derive 
from any association. But to be independent is not to be 
unique, and these theories assumed that all individuals behave 
more or less in the same way, and, therefore, like atoms, 
respond alike to general laws or forces. Romantic individual
ism, on the contrary, stressed the uniqueness of individuals, 
a uniqueness which placed them beyond conformity to any 
general law or principle. . . . The same age . . . reacted 
against the isolation of the individual. From the mid-1790’s 
romantic writers more and more stress the role of the in
dividual as a vital part of a larger organic whole. This stress 
did not aim at subordinating the individual to the group but 
rather at coordinating him with it. . . .  The group was 
thought strong according to the uniqueness and diversity 
of its elements. The assumption was that the individual by 
being completely true to himself would best represent and
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contribute to the character of the whole. As Schleiermacher 
wrote, . . it has become clear to me that every man ought 
in his own way to represent mankind.” 99

Instead of the concept of the isolated atomistic individual 
Landauer substituted the romantics’ view of the unique per
sonality that is a “vital part of a larger organic whole” and 
is, in its own way, an image of humanity. “ Humanity,” he 
wrote, “is visible” through “emerging, changing, and again 
disappearing” particular men. In this way Landauer felt that 
he had demonstrated that self-reliant individualism and so
cial commitment were not irreconcilable, that “ anarchism 
and socialism” were, in fact, interdependent. The basis of his 
demonstration was a restatement of the organicist philoso
phy of romanticism. In the year 1896 Landauer coupled this 
philosophic reorientation toward romanticism with a shift 
in his social and political activity; he began now to move 
toward the social groups celebrated in völkisch ideology.

In the years 1893 and 1894 Landauer and the other an
archists associated with Der Sozialist, encouraged by fre
quent industrial working-class demonstrations in Berlin in 
a period of lingering economic slump, had attempted to 
compete directly with the SPD for the support of the 
Berlin proletariat. The economic upswing after 1894, how
ever, which was to be the beginning of a tremendous 
twenty-year boom,100 began to remove the most fertile 
sources of working-class discontent in the city. As mass 
demonstrations and restiveness among Berlin’s factory 
workers diminished, so did the hopes of the Sozialist circle 
of gaining their allegiance. Landauer’s work on coopera
tives was an early response to the more quiescent situation. 
Beginning in 1896, however, he became more and more in
volved with nonfactory workers—first urban, handicraft 
needleworkers and then rural agricultural workers—in at
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tempts to build a movement from social groups both 
spurned by the SPD and not in a position to benefit from 
an industrial upswing. Landauer’s path away from the strug
gles of the urban, industrial environment toward the tradi
tional social groups of concern to völkisch thinkers was a 
process mediated by the conflict with the theory and prac
tice of German Social Democracy; the search for alterna
tives to the SPD finally resulted in the synthesis of anarcho- 
socialism and völkisch romanticism.

The largest group of domestic handworkers in Berlin in 
the 1890s comprised the needleworkers of the large Berlin 
clothing trade. Numbering 50,000, 70 percent of them 
women and only 2.5 percent of them organized into 
unions,101 this was one large group in the Berlin working- 
class population whose situation did not improve in the 
course of the 1890s. Frequently performing their handwork 
in their own homes from materials supplied by entrepreneur
ial middlemen who were able to keep wages very low, the 
needleworkers suffered severely in the 1890s from the com
petition of factory-produced clothing from abroad.102 In 
January 1895, at a conference of delegates from among the 
clothing workers, a commission of five, including the Social 
Democrat Johannes Timm, was selected to work for the 
improvement of conditions by “propagandizing for the 
workers.”  In October large protest assemblies were held by 
Berlin clothing workers and in January 1896, at a meeting 
with more than 200 employers, the commission of five de
manded wage increases, improved working conditions, and 
abolition of the middleman system. The demands were 
flatly turned down, and on February n ,  1896, 20,000 to 
30,000 needleworkers went out on strike in Berlin.103

A  few days after the beginning of the strike the employ
ers stated that they were willing to grant concessions; as it
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turned out these concessions amounted to minor pay in
creases, yet left the middleman system intact. The com
mission of five immediately accepted the concessions and 
called for the end of the strike. An opposition group of 
locally organized tailors, however, claiming that the com
mission did not truly represent the workers, called for the 
continuation of the strike. Landauer, who was the leading 
spokesman for the opposition group, immediately wrote a 
pamphlet attacking the commission and demanding that the 
strike be continued until much more substantial gains were 
made. At numerous assemblies of needle-trade workers the 
issue was noisily debated; the outcome, according to the 
Social Democrat Eduard Bernstein, was that a majority of 
the assemblies voted to end the strike.104 In mid-April, how
ever, the employers declared themselves no longer bound 
by the compromise and retracted the concessions they had 
granted during the February strike. The commission of five, 
feeling that the almost totally ununionized workers could 
not sustain themselves through another strike, advised the 
workers to remain at their jobs and prepare themselves for 
a possible walkout in the future.105

In the aftermath of the February strike Landauer was 
attacked in the Social Democrats’ paper Vorwärts for hav
ing attempted to exploit the misery of the needle-trade 
workers for his personal gain; the attack was repeated by 
Wilhelm Förster in his journal Ethische Kultur. The argu
ment used in both papers was that the slightest success in the 
strike had to lead to an immediate settlement because the 
clothing workers were too poorly organized and organizable 
and thus had insufficient funds to continue a strike. Lan
dauer, Förster claimed, had called for the continuation of 
the strike without informing himself of the strength of 
sources of aid.106
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Landauer replied to the charges by saying that the settle
ment had gained nothing, not even pay increases, for most 
of the workers and that the action of the commission had 
“ruined the tailors’ movement for years.”  The strike, he 
argued, should have been continued even without large 
supporting funds. (Though he did not mention it in his 
defense, Landauer had attempted to raise funds through 
contacts in the Berlin literary community.)107 Before writ
ing the pamphlet attacking the commission he had gained 
the strong impression, from the attendance at large meetings 
of needle-trade workers, that it was the overwhelming de
sire of the exploited domestic workers to continue the strike 
even if it meant that they would go hungry. Timm and his 
associates on the commission had betrayed the workers by 
settling with the employers before consulting them.108 Lan
dauer failed to mention that a majority of the workers voted 
with the commission after it had called for an end to the 
strike. If presented with this point, however, he would 
probably have argued that they were misled by the com
mission and suffered only from the termination of the strike. 
After the retraction in April of concessions earlier granted 
by the employers, Landauer argued that he had additional 
evidence of the betrayal; in Der Sozialist it was claimed 
that the hasty ending of the strike had proved to the em
ployers that they had the power to withdraw the compro
mises without risking a new strike, while the workers, thor
oughly demoralized, sustained their expectations.109

Undoubtedly Landauer had been guilty of some imprac- 
ticality. In fact, the needle-trade workers would not have 
been able to improve their conditions until they were better 
organized. His “ all or nothing” attitude, moreover, was in 
some degree the stance of a radical intellectual out of touch 
with the simple desires of hungry working people. At the
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same time, however, he may well have sensed that the SPD 
and the free trade unions connected with it had done little 
work in attempting to organize the workers because they 
had felt that the cause of an atomized, preindustrial group 
of exploited handworkers was hopeless. To feel that a cer
tain group is unorganizable—as had been suggested in Vor
wärts—and to call off a strike because of insufficient unioni-, 
zation was to condemn that group to continued economic 
misery. Looking for direct contact with lower-class social 
groups outside the hold of the SPD in Berlin, Landauer had 
attempted to organize the needle-trade workers for a long 
battle with their employers; when it failed, he blamed the 
failure entirely upon the commission of five, even though 
the failure was traceable to the weakness of the handwork
ers’ position.110 In any event, Landauer had begun, still 
within the confines of an urban metropolis, to champion the 
cause of social groups that were outside the party and trade 
unions of the SPD, at least in part because they were outside 
the process of modernization and industrialization. In his 
search for alternatives to SPD practice. Landauer had taken 
a small step away from the modern, industrial world. At 
the Socialist International Congress held in the summer of
1 896 in London, he was to take another.

Although the anarchists had been formally excluded from 
the Second International at the Zurich Congress in 1893, 
anarchist and syndicalist currents were sufficiently strong 
in the French and Dutch labor parties for the issue to be 
raised again at the London Congress which met late in July 
1896.111 Many of the leading anarchists of Europe, includ
ing Peter Kropotkin and Errico Malatesta, were present at 
the London Congress in order to seek admission and, in the 
event that they were excluded, to set up their own con
gress.112
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Again Landauer prepared a report on German Social 
Democracy which he had hoped to be able to deliver at the 
socialist congress. In the essay, published later in the year in 
English under the title Social Democracy in Germany, Lan
dauer repeated many of the attacks that he had made in the 
earlier report of 1893, such as the charge that the SPD 
feared independent action by the masses only because it 
would then be unable to dominate “ from above” and that 
its parliamentary work merely helped to strengthen the 
power of the state. The attack of 1896, however, incorpo
rated some of the new directions in Landauer’s thought: he 
placed strong emphasis this time, for example, upon the 
dependence and obedience of the oppressed classes as a 
major reason for the dominance of authoritarianism both in 
the general political life of Germany and in its official social
ist movement. “Germany,” he wrote, “enjoys the doubtful 
honor of being the home of monarchism and militarism. 
This imperialist and military spirit, this dependence and 
obedience of the masses exists, we are sorry to say, also in 
the poorest classes of the people, which are socially, politi
cally and economically oppressed to the utmost— and the 
German Social Democratic party in the most shameful way 
uses this reactionary tendency of an oppressed people, this 
dependence of the masses, as the basis upon which an ex
tremely strict party rule can be constructed, strong enough 
to crush on every occasion the rising germs of freedom and 
revolt.”  113

The question of admitting the anarchists was brought up 
on the first day of the congress. Paul Singer, the SPD leader, 
tried to have the vote taken before any of the anarchists 
were allowed to speak. As, however, the deputy chairman 
of the day was Keir Hardie, the leader of the British Inde
pendent Labor Party, who was not by any means a repre-
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sentative of orthodox social democracy, both sides were 
given a chance to state their case. Nieuwenhuis, Malatesta, 
and Landauer each spoke for the right of anarchist admis
sion.114 Landauer emphasized, once again, that anarchists 
were socialists and therefore belonged in the Second Inter
national; since we do not seek to exclude parliamentarians 
from the congress, he went on, “why, then, is our right not 
to serve parliamentarism denied?” In the account of Lan- 
dauer’s speech contained in the official protocols of the 
Second International it is stated that “after the translation 
of his talk Landauer climbed on a table and attempted to 
continue speaking after another speaker had already been 
called.”  115 In the report of the proceedings in Der Sozialist, 
however, Landauer said that he was attempting to correct 
a mistranslation and climbed on the table to continue speak
ing only after he was denied the chance to do so.116 What
ever version of the incident is correct, the result of the 
debate turned out as expected; on the second day of the 
congress, on a motion that again exempted trade unionists, 
the anarchists were expelled from the congress. Except for 
the Dutch delegation and the syndicalist faction in the di
vided French delegation, all the various national groups 
voted for expulsion.117 The London Congress of 1896 was 
the last time the anarchists sought admission to the meetings 
of the Second International.

As they had done in Zurich, the anarchists held their 
own assembly after their expulsion from the London Con
gress. William Morris sent a message of support to the 
anarchist assembly and Keir Hardie and Tom Mann made 
speeches on the rights of minorities.118 The anarchists them
selves discussed numerous topics in the course of their 
three-day meeting. The topic that received closest attention,
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however, was the role of the peasantry in the creation of a 
free society. On this issue, of course, the anarchists were 
sharply divided from orthodox Marxists. In the view of the 
latter the proletarianization of the peasantry represented an 
inevitable and progressive development which would con
stitute a stage in the realization of socialism.119 Anarchists, 
on the other hand, as George Woodcock has written, “have 
placed great hopes in the peasant. He is near to the earth, 
near to nature, and therefore more ‘anarchic’ in his reac
tions. . . . The peasant, moreover, is the heir to a long 
tradition of co-operation forced upon him by historical cir
cumstances.” 120

Landauer had never addressed himself to the question of 
the peasantry. At the anarchist assembly in London in July
1896, this was the major topic, however, and he responded 
to the occasion with one of the major speeches of the meet
ing. After Malatesta and Nieuwenhuis had spoken generally 
about the importance of enlisting the peasantry in any at
tempt at social transformation, Landauer emphasized how 
cooperative enterprises, if sharply expanded among the 
peasants, could provide them with economic independence 
from the great landlords and be the beginning of real social
ist activity.121 Framing his argument as an alternative to 
Marxian thinking on the peasantry, Landauer said that

Anarchists no longer believe in the fatalistic and Jesuitical 
teaching of Marx which regards the concentration of capital 
and the destruction of the small peasant as necessary pre
conditions for the realization of socialism. . . . We desire 
that peasants prevent their proletarianization; as they unite 
with farm laborers in agricultural cooperatives, so the growth 
of large landed estates will be averted and organizations will 
be created which will serve as the kernel of a socialist so
ciety.122
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In his search for social groups for which the SPD could 
have little appeal, Landauer had now found the small peas
ant in addition to the small handworker. His social think
ing, however, was not fixed only upon new groups. The 
reorientation was more profound: he had begun to see the 
expansion of the urban, industrial proletariat through the 
absorption of the independent peasant and artisan as a proc
ess that must be resisted. Whereas earlier he had attempted, 
through the advocacy of workers’ control of industry and 
other means, to work within the context of proletarian, 
urban, industrial growth—although hoping to direct it into 
anticapitalist and antiauthoritarian channels—Landauer 
now began to see industrial modernity as an essentially nox
ious world. The year 1896 saw his last attempt to seek 
entrance for the anarchists into the Second International; 
his relinquishment of such attempts, however, merely sym
bolizes the fact that after 1896 Landauer did not compete 
with the Social Democrats on their own ground. In the 
building of a world view that would contrast with that of 
the hated Social Democrats, Landauer had begun to add the 
anti-industrial social views of völkisch romanticism to his 
previously held anarchist beliefs.

Isolation and Withdrawal
In the year and a half after the London Congress there 

were additional developments that isolated Landauer from 
the urban proletariat and, indeed, from almost all of Berlin’s 
small anarchist movement, except for a diminishing circle 
of intellectuals. The crisis that cut off his active political life 
by 1898 began with a struggle within the editorial staff of 
Der Sozialist.

Up to 1897 the staff had been made up of a mixture of
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intellectuals of middle-class background, such as Landauer 
and Stefan Grossman, the Viennese writer, and a number 
of self-educated workers, such as Paul Pawlowitsch, a 
metalworker.123 For a number of years there had existed a 
conflict between the two groups concerning the proper 
function of the paper, a conflict that began as early as July 
1893 when a group of “proletarian” (they are not further 
defined) readers wrote to Der Sozialist and complained of 
their difficulty in understanding the confusing array of 
viewpoints expressed in the newspaper.124 From the begin
ning of his editorship in May 1893 Landauer had attempted 
to make Der Sozialist a paper in which discussion of varying 
viewpoints and a consistently high intellectual level would 
serve to educate the reader and encourage him to think for 
himself. In the years of militant struggle against the SPD by 
the Independents (1891-1893), and later against the Berlin 
police (1893-1894), Der Sozialist was by and large suffi
ciently entangled in the numerous struggles of the day for 
Landauer’s hopes to be only partly realized. After August 
1895, however, Landauer directed the paper into more theo
retical channels; many philosophic questions were raised 
which were not systematically answered. The workers on 
the staff, led by Pawlowitsch, then demanded that the paper 
follow a more simple party line which would be less con
fusing to its readers; they argued that under Landauer’s di
rection the paper had lost its propaganda value for the 
spread of anarchism, that its indefinite, many-sided ap
proach and philosophical tone frightened away numerous 
potential adherents to the movement.

Conflict between the two groups continued because there 
were insufficient funds to produce two papers, one repre
senting Landauer’s thinking and the other a propaganda
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sheet. In August 1896 Landauer agreed to publish a small 
propaganda paper, named Der Arme Konrad, but it was 
not enough to satisfy Pawlowitsch and his group.125 In May
1897 Landauer’s opponents withdrew from Der Sozialist 
and began publication of a rival paper. Entitled Neues 
Leben, the new paper was written in a much simpler style 
and established a definite program; within months it had 
begun to draw away large groups of working-class readers 
from Der Sozialist: from a high point of 4,000 the number 
of readers soon dropped to less than 2,000. The financial 
help Der Sozialist had previously commanded now fre
quently went to the rival paper.126 The effects of the split 
were politically disastrous for Landauer. As Rudolf Rocker 
wrote years later,

. . . Landauer’s “Sozialist” slowly died. Its death was a 
severe blow to the intellectual German movement. [Rocker 
apparently means the movement of intellectual anarchism.] 
The new paper [Neues Leben] was poorly edited and badly 
written, and it was little consolation to plead that it was 
produced entirely by ordinary working men. For Landauer 
it was a tragedy. It deprived him of a valuable activity, for 
which he was supremely fitted, and in which he rendered 
splendid services. It made him feel isolated and solitary.127

Because of dwindling readership and funds Der Sozialist 
was finally forced to cease publication in 1899. Before that, 
however, Landauer had another experience that revealed to 
him the extent to which he was isolated from both orthodox 
socialist and anarchist working-class groups. In the same 
month that the Pawlowitsch group withdrew from Der 
Sozialist, he set out on a speaking tour through Germany to 
gain new anarchist supporters. In travel reports he sent back 
to Der Sozialist, Landauer wrote disappointedly that in 
numerous cities his talks were attended almost entirely by

CHANGING PERSPECTIVES
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curious SPD officials, “bourgeois” elements, and students 
and professors; a very small part of his audiences consisted 
of “working-class people.” 128

Landauer was not opposed to working with middle-class 
groups, of course, especially the intellectual and profes
sional elements that might be attracted to social reform 
activity. He had, however, always expected that his social 
base would be predominately from the lower classes, and 
in the years before 1897 his frequent speeches at radical 
meetings in Berlin had indeed had a noticeable effect upon 
the predominately working-class audiences, as a fellow an
archist, Albert Weidner, wrote years later.129 Nonetheless, 
as we have seen, in 1896 he had begun to seek out contacts 
with nonfactory workers and even small peasants because 
industrial proletarian groups were more and more con
trolled by the SPD and its gradualist unions. Now, in 1897, 
he was losing his former working-class readers and was 
unable to attract substantial numbers of new ones, either 
factory workers or urban handworkers.

In response to his increasing political isolation Landauer 
turned once again to the study of literature and philosophy. 
In 1892, after his first exposure to socialist ideas and the 
social struggles in Berlin, he had written that art could no 
longer be his central concern because “it requires rest; and 
we need struggle.” Six years later, after the passing of the 
more turbulent early 1 890s and the loss of contacts with the 
urban working classes, Landauer saw little point in con
tinuing the “struggle” and withdrew into private study. In 
March 1898 he gave a series of twenty-one public lectures 
on the history of German literature; the lectures, signifi
cantly, were delivered at a Berlin concert hall and were not 
addressed to specifically working-class or socialist audiences. 
In an article announcing the series, Landauer wrote that he
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had abandoned the world of art six years before because he 
mistakenly had had a “limitless” faith in the ability of the 
proletariat to achieve its immediate liberation through revo
lution. He now saw, however, that “those among the prole
tariat who are interested in building socialism are today a 
disappearing minority” ; the revolution is by no means at 
hand and he did not intend to be a useless martyr, for “ there 
is nothing more useless than to play the martyr a few dec
ades too early.” As a result, he concluded, we now have time 
for “our inner liberation, the development of our spirit; 
. . . once again we have time for art.” 180

In 1898 Landauer withdrew from direct participation in 
the Berlin anarchist movement. The next ten years were to 
be devoted largely to private study and writing. In place 
of his dual life in 1893-1898 as political actor and political 
thinker, Landauer withdrew into philosophic reflection. 
Yet the comprehensive world view he began to develop 
after 1900, which incorporated mystical philosophy as well 
as libertarian and völkisch social thought, represented an 
enlarged and integrated version of many of the ideas he had 
developed in the 1 890s. The idealist conception of authority 
which formed the basis of Landauer’s anarchism after 1895 
—the view that political authority and social oppression 
result from the dormancy of man’s capacity for self- 
determination and voluntary cooperation—was broadened 
after 1900 into a vast idealist metaphysical system. The 
romantics’ view of the individual as a unique reflection of 
community and humanity, which Landauer had developed 
in his Sozialist articles of early 1896 as a justification of 
anarchosocialism, was deepened through a study of mystical 
philosophy. Finally, the sociological reorientation of the 
mid-1890s, the shift from the urban industrial scene and
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the proletarian labor movement to such preindustrial social 
groups as handicraft workers and peasants, was developed 
into a volldsch antiurban conception of anarchism in the 
years after 1900. Although Landauer moved from political 
involvement to private study, the attitudes developed in the 
earlier activist years had left their mark.
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3. The Consolations of Mysticism

Although in the years 1898-1903 Landauer began explicitly 
to ground his socialism in völkisch terms, he was primarily 
engaged in this half decade in more abstract metaphysical 
questions. His preoccupation with the problem of coping 
with his new political isolation led Landauer to mysticism; 
in these years he attempted to demonstrate the validity of 
the mystical doctrine that humanity and the universe lie 
within the individual soul. Mystic consciousness, however, 
was not to be separate from the fight to liberate social hu
manity; Landauer’s mysticism figured in many aspects of 
his romantic socialism.

In June 1900, a few months after the demise of Der 
Sozialist, Landauer gave a lecture entitled “Through Isola
tion to Community” in which he stated:

Monstrous and almost inexpressibly huge is the distance that 
now separates us—we who consider ourselves the advance 
guard—from the rest of humanity. . . . What is decisive 
here is not greater knowledge or ability but different inter
ests and views of life. With ardor we have gone into the 
Volk in order to raise it, awaken it, purify it, stimulate it 
to anger and rebellion, call it to beauty and greatness, finally 
to organize it into new social and economic associations. . . . 
Now we, who have gone into the Volk, have returned from 
our migration. A few of us have been lost, either to a party 
or to our own despair. We have brought something back 
with us: isolated men. Isolated men we have fished out of 
the sea of everyday life; more we have not found. Through 
pain and struggle, however, we have gained this knowledge: 
we have gone too far in front to be understood by the masses.
. . . Our realization is that we should not go down to the
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masses, we must lead the way for them, and that will seem 
for the time being as if we are going away from them. The 
community we long for and need we will find only if we 
separate ourselves as individuals; then we will at last find, in 
the innermost core of our hidden being, the most ancient 
and most universal community: the human race and the 
cosmos. Whoever has discovered this joyous community in 
himself is enriched and blessed for all time and is finally re
moved from the common accidental communities of our 
age.1

Faced with the collapse of Der Sozialist after the decline 
of its readership and the depletion of its financial resources 
in 1897 and 1898, Landauer attempted to change his po
litical isolation from a liability into an asset; true com
munity, he argued, must first be discovered in the soul of 
the individual. Mystical belief, the conception that within 
the spiritual interior of the individual, humanity and the 
universe are contained, was called upon to mitigate the pains 
of isolation. Landauer was quite aware that this mystical 
view provided philosophic compensation for him:

. . . my inner feeling that I am an isolated unity can be 
false, and I declare it to be false because I cannot be satisfied 
with this horrible isolation. I must, however, know what I 
should do with this feeling. I abandon the feeling of being 
a single one, of which I seemed to be sure, and I drive out 
into the heights, into the wild sea of postulates and fantasies. 
I renounce the certainty of my “I” so that I will be able to 
bear existence. I build myself a new world with the con
sciousness that I have no basis upon which to build except 
necessity. . . . The “I” kills itself so that the “World-I” may 
live. . . .  We allow the world to go through us, we create 
the conditions of readiness to feel it in us, we allow ourselves 
to be grasped and seized by it.2

After 1897, as political isolation grew, the attractiveness 
of personal mysticism grew with it. Only now was Landauer

-  1 2 5 -



CONSOLATIONS OF MYSTICISM

fully receptive—given his feeling that “monstrous and al
most inexpressibly huge is the distance that now separates 
us . . . from the rest of humanity”—to teachings that 
stressed the indwelling nature of community, humanity, 
and cosmos. Besides Skepsis und Mystik (1903), the major 
effort of these years of political inactivity, Landauer’s per
sonal contacts and reading attest to this direction of interest.

By the late 1890s Landauer’s earlier hope in the possibility 
of imminent radical social change had vanished. He was 
aware that the economic upswing after 1895 had eliminated, 
at least for the time being, much of the proletarian discon
tent that had marked the Berlin of the early 1 890s. “We live 
in the stage of reaction, which has become unbearable for 
only relatively few persons from the various levels of the 
population,” he wrote in 1899. “The passionate resistance 
against existing conditions is on the decrease, not the in
crease, among the great masses of the industrial proletariat.
. . . The economic upswing has done its work; the hunger 
question is no longer so pressing, while the enthusiasm 
for cultural ideals has never been very strong among the 
masses.” 3 Within the Social Democratic Party Eduard 
Bernstein began to raise much the same issue at this time. 
For the revisionists, however, the refutation of Marx’s pre
dictions concerning the inevitability of revolution as the 
result of increasing social polarization constituted the nega
tive argument for a positive defense of the parliamentary 
road to socialism. Landauer commented on the similarity of 
his observations to those of the revisionists in the following 
way: “The exploitative society and the authoritarian state 
will not die by themselves. At this point, where the new 
Social Democrats and the anarchists are united, the two 
part company. Therefore we should direct ourselves into
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this society and state, they say. Therefore we should de
stroy them, we say.” 4

How does one begin to destroy them, however? The an
swer cannot be through direct, violent assault; it must be 
through the discovery of an alternative community: 

. . if we sink down deep into ourselves as individuals, 
then we will at last find, in the innermost core of our hid
den being, the most ancient and most universal community: 
the human race and the cosmos.” For the sources and de
velopment of this view it is necessary to examine Landauer’s 
personal life and philosophical interests in the years after
1897.

Sources of Mystical Belief:
Philosophic and Personal Experience 

In March 1899 Landauer was sentenced to six months in 
jail for having written a “libelous” attack on the Berlin 
commissioner of police in the pages of Der Sozialist. In the 
preceding year Landauer had become involved in the cam
paign of Moritz von Egidy, the ex-officer turned Christian 
pacifist, to free a certain man named Ziethen from jail. In 
the hope of gaining a retrial for Ziethen, who had been 
sentenced to life imprisonment for the alleged murder of 
his wife, Landauer wrote a lead article in Der Sozialist, in 
February 1898, accusing the police commissioner of having 
falsified documents in his effort to prove the case against 
Ziethen. Six months later Landauer repeated the charges in 
a circular that he sent to members of the Reichstag and 
the state attorney’s office. When a trial was finally held, in 
March 1899, Landauer was convicted of libel and sentenced 
to six months in jail.6 

Despite his conviction Landauer’s spirits were high in
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March 1899. A  month earlier he had met a young, sensi
tive poetess named Hedwig Lachmann and immediately 
became infatuated with her. His life with his first wife had 
for some time been unbearable for Landauer. In October
1898 he had written to his cousin Hugo that his wife Grete 
was jealous of every moment spent away from her and 
“needed a husband who could not live for a second without 
a wife.” His relationship with her “could not go on.”  6 
Since Grete became very ill in the early part of 1899, how
ever, Landauer’s concern for her precluded an immediate 
divorce.7 Yet by March he was in love with another woman. 
Two days after his jail sentence was handed down, he 
wrote Hugo: “ It’s not my fault that in the midst of all this 
misery I cannot destroy an uncommon inner happiness, 
. . . the rare joy that I have finally found an intellectually 
accomplished, spiritually mature feminine creature.” 8 In 
the months ahead Landauer’s emotional attachment to Hed
wig grew; in August, immediately before beginning his 
prison term, he wrote Hedwig of the emptiness of the life 
of human isolation and of his need for profound involve
ment with others: “ I just read a statement of Nietzsche’s: 
‘Do not remain attached to a person, even the most beloved 
—every person is a prison.’ Oh God how I need this prison! 
And what is freedom but an empty, brutal thing if we do 
not surrender ourselves with our whole soul a thousand 
times!” 9

Hedwig was born in Krumbach, a village in Swabia, in 
1865, the daughter of a cantor in the predominantly Jewish 
town. In the years preceding her connection with Landauer 
she had gained some recognition as a lyrical poetess and 
translator. She had a deeply withdrawn personality and it 
was not until 1901 that Landauer was able to convince her 
to live with him. In 1903 Landauer was finally divorced
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from his first wife and soon after married Hedwig.10 Ac
cording to Stefan Grossman, one of Landauer’s closest asso
ciates in the last years of Der Sozialist in the late 1890s, 
Landauer’s separation from his first wife and his relation
ship with Hedwig after 1899 had “symbolic, ideological 
significance which went beyond his private life.” Grete was 
a “proletarian” and Landauer’s separation from her sym
bolized, according to Grossman, the fact that Landauer had 
abandoned the struggles of the urban working class and 
had withdrawn, with Hedwig, into personal mysticism. 
Grossman illustrated his point by comparing the content of 
Der Sozialist in its second appearance after 1909 with that 
of the first Sozialist in the years before 1899: “ The news
paper had shifted more to questions of the soul [Seelen- 
frage]; no longer was Landauer tied to a young proletarian 
woman but to the tender breath of a lyrical artist.” 11 Hed
wig was certainly more attuned to, and may indeed have 
contributed to, Landauer’s mystical, romantic views after 
the political failures of the 1890s.

While in prison in the fall and winter of 1899-1900, Lan
dauer wrote a short novel which he entitled Lebendig tot 
(“ In Living Death” ). In this partly autobiographical work 
—Landauer wrote later of having “set down [his] Seelen- 
leben in it” 12—-the main character is a man who passes from 
a purely sensual, physical relationship with a woman to one 
based upon love. When the second woman dies bearing his 
child, however, the man, now condemned to a “ living 
death” in spiritual isolation from others, interprets the for
tuitous event as the result of a curse laid upon him through 
his earlier addiction to purely animal instincts. Speaking 
of his relationship with his first wife, he says: “ I lived all 
those years with a woman whom my senses loved and al
most constantly desired, but who was to me almost nothing,
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nothing at all; . . . we hated ourselves and had to hurt 
each other.”  13 In his actual life, however, Landauer had 
“ finally found an intellectually accomplished, spiritually 
mature” woman with whom he lived happily until she died 
in the influenza epidemic of 1918, one year before his own 
death.

With a strong relationship already established with Hed- 
wig by the time he entered prison in August 1899, Landauer 
was able to bear the lonely existence of a prison cell with 
considerable equanimity. He wrote to Hedwig, for exam
ple, that the modern prison afforded him the same kind of 
inner peace that the cloister offered the medieval man.14 The 
long hours were spent by Landauer in various literary tasks. 
Besides writing the short novel, Lebendig tot, Landauer 
performed the large task of carefully arranging the manu
scripts of his friend Fritz Mauthner’s massive language 
studies so that they would be ready for publication.15 These 
studies were to provide for Landauer a point of departure 
for his own major philosophical work, Skepsis und Mystik, 
on which he worked in the two years after his release from 
prison early in 1900. Other work in prison was of greater 
importance, however, in developing the mystical philosophy 
expressed in Skepsis: in the months of cloistered isolation, 
Landauer studied and translated the sermons of the medieval 
German mystic, Meister Eckhart. When his Eckhart trans
lations were published in 1903, Landauer wrote in the notes 
that his own study, Skepsis und Mystik, “ comes back again 
and again to Eckhart.” 16

Meister Eckhart, who has been called the “ father of Ger
man idealism,” 17 taught that man cannot find God and 
truth either through the use of his physical senses or 
through external activities, but only through an awareness
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of their presence in the interior reaches of the soul. In one 
sermon translated by Landauer, Eckhart wrote:

St. Augustine says: “There are many people who have sought 
light and truth, but they look for it outside themselves, where 
it is not.” And then they finally get so far off the track that 
they cannot find their way back to the care of their souls and 
they never discover the truth, for truth is at the core of the 
soul and not outside the man. To be enlightened and dis
cerning, cherish the birth of God’s Son in the core of the 
soul and then the soul’s forces will be illuminated [alle 
Kräfte . . . erleuchtet], and the outward man as well.18

J n  order to find the Kingdom of God in the soul it is neces
sary, at first, to withdraw completely from the external 
world; to the degree that this is accomplished will one be 
able to perceive the truth within. In the sermon that Lan
dauer entitled “ On Silence,”  Eckhart had written:

When all the faculties are withdrawn from all action and 
ideation, then this word is spoken. Thus he spoke: “In the 
midst of silence was a secret word spoken to me.” The more 
you can withdraw all the faculties and forget things and 
images you have received before, . . . the nearer you are 
to this [word] and the more sensitive to it you will be; . . . 
so should man escape his senses and introvert his faculties 
until he achieves forgetfulness of things and self.19

Translated into the language of a more secular mysticism, 
one that substituted “humanity,” “ cosmos,” “Volk,”  and 
the like for Eckhart’s “ God,” these sermons provided for 
Landauer a comforting view of his relation to the world. 
His apparent isolation disappeared when he believed that 
community and humanity could not first be found in the 
external world, which was obviously a frustrating dis
appointment, but must be discovered in the interior of the 
individual soul; here, beyond the reach of the “accidental”
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institutions, parties, and economic relations of the day, 
dwelt eternal humanity and the world. A  few months after 
his release from prison Landauer wrote to Hedwig of this 
conception, which he called his “ favorite idea” (Lieblings
gedanken), one that substituted the humanity within for 
the chance institutions of the state and capitalism without:

. . . next to the authoritarian chance communities that sur
round us, there is something that is different, and greater, 
something that coincides with the deepest essence of the 
individual. . . . The deeper we climb down into the tunnels 
of our individual life, all the more are we in a real community 
with the race, humanity, the animal world, and finally, if 
we withdraw from conceptual thoughts and sensate appear
ances and sink into our most hidden depths, we are par
ticipant in the whole unending world. For this world lives 
in us, it is our origin, that is, it is continuously working in us; 
otherwise we cease to be what we are. The deepest part of 
our individual selves is that which is most universal.20

In this connection Landauer wrote years later to Julius 
Bab: “From the outside, of course, the sequence is viewed: 
individual-Volk-humanity; internally, in my own individ
uality, on the contrary, I am . . . first an animal, then a 
man, then a Jew, German and south German, and then this 
special I.” 21 Landauer often called himself a mystic,22 yet 
his mysticism was terrestrial. Eckhart’s Christianity was not 
for him; Landauer sought union with secular humanity.

Landauer shared his interest in Eckhart with many other 
romantic idealists in Germany. Eugen Diederichs, for exam
ple, the publisher of Landauer’s lecture “Through Isolation 
to Community,” who was an important figure in the trans
mission of mystical, völkisch ideas to the more sophisticated 
reading public in Germany after the turn of the century, 
was profoundly concerned with Eckhart and published his 
complete works.23 Interest in Eckhart tended to fuse with
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the cult that was developing around the similar mystical 
theories of the eighteenth-century Swede, Emanuel Sweden
borg. The man who possibly more than any other exerted 
the widest influence in the 1890s in the spread of völkisch 
views, Julius Langbehn, whose Rembrandt als Erzieher was 
read by millions, “transformed [Swedenborg] . . . into a 
German mystic whose function was equated with that per
formed by the medieval mystic Meister Eckhart” ; these 
two thinkers “became pivotal” for Langbehn “ in providing 
the Volk with the spiritual mysticism that would lead it to 
its goal.” Landauer’s mystical belief that the “world lives in 
us, it is our origin, . . .  it is continuously working in us,” 
which he found in Eckhart’s sermons, closely paralleled 
Langbehn’s views based upon Swedenborg.24

The ideational parallel between Landauer, the anarchist, 
and Langbehn, the völkisch thinker of the extreme Right, is 
only part of the story; for Langbehn, Swedenborgian mys
ticism provided comfort for an even more isolated social 
existence than Landauer’s. According to his most recent 
analyst, Langbehn “alternately cherished and resented his 
self-constructed isolation. . . . Gradually he faded into a 
phantom world of his own, remote from reality, surrounded 
by books, pictures, fears, and day-dreams, obsessed by 
thoughts about himself.”  25 Even in the years after 1898 
Landauer’s life was never cut off from others to such an 
extent; his isolation was a matter of political failures, not 
of private life. This may explain, in part, the fact that Lan
dauer’s mysticism was dedicated to the service of humane 
goals while Langbehn’s overall social views have earned 
him the designation of “proto-Nazi.” 26

In later years Landauer discovered many other poets and 
philosophers whose views of man as a microcosm were simi
lar to those of Meister Eckhart. In an essay on Walt Whit
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man, written in 1913, Landauer stated that “the idea that 
man bears the entire world in his inner spirit, that the world 
is an unending wealth of microcosms, is only a new form of 
an eternal teaching of philosophers and mystics, Indian, 
medieval, Renaissance—all the way to Berkeley and 
Fichte.”  27 It was precisely because of this shared belief that 
in later years Landauer felt himself to be akin not only to 
Walt Whitman, but also to the great German poet Hölder
lin and the Russian Tolstoi. The latter figure, however, was 
particularly important for Landauer because Tolstoi had 
utilized this mystical belief as the theoretical basis upon 
which to build the argument for a nonviolent, pacifist an
archism.

As we have seen earlier, Landauer could not accept ter
rorist violence. With his separation from the Berlin anar
chist movement in the late 1890s, he renewed his attack 
upon it; this time, however, his argument was built upon 
ethical and mystical beliefs he had developed through con
tacts with the thought of Eckhart and Tolstoi. The link 
between Eckhart’s mysticism and Landauer’s defense of 
pacifism centered upon Eckhart’s notion of the “eternal 
moment” as the locus of the religious experience. In a ser
mon that Landauer entitled “ On the City of the Soul,” 
Eckhart had said:

If the spirit were only always united with God . . .  a man 
could never grow old. For the Now-moment, in which God 
made the first man, and the Now-moment in which the last 
man will disappear, and the Now-moment in which I am 
speaking, are all one in God, in whom there is only one Now. 
Look! The person who lives in the light of God is conscious 
neither of time past nor of time to come but only of the one 
eternity. In fact, he is bereft of wonder, for all things are 
intrinsic in him. Therefore, he gets nothing new out of future 
events, nor from chance, for he lives in the present moment.28
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Stated simply, this mystical belief had political signifi
cance as a refutation of the common separation of ends and 
means in which statesmen, parties, and revolutionaries in
dulged. Landauer found this refutation in the political 
thought of Tolstoi. Although it is uncertain if Landauer 
read Tolstoi at this time, his frequent allusion to the Russian 
writer in the years 1898-1901 is not surprising, since Tol
stoi’s anarchist pacifism was widely discussed in libertarian 
circles in Germany in the late 1 890s,29 and frequent articles 
on his views appeared in the pages of Der Sozialist in 1898 
and 1899.30 After an anarchist assassinated America’s Presi
dent McKinley in 1901, Landauer wrote an article on the 
subject of terrorism for Maximilian Harden’s Die Zukunft. 
Here he echoed Tolstoi’s stress upon the necessity of ethi
cal and nonviolent activity in the present, the refusal to 
separate future ends and present means, in a thorough con
demnation of revolutionary violence:

What has the murder of persons to do with anarchism, the 
teaching of a society without the state and without authori
tarian force? Nothing at all. . . . The anarchists are, for 
me, not anarchistic enough; they are still a political party.
. . . That is the great error of the revolutionary anarchists, 
with whom I have participated long enough: the idea of 
being able to reach the ideal of powerlessness through power.
. . . These are self-deceptions; every act of force is dictator
ship. . . . The anarchists must realize that a goal can be 
reached only if the means to this goal are already bathed in 
the color of it. One will never arrive at nonviolence through 
violence. Anarchy is there, where there are anarchists, real 
anarchists, men, that is, who no longer practice force. With 
all this I am saying nothing new; it is the same thing that 
has been said for a long time by Tolstoi. . . . Anarchy is 
not a thing of the future, but of the present; not a matter of 
demands, but of living.31
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In a piece written in 1912 Landauer continued his argu
ment by contrasting Kropotkin’s future-oriented suspen
sion of present moral absolutes with Tolstoi’s injunction to 
live morally in the here and now, for this alone would con
stitute a revolution:

Tolstoi seems to say: . . . you men think too much about 
the environment, the future, and others; you separate means 
and ends too much, as if an end could be gained in this way. 
You think that questionable means are justified by a noble 
goal. For us, however, the moment alone exists; do not sacri
fice reality to a phantom! If you want the proper life then 
live it now. . . . Tolstoi brings the absolute into life; Kro
potkin is a positivist and therefore a relativist and allows for 
the revolutionaries, even violence, if it must be.32

What, however, was one to be conscious of in this pres
ent? Landauer felt certain that if man recognizes, right now 
in the present, before any social or institutional changes 
have been made, that he is fundamentally rooted in human
ity, that the deepest part of his soul contains the whole 
world, then he will be “reborn,” will cease to ape the be
havior of the authoritarian state, and will begin to build 
community with his fellows. Mysticism and nonviolent, 
communitarian anarchism are fused in Landauer’s concep
tion of “spiritual rebirth,” the political romantic’s transla
tion of Eckhart’s view of religious conversion. In the 
Z ukunft article of 1901, written within two years of his 
intensive study of Eckhart, Landauer wrote:

If all the anarchists knew how their ideas touch the deepest 
soil of the essence of man, . . . they would shudder in rec
ognition of the chasm that yawns between their action, their 
shallow behavior, and the depths of their Weltanschauung.
. . . Whoever kills, dies himself. Whoever wants to create 
life must live anew and be reborn again from within. . . . 
The way to a new, higher form of human society leads
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through the dark, fateful gate of our instincts and the terra 
abscondita of our soul, which is our world. Only from within 
to without can the world be formed. . . . There will be 
anarchists and anarchy, here and there, separate and dis
persed; they will find each other; they will kill nothing but 
themselves in a mystic death that leads through the deepest 
contemplation to rebirth. . . . Not to kill others, but rather 
one’s own self: that will be the characteristic of the man who 
works with his own chaos in order to find what is best and 
most primeval in him so that he may be mystically one with 
the world, so that what he effects in the world seems to have 
flown into it from an unknown world within him. . . .  To 
him the world will be as himself and he will love it as himself. 
These men will live with one another in community, as 
fellows. This is anarchy, . . . not more war and murder, but 
rebirth. Whoever awakes to the passing world in himself, to 
a new life, to individual life, whoever feels himself as a ray 
of the world [Strahl der Welt], does not feel that he is a 
stranger [nicht als Fremden] ,33

Landauer’s social and political thought now included per
spectives derived from religious mysticism. According to 
Hans Kohn, Landauer’s conception of revolution was di
rectly related to a religious view of conversion. “ In Lan
dauer’s view,” Kohn writes, “the moment of religious belief 
was to be felt more strongly; in the midpoint of his social 
philosophy stood the religious message of spiritual convul
sion [Erschiitterung] and conversion.” 34 Mystic awareness, 
not rationalism, was for Landauer the cure for terrorism, 
either by the state or by violent anarchists. Whereas for most 
observers anarchist terrorism was the result of emotional 
fanaticism born of irrationality, Landauer placed the blame 
upon the terrorists’ addiction to a mechanistic and cold 
logic; the problem was not that they were too emotional 
but, on the contrary, that they were too much given to 
purely mental abstractions:
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Anarchists have been, up to now, too much the systematizers 
and have been constricted in fixed narrow concepts; this is, 
finally, the last answer to the question as to why anarchists 
regard killing men as something worthwhile. They have 
accustomed themselves to living with concepts, no longer 
with men. There are two fixed, separate classes for them, 
who stand opposed to each other as enemies; they don’t kill 
men but the concept of exploiters, suppressors, state repre
sentatives. . . . They have cut themselves off from the life 
of feeling; they exist as beings of pure thought, who are 
dependent, like Robespierre, on the goddess of reason, who 
separates and passes judgment. From the judgments of a cold, 
inwardly unaware, unliving logic, one that is an enemy of 
life, are these cold death sentences declared which please 
these anarchists. Anarchy, however, is not the distinct, cold, 
and intelligible thing that these anarchists are accustomed to; 
if anarchy would become for them a dark, deep dream, in
stead of a conceptually accessible world \eine begrifflich 
erreichbare Welt], then their ethos and their action would 
be consistent.35

Landauer had concluded by 1901 that mystical conscious
ness of the existence of humanity in the individual soul was 
an essential component of any nonviolent society. Devel
oped under the influence of Eckhart’s sermons and Tolstoi’s 
pacifist teachings, Landauer’s mystical beliefs were to form 
a permanent part of his social philosophy. Before Landauer 
attempted, in Skepsis und Mystik (1903), to demonstrate 
the validity of these beliefs, however, his social thought de
veloped the distinctly völkisch romantic cast in which he 
was to frame them.

The Emergence of a Völkisch Socialist 
Landauer’s social contacts in the years after 1898 both 

reflected and contributed to his development of a socialist
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philosophy framed in the antiurban, anti-industrial terms of 
the völkisch, romantic tradition. In the year before he 
entered prison in the summer of 1899, this shift in orienta
tion had been strengthened through his involvements with 
both Hedwig Lachmann and Moritz von Egidy, the man 
with whom Landauer had worked in the Ziethen affair.

In the last year of his life von Egidy made a very strong 
impression on Landauer. In January 1899 an entire issue of 
Der Sozialist was devoted to him as a memorial. In it Lan
dauer wrote of von Egidy: “ I have lost more in this man 
than I may ever hope to gain again in life. I loved and re
spected him as scarcely any man has been loved and re
spected.” 36 When von Egidy died, Landauer wrote a year 
later, he “still had so much more to offer to our Volk.” 37 
What had he already offered, however? What did Landauer 
find valuable in von Egidy’s life and thought? The passages 
Landauer selected from von Egidy’s writings for inclusion 
in the Sozialist memorial issue provide a clue to this question. 
All of these gave expression to von Egidy’s anarchist pacif
ism and völkisch mysticism. A  former army officer, he was 
profoundly opposed to the use of force and violence in hu
man affairs. In one passage selected for inclusion in the 
memorial issue, von Egidy had written: “Unthinking men 
connect the idea of ‘Anarchie’ with the idea of disorder; 
that, however, is contained neither in the word nor in the 
strivings of those who call themselves anarchists. On the 
contrary: a more complete order, an order that rests upon 
self-discipline and self-rule; an order without force.” 38

Pacifist anarchism was, however, only one aspect of von 
Egidy’s social thought. A  different component revealed his 
connection with the ideology of völkisch romanticism; the 
proper units of a social “order without force,” von Egidy
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maintained, were the family, the local community, and the 
Volk. In another passage selected by Landauer for inclusion 
in the Sozialist tribute, von Egidy had written:

What is required is that each individual free himself from 
every association—whether it be an economic, political, or 
confessional one—which sets up doctrines of force or in 
some other way sets him against a Volksgenosse. . . .  We 
must remove ourselves from every unnatural union—family, 
Gemeinde [local community], and Volk are natural unions 
-—and come together voluntarily under this view: to serve 
the whole and every individual within the community with 
precisely the same fidelity and love. . . . The real idea that 
is at the basis of present efforts at transformation is the desire 
for the independence and autonomy of the individual, the 
local community, and the Volk.39

Von Egidy’s religious, pacifist anarchism was not directed 
to any specific social groups within German society; it 
was aimed, rather, at both the individual and the Volk as a 
whole. In view of the fact that Landauer’s thought was de
veloping in the direction of a fusion of anarchist and völk
isch currents, it is significant than von Egidy’s impact in 
Berlin in the 1890s was precisely in these two directions. 
His association with the anarchists of Der Sozialist had be
gun with his participation in the Befreiung cooperative in 
1895 a°d  189640 and had continued through his talks at 
their public forum, the Freie anarchistisch-sozialistischen 
Vereinigung in Berlin.41 His closest friends, however, were 
not anarchists but a group of young men who were later 
to play important roles in the process by which völk
isch ideology was institutionalized in early twentieth- 
century Germany. According to a leading student of the 
völkisch movement, von Egidy, “ by gathering around him 
in his Berlin apartment a small circle of friends, . . . ex
erted an influence on the völkisch movement that made it
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more readily acceptable to more sophisticated young peo
ple. . . . Hermann Lietz, one of Egidy’s closer disciples, 
played a key role . . .  in institutionalizing völkisch thought 
through education.” 42 Two other disciples of von Egidy, 
Ferdinand Schöll and Kurt Wilhelmi, were leaders of the 
movement to actualize völkisch thought through the estab
lishment of separate, utopian communities on the land; W il
helmi was the founder of the utopian colony Eden, and 
Schöll was the leader of another “Germanic utopia,” Vogel- 
hof.43

In von Egidy’s teachings Landauer found the view that 
the proper units of social life are not classes, but rather the 
family, the Gemeinde, and the Volk. In addition, von 
Egidy held the view that the reconstruction of social life 
must begin with the individual’s own change of perspective. 
Atomization and social isolation, which Landauer had 
known only too well, were seen here as necessary momen
tary prerequisites for the construction of a freely chosen 
social reintegration. If social life was to be noncoercive, it 
must be based upon the decisions made by the individual on 
his own; atomization was seen as a transitional stage neces
sary to assure the fact that community, when it develops— 
and von Egidy, like Landauer, felt that it must—would be 
built, unforced, from below. “We must disorganize, we 
must atomize ourselves,” Landauer quoted from von Egidy; 
“we must remove ourselves from every unnatural union— 
family, Gemeinde, and Volk are natural unions—and, after 
free self-determination, come together in this view: to serve 
the whole and every individual within the community with 
precisely the same fidelity and love.” 44 Von Egidy’s view 
prefigured Landauer’s statement in his talk, “Through Iso
lation to Community,”  delivered in 1900, that “the commu
nity we long for and need we will find only if we separate
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ourselves from the old communities, . . .  if we thoroughly 
isolate ourselves.”

While Landauer had cited von Egidy’s social views with 
approval, later experiences, in 1900 and 1901, were to be of 
more lasting significance in developing his völkisch social
ism. It was only after participating in discussions among the 
so-called Neue Gemeinschaft circle of young Berlin intel
lectuals that Landauer explicitly framed his anarchism in 
these terms. His participation in this circle reflected again 
his withdrawal from the struggles of the working-class so
cialist movement, as Max Nettlau, the historian of anar
chism, has pointed out. Noting that Landauer’s participation 
in the Neue Gemeinschaft brought him into contact pri
marily with middle-class idealists, poets and writers, Nettlau 
writes: “At that time, after the experiences in the milieu of 
Der Sozialist, Landauer moved into a circle of ethical and 
humanitarian strivings and poetic-artistic expression . . . 
[connected with the literary figures] Heinrich and Julius 
Hart.”  45 In May 1900 Landauer wrote to Hedwig that his 
“ solitary life [had been] . . . interrupted” through meet
ings with this group.46 It was to them that he was to deliver 
his important talk, “Through Isolation to Community.” 

Landauer’s participation in the circle was not based upon 
any deep respect for its founders, Heinrich and Julius Hart. 
He regarded the books of these former literary critics, who 
now described themselves as philosophers of a “ new human
ity,”  as abstract and empty word games. In a review of the 
Harts’ Die Neue Welterkenntnis (“The New Perception 
of the World” ), Landauer wrote that “ in piling up words 
upon words they have lost all relation to reality; where they 
are ecstatic, . . . to me it is a matter of empty playing with 
words.” Instead of their sophistry what is needed is that 
“ Our will form a picture of the world which it can com
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prehend and love and, in harmony with this picture, form 
our life and our institutions.” 47

The circle attracted Landauer because it provided an 
escape from his political isolation. Here at least he had an 
audience for his views. He still hoped to resume his journal
istic activity,48 but in the meantime participation in the 
Neue Gemeinschaft would have to suffice. The group inter
ested Landauer also because it attracted numerous idealistic 
young persons to its meetings (which were held, signifi
cantly, in a home on Uhlandstrasse, a street in one of Ber
lin’s middle-class districts).49 It was Landauer’s hope, no 
doubt, that after his failure to retain contacts within the 
Berlin labor movement he might be able to rally groups of 
the new generation of young intellectuals. He was over
joyed, for example, at the enthusiastic response that greeted 
his “Through Isolation to Community”  lecture. After the 
dismal failures of the late 1890s, Landauer was only too 
happy to find a receptive audience among the younger gen
eration. He wrote to Hedwig concerning the reception of 
his talk:

There were perhaps sixty persons there, writers, artists, 
musicians. . . . The impression seemed to me to be strong 
and sustained. . . . Naturally I am not allowing myself any 
illusions; there were many there who were merely drawn by 
the sensation, . . . but it is beautiful to see in others that 
they have come to what is in the air. A young generation 
is there which can form a point of crystallization.50

Landauer’s reception by these young bourgeois intellec
tuals reflected the fact that he was very much in step with 
the neoromantic mood that was spreading among the 
younger generation around the turn of the century. The 
revolt against positivism, which for the past decade or so 
had been primarily an enterprise of some leading German
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professors, was now showing signs of becoming a mass phe
nomenon. Three years before Landauer joined the circle 
of the Neue Gemeinschaft, for example, the German youth 
movement had its beginnings among middle-class students 
in the humanistic gymnasium of Steglitz, a bourgeois suburb 
of Berlin. The movement, which spread rapidly after 1901, 
although it did not go much beyond the organizing of hikes 
in the woods and the singing of folk songs, represented a 
revolt against the cramped life of the German authoritarian 
public school, as well as against parental authority. The 
desire to escape from the cities, moreover, as well as the 
cultivation of a mystical language focused on an ineffable 
and irrational Erlebnis, revealed how closely the movement 
was tied to the current of neoromanticism. The bourgeois 
youths who joined the Wandervogel, as the various groups 
were called, were united in a common dissatisfaction with 
modern urban and industrial civilization and the dull par
liamentary liberalism that was one of its symbols.51

What were the political implications of this youth move
ment? Especially after 1912 or so the youth movement 
exhibited some anti-Semitism, and many veterans of the 
movement were associated largely with the political Right 
during the later Weimar Republic. The opposition to urban, 
industrial civilization which the youth movement repre
sented might conceivably have moved more in the direction 
of the organized political Left, however, if this part of the 
spectrum had not been solely represented in Germany by 
a party that seemed to have lost all revolutionary élan and 
was engaged in the same unromantic parliamentarism as the 
despised liberals.52 The mood of the early youth movement 
was antiauthoritarian and antiparliamentarian; such trends 
did not preclude left-wing groups, which in fact existed 
within it.53 The organized political Left suffered so much in
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Germany from the neoromantic mood of the young after 
1900 because the political Left in Germany was the SPD. 
SPD dominance on the Left was due largely to Germany’s 
rapid industrialization and urbanization after 1870, develop
ments that favored the kind of mass, bureaucratic, and cen
tralized party that emerged; but this is a matter that con
cerns Germany’s social history, not neoromanticism as such.

To Landauer the young intellectuals of the Neue Ge- 
meinschaft might be able to “ form a point of crystallization” 
precisely because it was unlikely that they would be ab
sorbed within the SPD, as had most of the Berlin proletariat 
in the course of the past decade. Among those for whom 
Landauer was a “leader and teacher” in the Neue Gemein- 
schaft were Erich Miihsam, poet and later anarchist leader 
during the Bavarian Revolution, and Martin Buber, the 
great Jewish philosopher and formulator of a libertarian, 
religious socialism.64 Neither the youthful neoromantics of 
the Neue Gemeinschaft, nor those of the Wandervogel, 
joined the orthodox political Left in Germany. In his dis
cussion of factors that limited SPD strength after the turn 
of the century, Carl Landauer has written:

In the period preceding the First World War, the direct 
numerical effect of the antirationalistic trend was not great. 
The young workers were not yet much affected by the 
Wandervogel spirit, and there was hardly a trace of anti
rationalism in the “adult” party, or among the voters who 
cast the party ticket. But the new antirationalism reduced 
further the small but highly important influx of idealistic 
young intellectuals into the ranks of the Social Democratic 
party. The number of young people who joined the liberal 
parties decreased even more.65
Through their common participation in the circle around 

the brothers Hart, Landauer exercised a strong influence 
upon the young neoromantic intellectual Martin Buber.
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According to Hans Kohn, “the meeting with the friend 
who was six years older was a landmark in his [Buber’s] 
life. From that point until Landauer’s death, a close friend
ship bound these two men. Buber’s views concerning man’s 
life in community were decisively influenced by Landauer.” 
The two shared, first of all, a lively interest in mysticism. 
While Landauer had been working intensively on the writ
ings of Eckhart, Buber lectured in the Neue Gemeinschaft 
circle on Jacob Böhme, and soon after began work on the 
Chasidic Jewish mystics.56 The social philosophy Buber de
veloped in later years was, like Landauer’s, intimately con
nected with his philosophic idealism and mysticism and, in 
many ways, closely resembled Landauer’s.57

Besides the talks on mysticism presented by Landauer and 
Buber, the discussions in the Neue Gemeinschaft were 
largely concerned with the question of how to begin the 
building of a new community outside the institutions of the 
present. When inviting Erich Mühsam to the circle, Hein
rich Hart had communicated to him the desire to found a 
small communitarian settlement on the land, to “ acquire a 
piece of land and there set an example as a forerunner of a 
socially united, great working commune of humanity.”  58 
Within the Neue Gemeinschaft a degree of communal liv
ing was soon in operation. Landauer, who was living apart 
from his first wife and had not yet begun to live with 
Hedwig, joined Mühsam and a number of other young 
poets and writers in what Mühsam called a “Tischgemein
schaft,”  or boarding community, as all of them lived and 
cooked together. The similarity of this life to the spirit of 
the Wandervogel is quite obvious. Moreover, according to 
Mühsam, the young intellectuals in the Neue Gemeinschaft 
spent much of their time debating the precise arrangements
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that would prevail in the Siedlung, or settlement, they 
would set up on the land.59

For Landauer, however, a friendly community debating 
society was not enough. He was gradually convinced that 
the will for concrete action was very weak in the group and 
that the mood was created by the empty pomposity of the 
brothers Hart.60 The Neue Gemeinschaft, Martin Buber 
wrote years later, taught Landauer “how community does 
not originate.” 61

Nonetheless the discussions concerning the beginning of 
a Siedlung away from the life of the modern city had an 
important influence on Landauer’s social thought. By the 
late 1890s he had become disillusioned with the Berlin labor 
movement. The full shift from an urban to a rural orienta
tion, however, was mediated by Landauer’s contact, after
1898, with primarily middle-class intellectuals. Among this 
group völkisch thinking was becoming increasingly perva
sive. Through the public schools and the universities of 
Germany, the sons and daughters of professional and busi
ness people, who made up the bulk of the students in these 
educational establishments, were educated in the tradition 
of German idealism in connection with the völkisch rejec
tion of urban and industrial modernity.62

A  few months after he left the Neue Gemeinschaft circle 
Landauer made explicit his reformulation of the nature of 
anarchist society. It was not to be a victory of certain 
classes, but the emergence of a new organic Volk which 
would migrate from the cities and establish communitarian 
Siedlungen on the land. In the same article in which Lan
dauer developed a mystical basis for the rejection of force 
and violence, his path toward a völkisch socialism was cul
minated:
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Anarchy is not a thing of the future, but of the present; 
not a matter of demands, but of living. It is not a matter 
of the nationalization of acquisitions made in the past, but 
of a new Volk which, through internal migration and in 
the midst of other Völkern, forms itself into new communi
ties out of small beginnings. Finally, it is not a matter of a 
class struggle of nonpossessors against possessors, but the 
union into new structures of free, inwardly strong, and self
ruled beings who have disengaged themselves from the mass. 
. . . All will work together, for a communal socialism, for 
consumer and living cooperatives in the settlement [Sied
lung] ; public gardens and libraries will be founded, cities will 
be abandoned, one will work with spade and shovel as the 
external life will be simplified to gain space for the luxuriant 
life of the spirit.63

Landauer did not give full expression to his antiurban 
social views until 1907, when he began to concentrate once 
again upon questions of a directly social nature. In 1901 he 
was primarily concerned with the elaboration of the mysti
cal philosophy that resulted in his work, Skepsis und 
Mystik, published two years later. Nevertheless, there is 
evidence of an increasing völkisch emphasis in the first years 
of the decade. Besides his advocacy of rural communitarian 
colonies, he himself abandoned the big city: in 1903 he 
moved to Hermsdorf, a small, old village outside Berlin.64 
According to his associate Stefan Grossman, “Landauer, 
who stemmed from the Swabian area, always required a 
sense of stillness. He could never bear the big city. More
over, he had a preference for work in a small Gemeinde.” 65 
In the year 1903 Landauer participated in meetings of the 
Deutsche Gartenstadt Gesellschaft,66 an organization based 
upon the English Garden City Association and founded by 
Landauer’s old acquaintance, Bernard Kampffmeyer, and 
Adolf Otto, the brother-in-law of Hedwig Lachmann.67 
The organization, which included a number of figures di
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rectly connected with the völkisch movement, such as the 
painter Fidus and the land reformer Adolf Damaschke, as 
well as the utopian socialist Franz Oppenheimer,68 was con
cerned with replacing the mass metropolis with smaller 
model cities located in the rural countryside. Here it was 
expected that workers and other residents could occupy in
expensive but attractive, hygienic, and comfortable homes, 
each with its little garden and all to be surrounded, if possi
ble, by a belt of agriculture.69 The focus of the association 
was the integration of small workshops and factories with 
agriculture; yet, even if it steered clear of total archaism, it 
was not without a strong element of romantic antiurbanism. 
In the first pamphlet of the German society this idea was 
expressed in the emphasis upon the need for a strong re
integration of man with the land: “Man needs the lasting 
contact with the mother earth,” it stated, “with nature, a life 
in the pure air and bright light, if he is not to atrophy and 
decline.”  70

In the Deutsche Gartenstadt Gesellschaft Landauer saw 
the prospect of a beginning of small rural communities 
which would be based upon a voluntary, “ an-archic” union 
of men. According to Max Nettlau, who was close to Lan
dauer in these years, Landauer “saw in it [the Garden City 
Society] an argument for voluntary, cooperative strength, 
very organized, which effectively broke the evil of cities 
of stone and made men alive to the necessity of a life closer 
to nature. It confirmed Landauer in his confidence in volun
tary cooperation and in action in the here and now and not 
only in the society after the revolution.”  71 The appeal of 
the society was limited for Landauer, however, because the 
association tended to attract “only people with a fair 
amount of capital, not poor people.” 72 Romantic anti
urbanism had appeal largely for the middle classes.

-  149 -



CONSOLATIONS OF MYSTICISM

Despite his reservations about the Neue Gemeinschaft 
and the Garden City Society, Landauer’s involvement in 
these two groups was to leave a lasting imprint upon his 
social thought. By the time his major philosophical work, 
Skepsis und Mystik, appeared in 1903, Landauer’s anarcho- 
socialism had been restated in völkisch terms. W e shall re
turn in chapter 4 to the elaboration of this social philosophy 
after 1907, but here we need to examine in some detail the 
philosophy that was Landauer’s main concern in the years 
1901-190 3: his attempt to demonstrate the mystical belief 
in the existence of community within the interior of the self.

Isolation and Mystical Belief: Landauers 
Skepsis und Mystik 

Before Landauer’s move to Hermsdorf in 1903, he and 
Hedwig spent close to a year in England. They left Ger
many reluctantly and only because they felt that it would 
be easier to begin living together in a country far from their 
former lives.73 First in London and then in the suburb of 
Bromley, Landauer worked intensively on the elaboration 
of his mystical philosophy, but he also had the opportunity 
to meet and converse with some leading European anar
chists. The most famous of these was the Russian, Peter 
Kropotkin, who lived close by in Bromley. Landauer and 
Kropotkin, however, did not spend much time together 
after a few initial conversations. Nettlau later wrote of the 
failure of a closer association between the two:

Landauer knew little of France and Russia; Kropotkin knew 
little of Germany and was not interested in German ques
tions and German culture. In economics, the exclusive com
munism of Kropotkin was not shared by Landauer. . . . For 
Landauer, moreover, what he took from Ibsen and Nietzsche 
in the course of his development was as important as what
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he took from Proudhon, Bakunin, and Kropotkin. He felt 
the necessity of not excluding from the continuous develop
ment of his personal individuality any influence, so long as 
it seemed worthwhile. For Kropotkin, however, individual
ism was an enemy. . . .  As a result, although Landauer and 
Kropotkin were close to each other geographically in Brom
ley, soon they had very few things to say to each other.74

Frustrated by his lack of contact with a movement in 
which he could believe, Landauer was never really able to 
feel at home in a large movement; he valued individual 
autonomy far more than did Kropotkin. After his dissoci
ation from the Neue Gemeinschaft, he wrote to Miihsam, in 
a spirit more of depression than of elation, that “it is already 
always my fate merely to pass through such movements.” 75 
In his impressions of Landauer, Rudolf Rocker discusses 
the question of political isolation:

I hadn’t much opportunity to get to know him during the 
London Congress, but I had another occasion later, when 
he lived for a time in London; I learned to know him well. 
Landauer was a mild-natured man, with a deep sense of 
justice. It did not prevent him being sometimes harsh in 
his judgments and even unjust. But he was always ready to 
admit that he had made a mistake. He demanded the highest 
standards from himself; he was always searching for the 
truth, and therefore kept himself far away from all dogmas. 
As he expected the same from others he often found himself 
in conflict with his closest comrades. Though he was all his 
life actively engaged in social movements he was never a 
man in a movement. His influence extended therefore only 
to a small elite who could understand his thought, and were 
devoted to him.76

Although Landauer made acquaintances with other an
archist intellectuals, it was in England that his isolation 
reached its peak. By April 1902 Hedwig and he had decided
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to return to Germany because they did not want to live 
completely separate from others, as they were doing to a 
considerable degree in England. “We have here not the 
slightest circle,” he wrote, “within which we can work or 
which could demand something of us; the prospect for one 
is also very slight. We are homesick in a spiritual sense and 
in every other sense. We are also too happy together to 
want to be isolated; we want to be able to bring others into 
our Bunde.”  Also, living was too expensive for Landauer 
in England, and he saw no prospect of employment that he 
would find compatible.77 After returning to Germany late 
in 1902 Landauer was able to find some work in translat
ing78 and, after 1904, in the Hermsdorf bookshop of the 
Axel Juncker publishing firm.79

The return to Germany provided the Landauers with em
ployment opportunities and the more comfortable milieu of 
their friends. The feeling of political isolation, however, 
did not cease after 1902; it was to remain with Landauer for 
the rest of his life. In A ufm f zum Sozialismus, begun in 
1908, Landauer wrote that “we are the Volk, now down
trodden, the pioneers and harbingers of whose reawakening 
are disgusted with our age of stupid force and with the in
famous isolation and surrender of the individual man.” 80 To 
alleviate his frustration Landauer developed a mystical phi
losophy of the self. Near the conclusion of the same work 
he wrote: “We cannot wait for mankind; we can also not 
expect that mankind will develop a communal economy for 
itself, a just exchange economy, as long as we do not find 

v  and re-create humanity in our individual selves. Everything 
begins with the individual, and in the individual lies every
thing.” 81

In Skepsis und Mystik (1903), which was based upon an 
elaboration of the lecture “Through Isolation to Commu-
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nity,” Landauer gave the fullest expression to this mystical 
philosophy. Although subtitled Versuche im Anschluss an 
Mauthners Sprachkritik (“Essays Arising out of Mauthner’s 
Language Criticism” ), Landauer’s Skepsis und Mystik util
ized Mauthner’s studies of language, which Landauer exam
ined in manuscript during his prison term of 1899-1900, as 
an epistemological scaffolding for the defense of ideas that 
appear in embryonic form in Landauer’s articles of 1895 
and 1896, “Zur Entwicklungsgeschichte des Individuums.” 82 
In these articles Landauer attempted to refute the Stirnerite 
and classical liberal conception of the atomistic individual, 
substituting the view that the individual is “indissolubly 
bound” to the entire past and present of humanity; the 
individual is, in fact, a “phantom through which humanity 
is visible.” Landauer thus replaced the concept of the iso
lated, atomistic individual with the early romantics’ view 
of the unique personality who is a “vital part of a larger 
organic whole,”  that is, in his own way, an “image of hu-* 
manity.”  83 Such views Landauer found, in the year 1899, 
in the mystical, theological writings of Meister Eckhart, 
where, of course, in place of Landauer’s “humanity” a pan
theistic conception of God appeared. By the turn of the 
century, moreover, this mystical view of the individual had 
an even stronger appeal for Landauer than it had had five 
years earlier; it was especially comforting to one who had 
found himself increasingly isolated as a political actor.

In the months after his talk “From Isolation to Commu
nity,” Landauer studied the works of the great period of 
German idealism in order to clarify and deepen his own 
philosophical thinking. In August 1900, while still a mem
ber of the Neue Gemeinschaft, he wrote to Hedwig that 
he was “ buried” in the study of Berkeley, Kant, Fichte, 
and Schelling.84 In his return to the early idealist and ro
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mantic philosophers Landauer was reflecting one of the 
leading intellectual currents in Germany at the turn of the 
century. The conception of the individual as a microcosm 
of the world, which made it possible to entertain simultane
ously the belief in individual self-determination and the 
belief in communitarian integration, was a commonplace 
of early romantic philosophy in Germany. At the turn of 
the century it formed one of the bases of neoromanticism. 
In his study of Martin Buber, Hans Kohn writes of this 
movement:

For the early romantics . . .  the life struggle was recognized 
as a structural principle of the personal world. The new 
philosophy revived this basic idea. . . . The individual in 
his deepest essence, expressed only through his full concen
tration, and the general appear now only as dialectical varia
tions in one unity in which the general expresses itself in 
the individual. Here the new philosophy takes over and 
widens the kernel ideal which appeared in Herder, Schleier
macher, and Fichte. In the first decade of the twentieth 
century the interest in the romantics awakened again.8®

Fritz Mauthner’s studies of language, as we have seen, 
provided Landauer with a support for his own previously 
developed mystical conceptions. Years later, however, he 
regretted having mingled with his own thoughts frequent 
references to Mauthner in Skepsis und Mystik-. “ If I were 
able to write a second edition,” he wrote in 1910, “ I would 
transform the whole composition and abandon the mixture 
of reference to Mauthner and continuation of my own 
thoughts. That would change nothing, however, which is 
essential and which already stands in it.”  86 Skepsis und 
Mystik, nevertheless, does utilize Mauthner’s Beiträge zu 
einer Kritik der Sprache; in order to understand why Lan
dauer found Mauthner’s work useful, it is necessary to dis
cuss some of the latter’s views on language.87
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Mauthner’s three massive volumes on language were writ
ten in an attempt to demonstrate that language—which is 
the same as thought—is useless as a means for the perception 
of reality. Knowledge is impossible because all we arrive at 
in each step of our investigation of reality is words. Mauth- 
ner, who was a radical empiricist, held that all knowledge 
comes from sense experience. This experience is then de
posited in memory or in language, which is exactly the 
same thing. When we order these experiences we do not do 
so on the basis of so-called innate mental categories, such 
as causality, as Kant held, but on the basis of previous sense- 
data; so-called categories are merely words which are the 
memory of previous sense impressions. The fundamental 
point, however, is that thought and language are precisely 
the same thing. When we speak we are not “expressing” 
concepts; these concepts, which we delude ourselves into 
thinking are descriptions or explanations of reality, are 
nothing more than words. In his paradoxical style Mauthner 
wrote: “ . . . men all believe that they think while they 
only speak; students of thought or emotion speak of a 
thought for which language should be an instrument or a 
dress. That is, however, not true; there is no thought with
out speech, that is, without words. Or better: there is no 
thought, there is only language.”  88

Since thought is the same as language or, more precisely, 
the use of language, man can never know reality. The rea
son for this fact Mauthner finds in his analysis of language 
itself. In his recent discussion of Mauthner’s Sprachkritik, 
Gershon Weiler writes:

Mauthner held that language is essentially misleading. The 
most obviously misleading characteristic of language is its 
inherent substantivizing tendency. Where our senses record 
only qualities or changes of qualities, we are inclined to talk
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about things, about entities which exist in a self-contained 
manner. The process of abstraction, by which we reach 
these substances, is essentially nothing but the consistent use 
of the grammatical substantive. In fact, there is no limit to 
the use of substantives. This is how we find ourselves talk
ing about values, laws or other most general concepts as if 
they were there to be discovered and talked about. It is easy 
to see how the concept of causality comes to be rejected on 
the basis of these considerations. . . . From Flume Mauthner 
has learnt the criticism of the notion of causality and from 
Kant its categorical inevitability. Mauthner interprets Kant 
in a psychologistic manner and causality as a category be
comes for him an unavoidable feature of human thinking.
. . . The relation between cause and effect is, according to 
Mauthner, the basic hypothesis of our whole Weltanschauung 
(Beiträge, I, p. 279), a kind of linguistic prison in which 
we are held without a hope of release. Flume’s “custom” and 
“habit” are turned by Mauthner into customs and habits 
which cannot be avoided as long as we think.89

Mauthner is led by this analysis into an attack on all abstract 
concepts. All universals, he argues, are “abstractions” ; they 
are meaningless, though inevitable, tendencies of thought:

As the content of a concept stands in the same relation to its 
range as the numerator to the denominator, so if the de
nominator extends to infinity, that is, if the concept includes 
everything that exists, then the value of the numerator related 
to the infinite must be zero; the content of concepts like 
“ something,” “substance,” “being,” and so on, equals zero.90

Mauthner’s radical skepticism does not end with his 
critique of universals. He not only views collective concepts 
as mere words, but believes that separate individuated exist
ence may well be another mistake, another mere “linguistic 
abstraction without perceptual substance.” 91 It may be that 
the feeling of human isolation is merely a deception of our 
senses which originates in us as a reflex of some wholly
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unknown unity of all life.92 The study of language may 
lead, according to Mauthner, to the view that the mental life 
of the individual, rather than isolating him from humanity, 
makes him only one link in an unending chain of human 
history, for each individual is entirely dependent upon the 
cultural traditions that he and millions of others have in
herited from the past. Mauthner arrives at this speculation 
after considering the fact that language, words that we 
have inherited from the past, is the same as our cultural in
heritance, our “ traditions,” the collective memory of our 
culture. “ Tradition is not only set down in language,” 
Mauthner writes, “but is, moreover, language itself.”  93 

How did Landauer utilize these studies and speculations 
of his friend Mauthner? First of all, they provided ammuni
tion for his analysis of the sources of authoritarian oppres
sion. As early as 1895 Landauer had concluded, as we have 
seen, that the origins of the power of the state lay in man’s 
incapacity for self-determined action and. his accompanying 
dependence upon authority. Stirner had held a similar posi
tion and Landauer praised Stirner’s analysis of the state as 
a mere phantom in the human brain, a “ fixed idea.” 94 With 
Mauthner’s Sprachkritik, however, this view might be given 
a philosophic basis. Landauer could now argue that the 
“state” was nothing more than a word men use in an at
tempt to transfer what is essentially an internal experience 
of spiritual atrophy and dependence onto an allegedly sepa
rate and externally operating material construct. As Julius 
Bab, the theater critic and friend of Landauer, wrote:

. . . capitalism lives only through the power of the state 
that protects it. But who protects, supports, and enlivens the 
power of the state? Nothing at all, so sounds Landauer’s 
answer, only our illusion, only the superstition of men, only 
the senseless worshiping of large-sounding words. The libera
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tion of the human self from this superstition is in Landauer’s 
judgment the first order of business. This is the reason that 
Fritz Mauthner, the critical destroyer of linguistic super
stitions, was so invaluable an ally, because here concepts that 
would otherwise have been enthroned with religious power 
over the spirit were dissolved into the nullity of mere lin
guistic habits.95

Schooled in the voluntarism of Nietzsche and the idealism 
of Kant and Fichte, Landauer writes, utilizing Mauthner’s 
attack on word superstitions:

. . . we speak, for example, of the state, without thinking 
that this word designates nothing but a definite condition of 
a public-legal nature in which we persist with our wills. This 
convenience is a blessing for our common understanding, 
which would not be possible without this reification \Ver- 
dinglichung] of what are, in fact, fluid and spiritual relations; 
it does injury, however, to our perception, because we take 
an expedient for a naked reality.96

If Landauer had not been so concerned with differenti
ating his own conceptions from Marxian terminology he 
might have spoken of the “ fetishism” of the state and re
vealed his relationship to the left-wing inheritors of the 
German idealist tradition in the 1840s, such as Feuerbach, 
Moses Hess, and Marx himself.97 Just as Feuerbach, in The 
Essence of Christianity, had provided Marx with an ap
proach that could be utilized for the ideological unmasking 
of all human social idols, so Mauthner provided Landauer 
with the same in his Sprachkritik.

Landauer, however, like Feuerbach and the other young 
Hegelians, did not regard all social collectives as mere 
word fetishisms or linguistic superstitions. The use of 
Mauthner’s skepticism for the purposes of unmasking the 
cult of the state was dictated by Landauer’s prior commit
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ment to the anarchist world view. Sprachkritik might just as 
logically have been applied to the “ Volk,” or to the concep
tion of “ Gemeinschaft” which Landauer cherished. He 
used Mauthner’s skepticism very selectively, of course, and 
for his own purposes. When it came, moreover, to a positive 
social doctrine with which to replace the state-oriented 
view, Mauthner’s work was only loosely connected with 
Landauer’s purpose.98 Mauthner’s Sprachkritik did not 
make Landauer an anarchist or a representative of volkisch 
romantic conceptions.

The possibility of certain mystical beliefs was suggested 
in Mauthner’s work—such as the speculation that the indi
vidual may be only a passing moment in an unending stream 
of human cultural evolution—but Landauer saw that 
Mauthner was essentially a thoroughgoing skeptic whose 
random mystical speculations were not assimilated struc
turally into his work. Soon after studying Mauthner’s 
manuscript, Landauer wrote to Hedwig in September 1900:

Just as Kant was followed by the romantics, so, in the same 
way, will Mauthner’s question mark not be an end, but an 
entrance into a new mysticism. All this lies in his book, 
almost said with words; but, as it sometimes happens, the 
Mauthner who comes to expression in the best places is much 
greater than the usual Mauthner; he has not grown into his 
own thoughts, and, as it is, they even threaten to substan
tively destroy him.99

Landauer’s mysticism soon left Mauthner’s radical doubt 
far behind. Mauthner remained his whole life a skeptical 
philosopher who despaired of the senses but could never 
renounce empiricism. The difference between the two men 
was symbolized years later in an exchange of letters on 
Judaism; whereas Landauer proclaimed his spiritual tie 
with Judaism, Mauthner could do no more than admit that
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Judaism was a regrettable “ cerebral duct.” 100 According to 
Hans Bliiher, with whom he spoke during World War I, 
Landauer “called himself a mystic, and his friend Fritz 
Mauthner, the skeptic, he called a wanderer through the 
night.” 101

At the outset of Skepsis und Mystik, Landauer contends 
that skepticism and nihilism would have no value at all if 
they did not prepare the way for a newly created mys
ticism. In a manner strongly reminiscent of Nietzsche, of 
whose “vital significance for the present” he had spoken in 
the Neue Gemeinschaft circle in 1901,102 Landauer asserted 
that new self-created “illusions” are justified because they 
are necessary for the revitalizing of one’s life activity. All 
culture and life require illusion; the function of negation 
and skepticism, then, must be to clear the ground for a new 
mysticism:

What, then, would be the great value of the act that destroys 
all absolutes and annihilates every truth, if this irony and 
nihilism were not the path to a play of life, to brightness, and 
to previously unbelieved illusions? Illusion—an idea in which 
we believe, a holy goal—has up to now created the spell of 
all Volker, of all Kultur. . . . From every great despair a 
new, greater hope grows in the end, . . . for where nothing 
more stands firm and there is no ground left, we will drive 
our stakes down. . . .  As Kant’s Critique of Fare Reason 
stands for me in a causal connection not only with the ro
mantics, but also with the revolutionary transformations of 
1830 and 1848, so the great work of skepticism and the most 
radical negation, which Mauthner has practiced, is for me the 
preparation for a new mysticism and for new, strong ac
tion.103

For the purpose of affirming life and facilitating activity 
within it, Landauer felt that it was necessary for his will to 
posit a conception of reality in which he could believe. Fol
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lowing Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason, Landauer held 
that all matters concerning ethics must be conceived of in 
terms of the choices made by man’s autonomous will. “We 
know nothing of the purpose of our life,” he wrote in 1903, 
“ therefore we want to set ourselves purposes! . . . You see, 
I am also ethically oriented; only I would rather translate 
Ethik as menschliche Willkür [“human volition” ]—natu
rally whoever wants to be big about it will not see this in 
the petty sense of willkürlich [“ arbitrary” ]. And likewise 
I naturally admit that this ‘volition’ is determined; but it is 
nonsense, therefore, because one must want—to no longer 
want to want! We have to want—therefore, one is free!”  104 

Here Landauer went beyond Kant. Whereas Kant 
strongly differentiated desire and practical reason and held 
that morality consists in freely choosing to follow the dic
tates, not of personal desire, but of a universal, rational, 
moral law, Landauer’s views were much closer to those of 
the voluntaristic followers of Kant—Schopenhauer and 
Nietzsche—who conceived of “will” as something more 
akin to “ desire” than to rationality. The basis of the world 
view that Landauer constructed in Skepsis und Mystik was 
nothing but desire and need. Mauthner’s Sprachkritik 
“ cleared the ground” for these beliefs by asserting that the 
feeling of personal isolation, of the separate “ I,” may be a 
misperception of reality owing to its dependence upon mis
leading descriptions of the self contained in language, a 
view Landauer had asserted as early as 1895 and wanted so 
much to believe. In Skepsis und Mystik, Landauer wrote:

. . . my inner feeling that I am an isolated unity can be 
false, and I declare it to be false because I can not be satisfied 
with this horrible isolation. . . .  I renounce the certainty of 
my “I” so that I will be able to bear existence. I build myself 
a new world with the consciousness that I have no basis upon
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which to build except necessity. The force that is practiced 
by all powerful life, however, has a liberating strength in 
itself which creates affirmation [befreiende, jauchzenschaf- 
fende Kraft in sich]; I know from now on that it is my own 
self-created world into which I look, in which I work.105

Whereas empiricism—reasoning upon external sense-data— 
led to the feeling of individual isolation and the sense of the 
separation of things, internal, mystical contemplation af
forded Landauer a sense of community with the world.

The “I” kills itself so that the “World-I” may live; . . .  in 
the place of abstraction, the deadening, depleting, and deso
late diverging of things, we set contraction, the drawing in 
of the whole world into our sphere. This is worthwhile, for 
abstraction and conceptual thought have arrived at a termi
nus; Mauthner’s blow has felled it. . . .  We allow the world 
to go through us, we create the conditions of readiness to 
feel it in us, we allow ourselves to be grasped and seized by 
it. . . . The way in which we must proceed, in order to 
come to community with the world, leads not toward the 
external, but toward the internal; . . .  we return wholly into 
ourselves and there we find the living world.106

Landauer was an immanent idealist who was attracted to 
the writings of Meister Eckhart not only because the medie
val preacher affirmed the primacy of spirit over matter but 
because he taught that the world of the eternal spirit is born 
only in the deepest part of the individual soul. For German 
romantics such as Herder and Schelling, however, the im
manent spirit— of which each individual and each Volk 
was a microcosm—was an organically developing, temporal 
affair. In following them on this score, Landauer departed 
from the metaphysics of both Eckhart and his earlier 
teacher, Schopenhauer.

Up to this point Landauer’s formulation is strikingly simi
lar to Schopenhauer’s. For Schopenhauer, the thing-in-
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itself, the World Will, appeared in the phenomenal world 
as separate individuated existences; since individuation is 
the source of pain the solution must be to go beyond phe
nomenal reality to the nondifferentiated, noumenal World 
Will. In Skepsis und Mystik, Landauer, continuing the 
thought of his “Entwicklungsgeschichte” articles, argued 
that Mauthner’s Sprachkritik allowed him to say much the 
same thing:

Individuals are only phenomenal and transitory points, elec
tric sparks of the whole, the greater; . . .  it seems that the 
world has had to isolate us and create individuals in order 
to be able to be visible and apparent in us. . . . Because the 
world has fallen into pieces and has, as a result, been differen
tiated and separated from itself, we must flee into mystic 
seclusion in order to become united with it.107

A t this point Landauer diverged from Schopenhauer. For 
the latter the World Will was completely timeless and was 
outside temporal, historical change; for Landauer, on the 
other hand, the world with which we must unite was “eter
nally alive,” by which he meant eternally “ developing.” He 
recognized this departure from Schopenhauer and tried, un
successfully, to patch it over: “The eternally living, . . . 
eternity, is also a temporal process. Even if Schopenhauer 
says ‘timeless’ he means nothing other than the unending 
process of time.” 108 Schopenhauer’s rejection of history, 
however, was too fundamental an aspect of his thought for 
Landauer to gloss over in this way. Landauer’s mysticism 
concerned union with temporal humanity; the mystical ex
perience was a vital moment in the remaking of historical 
society. In a letter of 191 o to his friend Ludwig Berndl, 
Landauer recognized this sharp difference from Schopen
hauer.109

Landauer followed Eckhart and Schopenhauer in regard
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ing the phenomenal world as an objectification of spirit110 
(for Schopenhauer, the World W ill). Unlike them, how
ever, he attempted to demonstrate this view by arguing that 
the sense of space, which is entirely dependent on sense 
impressions, resolves itself into the sense of time, which is 
inherent in the soul. ''Basing his speculations on Bishop 
Berkeley’s efforts to refute empiricism, Landauer argued 
that the external world is merely a “sign” of the internal 
world because we can explain all seemingly spatial develop
ments as moments in the flow of time which we experience 
without reference to phenomenal reality. “ Consider the dial 
of a clock,” he wrote in a letter of 1902. “The movement 
of the pointer in the calibrated space is only a symbol, a 
sign, for the passage of time. So, I think, all our external 
world is a sign of the hidden life, which we know directly 
only in our self-consciousness; the proceedings in our con
sciousness, moreover, are of a purely temporal nature, the 
sense of space is not involved. So, I think, all space and, with 
it, all matter are only a sign language between our senses and 
other psychic systems.” 111

In the completed Skepsis und Mystik, Landauer devel
oped this view: “Time is not merely perceptual, but the very 
form of our experience of self; therefore it is real for us, 
for the conception of the world which we must form from 
out of ourselves. Time is real, just because it is subjective. 
Space, however, is merely the result of our perceptions.” 112 
The argument for the derivation of the external world from 
our internal experiences followed: “ . . . there is no space 
as such: what appears to us as spatially solid is a temporal 
transformation; what appear to us to move in space are the 
changing qualities of temporal proceedings. . . .  If we had 
no eyes then the difference between myself and the world 
would never originate.” Without the sense of sight I would
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not feel that I touch something hard, but that “my finger
tips become hard.” 113

Although Landauer insisted upon the historicity of Geist, 
the word he now used for the “living world” that we may 
experience internally, it did not follow that he abandoned 
the sense of “present consciousness” which is so vital a part 
of the mystic outlooks of Eckhart and Schopenhauer. To 
do so would have meant to undercut his own argument for 
nonviolent anarchism, the refusal to suspend the ethical 
imperatives of the present for the purposes of their future 
realization. Landauer attempted, rather, to incorporate Eck- 
hartian present consciousness into his view of the world as 
time. In the very first sermon Landauer translated from 
Eckhart, the view is presented that the rebirth of man—his 
experience of God in his soul—is not an event that can 
occur at one point and then spiritually sustain the individual 
thereafter, but that “ this birth is always happening” or else 
it is not present.114 Landauer introduced this emphasis upon 
the eternal present into his own thought by arguing that 
what exists in the present has not originated in the past; the 
existence of anything means that it is “continually originat
ing,” is always being created anew. History and time can
not be divided into past, present, and future; the only exist
ence is the eternally present. “What sterility and preposter
ousness,” he wrote in Aufruf zum Sozialismus a few years 
later, “ to ask for the original cause of something as an occur
rence which happened once in the past. Nothing has origi
nated once; everything is continually originating, and there 
is no original cause.” 115 That which obtains in the world 
does so by virtue of the fact that it presently exists in man’s 
soul. Landauer’s view was here strikingly similar to the his
torical methodology of Dilthey, possibly the leading figure 
of the neoidealism of the age; the concept of Verstehen con
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noted the view that the past can be known only through its 
reexperiencing in the present.116 For Landauer, the volun
tarist, the past does hot exist unless we choose to have it 
operate in the present.

These were the mystical and idealist conclusions of Lan
dauer’s Skepsis und Mystik. Mauthner’s nominalist attack 
on empirical truths as mere word superstitions, and espe
cially his questioning of the belief in the empirically ob
served isolated self, had provided Landauer with a useful 
basis upon which to defend his own mysticism: the belief 
that the historically developing, continually reborn world 
is to be experienced within the interior of the individual 
soul. What relevance, however, did all this philosophical 
discussion have for Landauer’s social thought? The answer 
is that Landauer conceived of the mystic present conscious
ness of the endlessly developing Welt all as a consciousness 
of the individual’s rootedness in the “inherited,” developing 
communities that make up humanity. In enlarging on this 
point Landauer was only restating the position he had 
argued as early as 1 895 in the “Zur Entwicklungsgeschichte 
des Individuums” articles written for Der Sozialist. In the 
earlier presentation of this view, however, Landauer tended 
to give much weight to man’s physical indebtedness to the 
past history of humanity, his inheritance of common bio
logical characteristics which rendered human evolution as 
something more than a “succession of distinct individuals.” 
In the years between 1895 and 1903, as we have seen, a more 
mystical, spiritual orientation came to predominate, and 
it was this framework that Landauer continued in Skepsis 
und Mystik; the rootedness of the individual in the eternal 
flow of humanity was now described more as an awareness 
of the human community in the individual soul.

The shift was very significant. At a time when reaction
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ary völkisch thinkers were developing a pseudoscientific 
biological orientation for their view of the individual’s 
rootedness in the community or the race—as can be seen, 
for example, in the influential work of Houston Stuart 
Chamberlain, The Foundations of the Nineteenth Century 
(1900) 117—Landauer’s communitarianism was focused 
upon a mystic growth of consciousness which was accessible 
to all men, regardless of their allegedly fixed, physical char
acteristics. Whereas the racist doctrine was based upon a 
vulgar materialist view, separating men in terms of their 
fixed biological makeups, Landauer stressed that man grows 
spiritually through a deeper consciousness of his roots in 
community and humanity.

Eckhart’s sermons provided the proper focus. Their em
phasis upon the spiritual discovery of God in the soul,118 
however, had been updated, for Landauer, by the Nie- 
tzschean stress upon the creation of a new world from out 
of the self. At the beginning of Skepsis und Mystik Lan
dauer had written, “ I know from now on that it is my own, 
self-created world into which I look, in which I work.” 
Here was another crucial distinction between Landauer’s 
thought and that of most right-wing völkisch thinkers in 
Germany. For Landauer, as for all völkisch thinkers, the 
individual was rooted in community; but community was 
entirely dependent, for its existence, according to Landauer, 
upon the self-created communitarian consciousness of the 
individual.

The earlier emphasis upon physical heredity was not en
tirely lacking in Skepsis und Mystik-. “The individual 
bodies, which have lived on the earth from the beginning,” 
Landauer wrote, “ are not merely a sum of separate individ
uals; altogether they form a great, thoroughly real Körper
gemeinschaft [“bodily community” ], an organism that is
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eternally changing and that manifests itself eternally in new 
individual forms.” 119 Here Landauer clearly distinguished 
this view, as he did not do in the “Entwicklungsgeschichte” 
articles, from one of a physical evolution that operates, out
side human consciousness, as an allegedly deterministic, 
natural law. “We must remember,” he emphasized, “ that 
there are, for us, no longer any former causes and no natu
ral laws, no transcendent principles. We know only im
manent life, present effectiveness.” Heredity was given a 
spiritual, mystical interpretation:

There is neither an abstract heredity nor a concrete individ
ual. “Heredity” is a decayed and earlier word for something 
that is very much alive and present. . . . Heredity concerns 
itself with a very real and continually present power which 
functions so that the ancestral world is continued in new 
forms and structures. The individual is the spark of a spiritual 
stream which is called the human race, the species, the 
cosmos.120

What is inherited, however? Landauer’s self-created 
world was one in which the inherited communities of the 
past—which, in the Z ukunft article of 1901, he identified 
with the various Volker and regional Gemeinde—were felt 
to exist within the recesses of the individual soul, unlike the 
“ thin influences” of the surrounding state and society. The 
way we may begin to obviate the present authoritarian state 
and capitalist economy is to proceed, through isolation, to 
the awareness of community within:

The great inherited communities are real; for this to be so, 
however, the ancestral world must be alive in the present. 
. . . The closer an individual comes to himself, the deeper 
he draws back into himself, the more he separates himself 
from the impressions of the surrounding world, all the more 
will he converge with the world of the past and with that 
which is fundamental. What is fundamental in man, what
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is most essential and most hidden, his inviolable property, 
is the great community of the living which exists in him; 
. . . the community, when it is found by the individual in 
himself, is more powerful, nobler, and more ancient than 
the thin influences of state and society. The deepest part of 
our individual selves is that which is most universal. The 
deeper I return into myself, all the more do I become par
ticipant in the world.121

The man who is peculiarly equipped to realize and ex
press this mystic awareness, Landauer made clear in his 
later writings, is the artist. Sharing the common view of 
most other völkisch thinkers, Landauer held that the mythos 
of the Volk was to be provided, not by its politicians, or 
by its scientists or businessmen, but by its poets and artists; 
it is they who are best able to create the awareness of the 
self as a microcosm of the Volk. In his essay Ein Weg 
deutschen Geistes, written during World War I, Landauer 
wrote: “The Völker no longer know . . . that they are 
called to realize in the living, material life of men and con
ditions what the poet sees, loves, and foreshadows in his 
spirit. . . . The men of our age do not know that the 
mythos stems from the poet.” 122 In Skepsis und Mystik 
Landauer provided a basis for this viewpoint by arguing 
that it is the artist who is most capable of contact with 
the reality behind the sensate, empirical world, the ob
jective world which he knows to be an externalization of 
the inner world of spirit.

Mauthner’s critique of language was particularly helpful 
in this connection. Mauthner had concluded from his at
tack upon linguistic superstitions that the mystic and the 
poet may be much closer to reality than the scientist, since 
language, which both must use, is itself metaphorical and 
hence appropriate for poetic, not scientific, expression.123 
The purpose of art, in this view, was not to reproduce
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external reality, which according to Mauthner was im
possible anyway, but to provide symbolic communication 
of inner feelings, an aesthetic stance that Landauer had held 
as early as 1892 when he attacked the naturalist position. 
Utilizing Mauthner’s analysis, Landauer concluded his 
Skepsis und Mystik with a celebration of symbolic poetry 
and music, two forms of communication which were free, 
he felt, from the taint of our deceptive sense impressions. 
“ Is it not true,” he asked, “ that language is so unfruitful 
because it is too material, and not, on the contrary, because 
it is too immaterial? W hy should it be tied to the alleged 
reality through the metaphors of our senses, only in order 
to babble away about what other similarly mistaken means 
have babbled about? . . . Would it not be possible and 
fruitful to express the world in new metaphors?” 124 The 
purpose of art, he held, was to create symbols in which we 
can believe, creations without which, following Nietzsche’s 
Birth of Tragedy, he felt life would be unbearable.125 Since, 
however, the spatial, external world was to be experienced 
merely as temporal changes of which we are internally 
aware, symbolizing art must express the internal experi
ence of the “world within.” By living in the symbols cre
ated by art we are able to experience the world internally; 
through it, “we win and create worlds and lose ourselves 
within them.” Only in this manner, Landauer concluded 
in Skepsis und Mystik, may “words and concepts . . . lead 
us to the rhythm, the inexpressible, which vibrates within 
us and allows us to vibrate with it.” 126

The mystical outlook of Landauer’s first major philo
sophical work was to remain a basic ingredient of his think
ing until the end of his life. Before any real community 
can be built, he always emphasized, we must realize that 
“ the world has had to isolate us and create individuals in
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order to be visible and apparent in us. . . . We must flee 
into mystic seclusion in order to become united with it.” 127 
The political isolation that was to plague Landauer for the 
rest of his life128 was here transmuted, on a theoretical level, 
into an experience reputed to be vital for the growth of 
communitarian consciousness. “We cannot wait for hu
manity,”  he wrote in his main political work, Aufruf zum 
Sozialismus ( 19 1 1) ; we must “ourselves find humanity 
within us and then create it anew. From the individual be
gins everything, and in the individual lies everything.”  129 

For Landauer, as well as other völkisch romantics,130 
mysticism had provided the theoretical means by which to 
proceed “from isolation to community.” In the same years 
that he developed this mystical philosophy, however, Lan
dauer had begun to clarify the nature of the community 
disclosed by mystic awareness. Rejecting the urban orien
tation and the class categories of the Marxists, Landauer’s 
socialism in the early years of the new century called for 
the creation of an anarchic community of the entire Volk 
living in decentralized cooperative settlements on the land. 
If such a community was not in evidence in 1903, it was 
because man had become unaccustomed to searching within 
himself for the sources of his social life; after discovering 
the community within, man would be equipped to begin 
the construction of a new Volk without. The purpose of 
Landauer’s Skepsis und Mystik was to demonstrate how this 
community was to be discovered. In the years that fol
lowed, Landauer was to define more precisely the nature 
of that community and the means by which it could be 
realized.

- 1 7 1 -



4. The Romantic as Socialist

In the decade preceding his involvement in the Bavarian 
Revolution of 1918-19 Landauer comprehensively articu
lated his intellectual synthesis of romantic and socialist 
thought. It was in these years that he produced his most 
substantial works of social philosophy and literary criticism. 
The prolific decade began in the fall and spring of 1906-07. 
During that year Landauer wrote two important works: 
Die Revolution,1 an interpretation of the history of Europe 
which combined romantic medievalism with libertarian 
perspectives derived from Kropotkin’s great work, Mutual 
Aid-, and “Volk and Land: Thirty Socialist Theses,” 2 an 
essay in which Landauer focused his völkisch socialist con
ceptions upon present society.

The intellectual stance of 1906-07, however, included 
only certain facets of Landauer’s mature synthesis. In the 
years ahead he was to further develop this synthesis through 
books and articles on some of the major political issues of 
the day—the question of the viability of Marxian socialism, 
for example, as well as the problem of an impending war 
between the major European states—and to attempt to 
implement his theories through the construction of a social
ist Bund, an organization that grew out of the “Thirty 
Socialist Theses.”  To each of these problems Landauer re
sponded both as a libertarian socialist and as a völkisch 
romantic, working out, in each instance, the fusion of the 
two traditions he had been developing in the preceding 
decade and a half.
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A  Philosophy of History
In the years 1902 through 1908 Landauer withdrew al

most entirely from public activity and indulged his strong 
appetite for private study. His social milieu was reduced 
to a small circle. Significantly, Landauer shared his philo
sophical and literary interests with his friends much more 
than he did his anarchosocialist political stance. Erich 
Miihsam and Martin Buber, young intellectuals whom Lan
dauer had befriended in the Neue Gemeinschaft circle, were 
anarchists; yet Landauer was never very close to Miihsam3 
and his relationship with Buber was based as much upon the 
similarity of their mystical philosophies as upon their po
litical affinities. Most of Landauer’s letters to Buber in the 
prewar years were concerned largely with Landauer’s re
actions to Buber’s writings on Jewish mysticism.4

With Landauer’s other friends the nonpolitical side was 
even more pronounced. Two of them, with whom Lan
dauer had become acquainted in the years of the Neue 
Gemeinschaft (1901-1902), were literary figures: Julius 
Bab, a prominent Berlin theater critic, and Auguste Hausch" 
ner, the cousin of Landauer’s old friend Fritz Mauthner 
and a popular novelist.5 It was the sharing of common 
philosophical interests which brought Landauer together 
with still two others. In 1908 he was befriended by a young 
philosopher from Austria by the name of Ludwig Berndl, 
who was particularly interested in Indian thought; in the 
years ahead they carried on lively and intense debates both 
in person and in correspondence.6 The most significant rela
tionship Landauer established after he and Hedwig settled 
in the Berlin suburb of Hermsdorf in 1903 was with Con
stantin Brunner, a Spinoza scholar and philosopher whose 
massive epistemological study, Die Lehre von den Geistigen
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und vom Volke (1908), Landauer read in manuscript.7 In 
time Brunner, who was first drawn to Landauer after read
ing his translations of Meister Eckhart in 1903,8 became one 
of Landauer’s three closest friends, the other two being 
Mauthner and Buber.® Landauer’s social ambience reflected 
an apolitical existence in the half decade after the appear
ance of Skepsis und Mystik in 1903.

From Landauer’s perspective, however, these friendships 
were not apolitical. The only political action he considered 
worthwhile was the building of communities from below, 
and for this project the best beginning was the collection 
of a circle of friends.10 These men and women were of 
great importance to Landauer; he had for years insisted 
that community can begin only in the immediate experi
ence of one’s private life.11 In his relations with his various 
friends he invested much of his energies and talents, as is 
eloquently attested by his letters. The intensity with which 
he pursued these relationships led to some conflicts which 
were usually touched off by Landauer’s occasionally stri
dent criticisms;12 the sometimes bitter disagreements were 
to increase over the years, especially after the outbreak of 
World War I. But, whereas after 1914 relations between 
Landauer and some of his friends were deeply strained by 
their different views of the war, in the preceding decade 
he regarded disagreements as healthy signs of real diversity 
in his circle. He did not want his friends to be his “ fol
lowers.”  “ I do not want to proselytize for myself,”  he 
wrote in 1912. “ [I am] heartily contented if my friends 
understand in what way I differ from them.” 13

By 1904 Landauer had to concern himself with support
ing a family. In 1902 Hedwig had given birth to a daughter, 
Gudula, and a second daughter, Brigitte, was born two 
years later.14 Writings and translations in the years 1903
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and 1904 provided some money for his family; besides 
Skepsis und Mystik and the Eckhart translations, Landauer’s 
Der Todesprediger was republished in 1903 and translations 
of Oscar Wilde and Kropotkin were published the follow
ing year.15 This source of income was insufficient, however.

To further support his family Landauer took a job in a 
bookshop in Hermsdorf in 1904, a shop connected with the 
Karl Schnabel publishing house, and remained there until 
1906. Although it provided financial security, the job left 
little time for Landauer’s own work, and in late 1906 he 
resigned “in order to be able to sit at a writing table.” 16 
Landauer had been asked by Martin Buber to contribute 
a volume on revolution to the series Die Gesellschaft which 
Buber edited. In the fall and spring of 1906-07 Landauer 
returned, once again, to the writing table and produced 
his most important work of history, Die Revolution, which 
Buber published in 1908. Instead of studying the nature of 
modern political revolutions, Landauer had written a treatise 
on European history since the Middle Ages. The years of 
political withdrawal and private study had brought Lan
dauer to an interest in the past.

W hy did Landauer turn toward history in 1907? In one 
sense Die Revolution represented a continuation of the ideas 
of Skepsis und Mystik. The latter work had emphasized 
that the Geist that man discovers within his soul is not time
less, but is a historically developing phenomenon that unites 
the individual not only with contemporary humanity but 
with the historical past. In this sense Die Revolution, which 
focused upon the past, was a logical development from 
the earlier work. Yet there were other possible continua
tions of Landauer’s work on mysticism. An important clue 
is contained in the body of Die Revolution, in which Lan
dauer recommended three works to his readers. Besides
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Mauthner’s Kritik der Sprache, he cited Kropotkin’s Mu
tual Aid, which he had translated in 1904, and Constantin 
Brunner’s Die Lehre von den Geistigen und vom Volke, 
which he had carefully studied in 1905 and 1906.17 These 
two works encouraged Landauer’s turn toward history in 
Die Revolution and directly influenced the historical per
spectives he developed in that book; both Mutual Aid  and 
Brunner’s Die Lehre focused upon the contrast of medieval 
and modern civilizations which formed the basic subject 
matter of Landauer’s book. Before examining Die Revolu
tion it is necessary to consider those aspects of Brunner’s 
and Kropotkin’s works which interested Landauer.

In the history of anarchist thought Kropotkin’s Mutual 
Aid  occupies a fundamental position. Besides being the 
classic defense of voluntary cooperation as against central
ized authority, it was the first systematic attempt to base 
this defense upon historical grounds. In Mutual Aid  Kro
potkin argued that mutual cooperation is not only natural 
to man and animals and is the foundation of all of man’s 
ethical urges, but is also biologically and historically effec
tive. Those species that cooperate among themselves have 
the most promising chance of continued survival and evo
lution.18 To counter the social Darwinians, Kropotkin had 
argued with them on their own grounds: in terms of natural 
evolution. The importance of Kropotkin’s work for Lan
dauer’s development, however, was not in any scientific 
refutation of Darwinism; to Landauer, the philosophical 
idealist, Kropotkin’s attempt to make “mutual aid” into a 
natural and scientific principle merely represented a pro
jection of his will upon the external world.19 What cap
tured Landauer’s imagination was Kropotkin’s demonstra
tion that voluntary cooperation was a powerful historical 
current in European social life; in advocating mutual aid
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and not authoritarian rule, Landauer could point to a signifi
cant, continuous tradition of decentralized, communitarian 
life in the European past. The greatest period of voluntary 
cooperation in the European past, according to Kropotkin, 
was the Middle Ages, and in Die Revolution Landauer re
ferred to Kropotkin’s detailed study of medieval life in 
Mutual Aid,.20

Predictably, Kropotkin’s focus was upon the medieval 
city. Admitting that cities in the Middle Ages constituted 
an “oasis amidst a country plunged into feudal submis
sion,” 21 Kropotkin presented evidence that urban life, from 
about noo to 1500, was marked by various forms of vol
untary association and mutual aid. “ The medieval city . . . 
appears as a double federation,” he wrote, “of all house
holders united into small territorial unions—the street, the 
parish, the section—and of individuals united by oaths into 
guilds according to their professions.” 22 Kropotkin saved 
his most fervent panegyrics for the medieval guild which, 
he said, was “not a body of citizens, placed under the con
trol of state functionaries; it was a union of all men con
nected with a given trade. . . .  It had its own self-juris- 
diction, its own military force, its own general assemblies, 
. . . its own relations with other guilds of the same trade 
in other cities: it had, in a word, a full organic life which 
could only result from the integrality of the vital func
tions.” 23

While Kropotkin chose to emphasize the libertarian as
pects of medieval society, his treatment of modern history 
in Mutual A id  made no claims about the dominance of 
voluntary cooperation in the centuries after 1500. The six
teenth and seventeenth centuries, far from being an age of 
renaissance, were marked by cultural and social degradation 
and decline. The growth of the centralized state had de
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stroyed the libertarian social fabric of the medieval city 
and the rich communal culture that was the expression of 
urban society.24 The growth of authoritarianism, however, 
did not entirely destroy the historical evolution of mutual 
aid. Concluding his study with a survey of modern insti
tutions of voluntary cooperation—including urban and 
rural producer cooperatives, trade unions, village com
munities, and the like25—Kropotkin emphasized that “nei
ther the crushing power of the centralized state nor the 
teaching of mutual hatred and pitiless struggle which come, 
adorned with the attributes of science, from obliging phi
losophers and sociologists, could weed out the feeling of 
human solidarity, deeply lodged in men’s understanding 
and heart, because it has been nurtured by all our preceding 
evolution.” 26 Driven underground but not destroyed, the 
tradition of mutual aid had survived as a countercurrent 
beneath the regimen of modern capitalism and the authori
tarian state. In Die Revolution, which Landauer wrote two 
years after translating Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid  in 1904, 
Landauer was to reproduce the outlines of this anarchist 
philosophy of history.

Although Kropotkin’s work presented a favorable view 
of medieval civilization, the other work that directed Lan
dauer’s attention to the past contained a denunciation of 
that civilization. Constantin Brunner’s Die Lehre von den 
Geistigen und vom Volke was a work of philosophy which 
in certain ways paralleled Landauer’s own Skepsis und 
Mystik. Brunner taught that science does not provide real 
knowledge of the world, but only knowledge that serves us 
in our practical life; ultimate knowledge, which concerns 
such questions as the origin and cause of the world, the pur
pose of life, and so on, is not accessible to man’s rational fac
ulties and can be divined only through intuition or spirit.27
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Here, of course, was an idealist position consistent with 
Landauer’s own feelings. But Brunner’s conclusions about 
the nature of science, which took up most of Die Lehre, 
were even more interesting to Landauer. Brunner argued 
that science, if understood properly, must discard the no
tion of cause and effect and perceive that physical reality 
is marked by endless movement. Things are not what they 
seem—firm, solid, unchangeable—but are in continuous, 
never ceasing motion.28

In an article on Brunner which Landauer wrote a year 
after Die Revolution, in early 1908, he commented that 
Beivegungslehre, the “ theory of motion,” was the central 
conception of Brunner’s work.29 Significantly, however, he 
obscured the fact that for Brunner it was science that could 
yield this theory and not the process of introspection, as he 
himself had argued. He tended here to assimilate Brunner’s 
view to his own concept of “ Geist” : “The unending nature 
of movement and the eternity of the spirit are the same,” 
Landauer wrote, commenting inaccurately on Brunner’s 
thought.30

What had all this discussion of science to do with Lan
dauer’s turn to history, however? The answer is that in 
tracing the history of philosophy in Die Lehre in terms of 
his doctrine of motion, Brunner presented an interpretation 
of the Middle Ages and the Renaissance which infuriated 
Landauer, hence encouraging him to correct Brunner’s 
version. In Die Lehre Brunner continued the familiar 
eighteenth-century view that the Middle Ages were marked 
by darkness and superstition. The essence of the super
stitious nature of the age was its failure to distinguish rela
tive thought, which pertains to physical reality and is the 
proper activity of reason, from absolute thought, which 
pertains only to spiritual questions. The failure to separate
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the two realms had resulted, Brunner contended, in the 
inability of medieval men to attain to either true scientific 
or true spiritual understanding, since they insisted upon 
confusing the physical world with such spiritual abstrac
tions as the “will of God,” “virtue and sin,” and so on.31 
Only in the period of the Renaissance were the two realms 
separated, to the advantage of both.32

In his first letter to Brunner about Die Lehre, Landauer 
bitterly criticized this view of European history. Giving 
voice to the romantic medievalism he had imbibed as a 
schoolboy and later developed with the assistance of Kro
potkin’s anarchist researches, Landauer wrote to Brunner 
in July 1905:

What you say . . . about the practice and work of what 
you call the barbaric Völker of the Middle Ages is false and 
even revolting. . . . What you say about a dead hand at 
play there is false. Indeed there was much life, and blissful 
life, in the monasteries and institutions, and there was noble 
labor in the great work of the guilds and brotherhoods. But 
I am also opposed to what you say, in an entirely protestant 
manner, about the Renaissance, humanism, and the Reforma
tion, which you see, with the professors of history, as the 
rebirth of scientific life. . . . What you have so quickly and 
falsely asserted remains a problem, even in terms of your 
observations: Why didn’t the people of the Middle Ages, 
who had been such excellent masons, coopers, carpenters, 
cabinetmakers, weavers, and artists, develop natural science 
and natural laws? And why did their great thinkers—which 
they had—not direct themselves toward physical reality but 
toward the spirit and toward symbolism? Whoever has the 
proper love for these Völker, a love such as you have for 
classical antiquity, would find the answer.33

Armed with Kropotkin’s historial schema, to which he 
added his own idealist, völkisch perspectives, Landauer pro
ceeded in Die Revolution to construct a philosophy of his
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tory which directly contrasted with Brunner’s denigration 
of the medieval world. In Landauer’s turn toward historical 
questions in 1904-1907, when Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid  had 
been a positive influence, Brunner’s Die Lehre had operated 
as a negative incitement. Landauer here began to develop 
his synthesis of libertarian socialism and völkisch romanti
cism through a description, not of a future ideal com
munity, but of the historical traditions from which that 
community might be built.

Reflecting his roots in the German historicist and idealist 
tradition, Landauer began Die Revolution by sharply dif
ferentiating historical from natural science, asserting against 
Comtian positivism that history cannot and should not be 
an exact science, since science leads “from experience to 
mental abstractions,” to mechanical “ laws,” while history 
always remains on the level of the immediate “ datum of 
experience.” 34

In the early pages of the book Landauer attempted to 
demonstrate the inadequacy of viewing history in terms 
of scientific laws by trying to develop a consistent law of 
historical development which would be adequate to the 
multiplicity of historical data; in a manner reminiscent of 
Saint-Simon, he presented a possible scientific explanation 
of history in terms of a fluctuation of historical states of 
“utopia,”  which are marked by individualism and social 
instability, and of “topia,” which are characterized by social 
cohesion and stability.35 In this view “revolution” is re
garded as the period between the stabilization of successive 
“ topias,”  another name for “utopia.” Such a view of his
tory—which Landauer mistakenly called “inductive” and 
scientific,36 thinking only of the positivistic historical phi
losophies—was inadequate as a means of approaching his
torical experience, Landauer contended. The idea of pre
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senting history as a fluctuation from topia to utopia, he 
wrote in a letter of 1907, was done at least in part as a 
joke,37 and his intent seems to have been satirical. There 
have been no successive interchanges of revolution and 
order in history, in which historical development follows 
some ineluctable scientific law; there has in fact been only 
one revolution in European history, the one that began 
with the dawn of the modern era around 1500 and was still 
continuing in his own day.38 From the conception of alter
nating topia and utopia, which Landauer had used as a 
straw man with which to satirize what he alleged to be the 
scientific approach to history, we arrive at the romantic 
philosophy of history in which medieval spirituality is con
trasted with the long downward path of modernization.39

For Landauer, ancient Greece had very little relevance 
and was not part of “our history” ; the ancient Greeks, 
Romans, and Jews are “ neighbors of the Völker of Europe,” 
he wrote, “but not its ancestors or models.” 40 As was so 
common among German romantics, Landauer found his 
central historical model in the local communities and guild 
associations of the Middle Ages. Our real ancestors, who 
according to Landauer’s mystical philosophy are part of 
“ our past” because they are “alive within us,” are the men 
of the new Völker of the early Middle Ages:

The breakdown of Greco-Roman culture, the origins of 
Christianity and the new Völkern . . .  in the context of 
the so-called Völkerwanderung [“migration of the peoples” ], 
signify a break of a special kind and a new beginning. . . . 
Our feeling is that we belong with the so-called medieval 
age, above all in contrast with the Greco-Roman world. . . . 
In this Christian world of man we find our soul and in the 
classical period, stately death and strange rigidity.41

In Die Revolution Landauer returned to the romantic 
medievalism that had attracted him as a boy, the world that
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had been introduced to him in the operas of Wagner and 
the patriotic education of the Karlsruhe gymnasium where 
he had written his “ Germanic” theme on Frederick Bar
barossa. In the 1890s, however, he had become an anarchist. 
In his mature conception of the Middle Ages, antiauthori
tarian and völkisch elements were combined. He now 
viewed the period as an age of rootedness and spirituality, 
of “ organic community”  and völkisch art, but also as an 
age in which social organization was allegedly not imposed 
by centralized authorities, but resulted, as Kropotkin had 
argued, from the cooperation of a profusion of independent 
and autonomous guilds, associations, and corporations.

Landauer’s medievalism did not reflect the views of a 
feudalist, like Adam Müller, or an ultramontane, like de 
Maistre, and it was not religious unity that attracted him 
as it did Novalis in his Christendom or Europe. Unlike con
servative romantics, Landauer included in his idealization 
of the Middle Ages his commitment to anarchistic decen
tralization and a social cohesion born of cooperation, instead 
of force. Like all other romantic medievalists, Landauer 
made his picture of the period more a projection of personal 
values than a detached historical assessment,42 but it was 
precisely because of this projection that his conception of 
the Middle Ages exhibited the viewpoint of an antiauthori
tarian romantic. In Die Revolution, Landauer wrote:

A degree of high culture . . . arises when the unity per
vading the various forms of organization and the supra- 
individual formations is not the external bond of force, but 
a spirit dwelling in the individuals themselves and pointing 
beyond earthly and material interests. . . . This principle 
of the Middle Ages is in opposition to the principle of cen
tralism and state power which always develops when the 
communal spirit is lost. . . . We do not mean that there was 
no state in the Christian age . . . but that there were no
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all-powerful states, no state as a central organization taking 
over from all the remaining forms of community; the state 
was at most an incomplete, stunted structure in the midst of 
a multiplicity of community forms. . . . The Christian age 
was not represented through the feudal system, not through 
the village Genossenschaft [“cooperative society” ], the im
perial assembly, . . . the Church, and the monasteries; not 
through the guilds, corporations, and fraternities, the towns 
with their own jurisdiction . . . , not through the city 
leagues and chivalric orders—and how many more exclu
sive and independent forms could one mention. The Chris
tian age was characterized by this totality of independent 
units which mutually interpenetrated. . . . The form of the 
Middle Ages was not the state but society, the society of 
societies. And what united all these variously differentiated 
forms and bound them together at the apex into a higher 
unity, a pyramid whose point was not power and was not 
invisible in the clouds, was the spirit streaming out of the 
characters and souls of the individual men and women into 
all these structures, drawing strength from them and stream
ing back into the individuals.43

If Landauer’s view of the Middle Ages was marked by 
an antiauthoritarian, cooperative socialism, it was also the 
conception of a völkisch romantic; in his description of 
medieval culture, for example, Landauer predictably con
trasted the communitarian art of the period with the mod
ern isolation of the artist from the Volk. The contrast was 
symbolized by the Gothic cathedral, on the one hand, a 
social art having a living purpose in the daily life of the 
Volk, and the museum on the other hand, the modern 
showplace of socially superfluous art, a special “place for 
art”  which no longer bears any relation to community 
life.44 Medieval community, moreover, not only was rooted 
in a common spirit and in a völkisch communal art, but was 
based upon what Landauer alleged to be the peculiarly
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medieval form of Christianity: the fusion of spirituality and 
natural sensualism, both of which are vital in the binding 
together of men. With the Reformation attack on man’s 
natural senses, Landauer wrote a few years later, this kind 
of fusion was destroyed.45

For Landauer the question posed by studying the Middle 
Ages was how to revive its communal spirit in the mod
ern world, an age of “unspirituality and therefore of vio
lence . . . , of individualism and therefore of atomization, 
the masses uprooted and drifting like dust.” 48 The retreat 
from medieval spirituality and social multiplicity, the “so
ciety of societies,” set in fully around 1500, the date that, 
according to Landauer, marked the beginning of the long 
revolution that is still being experienced today. In contrast 
with medieval community and decentralization, the central 
trends of modern European history since 1500 were defined 
by Landauer as social atomization and authoritarian central
ization.47

By so characterizing modern history Landauer left little 
doubt about his views on alleged historical progress in 
Europe’s development since the Middle Ages; like other 
romantic philosophies of history, those of Novalis or Wag
ner, for example, Landauer’s presented a view of historical 
degeneration since 1500.48 Landauer gave this degeneration 
the völkisch and libertarian formulation of an increasing 
substitution of state tyranny for communal cooperation, a 
substitution made possible, however, by the prior decay of 
medieval spirit and community. The societal atomization, 
capitalist exploitation, and political absolutism which took 
tremendous strides in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries 
merely reflected the decay of medieval self-governing com
munal organizations and community spirit. This decay Lan
dauer decried in the destruction of the medieval Christian
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“power of the mythos” through the sterile academicism of 
late scholastic theology and late medieval church organ
ization.49 Instead of symbols alive in concrete reality—the 
mythos of high medieval art and philosophy—late medieval 
scholasticism and church dogmatism were marked by the 
destruction of spirituality through an obsession with literal 
representations and descriptions.60 In Landauer’s analysis, 
so strikingly similar to Huizinga’s The Waning of the 
Middle Ages, written a few years later, the decay of medi
eval Geist and community was revealed in the rampant 
realism of late medieval culture.51 Whereas for Brunner 
this realism represented a cultural rebirth after the reign 
of medieval superstition, for Landauer it entailed the de
cline of medieval spirituality.

While Brunner upheld the conventional Enlightenment 
view of the Renaissance as the dawn of modern scientific 
rationalism, Landauer countered with his communitarian, 
romantic interpretation. Renaissance culture, in Landauer’s 
view, began the fateful split between art, philosophy, and 
science, on the one hand, and the masses on the other. This 
separation between Kunst and Volk was one of the charac
teristic features of modern spiritual decay. In the medieval 
world art was an expression of the entire community, but 
during the Renaissance it was the creation of an educated, 
intellectual elite with no roots in the Volk.52

There was more, however, to the watershed of 1500 than 
the separation of art from community life. In Landauer’s 
view, so consistent with those of the romantics Novalis 
and Friedrich Schlegel,53 it was the religious and political 
developments of the Reformation of the sixteenth century 
which fully ushered in the modern age of spiritual decay 
and social atomization. With the romantic “historical school 
of law,” Landauer distinguished the medieval freedom of
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Germanic federalism from the authoritarian centralization 
imposed by Roman law. Although he admitted that the 
Germanic Middle Ages were not free from “Roman Caesar- 
ism,” Landauer emphasized that it was only in the period 
of the Reformation that Roman law was fully utilized as a 
rationalization for the replacement of corporate and local 
independence by authoritarian centralization.54

Absolutism was facilitated by developments within Chris
tian theology, Landauer contended; Luther’s tendency to 
separate private religiosity and public social life, and his 
abandonment of the latter to the will of the existing po
litical authorities, were prime forces in the development of 
the absolute state in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen
turies. “Luther completed with fearful sharpness,” Lan
dauer wrote, “what had already been developing in this 
century: the separation of life from belief and the substi
tution of organized power for Geist.” 55 The Lutheran 
Reformation was fundamental to the development of the 
twin evils of modern life, “ infamous isolation” and “stupid 
force,”  social atomism and political authoritarianism. The 
puritanical Reformation, Landauer wrote in an essay in 
19 11, by capping the destruction of the medieval unity of 
spirit and nature, encouraged man’s “natural sensuality” to 
be driven toward guilt-ridden self-seeking instead of to
ward a natural sympathy among men. Man’s spirituality, 
moreover, was then driven upward to an empty other
worldliness which abandoned the present world to social 
and political injustice.56

If the sixteenth century ushered in the long period of 
modern spiritual decay, it was not barren of positive ele
ments. In Landauer’s philosophy of history, dialectical 
without being determinist, the long revolution that began 
around 1500 bred its own antithesis, a spirit of revolutionary
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revolt against the oppressive social and political order. 
Following the line of argument in Kropotkin’s Mutual Aid, 
Landauer emphasized that Geist and community did not 
die with the Middle Ages; they had merely been forced to 
go underground, forced to coexist with modern central
ization and isolation as subterranean countercurrents. Peri
odically these countercurrents would burst forth, only to be 
suppressed and drawn upon in later attempts to revitalize 
man’s social life. The anarchist revolution that must be 
made in the present would not be merely a return to the 
distant past, but a continuation of the revolutionary coun
tercurrents that had developed beneath the “ accidental in
stitutions of our age” : the community, Volk, and humanity 
which Landauer claimed to discover through mystic con
sciousness of the spiritual world within. “Each revolution,” 
Landauer wrote, “ . . . remembers all its ancestors, earlier 
revolutions, and regards itself as one of their children.” 57 

Whereas Kropotkin had studied the evolution of the 
countercurrent of voluntary associations since the Middle 
Ages, Landauer focused in Die Revolution on the develop
ment of radical republicanism in the era of the absolute 
state as evidence of the continuing presence of communal 
Geist beneath the absolutist facade. Besides the sixteenth- 
century political theorist Étienne de La Boétie, whose at
tack on the “voluntary servitude” of the masses paralleled 
Landauer’s own view of authority, Landauer pointed to 
the developing current of republican sentiment among 
Huguenot opponents of political absolutism such as Fran
çois Hotman and Hubert Languet, the author of the famous 
Vindicae contra Tyrannos,58 In this republicanism of the 
early modern era Landauer cited the continuing importance 
of federalist sentiment, coupled with the resistance of par
liamentary estates to the process of state centralization, as
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evidence of a countercurrent that might replace absolutist 
raison d’état with a “comprehensive political community 
of the nation.” 59 Again, however, Landauer was projecting 
his own sentiments onto others; he neglected to point out 
the extent to which parliamentary estates sought aristocratic 
privilege and autonomy more than community decision 
making, and the degree to which Huguenot republicanism 
merely reflected Catholic control of the monarchy and 
little of a substantive commitment to the celebrated res 
publica.

Whereas the republican movements of the sixteenth cen
tury were based upon a conception of Stàndesverfassung, 
an arrangement of society into a number of graduated es
tates, Landauer observed, the French Revolution and the 
revolutionary movements of the early nineteenth century 
were in favor of social democratization as well as being 
opposed to political absolutism. Failing to sort out liberal 
and democratic-republican elements in these developments, 
Landauer asserted that modern political revolutions have 
sought both democracy and social atomism, seeking to dis
solve the earlier estates society in favor of an atomistic 
equality under the law, guided by “an ordered adminis
tration of an impersonal kind,” the state.60 Landauer here 
revealed an ambivalence toward the French Revolution. 
Although he admired the federalist organization of the 
Parisian “sections” and applauded the initial destruction of 
political absolutism, he condemned the renewal of political 
centralization and tyranny under the Jacobins, blaming it 
on the attempt to solve social problems overnight by 
means of the state. Such attempts, Landauer asserted, in
variably become, as in 1793-94, a mere matter of perpetu
ating the power of the rulers.61

Having examined his analysis of European history, we
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need to turn now to Landauer’s socialist activities and 
theories in the years after 1907. Whereas Die Revolution 
had focused Landauer’s völkisch anarchosocialism on the 
past, he was to be occupied in the years 1908-1911 with 
developing a theory and a practice to begin implementing 
it in the present. The early phase of this period was taken 
up with the building of a socialist Bund in 1908.

The Socialist Bund
A  few months before Landauer wrote Die Revolution, 

in the fall of 1906, he composed an article entitled “Volk 
and Land: Thirty Socialist Theses,” which was published 
in Die "Zukunft in January 1907. The article generated 
sufficient interest to bring about the establishment of an 
organization to realize the program contained within it. 
That organization, the Socialist Bund, which occupied most 
of Landauer’s time in 1908 and 1909, was launched on its 
career by Landauer’s article.

Landauer began his short piece by once again compar
ing contemporary European society unfavorably with the 
medieval world. While “ Christianity was the spirit of the 
Völker in the Middle Ages,” he lamented, because it “gave 
to the social life of men a supernatural, a spiritual, sense,” 
no spirit now infuses our life.62 In adding substance to this 
statement Landauer focused on the problem of what he 
took to be the modern substitution of the state for the 
imagined medieval existence of the Volk community, of the 
state bureaucracy for voluntary cooperation, and of human 
drudgery for creative labor. The state isolates men; the 
Volk represents their binding together. The state is a cen
tralized, bureaucratic structure; the Volk is tied to localities, 
to the land, and to the remnants of village communities.63 
If socialism is ever to emerge, Landauer insisted, it must be
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built outside the state, in the context of a reemergent Volk 
organism. “ This new Volk must be there,” he wrote, “be
fore socialism can live anywhere but in the minds and in 
the desires of individuated, isolated men. Socialism can live, 
really live, only . . .  in the newly evolved organism of 
the Volk.” 64 This new organism must begin to replace the 
state or else all attempts at socialist construction will be in 
vain. The form of the organism, Landauer emphasized, 
had to be the local Gemeinde, or community. The only 
way to replace the state with a self-determining, socialist 
Volk community is to begin, on a local level, with the for
mation of voluntary associations among men.65

Published in January 1907, Landauer’s article stimu
lated interest in his ideas among some Berlin anarchists and 
independent socialists. In May 1908 he was invited to 
speak to these groups at a public assembly. His talk, which 
was to form the basis of his major socialist tract, Aufruf zum 
Sozialismus (completed in 1911) ,  met with an enthusiastic 
response. Two weeks later, returning to speak to the same 
groups, he outlined a plan for a new organization by read
ing the “Twelve Articles of the Socialist Bund.” 66 With 
this second meeting, in June 1908, the first group of the 
Bund was set up.67 Landauer wrote to his friend Fritz 
Mauthner that a new beginning had been made, one that 
enabled him to satisfy his “ need for an immediate contact 
with men,” freeing him from the secluded existence of the 
past few years.68 The period of withdrawal had ended; it 
was time to build externally the community that Landauer 
had insisted must first be experienced internally in isolation.

In August 1908 Landauer traveled to Bern and Zurich, 
Switzerland, to help bring new Bund groups into existence.69 
In October he had printed 10,000 copies of a brochure en
titled, “What Does the Socialist Bund Want?” in order to
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further implement his purpose.70 More important, in Jan
uary 1909 the first issue of a newspaper appeared, with 
Landauer as editor; entitled Der Sozialist, as his paper of 
the 1890s had been, the new one was to be the organ of 
the Socialist Bund. In Switzerland, in the preceding sum
mer, Landauer had met a certain Margarete Faas-Har- 
degger, with whom he immediately fell in love; it was she 
who had encouraged him to revive Der Sozialist,71 Mar
garete, who had previously been secretary to the Swiss 
Social Democratic Trade Unions,72 was deeply impressed 
by Landauer’s ideas and became a leader of the Bund in 
Switzerland. In the first year of the new organization 
Landauer wrote to her often, composing letters that com
bined politics with protestations of love. After a year, how
ever, in which time his relationship with Hedwig seems not 
to have suffered, his infatuation with Margarete had sub
sided, along with his most active campaigning for the 
spread of the Socialist Bund. The two involvements, to 
some degree, seem to have gone hand in hand.

The new Sozialist was rather different from the earlier 
one; this time Landauer was the sole editor, and every 
bimonthly issue during its six-year existence contained his 
own articles and translations. According to Max Nettlau, 
who studied every anarchist paper in Europe and America 
in these years, Landauer’s Sozialist (1909-1915) was the 
most distinguished anarchist paper in the world, “ tirelessly 
seeking in all fields of socialism for any libertarian kernels 
to develop, any number of various possibilities of action 
to follow.”  73 The paper was an ideal vehicle for Landauer’s 
myriad interests in world literature, philosophy, and cur
rent social and political problems. Its wide range and its 
theoretical focus, however, created a handicap for the de
velopment of the movement whose organ it was: the Social
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ist Bund tended to attract largely middle-class intellectuals, 
instead of elements from all sections of society as Landauer 
had hoped.74 Almost all the leading members of the Bund 
were from this social group. The outstanding figures in the 
Berlin group were Landauer’s friend Martin Buber75 and 
Landauer’s brother-in-law Adolf Otto;76 another friend, the 
poet Erich Miihsam,77 and Franz Jung, a young bohemian 
writer,78 were leaders in the Munich group.

The purpose of the Socialist Bund, following consist
ently from Landauer’s social and political theories, was to 
begin the immediate construction of socialist enclaves out
side the authoritarian state and centralist, urban capitalism.79 
If the state and capitalism are merely reflections of the dis
appearance of communal spirit, then the way to attack them 
is to begin replacing them with real libertarian, cooperative 
communities; it is only when men form just associations 
with other men, Landauer wrote in “Volk and Land: 
Thirty Socialist Theses,” that the state will gradually dis
appear.80 The viewpoint embodied in the Socialist Bund 
was that an immediate beginning of socialist construction 
is an absolute necessity if socialism is to develop; it will not 
develop out of a political revolution, since direct attacks 
upon the state fail to eliminate the sources of authori
tarianism and thus merely perpetuate centralized authority.81

To ensure that the socialist settlements begun by the 
Bund would not be centrally controlled, but would be 
autonomous and self-governing, Landauer developed an 
organizational scheme based upon the structure of the inde
pendent group. In June 1908 he wrote of the proposed de
centralized structure of the Bund:

The Socialist Bund is composed of groups. These groups join
a union of groups and participate in smaller or larger collec
tive meetings depending upon the requirements of each
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situation. Federation: No central court of appeals. Each per
son can approach every group or larger meeting with pro
posals. The model of this organization, which has often been 
successful, . . .  is the organization of sections and districts 
of French cities at the time of the great revolution, above all 
in Paris. . . . Each person who is seriously interested should 
win a few others and collect a group, or more, around him
self. The groups give themselves statutes and define the man
ner and degree of member contributions; . . . and whoever 
needs the means and support to enable him to work for the 
S.B. . . . should turn to the groups.82

Intended to form a federation, in actual practice the vari
ous groups of the Bund seem never to have participated in 
the larger association Landauer had envisioned. I have seen 
no evidence that the Bund was anything other than a col
lection of separate groups in various parts of Germany and 
Switzerland, each reading Der Sozialist but each entirely 
independent, and never coming together to so much as a 
single general meeting.83 By February 1912 there were 
eighteen groups in all. To the first group, called “Ge
meinschaft,” which had gathered around Landauer in Berlin 
after June 1908, were added other groups in Zurich, Lu
cerne, and Bern, three more in Berlin, one in Munich, and 
ten others located mostly in northern and southwestern 
Germany.84

As a whole the Bund contained at its height no more 
than a thousand members.85 Landauer was much less con
cerned, however, about its small membership than about 
the narrowness of its social appeal. Distinguishing his views 
from those of the Marxists and many anarchists, Landauer 
sought to make the Bund into a heterogeneous mixture of 
elements from all social groups; announcements of lectures 
to be given by Landauer were addressed to “men and 
women of every class.” 86 The program of the Bund, how
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ever, and the intellectual sophistication of its organ, Der 
Sozialist, tended to limit the appeal of the organization to 
the educated middle classes.87 Those groups that did contain 
more than a few workers frequently complained to Lan
dauer about their difficulty in comprehending Der Sozialist. 
His answer was that, although “we want to speak to the 
broad masses,” there was little purpose in repeating to them 
what they want to hear; the paper should be educational 
and not imitate the SPD policy of cultivating “mental 
sluggishness” among the proletariat.88 The articles are not 
“really incomprehensible to the workers,” Landauer wrote 
to Margarete Faas-Hardegger, who had written to him 
from Switzerland about the problem; intellectuals and 
workers should “work out the sense and meaning of the 
articles together.” 89

Landauer’s advice did not solve the problem. A  year 
after the founding of the Bund, in the summer of 1909, 
Landauer attempted to attract more industrial workers to 
the organization by taking a propaganda tour through the 
industrial region of Rhineland-Westphalia. As with a similar 
tour of the late 1890s, however, Landauer reported in Der 
Sozialist that his speeches had attracted only very small 
groups of industrial workers.90

More interesting than Landauer’s own personal recruit
ment drive was the one attempted by Landauer’s associate 
in Munich, Erich Miihsam. In 1909 Miihsam, the leading 
figure in the Munich group Die Tat, had been able to 
attract groups of déclassé “vagabonds and lumpen sub
proletarians” to some meetings. Miihsam was convinced 
that the “ tramps and vagabonds” despised by the SPD, as 
well as by bourgeois society, were potential socialist 
“ rebels”  and “ new friends”  for the work of the Socialist 
Bund.91 When the Social Democratic paper Münchener
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Post attacked the Bund as a collection of tramps from the 
local taverns, Mühsam replied at a meeting of Die Tat that 
these people were just as respectable as any others and just 
as capable of socialist work.92

Mühsam’s short-lived attempt to organize the taverns 
failed to erode the predominance of the educated middle 
classes in the Bund. It was, moreover, not only a socialist 
organization with few workers; it was also an antiurban 
organization with no peasants. Such was the appeal of 
Landauer’s völkisch socialism, a constellation of ideas 
grounded in the anti-industrial, antiurban feelings of the 
left-wing romantic intellectual of the modern city.

Since the Bund was a strictly decentralized organization, 
its projects were the projects of its independent groups. 
Besides putting on recruitment drives and establishing funds 
for the founding of Bund settlements, or Siedlungen, Lan
dauer’s Gemeinschaft group in Berlin was occupied for a 
time in 1910 with the founding of a “ free school on a 
communitarian basis,” one that would aid, as Landauer put 
it in Der Sozialist, in “the renewal of our Volk . . .  by 
struggling against uniformity and discipline.”  93 Free from 
state influence, these schools would be locally controlled 
by parents and teachers.94 It does not seem, however, that 
any such schools were actually set up.

The desire to establish libertarian, cooperative schools 
was not the only one that lacked implementation. Not one 
group of the Bund seems to have progressed beyond the 
stage of setting up a Siedlung fund; not one seems to have 
begun to build an actual communitarian colony away from 
the cities. Although Nettlau claims that “ real beginnings” 
were precluded by the Bund’s sense of proportion, since 
any such settlements would have been dwarfish affairs, 
given the limited membership of each group,95 this ex
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planation would seem to contradict Landauer’s insistence 
that any beginning, no matter how small, was preferable 
to the endless postponement of socialist construction. Lan
dauer, unfortunately, was not particularly candid about the 
matter of implementation, except to rationalize at one 
point, to his literary friend Auguste Hauschner, that what 
concerned him was not reaching the goal so much as work
ing for what he believed in.96 With a program like his, 
such rationalizations were necessary, for Landauer’s Social
ist Bund was a pretty unrealistic affair.

Besides left-wing middle-class intellectuals, to whom 
would the Bund appeal? Völkisch ideas in themselves—the 
desire to leave the city and develop a close community on 
the land, and so on—had considerable appeal to the middle 
classes in Germany, and a völkisch utopian movement was 
gaining momentum in the prewar decades in Germany. 
But in the long run the Germanic utopia movement tended 
more toward nationalist and even racist ideologies of the 
Right97 than to any anarchosocialist theories to which Lan
dauer tied the Bund.98 Socialism, on the other hand, while 
it attracted numerous intellectuals, especially among the 
Jewish middle classes, had a mass base only in the industrial 
proletariat; by advocating a völkisch antiurban and anti
industrial socialist program, Landauer made it impossible 
to make inroads into SPD strength among the urban work 
force. Few workers, especially in the years of economic 
improvement from 1895 to 1914, would be interested in 
“returning to the land.” As an intellectual construct 
völkisch socialism might have appeal for middle-class in
tellectuals, but as a social movement in Germany it did not 
have much of a chance. As we shall see in the discussion of 
Landauer’s thought in the period 1908-1911, he had failed 
to adjust his socialist thinking to historical realities.
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The völkisch utopianism of the Bund was unpalatable 
to most German anarchist groups of the pre-World War I 
period. Unlike Landauer, most German anarchists still 
placed their faith for socialist liberation in the urban prole
tariat and viewed the state, pure and simple, as a manipu
lative institution based upon external coercion. In 1909 
Landauer came into direct conflict with the majority group 
of Berlin anarchists connected with the publication Der 
Freie Arbeiter when he refused to publish their publicity 
notices in the pages of Der Sozialist. For Landauer, Der 
Freie Arbeiter—which stood essentially for the anarcho- 
syndicalist tactic, directed toward the urban proletariat, of 
the general strike"—was “closer to Marxism than to anar
chism,” especially as he noted a strong trend toward cen
tralism among its anarchist followers.100 Asked to speak at 
a congress of German anarchists held at Halle in 1910, 
a meeting directed by the so-called German Anarchist 
Federation, Landauer attacked the federation on similar 
grounds as a bureaucratic, centralist institution which de
stroyed individual initiative.101

In 1912 more conflicts between Landauer and other 
German anarchist groups flared up. Whereas Der Freie 
Arbeiter had accused Landauer of destroying the solidarity 
of the anarchist movement because of his refusal to publish 
their notices,102 in 1912 the Leipzig paper Der Anarchist 
attacked Landauer’s brand of socialism as a philosophy di
rected purely to “intellectuals moving rather freely on 
the heights of theory,”  with no meaning for the worker 
who is directly involved in the “miserable conditions of 
the capitalist war economy.”  Landauer was working for the 
development of a community aside from the state and 
capitalism so as to render these evils superfluous, but Der 
Anarchist insisted that a direct battle with these “external”
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institutions could not be avoided: . . even if a socialist 
city with 100,000 inhabitants could be set up,”  the editors 
argued (as Marx had with the utopian socialists), “it would 
still be surrounded by the capitalist war economy and 
would have to reckon with it in a decisive struggle.” 103 

The crucial distinctions between Landauer’s social theory 
and that of the majority of German anarchists were his 
volkisch antiurban orientation and his conception of the 
state. In an extended article on Landauer’s Socialist Bund, 
published in 1912, Pierre Ramus, the German anarchist- 
communist, attacked Landauer’s view that the entire Volk 
must liberate itself; Ramus insisted that the “proletariat 
alone has the will to overthrow the existing system.” Lan
dauer’s Bund, Ramus continued, will have no effect upon 
the capitalist world since it disregards the roots of capitalist 
power in the state; the only way to build anarchism is to 
destroy the state and expropriate the means of produc
tion.104

Landauer insisted, in opposition to most anarchists, that 
the state is not something “ external,” to be destroyed by a 
revolution; it can be destroyed only through the immediate 
building of socialist communities. Was this anarchism, 
however? The reaction of the German writer, Oskar Maria 
Graf, to Landauer’s Aufruf is interesting in this connec
tion; in his autobiography Graf writes:

I buried myself in Landauer’s “Call to Socialism.” . . . 
I began to see what it was driving at. But what had it to do 
with anarchism? There was nothing at all in it about bombs 
or murdering princes. It only repeated quite innocently: 
“The Socialist Union is a community of those who want to 
create a new economic system inspired by an ideal.” Further 
there was talk of groups which were to build up this com
munity, this new human society, step by step; of the dis
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tribution of land, of revolutionizing our whole manner of 
life by the power of the spirit; and so on.105

Graf’s reaction to the Bund was, in fact, very similar to 
that of most anarchists. Landauer’s reorientation of anar
chist theory and practice in the direction of idealist and 
völkisch thought was often incomprehensible to the more 
traditional libertarians, and in the period of the second 
Sozialist Landauer no longer felt entirely comfortable with 
the simple “anarchist”  label. For Landauer anarchism and 
socialism had always been different expressions of the same 
view; now he regarded anarchism as “merely the negative 
side of what is positively called socialism.” “Anarchy,” he 
continued in an article of 1911, “ is the expression for the 
liberation of man from the idols of the state, the Church, 
and capital; socialism is the expression of the true and 
genuine community among men, genuine because it grows 
out of the individual spirit.” 108 

Landauer’s anarchosocialism, and the Socialist Bund that 
was its expression, were incomprehensible to the more tra
ditional anarchists because Landauer blamed the existence 
of the state on the atrophy of communal life. Actually, his 
largely futile activities as leader of the Bund in the years 
1908-1911 occupied him less than the theory of socialism 
which lay behind the organization. Although no longer 
engaged in purely private study, Landauer remained pri
marily a theorist. It was in these years, in numerous theo
retical articles for his paper Der Sozialist and in the major 
work of the period, Aufruf zum Sozialismus, that Landauer 
fully developed his anarchosocialist position.

Landauer and Marxism
Landauer’s socialist education began with a short flirta

tion with Marxism, while his later development as an
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anarchist represented a continuing reaction against Marxist 
theory and practice. In his earliest articles for Der Sozialist, 
in 1892, he tended to take the position that the SPD had 
falsified Marx. In later years, however, after numerous 
battles with the SPD in the 1890s, Landauer came to em
phasize the continuity of Marxist theory and SPD practice. 
His earlier attraction for the activist and voluntarist aspects 
of Marx had been forgotten through the long experience 
of what represented to him the endless inactivity of the 
SPD Marxists. At the outset of his major statement of 
socialist belief, Aufruf zum Sozialismus, written in the years 
1908-1911, Landauer wrote that “Marxism . . . must be 
told to its face that it is the plague of our age and the curse 
of the socialist movement!”  107 Given such a judgment, it 
is not surprising that Landauer’s entire socialist outlook 
was consciously framed as a sustained rejection of Marxist 
orthodoxy.

In the first place, Landauer’s revolt against positivism, 
like that of many other neoromantics and neoidealists 
around the turn of the century, took the form of a rejection 
of the Marxist doctrine of historical materialism.108 Lan
dauer argued that scientific socialism was an impossibility 
in the sense that men do not desire and act on the basis 
of previously gained “objective knowledge” ; the desires of 
our will dictate both that which we strive for and that 
which we choose to call objective knowledge. The volun
tarist teachings of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche form Lan
dauer’s rejection of Marxist “ social science” :

What we take to be a necessity is, of course, not something 
that comes to us in the form of a natural law, but as a moral 
necessity. . . . What we make of our body and life, . . . 
everything that we call the future, cannot be given to us in 
the form of science, that is, in a body of facts that have al
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ready been ordered, but only in the form of accompanying 
feelings, of disposition, of an inner pressure, of longing and 
desire; . . . that means the gamut from desire, the feeling of 
moral obligation and of presentiment, to prophecy, vision, or 
artistic construction. . . . History, therefore, and political 
economy are not sciences. . . . Judgments in them will al
ways be based upon valuations that one can cover with the 
higher or lower name of prophecy or professional babbling; 
they will always depend upon values that are derived from 
our essence, our character, our loves, our interests.109

The focus upon human will, instead of historical necessity, 
did not mean that Landauer discarded all concern for his
torical development. In Skepsis und Mystik he had argued 
that time and historical change were actually rooted in in
ternal experience, in the recesses of the soul. The future 
cannot be predicted from the past, he asserted against Marx
ist scientism, because my will is the filter through which 
the past must go, and I can decide, in the present, which 
aspects of the past I choose to have continue in the 
future.110

Although Landauer missed the fact that Marx and Engels 
never contended that ideological currents could have no 
reciprocal effect upon social developments,111 he argued 
that the scientific approach to socialism made it impossible 
to value the full creativity of the autonomous will. In an 
article, “Socialism and Science,” which appeared in 1912, 
he asserted the dubious conclusion that his view of the 
mutual interaction of social and spiritual life could never 
be advanced by a scientist: “ . . . certainly we can and 
must speak of a defining influence of conditions on views, 
thoughts, religions, arts, and so on [an admission that his 
metaphysical philosophy in Skepsis und Mystik did not, 
in fact, allow]. Yet we should not overlook the contrary 
side: that these thought forms become complex, firm, and
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lasting and that we must speak of the continuous effect, 
for example, of Christianity on the economy, as of the 
contrary relation. In science there is no sense of mutual 
interaction.” 112 In fact Marx and Engels spoke often of an 
influence of the superstructure of ideas upon the sub
structure of economic and social relations. It is not this 
view that separated Landauer and Marx, but the fact that 
the idealist tended to view matter and spirit as separate and 
distinct with the spiritual world autonomously derived, al
though admittedly influenced thereafter by material fac
tors. Landauer could never accept the designation of idea
tional life as a “superstructure,” no matter how much 
autonomous existence it might take on after its initial 
derivation from social reality. More often than not, he 
argued—as the whole of Skepsis und Mystik had en
deavored to prove—that the external world is a reflection 
of the interior one.

There was something more, however, which Landauer 
seems to have missed in Marx’s historical materialism. Read
ing Marx, at least after the mid-i89os, through the eyes of 
the positivistic Marxists of his day, Landauer failed to un
derstand what Marx had meant by material “ existence.” 
While Engels had attempted to make of historical material
ism a kind of social aspect of the laws of physical matter, 
Marx, though he may not have resisted the trend, had 
understood materialism in terms of man’s active, social be
havior, that is, not as a doctrine of life as “matter in mo
tion.”  Landauer’s attack upon Marx exhibits no knowledge, 
for example, of the Theses on Feuerbach or the German 
Ideology, an acquaintance with which would have shown 
him that Marx spoke of the derivation of consciousness 
from man’s social existence, not from physical matter.113

Landauer missed all this, ascribing to Marx many of the
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wooden views of Marxism which have survived down to our 
own time. The crucial attack of Aufruf zum Sozialismus, 
however, was more accurately aimed. Whereas Marx had 
attempted to show scientifically that socialism would neces
sarily emerge from the historical conditions created by 
capitalism, Landauer contended that socialism would come 
only if people desire it and build it; left to itself, capitalism 
would survive. From the vantage point of a more advanced 
stage of industrial capitalism than Marx was to see—the 
same vantage point as Bernstein’s revisionism—Landauer 
found a historical basis upon which to defend his essentially 
ethical argument for socialism:

Capitalism need not be changed into socialism. It need not 
perish. Socialism need not come. Also the proletarian-state- 
capitalist socialism of the Marxists need not come—and that 
would be no great misfortune. For no kind of socialism has 
to come—that we will now show. But socialism can come 
and should come, when we wish it, when we create it—that 
also will be shown.114

In order to base his argument for socialism upon its ethi
cal necessity, Landauer, like the Kant-oriented revisionists, 
such as Bernstein, sought to undercut Marx’s historical ar
guments by refuting them on their own ground. Unlike the 
revisionists, however, Landauer had no allegiance to Marx
ism whatsoever and he spoke not only of capitalism’s hold
ing power but of the fact that capitalism might never 
collapse. Bernstein still maintained that “capitalism, no 
matter how resilient, could never solve its own prob
lems” ;115 Landauer was “convinced that capitalism, the 
state, and the worker have found remedies with whose help 
capitalism can thwart the prophecy of its destruction.” 118 
First of all there was the fact that increasingly devastating 
economic crises had been averted, and possibly eliminated,
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through the monopolization process which effectively cur
tailed the destructiveness of unlimited competition. Capi
talist entrepreneurs, recognizing the dangers to themselves 
of a totally unregulated battle for the economic survival of 
the fittest, had learned to cooperate, as Landauer put it, 
“against the consumers.” 117 The social policies of the state, 
moreover, had helped to blunt the insecurities felt by the 
industrial worker; paternalism, which was of course par
ticularly strong in Germany, had done its job to increase 
the strength of capitalism and the state and to “weaken the 
revolutionary mood of the masses and the political par
ties.” 118 The number of industrial enterprises and bourgeois 
capitalists had, in fact, not decreased, Landauer continued, 
repeating the familiar revisionist point, but had increased 
with the proliferation of new industries to satisfy new needs 
and with the growth of a new rentier and managerial mid
dle class.119

Far more important than these matters concerning the 
empirical revision of Marx’s Das Kapital was the problem 
of the allegedly progressive nature of capitalism. For Marx, 
who had fully absorbed Hegelian dialectical thought and 
the notion of the “ cunning of reason,” capitalism would 
succumb to its own internal contradictions, most notably 
that represented by the dialectical struggle between private 
ownership and socialized production. For Landauer the real 
danger in the Marxist conception was the view that in the 
socialization of production and the creation of a socialized 
class antithetical to itself—the proletariat—capitalism had 
been developing socialism all along in its own “womb.” Re
fusing to accept the premise of the necessarily progressive 
character of historical development, Landauer insisted that 
both capitalist ownership and capitalist production were 
antithetical to, not historical prerequisites for, socialism.
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The argument, of course, turned upon one’s definition of 
“socialization.” Landauer wrote:

Within capitalism, says Marx, we have arrived at the “cen
tralization of production” and the “socialization of labor” ; 
. . . “cooperation” and the “common possession of the 
earth” are already achievements of the capitalist era. The 
great, huge, almost unending human masses, the proletari- 
anized, have really almost nothing more to do for socialism; 
they only have to wait until it is ready. . . . The form of 
work present in the capitalist enterprise, the factory system 
in which thousands work in a narrow area, the accommoda
tion of the worker to the machine tools and thus the in
creasing division of labor in the production of goods for 
the capitalist world market—this Karl Marx calls coopera
tion, which should be a part of socialism. . . . Marx is 
shown the economic conditions of England in the middle of 
the nineteenth century, with its wasteland of factories, its 
devastation of the land, the uniformity and misery of the 
masses, an economy for the world market instead of for real 
needs, and he finds there socialized production, cooperation, 
and the beginnings of common possession.120

Thus, for Landauer, capitalism could never be regarded 
as historically progressive because he did not regard so
cialism as merely a transfer in ownership of the same mode 
of production operative under industrial capitalism. Private 
proprietorship was not the only problem; it was the whole 
process of industrial centralization which he found to be 
inimical to what he defined as “ socialism” : the abandon
ment of the mass, urban factory and the return to a de
centralized economy based upon an integration of agri
culture and craft industries. In Aufruf zum Sozialismus, 
Landauer attacks Marx for his readiness to accept what 
seem to be the main directions of modern technology.

Landauer’s Aufruf of 1908-1911 was written after a 
decade and a half of steady economic improvement of the
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German working classes, massive trade-union growth, and 
increasing trade-union influence over the SPD. Although 
consistent with his statements of the late 1890s concern
ing the proletariat, Landauer’s argument in Aufruf showed 
an even sharper disillusionment with the industrial work
ing classes. Trade-union reformists had captured the execu
tive of the SPD in the years 1906-1909,121 and it was 
now more evident than ever that the official labor move
ment in Germany was concerned largely with working 
for parliamentary democracy and social reform within 
the context of capitalist development. Outside Germany, 
however, these years fashioned a rather different working- 
class posture. Industrial workers had been in the fore
front of the Revolution of 1905 in Russia, and radical 
anarchosyndicalist tactics were increasingly utilized by 
French and British workers in the years when Landauer 
was working on Aufruf.122 Yet Landauer was so mesmer
ized by the conditions in Germany that he failed to be 
influenced at all by the experience of foreign labor move
ments. Whereas SPD radicals, such as Rosa Luxemburg, 
were inspired by the Russian events of 1905 to launch an 
offensive against the revisionists in the SPD,123 Landauer’s 
Aufruf zum Sozialis?nus exhibited no awareness of events 
outside Germany. Riveted to German experience alone, 
Landauer concluded that the industrial working class, since 
it was directly concerned with the capitalist system by 
laboring in its factories, was incapable of working for so
cialism; participation in the capitalist process, either by the 
entrepreneur or by the worker, serves only to perpetuate 
capitalism. As in his view of political oppression, Landauer 
held that the only way to destroy capitalism was to obviate 
it through withdrawal from capitalist factories and the be
ginning of socialism outside the capitalist system:
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. . . the worker is not part of a revolutionary class, but of 
a crowd of poor wretches who live and must die in capital
ism. . . . All this is necessary under capitalism, so long as 
the worker does not understand that he must exclude himself 
from it. . . . Everything that happens within the context of 
capitalist production leads him deeper and deeper into this 
system, not out of it; . . . in his role as a producer for the 
capitalist world market the worker is engaged in nothing 
but the capitalist process. . . . All that can be seen here is 
that the working class becomes acclimatized to its situation 
and to the general conditions of this society.124

On the basis of German labor history in the decade and 
a half after 1895, Landauer argued that through his trade- 
union activities the industrial worker loses any desire for 
structural change in society: “In their trade unions they 
are organized within capitalism; . . . through its funds 
and the workers’ increased social security, through the im
provement of their circumstances, their standard of living 
is soon cared for and the worst horrors are mitigated, which 
permits the continuation—of what? Of capitalism!” 125 

Landauer refused in these prewar years to recognize the 
possibility of radical industrial working-class organizations. 
The period in which he wrote Aufruf zum Sozialismus, 
1908-1911, was a time when a person preoccupied with 
the current German situation might understandably have 
predicted the increasing domestication of the industrial 
work force under conditions of advanced capitalism; from 
an opponent of historical determinism, however, this was 
a surprisingly dogmatic prediction of the future, especially 
as the years after 1905 saw working-class radicalism in
crease in other European countries. Landauer’s abandon
ment of the cause of the industrial proletariat, and his 
injunction to workers, after 1901, to rejoin the peasant-
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artisan world, did not equip him very well for the period 
of working-class radicalization which preceded and pro
pelled the revolutions of 1918-19.

Socialism, Landauer argued, must be constructed outside 
the existing capitalist process. Marx’s historical analysis of 
capitalism, as well as the parliamentary activities of the 
SPD, Landauer concluded, show only that what the Marx
ists really want is not socialism, but a capitalist economy 
in their own hands, instead of in those of the present ex
ploiters. As Benedikt Friedländer had contended in Lan
dauer’s early anarchist days, Landauer claimed that Marx
ists wanted only to substitute a more efficient and bureau
cratic state capitalism for bourgeois capitalism. The Marxist 
state would merely enhance the most stultifying conditions 
of the contemporary world, that is, economic and political 
centralization and the dominance of great factories and 
massive bureaucracies:

There are now different kinds of centralization: economic 
centralization, . . . technical centralization of enterprise, and 
. . . the centralization of the state, bureaucratism, and the 
military. . . . All these forms of stultifying, odious, ho
mogenizing, narrowing, and oppressing centralism have been 
models for Marxism, have had influence upon its origin, de
velopment, and spread. . . . This kind of socialism does 
grow from the undisturbed further development of capital
ism! . . . The future state of the Marxists: the blooming of 
the tree of state, capitalist and technological centralization. 
. . . The organizational forms of capitalism are good (the 
Marxists say); but they lack order, regimentation, strict cen
tralization. Capitalism and state must come together: then 
there is, we would say, state capitalism; the Marxists would 
say, socialism. . . . From the proletariat of the capitalist 
enterprise emerges the proletariat of the state, and pro
letarianization, if this socialism begins, will proceed as they
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have predicted: extended on an immense scale so that all 
men, without exception, are small economic officials of the 
state.126

Landauer argued that in the process of pursuing means 
incommensurate with ends—either parliamentary activity 
or the attempt to capture the state through political revolu
tion—Marxists will seek to perpetuate the power they have 
gained and the end will come to resemble the means. Lie 
felt that he had learned this crucial fact about Marxism 
from the behavior of the SPD. It was for this reason that 
he said, in 1896, that Social Democracy was the school 
that Germany provided for many of its anarchists. In 1909 
he wrote, concerning the bureaucratic, “political” road to 
socialism: . . we are not going to found a party in 
which what is a mere instrument toward an end becomes 
an end in itself.”  127

Marxists “will not transform the state into socialism,” 
Landauer wrote in an article of 1911 ;  rather, “ the state 
[will] transform these socialists into state worshipers!” 128 
Through its absorption into the parliamentary game, Lan
dauer charged that the SPD had come to feel more and 
more responsible for the state.129 On this basis he correctly 
predicted, in 1911 ,  that the Social Democrats would sup
port the German government if a world war broke out.130 
Support by the SPD for the authoritarian state would not 
be difficult, Landauer further argued; the party is a small
sized despotic, bureaucratic state in itself. “Whoever knows 
the reality of the Social Democratic Party and the central
ized trade unions,” Landauer wrote in the pages of Der 
Sozialist in the same year, “knows that there is no genuine 
democracy in them, only parliamentary demagogy and rule 
by officials.” 131

The historical theory of Marxism, in which socialism
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was reputed to be developing within the capitalist process, 
was according to Landauer a necessary consolation for the 
atrophy of the Marxists’ own powers of construction and 
activity. Of the Social Democrats he wrote in 1913: “The 
inactivity in the camp of these socialists is so great and 
the obstacles to be found are in themselves so powerful 
that a theory must be found, the developmental theory of 
the Marxists, so that . . . they can bear their own pseudo 
life.” 132 As Marx had unmasked the fetishism of commod
ities under capitalism, Landauer argued, in effect, that he 
had unmasked the fetishism of history under Marxism; as 
individual vitality, defined in terms of an immediate be
ginning of social reconstruction, decreases, so the Marxist 
transfers all creativity to impersonal historical laws.

To the follower of Landauer or of Marx, however, the 
other one appears utopian. For a Marxist, Landauer’s flight 
from the struggle for political power and from the urban, 
industrial scene ensured his historical irrelevance.183 For 
Landauer, on the other hand, the Marxist fixation upon the 
necessarily progressive character of historical change merely 
reflected his inability for socialist construction and ren
dered utopian his predictions of postrevolutionary quali
tative change. “ Only the present is real,” Landauer wrote, 
“and what men do not do now, do not begin to do imme
diately, that they will not do in all eternity.” 134 To the 
Marxist position, the ethical vitalist and idealist responds:

. . . the realization of socialism is always possible if a 
sufficient number of people want it. The realization depends 
not on the technological state of things, although socialism 
when realized will of course look differently and develop 
differently according to the state of technics; it depends on 
people and their spirit. . . . Socialism is possible and im
possible at all times; it is possible when the right people are
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there to will it and to do it; it is impossible when people 
either don’t will it or only supposedly will it, but are not 
capable of doing it.135

Marx’s approach was, of course, more historical than 
Landauer’s; the historical revision of Marx’s analysis of 
capitalist development provided Landauer only with a his
torical justification for the flight to ethical idealism: “ So
cialism need not come. . . . But socialism can come and 
should come, when we wish it.” Nevertheless, Landauer’s 
view of Marx was strongly conditioned by the positivistic 
brand of Marxism which was prevalent in his own day, 
especially in the SPD, and this blinded him to certain 
Marxist views which he shared. It is for this reason that 
Landauer neglected the fact that Marx did not turn his 
back upon the tradition of German humanism and ideal
ism which he had absorbed in his youth.136 Although they 
undoubtedly had different tactical approaches, the two 
men shared a similar conception of the necessity of the 
return of joy to human labor, the view of man’s self- 
realization through creative activity. In concert with Marx’s 
view, Landauer emphasized that workers should be con
cerned with transforming the nature of their labor into 
a joyous, creative activity; they should not merely clamor 
for shorter working hours to free them from labor.137 For 
both thinkers the emphasis on creative labor was based 
upon the idealist conception of the externalization of the 
human essence in the objective world.138

Certain similarities aside, however, the fundamental dis
tinction remained: Marx saw sociohistorical transformation 
as the necessary prerequisite for the liberation of the indi
vidual; Landauer insisted that social and historical recon
struction had to be preceded by the rebirth of the indi
vidual in the unregenerated world of the present.139 The
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mystic experience of the existence of community and hu
manity within would provide man with the will for real 
change;, without this spiritual renewal all attempts at social
ist construction would be in vain. “No progress, no tech
nology, no virtuosity will save us,” he wrote, “only out of 
the spirit, out of the depths of our inner need and our inner 
riches will the great change come which we call social
ism.” 140 The desire for a socialist community without had 
to be nurtured through the rebirth of the community 
within.

Anarchosocialist Society
The libertarian socialism of Landauer’s writings of 1908- 

19 11 was conceived with the aid, primarily, of three other 
anarchist thinkers: Proudhon, Kropotkin, and Tolstoi. 
Tolstoi’s pacifism had deeply impressed Landauer in the 
years after 1899 when he was attacking anarchist terrorism. 
As for Kropotkin, although Landauer was familiar with 
some of his writings as early as 1893, he did not fully 
incorporate any of Kropotkin’s ideas into his own think
ing until after 1904 when he translated Mutual Aid. 
Finally, of the French anarchist Proudhon, whose writings 
were translated in almost every issue of the new Sozialist 
after 1909, Landauer wrote in 1910: “Proudhon had 
nothing to do with the origin of my views and tendencies. 
I became acquainted with him after I was finished, and 
was happy, of course, that such a totally different spirit 
had arrived at similar results.” 141 In the writings of these 
years, all the same, Landauer drew upon Proudhonian mu- 
tualist schemes for the formulation of his own doctrine.

Landauer was not a disciple of any of these three figures; 
rather, he selected those details that had the most appeal 
for him. Proudhon’s theoretical approach derived from the
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rationalism of the Enlightenment,142 and Kropotkin at
tempted to develop an empirical, scientific basis for anar
chist ideas,143 but Landauer rooted anarchist belief in his 
mystical, idealist philosophy of the self. Proudhon and 
Kropotkin conceived of sociability and voluntary coopera
tion as scientifically verifiable in the external world; Lan
dauer, breaking, with Tolstoi, from the traditional rational
ist approach of philosophic anarchism, argued in Skepsis 
und Mystik that the libertarian community must first be 
experienced within the recesses of the human interior.144 
Yet, while they differed in philosophic approach from 
Landauer, Proudhon and Kropotkin were nevertheless of 
great value for his socialist writings of 1908-1911.

In line with his earlier work in the building of consumer 
and producer cooperatives, Landauer conceived of social
ism as a system of social relations based upon mutual ex
change of products. As he had argued as early as 1895 in 
the pamphlet Ein Weg zur Befreiung der Arbeiterklasse, 
Landauer held that the organization of consumption, by 
enabling workers to hold down prices while wage increases 
tended only to raise them, would provide workers with 
the economic independence gradually to withdraw from 
the capitalist economy. In the years after 1908 he form
ulated these schemes with the aid of Proudhon’s mutualist 
writings.

Landauer’s interest in Proudhon—whom Landauer once 
called “ the greatest of all socialists” 145—centered on 
Proudhon’s writings during and after the Revolution of 
1848 when Proudhon published a series of very successful 
anarchist periodicals.148 In these journals, the most impor
tant of which was Le Representant du Peuple, Proudhon 
concretized his earlier advocacy of a mutualist-anarchist 
society by developing the idea of a people’s bank which
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would enable independent producers to gain cheap credit 
for the production of goods. Such a bank would facilitate 
the just exchange of products by granting credit notes 
that could be exchanged for consumable products.147 The 
point was to eliminate the usurious credit rates of capitalist 
banks which Proudhon held to be the most pernicious fea
ture of capitalist exploitation. It was not property that 
determined class exploitation, according to Proudhon, but 
rather the interest charged for credit.148

With Landauer’s reliance upon Proudhon in his mature 
writings on the nature of socialist cooperation, a strong 
emphasis was now placed upon problems of money and 
credit. Parallel with the theories of another German Prou- 
dhonian anarchist, Sylvio Gesell, whose free-land and free- 
money ideas have earned him a place in a recent compre
hensive history of völkisch ideology,149 Landauer attacked 
the “ slavery of interest charges” which he and other völ
kisch thinkers held to be at the basis of capitalist exploita
tion. By shifting socialist advocacy away from the attack 
on all forms of private ownership to the question of the 
evils of a parasitical finance capitalism and its multiplication 
of unearned money, Landauer accomplished the same 
avoidance of both capitalism and communism which Prou- 
dhonian anarchism shared with the völkisch tradition in 
Germany.150

Under capitalism, according to Landauer, the original 
function of money is distorted. From an accepted “sign” 
of mutually accepted credit for the purposes of the ex
change of products, money under the capitalist system be
comes “interest-bearing capital . . . which gains products 
of labor and services without having performed any work 
itself” ; from a “relative” position comes “absolute money,” 
and the “exchange of this absolute money, which has
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broken away and been disengaged from the circulation of 
goods, for products means the exchange of nothing for 
something, of work for no work.” 151

Drawing upon Proudhon, Landauer argued that mutual 
credit would provide the basis upon which to build a 
mutualist, exchange economy. For Proudhon, prices in a 
mutualist society would be arrived at through an actual 
higgling of the market”—the “chaffering in the village 
square between the man selling a cow and the man selling 
fodder”—and upon this theory of the just price all pro
duction could be organized “ on a basis of mutuality, when 
producers agree to be consumers of the goods produced 
by each other.” 152 The economic basis of social reciprocity, 
however, would be the organization of consumption and 
credit, facilitated by the exchange bank. As Landauer 
put it:

Carpenter, you have no bread? Of course you can’t go to 
the baker and offer him stools and cupboards he doesn’t need. 
Go to the exchange bank and leave your services, exchanging 
them for all-purpose checks. . . . Do you have no custom
ers? Why not sell your products among all the mutually 
cooperating workers, without the intrusion of an exploiting 
intermediate? 163

Unlike his view in the earlier period of involvement in the 
urban cooperative movement, Landauer’s view of a mu
tualist society was a decidedly antiurban conception after 
the collapse of the first Soziallst in 1900. In his mature 
conception of socialism, Landauer saw the organization of 
workers’ consumption and the resulting increase of credit 
as merely stepping-stones for the purchase of land and lib
eration from the “smoke of the cities.” 154 A  withdrawal 
from the entire urban factory system was needed, along 
with the construction of rural, mutual-aid settlements.155
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In these years Landauer dismissed all methods of accom
modating anarchist doctrine to the urban present, such as 
anarchosyndicalism. His rejection of syndicalist notions 
was based upon his view that mutual exchange was incom
patible with the modern urban and industrial system, so 
incompatible that after the workers had succeeded in seiz
ing factories after a general strike they would proceed to 
engage in production for profit on the world capitalist 
market.156 If a proletarian wants to become part of a co
operative socialist society, he must prepare to abandon the 
big city and begin the reintegration of small-scale industry 
and agriculture in federalized communities on the land.

Landauer’s antiurban celebration of peasant life was di
rectly in line with the tradition of völkisch romanticism in 
Germany. His increasing idealization of peasant life in the 
first decade of the new century brought him also toward 
the kind of anarchist position represented by Proudhon.157 
Landauer’s early impressions of Swabian peasant life paral
lelled Proudhon’s childhood world immediately across the 
French border. After 1903 Landauer lived in the semirural 
Berlin suburb of Hermsdorf and, beginning in 1907, he 
spent all his summers surrounded by peasants in the small 
town of Krumbach in Swabia,158 where Hedwig had been 
born. In one of the pamphlets he wrote for the Socialist 
Bund, a pamphlet entitled Die Siedlung, Landauer wrote:

Society can be capitalist only because the masses are with
out land; . . . the land, from which everything comes, all 
that is reworked by industry, and out of which all our 
means of life come, is a piece of nature like the air we breathe, 
like the life and the warmth without which there is no life.
. . . The uprooted and unsteady proletariat of today need 
land, character, responsibility, nature, and love of labor and 
freedom.159
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Elsewhere Landauer spoke of “ land and spirit”  as the “ solu
tion of socialism” : “The struggle for socialism is a struggle 
for the land; the social question is an agrarian question.” 160 

Landauer was not so much in favor of setting up model 
communities on the land, however, as in reawakening what 
he held to be the dormant memories of communal life which 
still existed among the peasants in the rural Gemeinden. One 
vital link between the future socialism and the peasant past 
were the vestiges of communal life remaining in the rural 
countryside. In Aufruf zum Sozialisums Landauer wrote:

There is so much to which we could add whatever outward 
forms of life still contain living spirit; there are village com
munities with vestiges of ancient communal property, with 
peasants and laborers who remember the original boundaries 
that have been in private possession for centuries, communal 
institutions embracing agricultural work and the handicrafts. 
Peasant blood still runs in the veins of many city proletarians; 
they should learn once again how to listen to it.161

Although a worshiper of the land, Landauer did not envi
sion a purely agricultural livelihood in the rural Gemeinden. 
For the sketch of his ideal community he drew upon Kro
potkin’s Fields, Factories and Workshops, which he had 
translated in 1904, with its practical demonstration of the 
effectiveness of an integration of decentralized industries 
and agricultural production. He insisted that he was not 
opposed to advanced technology as such but rather to its 
previously debilitating effects in the massive centralized 
industrial system of the cities.162 Kropotkin had shown, 
Landauer felt, that it was possible to achieve a balanced and 
integrated economy of agricultural and industrial produc
tion in smaller regional operations where each individual 
would be able to engage in both endeavors. The watchword
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of Kropotkin’s approach was “integration,” the recombin
ing of man’s mental and physical skills:

We proclaim integration; and we maintain that the ideal 
of society—that is, the state to which society is already ap
proaching—is a society of integrated labour; a society where 
each individual is a producer of both manual and intellectual 
work; where each able-bodied human being is a worker, and 
where each worker works both in the field and the industrial 
workshop; where each aggregation of individuals, large 
enough to dispose of a certain variety of natural resources 
—it may be a nation, or rather a region—produces and itself 
consumes most of its own agricultural and manufactured 
produce.163

In the article “Die Siedlung,”  which appeared first in Der 
Sozialist in July 1909, Landauer outlined his conception 
of a rural socialist community based upon the traditional 
village and, drawing heavily upon Kropotkin, characterized 
by the integration of fields, factories, and workshops, of 
peasant, craftworker, and intellectual:

The peasants need men: men who will settle with them, 
who will help them to carry out the intensive cultivation 
of their lands; in the winter months to work together in 
handwork and industries; men who learn practical things 
from them and teach them practical things. . . . Our settle
ment will be finest if it is not traditionless and constructed 
from the thoughts and theories of those outside, but if it 
grows from the connection of the settlers to the existing 
village . . . and seeks to awaken the old, firm, forgotten 
communal institutions to new life. . . .  A socialist village, 
with workshops and village factories, with fields and mead
ows and gardens, with large and small livestock and poultry 
—you proletariat of the big cities, accustom yourself to this 
thought, strange and odd as it may seem at first, for that is 
the only beginning of true socialism, the only one that is
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left us. Socialism is the return to natural labor, to the natural 
union of all activities, to the full exchange of these activities, 
to the community of intellectual and physical, of handicraft 
and agricultural work, the union also of education and work, 
of play and labor.164

A  careful reading of Kropotkin’s seminal work shows, 
however, that Landauer was little concerned with the real 
thrust of Kropotkin’s argument. Although Kropotkin was 
of course interested in improving the aesthetic qualities of 
labor by his schemes of industrial decentralization and the 
diversification of man’s economic activities, his primary aim 
in Fields, Factories and Workshops was the increase of pro
ductivity, especially that of food. His pragmatic concern 
for productivity led, among other things, to the advocacy 
of intensive scientific methods of food production.165 For 
Landauer, however, Kropotkin’s researches were primarily 
useful in terms of demonstrating the plausibility of engaging 
in the kind of economic arrangements which Landauer held 
to be most conducive to the spiritual rebirth of the individ
ual and the community. Here Landauer the idealist diverged 
from Kropotkin the scientist.

As advocates of administrative and political decentraliza
tion, anarchists often emphasize that if communities are to 
be self-governing they must be economically self-sustaining; 
for Kropotkin as for Landauer, one of the primary purposes 
of a reintegrating of industrial and agricultural production 
was to promote the economic independence of local and re
gional communities. Such an arrangement would not mean 
the isolating of each locality, however. Entire regions would 
be made up ,of cooperating local towns and villages which 
would engage in the mutual exchange of products that the 
other might lack. Each locality would be sufficiently
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equipped, however, to free itself from excessive dependence 
upon other communities.166

In line with his concern for decentralization and regional 
independence, Landauer advocated the federal union of 
local communities as the basis of any meaningful unity in 
Germany. When asked to comment, in 1910, on the three- 
class voting system in Prussia, Landauer replied by arguing 
that a centralized system of parliamentary democracy 
would be no improvement over the present system; only an 
electoral structure rooted in a Prussia of federalized Ge- 
meinden would constitute progress toward a free society. 
Decisions affecting all Prussia could be reached through the 
agreements of the various regions and localities, but they 
were decisions that would not be binding on any local com
munity. If there need be any representational or administra
tive apparatus beyond the Gemeinde, Landauer insisted that 
it must be one that is completely dependent upon the local 
unit from which it is derived. 167 For him, mankind “must 
have its kernel and its roots in the unique individual, in the 
couple, in the house, the village, . . .  in the Gemeinde.” 168

In Kropotkin’s socialist scheme— which was the most in
fluential in anarchist circles in the decades following the 
1880s—the means of production were to be owned by “ as
sociations or communes of producers, organized on a vol
untary basis and connected federally, in which each man 
would do whatever work he could and receive from the 
common pool goods sufficient to provide for his needs with
out exchange or money.” 169 Communism would not be in
troduced and controlled from above but would develop on 
the initiative of the cooperative “people.” Proudhon, on the 
other hand, although he favored various forms of economic 
cooperation, was strongly opposed to all forms of coopera
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tive production and communized property. The latter he 
saw as the replacement of private exploitation by public 
tyranny.170

In his views of property Landauer tried to reconcile indi
vidual possession—which, following Proudhon, he strongly 
distinguished from inherited property worked by wage 
laborers—and mutualist cooperation. Unlike Proudhon, 
however, Landauer did not feel that all possessions need be 
in private hands, although he desired that all individuals 
have some possessions of their own. The future Gemeinde, 
he held, should be marked by a “ profusion” of forms of 
possession—individual, communal, and cooperative—with 
the balance periodically worked out by the members of the 
community.

Property is something other than possession; and in the 
future I see private possession, cooperative possession, and 
communal possession in rich profusion; not merely possession 
of the things of immediate use or of the simplest instruments, 
but also the possession, superstitiously feared by so many, of 
means of production of all kinds, of houses, and of land. No 
final precautionary securities should be made for a thousand- 
year Reich, or for eternity, but a great and comprehensive 
equalization [Ausgleichung] should be carried out and the 
will created to bring about new settlements periodically.171

The ideal of a periodic redistribution of possessions was 
meant to ensure that socialism would be something “con
tinually being created,”  not absolute and fixed. All formulas 

r for the eternal elimination of exploitation and injustice 
Landauer branded as chimerical, as absolutes that were no 
more than “words.” 172 Socialism must be an endless restruc
turing of society accomplished by succeeding generations 
in accordance with what is immediately desirable and possi
ble. Much more in line with romantic organismic theory

THE ROMANTIC AS SOCIALIST
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than with the utopianism of Fourier, Saint-Simon, and the 
Marxists, Landauer held that history “knows no absolute 
fulfillment of an ideal” but is a continual process of struggle 
toward a goal that will never be fully realized.173

This was the anarchosocialist society that Landauer envi
sioned in 1908-1911. Its cooperative economic relations 
were defined largely in terms of Proudhon’s conceptions of 
mutual credit and exchange, and the nature of its enterprises 
was based on Kropotkin’s plea for integration of crafts, 
small industry, and agricultural pursuits. With his anarchist 
mentors, Landauer also conceived of socialism in strictly 
decentralized, federalist terms, befitting the anarchist cast of 
his socialist theories. In terms of the problem of property, 
Landauer attempted to combine Proudhon and Kropotkin: 
there would be individual and communal possessions, with 
redistributions to be periodically worked out by the com
munity. Instead of a socialism directed from above, by the 
authoritarian state, Landauer envisioned a community held 
together by mutual cooperation from below.

In what way, however, was this ideal to be realized? How 
was the state to be replaced by a cooperative community of 
self-determining individuals? The answer to this question 
lies in Landauer’s discussion of tactics. $

The Origins of the State and the Question of Tactics
Aside from Bakunin, the major anarchist theoreticians 

and philosophers have not been celebrants of violence. Be
fore Tolstoi, however, and Landauer who followed him, 
anarchist thinkers had not dealt systematically with the 
problem of the effectiveness of political revolution and 
violence as a means of attaining a nonauthoritarian end. 
Neither Proudhon nor Kropotkin provided a systematic 
critique of the problem of political revolutionary means and
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nonviolent, decentralized ends, although, at the end of his 
life, Proudhon wrote bitterly, after having been a lifelong 
worshiper of the French Revolution, that “it is the revolu
tionary struggle that has given us centralization.” 174 

,A t the heart of the matter was the question of the origins 
of political authority. Proudhon’s and Kropotkin’s view of 
the state as an external “usurpation” based upon nothing but 
force175 continued to commit them to the position that revo
lution was capable of finally destroying the state, that pre
revolutionary anarchist beginnings were possible, but not 
absolutely necessary; if all the human potential for an an
archist society exists now and the evils of authoritarian op
pression are seen to originate in political institutions that are 
not derived from existing human failings, then the revolu
tionary overthrow of the state is possible.

As Martin Buber has shown, it was at this point that Lan
dauer made an original contribution to anarchist thought:

. . . there are in Kropotkin’s teaching fundamental elements 
which point to the significance of prerevolutionary structure- 
making . . .  he stresses that the future he wishes to see “is 
already possible, already realizable.” From there it is only a 
step to demanding that an immediate beginning be made with 
the restructuring of society—but that step is decisive. . . . 
Landauer’s step beyond Kropotkin consists primarily in his 
direct insight into the nature of the State. The State is not, 
as Kropotkin thinks, an institution which can be destroyed 
by a revolution. “The State is a condition, a certain relation
ship between human beings, a mode of human behavior; we 
destroy it by contracting other relationships, by behaving 
differently.” (Beginnen, p. 53)176

Deviating from Marx’s socialism, and from the traditional 
anarchist directions, Landauer held that a real anarchistic 
social order had to be begun before any revolution, or else 
revolutions would lead to nothing but increased state
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power and the perpetuation of an authoritarian bureauc
racy. The Revolution of 1848 in France, for example, had 
resulted in the increase of “state tyranny and spiritual 
servitude under Napoleon III” because it had not been 
preceded by the concrete development of a social order 
representing an alternative to capitalism and the state.177

The state, Landauer held, is not an external force that 
operates upon man, but a mere “name for what man al
lows,”  178 an “illusion” or “phantom” (in the terminology 
of Mauthner), or a “ spook” or “ idol”  (following Stirner’s 
terms).179 Here Landauer was in the idealist philosophical 
tradition, relating the seemingly external environment to 
its origin in man’s mental apparatus. Landauer, however, 
followed the voluntarist direction that Fichte, Schopen
hauer, and Nietzsche had stamped upon German idealism. 
All political and social institutions, he held, depend for their 
existence on the decision of the individual’s will to lend 
them support; withdrawal of this voluntarily given support 
can alone bring change.180 Capitalism and the state are 
voluntarily chosen by men because their capacity to live in
dependent, self-determined lives has atrophied.

In developing this voluntarist view of political authori
tarianism Landauer drew, in the years after 1907, upon the 
ideas of the sixteenth-century political theorist fitienne de 
La Boetie. In opposition to the apologists of absolutism of 
his day, La Boetie had argued that the primary source of 
political authority lay not in God or the monarch but in 
the “voluntary servitude” of the masses, a servitude that 
could end only through the decision to withhold support. 
In 1907, in Die Revolution, Landauer wrote of La Boetie:

Where does the tremendous power of the tyrant derive
from? It does not come from external power; . . . no, its
power comes from the voluntary servitude o f  men. . . . But,
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asks La Boetie, what is to be done against the tremendous 
servitude that has come over men? . . . there is nothing 
more than the desire to be free. . . . “Decide to be slaves 
no longer and you are free.” I do not seek to chase the 
tyrant or throw him from his throne; do not support him 
any longer . . . and he will be destroyed. . . .  If one gives 
nothing more to the tyrant and ceases to listen to him, then 
men stand naked without a struggle and without a blow; 
they stand destitute and are nothing, as a root that can find 
no moisture and nourishment becomes a dry, dead piece of 
wood.181

For Landauer the authoritarian state was nothing more 
than an artificial surrogate for verbindender Geist, the spirit 
of community, which had been ossifying since the Middle 
Ages. The voluntary acquiescence in dependent lives con
trolled by parties such as the SPD and states such as the 
German Reich merely reflected the dormancy of the ca
pacity to build without the community that men felt 
within.182

The power of the state would become weaker and weaker 
. . .  if the Volk would begin to constitute itself aside from 
the state. But the Volker have not grasped the fact that the 
state has a task and is an unavoidable necessity until there 
exists that which may replace it: socialist reality. One can 
throw away a chair and destroy a pane of glass; but those are 
idle talkers and credulous idolators of words who regard 
the state as such a thing or as a fetish that one can smash in 
order to destroy it. The state is a condition, a certain rela
tionship among human beings, a mode of behavior between 
men; we destroy it by contracting other relationships, by 
behaving differently toward one another. . . . We are the 
state, and we shall continue to be the state until we have 
created the institutions that form a real community and so
ciety of men.183

Landauer’s theory of authority tended, to some degree, 
to reflect conditions in Germany in the decades before
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World War I. Especially in the years after 1 895, when Ger
man industrialization had begun successfully to emasculate 
oppositional sentiment among the largest section of the 
urban masses, there was more reason for a German anarchist 
to speak of the inertia and the dependence of the masses, 
of their “blind belief in authority,”  than a French or Rus
sian one, such as Proudhon or Kropotkin. In 1898 Landauer 
wrote in the earlier Sozialist that among all the peoples of 
Europe the German is the most obedient of subjects; all of 
us are subjects, he wrote, in willing obedience to our offi
cials, our party leaders, and our king.184 Since libertarian 
currents and movements were particularly weak in Ger
many, it is not surprising that he should have been less of a 
populist than either Proudhon or Kropotkin, or anyone in 
the anarchist tradition, for that matter, and that he should 
have blamed the existence of the state on human passivity 
and dependence, instead of seeing it as an externally im
posed tyranny.

Landauer’s view of authority ruled out appocalyptic 
change and the separation of means and ends which such a 
goal necessitates. This view was represented most forcefully 
in his time by Leo Tolstoi. For Landauer, Tolstoi embodied 
the ideas of Eckhart and La Boetie, the mystical philosophy 
of the indwelling of God and the political philosophy of 
passive resistance to authority.185 In a 1912 essay Landauer 
used Tolstoi to distinguish his own tactics from those of 
Kropotkin and other political revolutionists:

Tolstoi seems to say: You men think too much about the 
environment, the future, and others; you separate means and 
ends too much, as if an end could be gained in this way. You 
think that questionable means are justified by a noble goal. 
For us, however, the moment alone exists; do not sacrifice 
reality to a phantom! If you want the proper life then live it 
now. . . . Tolstoi brings the absolute into life; Kropotkin
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is a positivist and therefore a relativist and allows for the 
revolutionaries, even for violence, if it must be.186

According to Landauer, “no one has hammered into our 
heads with such force and such irrefutable simplicity, once 
and for all, what Tolstoi has finally demonstrated: that the 
goal, powerlessness, is at the same time the means to reach 
that goal, that coercive rule breaks down, and that the tor
ment of injustices expires if subjects cease to practice 
force.”  187 Tolstoi’s importance in the history of anarchism 
was his exemplary consistency, his reasoned refusal to sub
ordinate means to ends. Until April 1919, when, in a mood 
of desperation, he entered a revolutionary government, 
Landauer followed Tolstoi’s consistent anarchist pacifism.

Landauer’s view of authority leads to a crucial question 
about his tactics. For one who was so free from the common 
anarchist naïveté about the “people” as Landauer—a thinker 
for whom the spiritual atrophy of the age included the vol
untary servitude of the “bourgeois, the petit bourgeois and 
the worker, the liberal and the Social Democrat, the com
munist and the individualist anarchist,”  188 and who spoke 
of the “present stupidity and inertia of the masses” 189—how 
was it possible to avoid the conclusion that the masses must 
simply be led, be “ forced to be free” ? The answer, though 
difficult to implement in practice, was at least satisfying in 
theory: Landauer’s mystical belief that humanity is born in 
the soul of the individual and that this birth could take place 
in any individual provided a theoretical solution. As with 
most pacifist theories, this one depended upon the power of 
¡example of the few:

One has always turned to the community, all have done this, 
all have engaged in mass politics as if we had a high and 
noble Volk to which one merely had to speak the truth.
. . . For  the first time, however, the watchword has been
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given: through isolation to community. To the question— 
Where are the human beings who can do no other than 
create the new forms of union among men?—we answer: 
the few are there! . . .  It is only in this way that the whole 
has ever gone into movement.190

Landauer appealed to those few, usually middle-class in
tellectuals, whose willingness to set up cooperative settle
ments on the land would serve as a beginning, as a demon
stration of a movement that would be sure to spread. If 
these few resolve to dissociate themselves from the capitalist 
process and the working of the authoritarian state, then 
they will serve to arouse the masses from their passivity and 
their dependence: “Although we are few, we must begin; 
because we are few, we must begin in a small way. Once we 
have begun, however, we will be able to show all those who 
can see, what socialism, joy, and community really are! 
Then we know: we will soon be many.” 191 The masses 
would not be “forced to be free” ; they would gradually be 
encouraged to be free, not by moral preaching, but by the 
spreading example of an alternative social order, one based 
no longer upon voluntary servitude but upon voluntary 
cooperation.
J n  a letter to Max Nettlau, Landauer complained that 
most anarchists spent all their time “contemplating” their 
enemies and all obstacles to freedom which exist; what is 
needed, Landauer argued, is that we learn to speak a new 
“language: the language of example and of beginning.”  192 
According to Julius Bab, Landauer was thoroughly unlike 
the “wild-eyed fanatic” who sought to remake the world 
overnight, a socialist who was always ready to utilize the 
concrete materials of the past and present if they could be 
directed toward certain definite, and at first very limited, 
goals.193 Although Landauer insisted that we turn our backs
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on the state and the urban factory, he focused upon poten
tially libertarian and cooperative social institutions present 
in contemporary society which might furnish the needed 
structures for the development of real socialist activity. Be
sides the “remnants of old communal possessions in old rural 
villages” across the German countryside, Landauer called 
for the redirection of the German consumer cooperative 
movement away from its recent tendency toward central
izing bureaucracy,194 and for all trade unions to withdraw 
from the capitalist system by operating as organs of a 
self-sufficient economic life for its members, through the 
use of the union funds at their disposal.195 Instead of a nega
tive general strike in which mass work stoppages would 
precede the capture of urban factories, Landauer called for 
an active general strike in which workers would cease to 
labor for the capitalist market and begin producing goods 
for their own use.196

Such suggestions for the utilization of existing social ma
terials in the building of anarchosocialism made up a part 
of what Landauer had called the “language of example and 
of beginning.” Yet Landauer’s primary attention was not 
focused upon existing trade unions and cooperatives, at 
least not urban ones, but upon the immediate beginnings of 
socialist settlements on the land, settlements that would 
draw upon whatever traditional communal patterns of rural 
life were still in existence alongside the present regimen of 
bourgeois, individualized, private property. To implement 
this völkisch socialist philosophy, Landauer had created the 
Socialist Bund, whose unsuccessful career has been exam
ined earlier. In the years 1908-1911 Landauer had combined 
activity for the Bund with the writing of Aufruf zum So
zialismus and numerous articles on socialism. In these years 
he had developed a conception of libertarian socialism
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which included romantic and völkisch elements, such as the 
worship of the medieval past and the rural present. In oppo
sition to Marxian socialism, moreover, he had developed an 
idealist critique of historical materialism. In the years after 
1 9 1 1, however, Landauer’s attention shifted in some degree 
from the socialist question to the national one; with the 
intensification of European tensions in 1911 and the threat 
of a massive war that would embroil the great nations, Lan
dauer’s völkisch socialism developed in new directions.
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5. The Socialist as Romantic

In the years 191 1 - 1918 Landauer’s preoccupations were 
different from those of the preceding decade. Whereas his 
social thought had earlier been marked by a call for co
operative settlements away from the smoke of the cities, 
after 191 x Landauer directed his attention much more to 
the national question, the problem of the relation between 
each Volk and the rest of humanity. The reasons for the 
shift in emphasis are not difficult to find. It was in response 
to the second Moroccan crisis of 1911 ,  with its aftermath in 
Germany and France of intense mutual hostility and na
tionalist frenzy, that Landauer began to develop a humani
tarian and pacifist conception of the nation.

In the three years preceding World War I and in the first 
three years of the war, imperialist and chauvinist sentiment 
was at a height in Germany. To this situation Landauer 
responded as an anarchosocialist, calling for an end to the 
system of states which he regarded as the cause of war; he 
also responded, however, as an heir to the century-old 
völkisch romantic tradition in Germany. In the years after 
1911 Landauer utilized the cosmopolitan, cultural national
ism of the early romantics in Germany against the state 
worship and the xenophobia of later right-wing völkisch 
thinkers. Each Volk, Landauer insisted, is a reflection of 
and a contributor to universal humanity; it is a community 
of peace as distinguished from the state, which is a structure 
of force and violence. Landauer repeated this message over 
and over again in these years: at first, from 1911 to 1915, 
in his private correspondence and in numerous articles for
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Der Sozialist and other journals, and later in the works of 
literary criticism he wrote during the war years. While he 
did not abandon his earlier interest in libertarian cooperative 
communities, Landauer’s volkisch socialism developed after 
191 1 largely in response to the threat, and then to the actual
ity, of a war involving the great nations of Europe. A  neces
sary prelude to an examination of his cosmopolitan national
ism, both in his political commentaries and in his literary 
criticism, is a consideration of his response to the tragic 
events of these years.

World War I: The Response of a Libertarian Romantic
In the years preceding World War I, Germany had been 

led by Wilhelm II and his top policy advisers into a situ
ation long dreaded by Bismarck; after 1905, three of the 
major powers— England, France, and Russia—were allied 
against her and Germany was forced to become danger
ously dependent on the shaky fifth power, the Austro- 
Hungarian monarchy, whose battle with its subject Slavic 
nationalities was bound to result in a war with Russia. The 
carte blanche that Bismarck had never given to the Habs
burg monarchy was given by his less astute successor in the 
years after 1907; this dangerous development, which would 
bring Germany into any war between the Habsburgs and 
the Romanovs, was to a large degree a reflex action of ear
lier blunders by William and his advisers, especially the 
solidifying of the Anglo-French Entente Cordiale after the 
Moroccan affair of 1905.1

Landauer reacted to these developments by focusing 
upon the internal, domestic causes of Germany’s isolation 
from the rest of Europe. In a 1907 article Landauer argued 
that the autocratic, feudal, and militarist condition of Ger
man society was isolating the country from political devel
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opments in the rest of Europe, especially as Russia seemed 
to Landauer at that time to be taking a progressive step 
away from autocracy after the Revolution of 1905. Con
demning a recent unanimous Reichstag resolution against 
moving for disarmament at The Hague peace conference 
of 1907, Landauer charged that Germany’s diplomatic iso
lation was of her own making; the paranoiac state of mind in 
Germany, he added, might well lead to war. The basic 
cause of isolation was not that others sought to encircle her, 
but that Germany seemed peculiarly resistant to calls for 
peace, a resistance that rested, in turn, upon the authori
tarian nature of her political institutions and the “ tutelage” 
and passivity of the masses from which the institutions 
gained their strength.2 In this earliest phase of Landauer’s 
war prophecies, the burden of guilt in his indictment fell 
upon Germany alone, but it was conceived in terms of his 
view of the state as a reflection of the voluntary servitude 
of the masses.

After Landauer’s 1907 article on German foreign policy, 
he dropped such questions and, in the years 1908-1911,  as 
we have seen, concentrated upon his Socialist Bund and the 
development of his anarchosocialist theories. After the sum
mer of 1911 ,  however, Landauer became increasingly con
cerned about the threatening European situation. The sec
ond Moroccan affair and a dangerous turn in German pub
lic opinion brought Landauer to a preoccupation with the 
threat of a European war.

If the first Moroccan crisis of 1905 had done much to iso
late Germany and further divide Europe into two suspicious 
armed camps, then the second Moroccan affair of 1911  made 
a mockery of Landauer’s hopes for international coopera
tion and resulted in increasing pressures for war on both 
sides. “ On 1 July 1911 the cruiser ‘Panther’ sailed into the
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harbor of Agadir to protect German interests in Morocco. 
Under the strange illusion that this show of force would re
sult in a speedy and mutually satisfactory accord with 
France, Germany’s foreign office therewith unleashed a 
diplomatic crisis which solidified the Entente Cordiale, in
creased Germany’s isolation, and strengthened the war par
ties of both France and Germany.” 3 In the second Moroc
can crisis the German foreign ministry engaged in a far 
wider propaganda campaign in the press than it had after 
the crisis of 1905 or after the one following the Austrian 
annexation of Bosnia in 1908.4 It is little wonder that Lan
dauer’s attention was drawn toward the question of nation
hood and humanity after 191 1 ;  never before had chauvinist 
and imperialist sentiment been so widely expressed in Ger
many as in the wake of the second Moroccan affair.5 Such 
sentiments only became more strident with the disappoint
ment over the results of the incident. Instead of “receiving 
the French Congo as the cornerstone of the future, great, 
continuous colonial empire in Africa”— as numerous Ger
man publicists had demanded—“ Germany was fobbed off 
with the meagre strips of land on the Congo and Ubangi.” 6 
Frustrated by these disappointments, pressure groups such 
as the Navy League, the Colonial League, and the Pan- 
German Association fanned public discontent and de
manded increased armaments and imperial expansion.7 Nu
merous imperialist pamphlets poured from the press after 
1911.  In General Frederick von Barnhardi’s Germany and 
the Next War, for example, which appeared early in 1912 
and went through five editions by the end of the year, a 
preventive war against France was urged for the purposes of 
facilitating the acquisition of new colonies and the securing 
of German hegemony in Europe.8

The crisis strengthened the militant anti-imperialist Left
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radicals within the Social Democratic Party; Karl Lieb- 
knecht’s isolated crusade against war was generalized be
yond a small circle of Cassandras prophesying disaster for 
an assault by the SPD Left and left Center against the in
creasingly reformist party executive.9 Agadir also fully 
launched Landauer’s personal campaign against the war 
hawks. In the months following July 1911  Landauer wrote 
numerous articles in Der Sozialist in which he prophesied 
that a European war would soon result if the anxieties of 
the “ armed peace,”  largely created by Germany, con
tinued.10 Later he cited the evidence, presented by Lieb- 
knecht, that the arms industry was of great importance in 
encouraging war through its influence on the government 
and the press.11

In his attack on German policy, however, Landauer did 
not merely blame the industrialists, the military, and the 
autocracy. If the Moroccan crisis did not lead to a war, 
Landauer wrote in September 1911 ,  it was not because the 
masses opposed it and stayed the hand of their govern
ments; earlier fears of war among “ the peoples” had now 
turned into hysteria for war, and “if it had been up to the 
Volker then a European war would have broken out over 
Morocco.” 12 Landauer’s anarchism had never been based 
upon a naive populism. Reflecting in 1913, however, on the 
state of German public opinion, Landauer withdrew his 
earlier judgment and claimed that it was only the political 
immaturity of both German and French peoples which 
made them clamor foolishly for increased armaments out of 
an anxiety for peace.13 All this time Landauer must have 
known, although he did not emphasize, that there was at 
least some link between popular war hysteria and the tre
mendous influence on the press exercised by those who 
imagined that their interests would be advanced by war.
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As a champion of national self-determination for all 
Völker—that is, as a consistent Herderian romantic—Lan
dauer was particularly disgusted by the Austro-German 
alliance, an accord that after 1907 committed Germany to 
any war the Habsburgs might wage against any of the 
emerging nations over which they ruled. “We do not want 
any war!” Landauer wrote in the fall of 1911 .  “Above all, 
we do not want a war for the support of the most ruthless 
and rotten of states, the Habsburg monarchy!” 14 “You 
Germans who shed crocodile tears over the struggle for na
tional liberation of the Boers against the English,” he con
tinued, “why do you not see that the Serbs are in the same 
situation against the Austrians?” 15 In the same vein, Lan
dauer championed the cause of the Albanians, an “inde
pendent” but “suppressed community,”  against the imperial 
domination of the crumbling Ottoman Empire.18

Yet Landauer’s commitment to national self-determina
tion was for him, as for Herder and the early romantics, 
only a first step in the development of a united humanity 
of diversified Völker. The way toward a united Europe lay 
through the prior “ bottom-up” groupings of culturally 
similar nations. In 1912 Landauer called for what he re
garded as the first step toward a potential “united Völker 
of humanity,” a union of Swiss, Belgian, Alsatian, and 
Dutch “nations” as a neutral Völkerbund based on geo
graphical and historical-cultural unities.17 In Landauer’s 
view the way to humanity lay through differentiated na
tionalities whose unity was to be made up of cooperation 
from below, not of imposed centralization from above. In 
May 1912 he wrote in Der Sozialist: “The brotherhood of 
Völker is not something that can come vaguely and all at 
once for the whole of humanity, but something that results 
from the definite conditions . . .  of time, geography, and
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history, a brotherhood that is to be created in a variegated 
and manifold way.”  18

In his Sozialist articles of 191 1 - 1913  Landauer did 
not attack merely the German and the Austrian states. 
In the struggle against war, as so often in the past, he 
saved some of his choicest invectives for the German 
Social Democrats, the party that had used its power in 
the Second International to prevent the adoption of vari
ous motions calling for an international general strike in 
the event of war and had even “pressed for a fuller ac
ceptance of colonialism.” 19 Failing to take sufficient 
account of the differences among the various Marxist par
ties, however, as well as the divisions existing within each, 
Landauer’s attack on SPD policy followed the monolithic 
anti-Marxist stand of his recently published Aufruf zum 
Sozialismus. Arguing that Marxists see national wars in 
terms of the historical-progressive value of destroying out
moded social and political systems, Landauer contended 
that they have no ethical basis upon which to build a cam
paign against militarism.20 In response to a speech by Bebel 
in December 1911 ,  Landauer remarked that it was impossi
ble for Marxists to take a negative view of a massive mili
tary struggle since they regarded a European war as a final 
deathblow to capitalism, a welcome historical occasion for 
the socialist revolution. “ Socialism,” wrote Landauer, “ does 
not come through waiting and an expectation of down
fall.” 21 In 1913 he predicted that “if the regimes should 
come to war, the German Social Democrats will scarcely 
play a larger role than they did in 1870, in spite of their 
many voters. . . . The dear German Volk, as a whole, and 
to be sure with enthusiasm and devotion, will do what the 
officials command.” 22 Here, of course, was a prophetic esti
mate of the Burgfrieden of August 1914 and of the unani
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mous vote of the SPD Reichstag delegation for the war 
credits asked by the government. With all his idealism, there 
was often a shrewdness in Landauer’s political judgments.

If parliamentary socialists were not going to avert a war, 
how was it to be averted? After 1911 ,  in order to prevent 
the fulfillment of his warnings, Landauer advocated the 
political strike tactic developed by the French syndicalist 
Gustave Hervé. A  majority of the French delegation to the 
Stuttgart Congress of the Second International of 1907 had 
supported this tactic; it was debated— but not passed—at 
both this meeting and the one in 1910 at Copenhagen.23 In 
the fall of 1911 ,  immediately after the Agadir crisis, Lan
dauer wrote a pamphlet entitled The Abolition of War 
through the Self-Determination of the Volk in which he 
called for a massive general strike of workers to force the 
government to abandon its present direction toward war. 
Emphasizing that such a political strike must be launched 
immediately and not wait for the outbreak of hostilities, 
Landauer called for grass-roots selection of working-class 
representatives to be sent to local, then regional, conferences, 
and finally to a national workers’ conference to plan the 
strike. The present socialist party and trade-union officials 
must be replaced by delegates who are fully controlled by 
the groups that elect them; decisions should be arrived at 
through federalist cooperation and not imposed by bureau
cratic fiat.24

Combining these libertarian elements with his antipolitical 
cultural nationalism, Landauer argued—rather pathetically, 
given the state of popular sentiment at the time—that the 
“socialist-feeling German worker” will support such an 
antiwar project since he “knows” that governmental strug
gles have nothing to do with the “land, language, and cus
toms” of the nation to which he is tied.25 Such predictions,
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however, were of little more than academic interest after 
December 1 9 1 1. Landauer’s pamphlet was never distributed; 
before the 100,000 copies that had been printed were mailed 
out, the Berlin police confiscated them, aided in their seizure 
by the release of a copy by a police agent working on Der 
Sozialist.2e Later, in the courts, the confiscation was de
fended on the basis of a statute against the spreading of 
writings that call for disobedience to the law.27 Landauer’s 
Tolstoian attempt to bring about a mass disaffiliation of 
workers from the war economy and the state had been 
nipped in the bud. If the pamphlet had not been confiscated, 
however, it would, no doubt, have fallen upon deaf ears; 
Landauer’s attempt to prevent the war, as well as so many 
other of his political activities, was carried out in isolation 
from any real mass base.

In August 1914 the European war, long dreaded by Lan
dauer, erupted. The division of Europe into two armed 
camps had brought about the immediate generalization of a 
local conflict between the Habsburg monarchy and Serbian 
nationalism. Besides a small number of pacifist intellectuals 
such as Hermann Hesse, Martin Buber, Gustav Landauer, 
and the professors who later formed the Bund Neues Vater- 
land in 1915 to work for a compromise peace, as well as a 
few Marxist revolutionaries such as Rosa Luxemburg and 
Karl Liebknecht, the war was met in Germany with high 
enthusiasm and often exaltation, offering, ironically enough, 
a kind of release from the tension of the preceding years.28 
SPD members, of course, outside the right-wing group of 
imperialists, did not greet the war with enthusiasm; yet 
almost all of them rallied to what they regarded as the de
fense of the fatherland against the czarist oppressor. Such 
motivation for national defense tended to diminish as they 
became aware that much of Germany’s struggle was against
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the Western democracies and, after the overthrow of Rus
sian czarism in March 1917, even the Majority Socialists 
were moved to support a Reichstag peace resolution.

For the first two years of the war the so-called Burg- 
frieden reigned. Domestic political struggle was voluntarily 
suspended by the various parties, while all military and 
political authority was abdicated to the army and the gov
ernment. In addition the trade unions called off all strikes so 
as not to cripple the war effort.29 The overwhelming major
ity of German writers and academic intellectuals did not 
merely participate in the Burgfrieden, but were among 
those groups that were most enthusiastic about the war, 
feeling, as Friedrich Meinecke recollected, that the collec
tive exaltation of August 1914 promised a “spiritual renova
tion of our state and culture.” 30 As Fritz Stern has written, 
the “spontaneous experience of unity found intellectual 
embodiment in the ‘ideas of 1914,’ in the wartime literature 
in which some of the best German minds sought to prove 
Germany’s cultural apartness from, and superiority to, the 
West. Those were the years in which Ernst Troeltsch and 
Thomas Mann, among many others, grappled with the 
antithesis of German Kultur and Western Zivilisation and 
in which lesser minds simply polemicized against the 
West.”  31 Most intellectuals in Germany regarded the war, 
as Mann did in his Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen 
(1917),  as a defense of German Kultur and idealism against 
the shallow commercialism and materialism of England and 
France.32

Landauer was one of the few German writers who op
posed the war, from the first, on moral grounds.33 He 
reacted to it both as an anarchist and as a cosmopolitan, 
cultural nationalist. Immediately after the assassination of 
Archduke Francis Ferdinand in late June 1914, Landauer
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wrote that if war soon comes, as is likely, it will be the 
product, not of one state such as Germany—here Landauer 
altered his earlier emphasis upon Germany’s prime responsi
bility—but of the entire system of states. With Tolstoi, to 
whom he referred specifically, Landauer argued that there 
can never be lasting peace between states: “ It is the mistake 
of all peace movements not to see with Tolstoi that the 
struggle against war is a struggle against the state; whoever 
gets involved in politics of the state, even from the stand
point of revolution, is a party to the war.” 34 Two years 
before the war, in 1912, he had written in much the same 
vein:

War is an act of power, of murder, of robbery; . . .  it is 
the sharpest and clearest life expression of the state. It is a 
dangerous self-deception to protest against the horror of 
war of a definite state in the name of national sympathies 
or the economic interests of one or another Volk. . . . War 
and its horror do not depend on the characteristics of some 
nation, but rather on the entire situation and on the power 
of states.35

While most anarchists agreed with his view of the Euro
pean war, Landauer was distressed to find that one of his 
great teachers, Kropotkin, had deviated so far from the 
anarchist position, because of his hatred of Germany and his 
admiration for “progressive” England and France, as to 
side with the Entente.36 Kropotkin did not see, according 
to Landauer, that war could never help, and could only 
hurt, the libertarian revolution.37 Yet Landauer’s view of the 
war was not entirely compatible with that of most an
archists. As we have seen, Landauer regarded state power 
as the result of the voluntary servitude of the masses. For 
this reason he placed much more emphasis than other an
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archists did on the submission of the public, its chosen 
involvement in the bloodbath.38

As a völkisch libertarian and German cultural nationalist, 
Landauer regarded the war not only as a crime against hu
manity but as a crime against the various Völker which 
reflected mankind in their unique ways. The crucial point to 
be driven home to the public of the different nations, Lan
dauer wrote in 1915, is that only “ states are natural enemies, 
but the nations are not.” 39 Whereas war propagandists and 
chauvinist intellectuals utilized the romantic conception of 
cultural uniqueness in conjunction with later social Dar
winist views of the necessity of conflict and struggle be
tween nations, Landauer emphasized that “ differentiation” 
and “opposition” should not be confused; the essence of 
every “unique” nation is the peculiar contribution it can 
make to a peaceful mankind.40 Late in 1914 Landauer wrote 
to Fritz Mauthner, who had begun to side with the German 
armies: “ I know myself to be wholly German and yet I do 
not have the slightest feeling of association with the policies 
and actions of the German Reich.”  German identity need 
not vitiate one’s commitment to humanity, Landauer de
clared; “ I sympathize with foreign nations as much as I do 
with the Germans.” 41

In the months after the outbreak of the war Landauer at
tacked the war enthusiasm of the German intellectual com
munity in the name of the völkisch romantic tradition. The 
idealist and romantic traditions had been utilized for the 
purpose of defending German imperial expansion as a 
spreading of Kultur, but Landauer countered such uses by 
quoting Herder against his right-wing distorters: “Why 
must Völker fight each other and disturb their peace?”  Lan
dauer quoted from Herder’s Briefe zur Beförderung der
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Humanität-. “ . . . it is said that this is done for the sake of 
the continually growing Kultur; but history tells us a differ
ent story! . . . Livonians and Estonians now curse their 
oppressors, the Germans. . . . Kultur has not been brought 
to them; only the kernel of their own Kultur was de
stroyed.” 42

Closely watched by the authorities after August 1914, 
Der Sozialist found a ready form of opposition to the war 
in the writings of the very fathers of German nationalism 
lauded by the academic war hawks. Late in 1914 Landauer 
reproduced selections from the writings of Fichte, Herder, 
and other early romantic cosmopolitan nationalists in Der 
Sozialist. His purpose was to demonstrate how the proper 
view of the German nation was one that recognized its 
roots in, and its duty toward, a mankind of autonomous, 
self-determining Völker. Whereas chauvinist intellectuals 
merely follow and sanctify government orders, Landauer 
wrote in Der Sozialist in October, the intellectual defenders 
of the German resistance to Napoleon sought to “ create” a 
nation.43 Landauer, of course, knew that it was not only 
German intellectuals who were narrow chauvinists and war 
propagandists. In December he translated extracts from 
Romain Rolland’s writings condemning the war and its in
tellectual defenders: Hauptmann and Lamprecht (the Ger
mans), DAnnunzio (the Italian), Bergson (the French
man) , and others.44

Translating Rolland and reproducing the humanitarian 
sentiments of Herder must have been comforting for Lan
dauer during the first year of the war. He was now experi
encing the deepest sense of isolation in his life, as friend 
after friend, first the poet Richard Dehmel, then Fritz 
Mauthner, chose to support the policies of the Reich.45 As 
his bitterness increased, he became petulant and brusque
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with those who did not share his views of the wan He de
fined his position rigorously and was often wounded and 
pained by the apostasy of friends whom he had trusted.48 A 
good example was Landauer’s participation in a discussion 
circle that had met in Potsdam in June 1914, just before the 
outbreak of war. Conceived as a small attempt to further in
ternational cooperation, the group of eight was made up of 
German, French, and Dutch intellectuals, included Buber 
and Theodor Daubler, and was soon to be joined by Romain 
Rolland.47 The person who seems to have initiated the circle 
was the Dutch literary critic and pacifist, Frederik van 
Eeden. In his diary van Eeden described the group’s meet
ing in June 1914 as warm, inspiring, and intense.48

With the outbreak of war, however, the group not only 
was prevented from meeting, but found it difficult to com
municate by mail, as disagreements over the war increased. 
At the same time as a number of non-German intellectuals 
began to side with the Allies, two German writers, Erich 
Gutkind and Florens Christian Rang, interpreted the war 
as a fight for German spiritual values against French and 
English commercialism.49 Landauer reacted bitterly to such 
spurious idealizations of the slaughter. While van Eeden and 
Buber attempted to patch up the quarrels, Landauer wrote 
to the Dutch pacifist that he could not participate in any 
group with men like Rang and Gutkind; as a German, Lan
dauer commented, he could not view them with the same 
serenity as van Eeden did.50 Since it was clear that no one 
would be expelled from the circle, even though the original 
purpose of the group had been subverted, Landauer wrote 
to Buber as early as October 1914 that he could no longer 
participate. He was particularly incensed, he told Buber, by 
Gutkind’s assimilation of a war between states to an alleged 
battle between spiritually opposed Volker.51 He continued
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to exchange letters with the pacifists in the circle for a num
ber of months, but in August 1915 he more or less formally 
took his leave from the group.52 With the exception of his 
old friend, Fritz Mauthner, whose relationship with Lan
dauer remained warm although strained by the former’s 
chauvinism,53 Landauer found it extremely difficult to asso
ciate with those he regarded as political opponents.

At one point the war even brought Landauer into con
flict with his closest political ally, Martin Buber. Both were 
libertarian socialists, völkisch communitarians, and strong 
opponents of the war. But Landauer’s critical eye had been 
sharpened as never before by the events since 1914. In 1916 
he attacked Buber for implicitly defending a German mis
sion in the war in one of his articles for his journal, Der 
Jude. In the piece, entitled “The Spirit of the Orient and of 
Judaism,” Bober had argued that Germany is unique in the 
West in being able to save the oriental spirit from extinction 
in the world, owing to its close relationship with Jewry, an 
oriental Volk.5\In  a letter to Buber of May 1916 Landauer 
attacked this position. He contended that to defend the 
German spirit at this time as in any way superior to that of 
other European nations, without at the very least differenti
ating it from the imperialist policies of the German Reich, 
was to indulge in the war propaganda of state officials. If 
anything, Landauer continued, it might well be argued that 
the Russian spirit is closer to Judaism; Germany, he alleged, 
had produced Jewish socialists such as Marx and Lassalle 
who were ready to eliminate all traces of the Jewish heri
tage. Buber’s position, Landauer concluded, was “very pain
ful, offensive, and almost inconceivable to me.” 55 Buber 
quickly replied. Denying that he had defended the German 
war policies, he claimed that Landauer had read his article 
“with the eyes of a fanatic” and had imposed a political
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meaning that was foreign to it.56 Landauer, in turn, con
cluded the exchange by saying that Buber, whether he 
wanted to or not, had played into the hands of the imperial
ists, although he saw Buber’s position as an unfortunate 
effect of the agony of the war.57

Landauer’s pugnacious independence went so far during 
the war that he refused a request by Erich Miihsam to sign 
a protest letter against the arrest of Karl Liebknecht in the 
spring of 1916. In his reply to Miihsam’s invitation Lan
dauer wrote that he would not sign a letter in conjunction 
with leading members of the official socialist party and espe
cially not with the SPD radicals. Landauer called the radi
cals the “ stupidest” group of all in their efforts to turn the 
war into a revolutionary overthrow of the government 
without a prior beginning of socialist construction.58 In the 
specious reasoning of Landauer’s reply there appeared the 
resentment of one who had been forced out of congresses of 
the Second International and had long attacked Marxist so
cialism, but also exhibited was the commitment to a pristine 
independence which had long marked Landauer’s political 
activities. “ It has always been difficult for me,” Landauer 
wrote to Miihsam, “to adopt others’ plans and to carry them 
through. . . .  I want to remain pure for future tasks. . . . 
I do not want to go into the circle of such people as Gerlach, 
Haase, and Bernstein . . . where I must bend down and 
conform. . . .  It suits me to hold myself actionless now and 
to do as an individual whatever can be done.” 59

It was usually “as an individual” that Landauer articulated 
his protest against the war. Resisting participation in the 
overt political acts of the antiwar movement within the 
SPD, the groups that were to form the USPD in 1917, Lan
dauer gave veiled expression to his political sentiments in 
the literary lectures he delivered in Berlin in 1916 and 1917.
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Der Sozialist had been forced to cease publication in April 
1915—the immediate cause was the drafting of the printer60 
—and the lectern was Landauer’s only platform from which 
to express his views publicly. In 1916 and 1917 he presented 
lectures on Goethe, Hölderlin, and Georg Kaiser in which 
he sharply distinguished German cultural contributions to 
mankind from its political dealings with other nations.61 In 
opposition to the xenophobic defenders of Germany’s cul
tural uniqueness and its war for Kultur against nations of 
both East and West, Landauer focused upon the Humani
tätsideal of German literature, tracing its development from 
Goethe’s Iphigenia through Hölderlin’s poetry to Kaiser’s 
contemporary pacifist drama, Die Bürger von Calais; the 
great German cultural contributions to humanity consti
tuted “Ein Weg deutschen Geistes,” Landauer emphasized, 
making it clear how he interpreted the political relevance 
of German Kultur. In a series of lectures on Shakespeare, 
on the other hand, Landauer emphasized the conflict be
tween man’s ethical and intellectual development and his 
destruction by such lower drives as power and ambition.62 
For Landauer, national Geist and Kultur, far from being 
advanced by the military exploits of states, were jeopardized 
by such authoritarian power plays. His German nationalism 
was pacifist, antiauthoritarian, and cosmopolitan and was of 
the purely cultural variety.

Never relishing his own isolation—although insisting 
upon personal self-determination— Landauer was very 
happy to cooperate with the few individuals he could find 
during the war who shared his views. He was an endorser, 
though not an active member, of the Bund Neues Vater
land, a left-leaning pacifist organization formed in 1915 by a 
number of intellectuals in an effort to coordinate activities 
for an immediate compromise peace. Numbering among its
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members outstanding antimilitarists such as the Munich pro
fessor Friedrich Wilhelm Foerster, the historian Ludwig 
Quidde, and Albert Einstein, the Bund was an organization 
whose activities were drastically curtailed by the military 
authorities.63

Although Landauer endorsed the liberal, pacifist Bund 
Neues Vaterland, in later 1915 and early 1916 he was far 
more actively involved with another group: a discussion 
circle that had been set up in a settlement house in Berlin 
by a pacifist university student by the name of Ernst Joël. 
It was the one group in which Landauer fully participated 
during the war years. Largely occupied with a radical jour
nal entitled Der Aufbruch (published by Eugen Diedrichs 
Verlag, the source of many völkisch publications),64 the 
circle brought together important figures from two cultural 
movements whose social views were very close to Lan
dauer’s: literary expressionism and left-wing sections of the 
German youth movement. The Aufbruchkreis included the 
writers Kurt Hiller and Rudolf Leonhard, both of whom 
were founders of the activist wing of the expressionist 
movement.65 Joël, on the other hand, had been prominent 
since 1913 in the attempt to turn the Wandervogel in a 
socialist direction.66 Another member was one of the leading 
intellectuals connected with the youth movement as a 
whole: Hans Blüher, the historian of the Wandervogel, 
whose völkisch concept of a communitarian Bund closely 
resembled Landauer’s. On the periphery of the group was a 
third figure connected with Joël and Blüher, Gustav Wyne- 
ken, a libertarian educational theorist who had taught in the 
experimental völkisch school of Hermann Lietz.67 Wyne- 
ken’s fame rested on his powerful speech at the “ Hohe 
Meissner” gathering of Wandervogel groups in 1913, in 
which he called on the youth movement to turn its back on
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narrow chauvinism, delete all traces of anti-Semitism, and 
embrace the humanity celebrated by the German roman
tics.88 Wyneken had become interested in the Wandervogel 
through Bliiher’s writings.89 He had also worked with and 
exercised a major influence on Joel’s prewar radical publi
cation Der Anfang, with its advocacy of a libertarian and 
socialist “youth culture.” 70 Here was a circle in which Lan
dauer could heartily participate; not only was the group 
occupied with publishing antiwar articles in Der Aufbruch 
(because of these articles the journal was banned by the 
authorities after four issues) ,71 but it seems to have shared 
many of Landauer’s left-wing communitarian perspectives.

Since Landauer’s participation in the Aufbruchkreis high
lights his relation to the German cultural scene in these 
years, it is worth digressing a moment from the immediate 
subject of the war. In a sense the Aufbruchkreis serves as 
an interesting example of the ideological fluidity of this 
period in German culture. Although it helped to encourage 
the growth of more left-wing groups in the youth move
ment,72 its impact was not substantial. There were only 450 
subscribers to the journal.73 At the same time it reflected a 
number of crosscurrents which seem to have frequently 
overlapped and combined within Landauer’s social world. 
Landauer wrote articles outlining both his anarchist view 
of communitarian colonies and his humanitarian view of na
tionalism.74 Other pieces in Der Aufbruch included Joel’s 
and Hiller’s attacks on German militarism; translations o f 
Whitman and Fichte; Hans Bliiher’s provocative view of an 
organic socialist community bound together by male libidi- 
nal ties; and Joel’s call for a libertarian educational system 
to give expression to socially conscious “bourgeois 
youth.”  75 In the discussion circle itself a number of differ
ent “ free university” projects were debated, including those
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of Joel, Wyneken, Rudolf Leonhard, and Martin Buber.78 
Although Landauer did not always approve of the views of 
all the others in the group—he objected particularly to 
Blüher’s disparaging view of women and to Hiller’s ten
dency toward intellectual elitism—the association of these 
various intellectuals is of importance in itself. Landauer 
participated in the circle with “hearty joy in true comrade
ship,” as he wrote to Rudolf Leonhard in October 1915.77 
His connection with these students and intellectuals seems 
to have been the one cheering experience of the war years. 
Here opposition to the policies of the Reich was combined 
with many of the social views that he himself had cham
pioned for years. In December 1915 Bliiher suggested to 
I .andauer that they combine with Wyneken and Hiller to 
edit a Kampfschrift.78 Had it materialized it would have 
provided an even more explicit conjunction of völkisch and 
socialist crosscurrents than that represented by Der Auf
bruch.

Landauer’s participation in the Aufbruchkreis does not, 
however, exhaust his connections with the expressionist and 
Wandervogel movements in these years. With regard to the 
latter it should not be overlooked that there were important 
Jewish, Zionist, and socialist groups within the youth move
ment, altogether numbering about 25,000 members in 1914. 
To a greater or lesser degree such groups represented a kind 
of bourgeois communitarian socialism similar to Lan
dauer’s.79 An even closer connection with Landauer’s ideas 
was exhibited by the Hashomer Hatzair youth movement, 
centered in Vienna at this time. Today in Israel seventy- 
five kibbutzim owe their existence to it. Combining Zionist 
with communitarian socialist ideas, and expressing itself in 
the quasi-religious language of ethical idealism, the Ha
shomer movement was deeply influenced in the period
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1913-1920 by the work of Bliiher and Wyneken, as well 
as of Buber and Landauer.80

The question of the relation between the Wandervogel 
and the expressionist movement in the arts is an involved 
one and need not be discussed at any length here. There is 
a parallel, however, to be drawn between much of the 
thrust of the youth movement and the important utopian 
and communitarian phase of expressionism in the years 
1917-1919.  In these years many expressionists attempted to 
submerge their feelings of isolation and rootlessness and, in 
anticipation of a postwar revolutionary upheaval in Ger
many, directed their art toward the creation of a new free 
cultic community. Envisioning this community as the out
growth of a spiritual transformation within the individual,, 
such writers as Kaiser and Toller also called for a new hu
manity which would break from the debilitating industrial 
and urban present and return to its natural roots.81

The similarity between all this ferment and Landauer’s 
social thought does not need to be emphasized. During this 
period, moreover, Landauer was directly associated with a 
number of the most important expressionists. W e have 
noted his relations with Kurt Hiller, for example, who later 
was to credit Landauer with directly influencing the politi
cal activism of his group of expressionists.82 Landauer was 
in touch with another activist, Ludwig Rubiner, the editor 
of the Zeit-Echo literary journal.83 In 1919 Landauer’s wife, 
Hedwig, was to publish some poems in Rubiner’s collection, 
Kameraden der Menschheit,8i one of the most significant 
documents of utopian expressionism. In addition. Landauer 
was to be a political ally of Ernst Toller during the Bavarian 
Revolution of 1918-1919;  the two were friends in the last 
year of the war.85

Landauer’s most important relationship, however, was
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with the outstanding expressionist playwright Georg Kaiser. 
After reading Landauer’s Ein Weg deutschen Geistes, 
Kaiser wrote to him in March 1916 that he alone had fully 
understood Die Bürger von Calais.86 In the next two years 
monthly letters were exchanged, largely concerning Kaiser’s 
new dramatic works. In these letters Kaiser often showed 
deep concern for Landauer’s critical judgment, and by late 
1917 the playwright was asking Landauer to look at his 
dramas in manuscript and began visiting him in his new 
home in Krumbach, Bavaria.87 Landauer wrote at this time 
to a director of the Neue Freie Volksbühne that Kaiser was 
the only great dramatist then working in Germany and that 
the theater organization should “move heaven and hell in 
order to perform his work.” 88 Landauer’s greatest enthu
siasm, however, was saved for Gas, today Kaiser’s most 
famous play, which was written in early 1918. Here Kaiser’s 
work moved very close indeed to Landauer’s social views; 
the anti-industrial communitarianism of the play, and espe
cially its call for a socialist community based upon the Sied
lung, were taken by Landauer as a reflection of his own 
influence upon the expressionist.89 Kaiser, in addition, had 
hinted at this fact in one of his letters.90 Gas actually marked 
the highpoint of the messianic phase of expressionism, a 
mood with which Landauer was very much in step.

The environment within which this mood developed was 
that of the last two years of the war. Events of the first half 
of 1917—the overthrow of the czarist autocracy in Russia 
and the American entrance into the war in the name of 
“peace without victory”—alleviated some of Landauer’s 
earlier despair. Although he was mainly concerned with 
conditions in Germany, Landauer had written a letter to 
Wilson late in 1916—it was probably intercepted by the 
authorities—in which he laid the primary responsibility for
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the war on the armaments race begun by Germany and 
called for Wilson’s sponsorship of an international congress 
of states which would have jurisdiction over armaments, 
naively concluding that such a plan could be enforced 
through the moral pressure of peoples freed from the 
tutelage of the era of secret diplomacy.91 In March 1917, 
without explicitly endorsing the Allied cause, Landauer 
implied such an endorsement when reacting very positively 
to Wilson’s statement of American war aims, the postwar 
erection of a league of nations to prevent future wars, an 
aim that would not be implemented in the event of a Ger
man victory.92 Wilson seems to have been the first statesman 
in whom Landauer placed any trust.

Toward the other great aspirant for the allegiance of 
world pacifist sentiment in 1917, Lenin, Landauer did not 
show the same trust. Whereas the overthrow of the autoc
racy in Russia had been greeted with enthusiasm by Lan
dauer, as well as by all others on the European Left, he was 
at best unimpressed by the Bolshevik victory of October 
1917. At the end of the following year, in his first mention 
of this world-shaking event, Landauer wrote that the Bol
sheviks are “working for a military regime which will be 
much more horrible than anything the world has ever seen. 
Rather Napoleon than the dictatorship of the armed prole
tariat!” 93 With such a revolution occurring in Russia, one 
universally condemned by anarchists, Landauer turned his 
attention back to Germany by late 1917, hoping to see a 
very different kind of social transformation there.

By early 1918, when American troops arrived in Europe 
and Russia left the war after Brest-Litovsk, the German 
Burgfrieden had long since disintegrated. A  Reichstag coali
tion of Social Democrats, Progressives, and the Center had 
existed since July 1917, countering the demand of big in-
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dustrialists and the Prussian nobility for a victorious peace 
with their own demand for a negotiated peace without an
nexations and the introduction of parliamentary govern
ment in Germany.94 The annexationist peace of Brest- 
Litovsk in January 1918, however, revealed the weakness 
of the peace parties. In the same month massive working- 
class strikes broke out in Germany; directed against the war 
and the military government, these strikes have been called 
a “dress rehearsal for the November Revolution.”  95

Because of growing dissatisfaction with a long, brutal war 
and hopes for a new kind of postwar society, Landauer 
began to find a larger audience for his views. Publishers be
came very interested in his work and by December 1917, 
after receiving many requests for copies of his fundamental 
statement of social philosophy, Aufruf zum Sozialismus, 
Landauer started planning a new edition of the book. The 
last two years of his life marked Landauer’s emergence into 
the public eye in Germany, at least among the reading 
public. Late in 1917 he wrote:

It is not my fault that before the outbreak of the war my 
socialist publications had almost the character of private 
printings; I had stood up a little too early. In the course of 
these war years . . . things have changed; the seekers have 
found me. It is not a question of coming toward the public 
as a new figure, now in almost my fiftieth year, but of mak
ing my previously hidden work public through new, firm 
activity.98

With the emergence of mass pacifist and revolutionary 
sentiment in Germany early in 1918, and with his increasing 
eminence, Landauer could look forward to a more prom
ising future in the months and years ahead. In the midst of 
this period of growing confidence, however, the greatest 
tragedy of Landauer’s life occurred. In February, nine
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months after he and his wife had moved from Berlin to the 
small Swabian town of Krumbach, where she had been 
born, Hedwig became a victim of the influenza epidemic 
and died.97 According to Hans Bliiher, who visited him 
soon after, Landauer’s first reaction to this tragedy was to 
contemplate suicide; he was a “broken man.” After sitting 
at his wife’s bedside for days, however, he resolved to go 
on living both for the sake of their children and because 
he was convinced that he would be of use in the coming 
“ erection of a ‘new Germany’ on an anarchosocialist basis” 
for which he had always worked with his wife.98 Yet any 
reader of Landauer’s collected letters must note that Lan
dauer never fully recovered from Hedwig’s death; an earlier 
stability and strength were now often missing from his per
sonality. We shall see what effect this change had in the 
difficult days of the Munich Revolution.

Landauer sat out the rest of the war in Krumbach, unable 
or unwilling to join in any overt political activities against 
the war. He was “reserving his strength,” he told the visit
ing Ernst Toller, for the time when the imminent collapse 
of the monarchy occurred. With strikes revealing the deep 
rift in German society, destroying the short-lived facade of 
a monolithic Germany, Landauer expected a social revolu
tion to come within a matter of months. The working 
classes, for Landauer dormant, passive, and malleable since 
the economic upswing after 1895, had begun to show signs 
of life; when the community showed signs of life, the 
volkisch libertarian had written, the death knell of the state 
would be sounded. In the spring of 1918 Toller asked Lan
dauer why he was not then participating in any political 
efforts against the war. Landauer answered: “All my life I 
have worked for the downfall of this social system, this 
society founded on lies and betrayals, on the beggaring and
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suppression of human beings; and I know that this down
fall is imminent—perhaps tomorrow, perhaps in a year’s 
time. And I have the right to reserve my strength until 
that moment. When the hour strikes I shall be there and 
ready.” 99

With the coming of the November Revolution of 1918, 
Landauer was to emerge from the near total isolation that 
had marked his political life for two decades. In chapter 6 
I examine his involvement in that revolution and his return, 
once again, to the problem of implementing an anarcho- 
socialist theory in modern Germany. The preceding seven 
years, 191 1 -1918,  had seen a shift of focus away from that 
primary concern and the development of certain new di
mensions of his völkisch socialism. It was not World War I 
that caused this shift to a new concern for a humanity- 
oriented cultural nationalism and a stress upon the unique 
value of each Volk in the human community; August 1914 
had, for Landauer, been merely the culmination of three 
years of war hysteria and unparalleled militaristic and chau
vinist sentiment in Germany. His intellectual response to the 
pervasive belligerence and chauvinism of the German public 
in the years 1912-1918 was based upon the same romantic 
tradition arrogated by authoritarian völkisch spokesmen on 
the Right.

Community, Nation, and Humanity
In the years after 1911 ,  in response to the increase of mili

taristic nationalism in Germany, Landauer wedded his liber
tarian socialism to a humanitarian conception of the nation. 
As a pacifist and an anarchist Landauer conceived of the 
nation as a peaceful community. In the fall of 1912 he 
wrote: “Every nation is anarchistic, that is, without force; 
the conceptions of nation and force are completely irrecon
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cilable.” 100 The nation, moreover, which was to be sharply 
distinguished from the authoritarian state,101 was the form 
through which each individual was tied to the rest of hu
manity. “The goal of humanity,” Landauer wrote to Julius 
Bab in 1913, “ is the outer structure for which we strive; the 
way toward this goal, however, does not lead merely from 
our own humanity, but above all through our differentiated 
nationality.” 102 It should be clear from this comment that 
Landauer’s “nationalism” was not a rejection of socialist uni- 
versalism; unlike most völkisch thinkers of the late nine
teenth and early twentieth centuries, especially those on 
the Right, Landauer kept his romantic nationalism con
sistent with the cosmopolitan framework of the early ro
mantics.

A  short summary of the historical development of the 
German word “ Volk” may be useful at this point. In the 
late medieval and early modern period the word denoted a 
band of warriors; later it came to mean the servants of a 
prince. In the course of the eighteenth century “ Volk” 
gradually acquired the sense of the English expression, “ the 
common people” ; interestingly enough, however, it first 
gained this meaning through a pejorative contrast with the 
educated and the aristocratic. It was the two early romantic 
figures, Justus Möser and especially Johann Gottfried Her
der, who in the last decades of the century accepted this 
meaning, but they placed a new positive construction upon 
it. Whereas Möser saw in peasant proprietorship the basis 
of a true “people” or “Volk,” and not the officials and 
scholars of the court, Herder celebrated the creative genius 
of primitive and poor Völker and upheld their superiority 
to the cultural life of the social elites. “Nationalism,”  a word 
already used in Herder’s writings, was conceived of as a 
defense of a pluralistic humanity of unique Völker; each
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Volk, moreover, was based upon the peasant-craftsman 
community.103

In the early nineteenth century the nobleman Achim von 
Arnim was to attempt to bridge the gap between populist 
and elitist concepts of the nation and to define “Volk” in 
terms of a union of educated intellectuals and the simple 
poor,104 a version that was very close to Landauer’s under
standing of the word. Herder, however, had given more 
than a merely populist connotation to it. “The Volk is not 
simply the people of a country,” K. R. Minogue has re
cently written of Herder’s view, “but a metaphysical entity 
defined relationally as that which produces particular lan
guage, art, culture, set of great men, religion and collection 
of customs. All of these things are taken, not as the products 
of individual men but as manifestation of the spirit of the 
people, or Volksgeist.”  Cultural nationalist, populist, and 
romantic motifs are here interlaced; for Herder, “ the lower 
orders are seen as being not simply primitive peasants but as 
a source of national creativity.” 105

By 1806, the year of the Prussian defeat at Jena, the word 
had clearly become associated more and more with the 
concept of a German nation. The völkisch idea in the nine
teenth and twentieth centuries always carries this national 
connotation, either in its right- or left-wing form. It must 
be remembered, however, that the early romantics con
ceived of the “nation” almost always as a cultural, rather 
than a political, entity. The idea of a nation-state is, of 
course, not foreign to the writings of Fichte or his contem
poraries. They used the word “Volk” far more frequently, 
though, and meant it to apply to German language, customs, 
folklore, and general cultural life, as distinct from the state. 
Often the connotation of völkisch ideas was distinctly anti
political and antibureaucratic.106 In this sense the notion was
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clearly in line with Herder’s original view. According to 
Isaiah Berlin, Herder’s enthusiasm for folk culture was “not 
only anti-dynastic and anti-elitist, but deeply anti-political, 
directed against organized power, whether of nations, 
classes, races or parties.”  It was based upon a “belief in 
loose textures, voluntary associations, natural ties, and [was] 
bitterly opposed to armies, bureaucracies, ‘closed’ societies 
of any sort.” 107 

While much of the original antistatism of Herder’s con
ception was retained in theory by right-wing völkisch 
thinkers of the late nineteenth and early twentieth cen
turies,108 another crucial feature of early romantic national
ism was not. When Landauer argued that each Volk has a 
unique task to perform for all humanity he was far more in 
tune with the early romantics than were the völkisch chau
vinists of the Right. As Friedrich Meineclce showed as early 
as 1908 in his pioneering study Weltbürgertum und Na
tionalstaat, nationalism and cosmopolitanism were twin 
faiths for Herder, Novalis, Schlegel, Fichte, and many other 
nineteenth-century romantics. In the period of great intel
lectual and political ferment in Germany, from 1792 to 
1815, nationalism was not substituted for the Humanitätsi
deal of the Enlightenment; rather, the earlier universalist 
heritage was focused upon the subject of the nation. No
valis, for example, wrote that the German nation was a 
unique and individual expression of universal culture.109 
Although Meinecke’s own purpose was far from humani
tarian—he actually wanted to show how the correct view 
of the nation emerged only in the Bismarck era— his evi
dence illustrates the fact that the cosmopolitan framework 
of Landauer’s nationalism followed consistently from the 
romantic heritage; the chauvinist imperialism of the völkisch 
Right did not.110
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After the rapid onset of industrialization in Germany in 
the 1850s and 1860s, the völkisch constellation of ideas was 
focused upon the resistance to urban and industrial modern
ity. This feature was, of course, merely an accentuation of 
earlier romantic attitudes. During Landauer’s own lifetime, 
however, the word “Volk” gained another connotation 
which deviated from early romantic humanitarianism. Al
though, as I have attempted to show, there were important 
völkisch groups that were not anti-Semitic and racist in the 
Wilhelmian period (1890-1918),  racial notions were in
creasingly added to the völkisch tradition. Houston Stewart 
Chamberlain and others began to us the word “Volk” in 
connection with pseudoscientific notions of biological rac
ism.111 B y the time of the rise of the Nazi movement, of 
course, this was the predominant meaning most Germans at
tached to the word “völkisch.” As George Mosse has re
cently written, however, there is no necessary connection 
between völkisch and racist ideas: the youth movement, for 
example, was “völkisch but not racist in the majority of its 
Bünde.”  112 It is well to bear the following in mind when 
considering Landauer’s own concept of the Volk: while 
various kinds of anti-industrial, populist, and cultural na
tionalist meanings are inherent in the völkisch current of 
German romanticism, racist sentiment is not.

Landauer’s nationalism was, indeed, directly in line with 
the cosmopolitanism of the early romantics. In the years 
1913 and 1914 in Der Sozialist, for example, Landauer 
quoted Herder and Fichte against the aggressive chauvinists 
and imperialists of the day. After the outbreak of World 
War I, Landauer reproduced sections of that bible of Ger
man nationalism, Fichte’s Reden an die deutsche Nation, in 
an effort to show how the very figures whom the imperial
ists used to justify their wars held the conviction that hu
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manity was one and nations were different expressions of 
it. If Landauer conceded that Fichte erred in regarding 
Germany as the purest Menschheitsnation, instead of seeing 
each and every Volk as having a unique service to render 
mankind, he countered by referring, significantly, to other 
romantic thinkers to correct Fichte on this point, namely 
to Herder and Jean Paul.113

Herder, the real father of völkisch thought, was the most 
serviceable figure for Landauer’s humanitarian campaign. In 
opposition to those many intellectuals who supported Ger
many’s war in the name of Kultur, allegedly basing their 
arguments upon Herder’s concepts, Landauer published 
Herder’s Briefe zur Beförderung der Humanität (1795), as 
we have seen, in the pages of Der Sozialist in November 
1914. Although avoiding direct condemnation of the war 
in the closely watched Sozialist, Landauer cleverly sup
ported his cause by quoting Herder against the völkisch 
imperialists; the basic point of the Herder selection was that 
wars of one Volk against another which are justified be
cause they are alleged to spread “Kultur” have always 
meant the suppression of one indigenous Kultur by another. 
Herder, who was so important for the development of Ger
man nationalism, was a very poor support for “ Teutonic” 
imperialism.114

If diversity and uniqueness were two of the essential fea
tures of romantic thought,115 they were also the characteris
tics of Herder’s and Landauer’s view of humanity. Mankind 
was made up of unique Völker. On the other hand, “each 
Volk in its special nationality . . . represents a unique 
contribution toward mankind,” as Landauer wrote to 
Frederik van Eeden two weeks after the outbreak of World 
War I.116 Nationalism or patriotism is not the problem; uni
versal homogeneity is neither possible nor desirable. The
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root cause of the present nationalist hatreds, Landauer wrote 
in 1915 to Bernhard Reichenbach, a participant in the 
Aufbruchkreis, is the confusion of cultural differentiation 
and opposition:

Why should one . . . preach the ending of all bonds and 
therefore of all differences in the world? . . .  I am happy 
about every imponderable and ineffable thing that brings 
about exclusive bonds, unities, and also differentiations within 
humanity. If I want to transform patriotism then I do not 
proceed in the slightest against the fine fact of the nation 
. . . but against the mixing up of the nation and the state, 
against the confusion of differentiation and opposition.117

Those who confused variety and diversity with the al
leged necessity for struggle and opposition were ignorant 
of the real roots of the unique, but integrated, nation. In his 
comments on Fichte’s Reden, Landauer emphasized that for 
the early nationalist the Volk was one reflection of its “fa
ther” which is humanity. Landauer wrote that for Fichte 
each individual had his roots in the Volk, but his deepest 
roots were in humanity itself: “Mankind, which itself is 
founded upon the unswerving humanity that is within our 
inner selves, is older than all our Volksthum and not the 
product of some externally united nations, but is the father 
of all Volker.”  118 In a letter to Mauthner, which focused 
on the question of their respective commitments to Judaism, 
Landauer put the matter most succinctly by replying in the 
following way to Mauthner’s contention that Jewish “na
tionality”  would vitiate his commitment to humanity: “Dif
ferentiating among nations, nationalities, or other natural, 
social, and historical groups no more negates what is com
mon to all humanity than the distinguishing among various 
species of mammals effaces mammalian characteristics held 
in common.” 119

- 2 6 3 -



THE SOCIALIST AS ROMANTIC

Landauer’s conception of the Volk contained both the 
cosmopolitan emphasis of the early romantics and the later 
völkisch, neoromantic concern for the necessary “myth.” 
With the neoromantics, Landauer conceived of the Volk 
as not merely a developing historical organism, but as a liv
ing creation of the human spirit, as an illusion or Wahn or 
mythos without which there could be no active existence. 
“The nation,” Landauer wrote in 1915, “ is the peculiar 
manner in which, on the basis of the cohesion resulting from 
a common historical development, the generally human and 
the individual express themselves at the same time.” 120 

As a mystical idealist and student of Nietzsche, Landauer 
did not regard historical truth as something that operates 
outside the human will. With Nietzsche, the neoromantics 
Sorel and Vaihinger, as well as the völkisch Nietzsche 
scholar Karl Joël, Landauer held that truths were myths 
created by men to enable them to lead lives of great vital
ity.121 The early nineteenth-century focus on the discovery 
of natural truths had been replaced in the neoromantic view, 
which predominated after 1900, by the conception that 
truths are created. As a communitarian anarchist, however, 
Landauer had to distinguish between such false creations 
as the state and life-giving illusions such as the community 
and the Volk. The distinction between the state and the 
Volk, according to Landauer’s Nietzschean formulation, 
was that although both were created illusions, one was life- 
giving and encouraged self-determined activity while the 
other reflected man’s passivity and perpetuated it:

A truth that is ripe and pricelessly and deeply felt—that is 
a living illusion. How does it die? . . .  It dies because it is 
no longer serviceable to life. It dies because life, changing 
and ongoing life, has killed it. It dies because life has created 
its successor. . . . And what do we call these truths that seek
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to destroy the state and its wars? They are called the Volk, 
socialism, and anarchy. The Volk or the nation is an older, 
more genuine illusion which must be liberated from its 
coupling with the lie, . . . the state.122

In line with the tradition of romantic historicism de
rived from Herder, Landauer viewed the nation and the 
Volk as an organically developing community that has 
always existed beneath the thin veneer of mechanistic so
ciety and the state.123 W e must “bring forth once again 
the truly living which had seemed completely dead,” he 
wrote. “Everything good that comes into the world does 
so because it is already there—in the world, in men.” 124 
On the other hand, Landauer contended with the other 
neoromantic völkisch thinkers such as Langbehn that the 
Volk was not so much to be discovered in natural evolu
tion as to be created as a necessary, illusionary mythos: 
“ . . . each great form of the communal life of men,” he 
wrote, “has shone before as an illusion [Wahn]; it has only 
been through Wahn that men have bound themselves to 
one another.” 125 “ It is only where there is a mythos that a 
new Volk evolves.” 126 The völkisch opposition to indus
trial, urban modernity tried to have it both ways: we must 
create the mythos of the Volk and cannot rely upon his
torical inevitability, yet when we do so we are merely un
covering what has all along existed underneath what Lan
dauer liked to refer to as the “accidental institutions of 
our age.”  Here Nietzsche’s call to the individual to “be
come who you are” was given a communitarian direction.

We have already noted the völkisch tendency to attack 
the bureaucratic state in the name of the German cultural 
community. Disappointment with Bismarck’s fusion of 
German “nation” with Prussian “state” accentuated this 
tendency in the late nineteenth century.127 Völkisch anti-
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statism was even more emphatic, of course, in the anarchist 
hands of Landauer. One aspect of this attitude was anti
parliamentarism, a stance shared by both left- and right- 
wing völkisch circles.128 Left and Right divided, however, 
on the purpose of eliminating parliamentary bodies. Lan
dauer’s antiparliamentarian sentiments reflected a decid
edly libertarian völkisch outlook: parliament served to 
strengthen the state and emasculate the socialist desire to 
build a stateless society, as well as to divide the German 
Volk into competing, selfish interest groups.129 His opposi
tion to parliamentary divisiveness was not for the purpose 
of imposing unification of the German nation through an 
extraparliamentary and authoritarian mass movement.

Unlike völkisch thinkers of the Right, such as Lagarde, 
Landauer’s concept of the nation was specifically framed 
as an antiauthoritarian alternative to the state. His dis
tinction between nation and state not only incorporated 
the romantic separation of organic community and mate
rialistic society, but also rested upon the anarchist distinc
tion between cooperation and force: “National differen
tiation is a thing of prime significance for the coming 
realization of humanity,”  Landauer wrote in 1915, “ for 
those who separate the beautiful, thriving, peaceful fact 
of the nation from the ugly violence of the state.” 130 
The nation was conceived, unlike the state, as a free union 
of self-determining individuals: “Nation is an equality of 
individuals—a feeling and a reality—which is brought in 
free spirit to unity and to union [zum Bunde]. Every na
tion is anarchistic, that is, without force; the conceptions 
of nation and force are completely irreconcilable.”  131 Cos
mopolitan and libertarian, Landauer’s völkisch nationalism 
was very different from Lagarde’s protofascist interpre
tation of the German romantic heritage.
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Cosmopolitanism and antiauthoritarianism were not the 
only features that distinguished Landauer’s nationalism 
from that of the völkisch Right. In the same prewar years 
that saw Landauer turn his attention to the question of 
the nation and humanity, he also developed a much stronger 
sense of his own Jewish nationality, as well as his German 
one, and was thus clearly in opposition to the growing 
anti-Semitism of much of the völkisch movement. In Jan
uary 1913 he spoke of himself as a “threefold nationalist: 
a German, a south German, and a Jew.” 132

Landauer’s intellectual outlook has frequently been re
lated to the Jewish heritage and specifically to the prophetic 
tradition of the Old Testament. His oratorical style often 
brought Isaiah or Ezekiel to mind.133 Some of the key 
words of Landauer’s vocabulary, such as “ Geist,”  “re
newal,” and “rebirth,” were in one sense secular equivalents 
of the kind of intense ethical religiosity found in the pro
phetic books. Fleinz-Joachim Heydorn has even asserted 
recently that “ the Jewish heritage” was the source of many 
of Landauer’s fundamental beliefs. Heydorn points to 
Landauer’s deep concern for the “redemption” and “puri
fication” of man, as well as his conviction of the binding 
power of “spirit” in the human community, as evidence 
of his profoundly Jewish outlook.184 Although one might 
quarrel with this judgment insofar as some particulars are 
concerned—we have seen how Landauer’s language turned 
in this direction under the impact of Moritz von Egidy’s 
and Meister Eckhart’s writings, both of them non-Jewish 
mystics—there is little doubt that the tradition of Jewish 
prophecy formed a component of his thought.

It was not until the years 1913 through 1916, however, 
that Landauer showed deep concern for questions relating 
to Judaism. In the preceding five years there had been
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passing references to Jewish matters in his correspondence, 
but before 1908 he had only rarely exhibited such an 
interest.135 The reasons for the change in Landauer are not 
difficult to find. Beginning in 1908 he became fascinated 
with Buber’s work on the Polish Jewish mystics, the 
Chasidim, whom Buber regarded as the true bearers of 
the Jewish mythos.136 In that year he read Buber’s Legend 
of the Baal-Shem and his Tales of Rabbi Nachman with 
great enthusiasm, and in 1912 he was delighted by Buber’s 
Daniel: Dialogues on Realization. 1 3 7  The latter demon
strated to Landauer, as he wrote in an essay the following 
year, that Martin Buber was an “apostle of Judaism before 
mankind.” 138 Buber’s evocation of the mystical strain in 
the Jewish cultural tradition encouraged Landauer to con
cern himself much more closely with the question of the 
nature of Jewish identity, as his essay on Buber reveals,139 
especially as he was speculating, in these same years, upon 
the problem of nationality and humanity.

Other influences conditioned Landauer’s new interest. 
In 1913 Landauer was deeply affected by two incidents of 
anti-Semitism, one in Russia and one in Germany. After 
the Russian government attempted, in the Beilis trial, to 
pin the old charge of “ritual murder” upon Russian Jewry, 
Landauer responded with an impassioned defense of his 
eastern coreligionists in an article for Der Sozialist,uo 
Closer to home, sections of the German youth movement 
were also exhibiting a tendency toward anti-Semitism. 
When asked to support a projected federation of all Ger
man youth movements, which assembled in October 1913 
at the Meissner meeting, Landauer answered that he could 
not cooperate with those sections of the youth movement 
made up of racist anti-Semites. Such groups “proscribed 
and ‘outlawed’ another human group on the basis of an
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‘ineradicable quality,’ its Jewishness” ; only if the anti- 
Semitic groups were not invited, Landauer wrote, would 
he be willing to attend.141 Landauer not only attempted 
to define German nationality against the imperialist senti
ments of these years, but he also focused on the question of 
Jewish nationality in response to contemporary anti-Sem
itism.

Rejecting the assimilationist tendency of most German 
Jews, as well as the anti-Semitism of much of the völkisch 
movement in Germany, Landauer insisted that both Jews 
and Germans were Völker with unique contributions to 
make to mankind, as he stated in his 1913 essay on Buber.142 
The issue was joined in a controversy of 1912 in Die 
Freistatt, a Jewish literary journal. Julius Bab, the theater 
critic whom Landauer had known since the Neue Ge
meinschaft days, had written that German Jews were 
rooted in German culture alone. The cultural productivity 
of European Jews, he asserted, did not mean that they 
constituted a separate nation; there was no need, therefore, 
for Jews to feel that way. Focusing particularly on Bab’s 
disparaging comments on the quality and distinctiveness of 
Jewish poetry, Landauer replied by insisting upon the 
unique value of Old Testament and modern Jewish lyrics. 
“From what traditions do Buber’s Chasidic tales come?” 
he asked. “ Is the book of Esther . . . and the Psalms and 
so much in other books great poetry or not?” Herder, 
Landauer noted, had great understanding for the special 
lyric power of Hebraic poetry. The Jewish Volk, like 
every other, Landauer concluded, has its own original 
poetry, music, and dance.143

An individual, Landauer emphasized, is capable of enter
taining commitments to various national groups or Völker 
without one doing harm to the other. When Mauthner, a
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thoroughgoing assimilationist, wrote to Landauer late in 
1913 that he felt no commitment to Judaism because it 
represented nothing more than a “cerebral duct,” Landauer 
countered: “ I do not find in our day so many communal 
relationships that reach back for thousands of years that 
I should gladly dispense with one of them, especially when 
I have no reason for doing so. And a relationship that is 
recognizable as a ‘cerebral duct,’ to use your terminology, 
is indeed real enough.” 144 In an article from the same year 
Landauer wrote:

. . .  I am, the Jew, a German. The expressions “ German Jew  
or Russian Je w ”  are as obtuse as would be the terms “ Jewish 
German”  or “ Jewish Russian.” T he relationship is not one 
of dependency and cannot be described b y  means of an 
adjective m odifying a noun. I accept m y fate as it is. M y 
Germanism and m y Jewishness do each other no harm but 
much good. A s two brothers, a first-born and a Benjamin, 
are loved b y  a mother—not in the same w ay but with equal 
intensity— and as these two brothers live in harmony with 
each other whenever their paths proceed in common and 
also whenever each goes his own w ay  alone, even so do I 
experience this strange and intimate unity in duality as some
thing precious and I fail to recognize in this relationship 
that one is primary and another secondary. I have never had 
the need of oversimplifying myself or seeking a fictitious 
unity. I accept m y complexity and hope to be a unity of 
even greater complexities than I am aware of.145

Here was a major reason for Landauer’s faithfulness to 
Herder’s conception of a humanity of united, yet differ
entiated, Volker; feeling himself to be both a German and 
a Jew, it was natural for Landauer to emphasize the neces
sity of a unity constructed out of plurality and not homo
geneity. Socialist universalism was not, for Landauer, an 
attempt to escape from anti-Semitism into a humanity
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where differences of nation would disappear, as it was for 
many other radical leftist Jews. His was not a kind of 
rootless cosmopolitanism, an attitude frequently found 
among those radical Jews who show traces of anti-Semitism 
themselves.146

As a consistent cosmopolitan nationalist, Landauer felt 
that Zionism was inadequate because it allegedly negated 
the contributions that Judaism had to offer in the Diaspora. 
Had he lived through the Nazi period, of course, he might 
have argued that these contributions to humanity could 
be made only within the context of a separate Jewish na
tion which would alone safeguard the threatened existence 
of the Volk. In an essay written on Zionism in 1913, en
titled “Are These the Thoughts of a Heretic?” Landauer 
criticized, especially, those political Zionists who were far 
more concerned about the nature of the future Jewish 
state than with the special “calling for humanity” which 
was the task of the Jews. The sign of this Jewish “task 
toward all of humanity” was that all Jews bear “their 
neighbors in their own breasts.” 147

Here was a special feature of Jewish consciousness. In
stead of being threatened by the narrow chauvinist senti
ments that moved other Germans, Russians, or French 
away from their proper commitment to humanity, Jews, 
Landauer hoped, would be consistent universalists owing 
to the variety of nations in which they were rooted. An
other special feature also encouraged a humanitarian orien
tation. Whereas other nationalities might become sub
merged in the modern world by the authoritarian state, 
thereby losing their “ task for humanity,” the Jewish Volk 
was free from the clutches of such a state. For this reason 
Landauer regarded political Zionism as a threat to the in
tegrity of the Jewish identity. In 1913, in a speech before
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a Zionist socialist group in Berlin, a group with which 
Buber was closely associated, Landauer argued that the 
primary function Jews could serve in the Diaspora was to 
help in the construction of socialist communities apart 
from the state and political parties. Unlike most socialists, 
he claimed, Jews were particularly equipped for this task 
because they were less addicted to the cult of the state.148

This was more true of east European Jews than of the 
prosperous and far more assimilated Jews of central Eu
rope. When, in 1916, many German Jews called for the 
drastic limitation of an influx of Polish Jews into the Ger
man Reich, Landauer came to the defense, once again, 
of the eastern Jews. He argued that closer contact between 
western and eastern Jews would be of great benefit to the 
former because they might learn to feel themselves stran
gers, as the Polish Jews did, to the modern system of 
states which was presently tearing Europe to shreds.149

Although Landauer’s thought was without lasting in
fluence upon one of his “nationalities,” Germany, the same 
cannot be said of the other. Solomon Liptzin has pointed 
out that Landauer’s panhumanist form of Zionism, his 
affirmation of the “ desirability and even the necessity for 
the continued existence or the reconstitution of the Jews 
as a distinct people, tribe, or nation,” justifying this survival 
of a unique group, however, in terms of “ its dedicating 
itself to the service of humanity at large,”  150 “profoundly 
affected the Jewish National Humanists of Central Europe. 
It infiltrated into the essays of his friend Martin Buber. 
It stimulated a re-examination of Zionist theory. It was 
modified and deepened, but not contradicted, in the works 
of Erich Kahler and Arnold Zweig.” 151

Besides these intellectuals and the Berlin group of Zionist 
socialists mentioned above, whose indebtedness to Lan-
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dauer’s internationalism was acknowledged after the war,152 
Landauer made a strong impression upon a circle of young 
Prague Jewish intellectuals which included Hans Kohn.153 
We have already noted, in addition, his impact upon the 
Hashomer Hatzair youth movement in Vienna. The fact 
that Landauer’s völkisch romanticism could be readily ap
plied by these various socialists and internationalists is an
other demonstration of the viability of left-wing forms ofs 
the völkisch heritage. Anti-Semitism, in either its “Aryan” 
or Jewish self-hatred form, was far from a necessary re
sult of this tradition.

Although not an inevitable deduction from early ro
mantic thought, racism was often grafted upon the völkisch 
heritage by the end of the nineteenth century. In the year 
1898 there appeared Houston Stewart Chamberlain’s The 
Foundations of the Nineteenth Century, a work that was 
to have a great impact in Germany, one in which völkisch 
mysticism was fused with the pseudo science of biological 
racism.154 In his defense of Judaism, Landauer had to come 
to grips with this racist accretion to the German romantic 
heritage, the assertion that there are some groups of human 
beings who are inferior from birth by virtue of the blood 
that runs in their veins.

By 1913 this doctrine was already in evidence within 
the German youth movement, as we have seen. In his an
swer to the request to support the movement, Landauer 
clarified his opposition to racist thinking. “ Others fight 
against opinions, plans, tendencies,” he wrote, “but all of 
them acknowledge the possibility that whoever is a human 
being can be convinced by them; even the Socialists take 
for granted that an individual, though a member of the 
privileged classes, may be won over. For the anti-Semite, 
however, the Jew  . . .  is innately an obnoxious crea
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ture.” 155 The accretion of deterministic racism to the 
völkisch concept was strongly resisted by Landauer be
cause he clearly saw the dangers of replacing participation 
in the Volk in the sense of consciousness of one’s roots 
with the conception of a biologically given and unalterably 
fixed racial participation. Like his rejection of xenophobic 
nationalism, Landauer’s opposition to racial theories was 
carried out in the name of the universalist and humanist 
culture of the early romantics. Early in 1913 he wrote in 
Der Sozialist:

What difference does it make, one asks, if you speak of race 
or Volk? . . .  It wouldn’t make any difference at all if we 
remained with this difference of rubrics. But the racial 
theorists of the day do not do so. Drawing from the species 
of animals the sign of fixed separation, they want us to 
concentrate on the races of man which are given for all 
time. . . . That a Volk has performed nothing up to now, 
however, will perform nothing in the historically visible fu
ture, does not prove that it never will perform anything. 
. . . These [racial] theories sow hatred, discord, and mis
trust not only between different Völker but also between 
different members of the same fatherland. . . . There are no 
eternally separated races. . . .  It is not true that the mixing 
of races leads to degeneration; the contrary is true. . . . 
Mankind, at its source, is one.156

Landauer’s faithfulness to the idealist and voluntarist 
sources of romantic thought was at the base of his re
jection of racism; unlike Chamberlain and much of the 
völkisch Right, Landauer continued to conceive of the 
nation and the Volk in terms of the awareness and con
sciousness of man’s internal communal spirit—his “ver
bindender Geist”—not in terms of biological blood ties 
which were fixed and unalterable, a kind of rootedness in 
which consciousness was irrelevant. The past, Landauer
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wrote, is meaningful to us only if it is appropriated by our 
consciousness and is alive within us.157 Redemption, more
over, was accessible to everyone: “  ‘verbindender Geist’ 
. . . that which I know to be present in me, is present in 
all men.” 158 It was an idealist socialism that Landauer fused 
with pre-Darwinian völkisch concepts.

Other features of Landauer’s view of the Volk sharply 
distinguished it from the racism and imperialism of the 
völkisch Right. The rejection of deterministic racism meant 
that Landauer’s qualified elitism was a far cry from the 
later Herrenvolk; if the liberation of the Volk and of 
humanity had to be started by an elite, it was not an elite 
whose ranks were open only to members of certain pre
determined ethnic or racial groups, but one that was ac
cessible to all men. Defining an elite in terms of demo
cratic accessibility and not according to a hierarchy of 
either fixed social classes or races, Landauer’s views ran 
counter to the profoundly antidemocratic and authori
tarian currents on the völkisch Right. Although Lagarde, 
Langbehn, and Landauer all rejected liberal parliamen
tarism, Landauer did so in the name of direct democracy 
and local self-government; the danger of party democracy 
and parliamentary rule, Landauer held, was not only that 
they divided the Volk—here Langbehn would have agreed 
—but that they contributed to the atrophy of “the insti
tutions of self-determination” and caused men to become 
unaccustomed to direct participation in the decisions that 
rule their lives.159 Völkisch antiparliamentarism is not iden
tifiable with antidemocratic sentiments if parliament is 
rejected, as Michels wrote of the Social Democratic Party, 
as an oligarchy masquerading as a democracy. In Lan
dauer’s view the nation should be ruled neither by parlia
ments nor by “superior” races, nor should it be structured
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along hierarchical lines; if participation in the Volk is 
conceived of in terms of individual consciousness of inter
nal verbindender Geist, an awareness of which all men are 
capable, then all men are capable of governing themselves 
and should not delegate authority to party oligarchies.160

Landauer rejected, as we have seen, both the notion 
of rule by elites and the populist belief in the superior 
virtue of the poor. Yet his völkisch version of radical demo
cratic thought bears certain important resemblances to pop
ulism. According to the sociologist Edward Shils’s defi
nition, Landauer would actually qualify as a populist: 
“Even where . . . the actual state of the lower classes is 
not esteemed,” Shils writes of the populist tradition, “ they 
are alleged to be by destiny fitted to become the salva- 
tionary nucleus of their whole society.” 161 With such a 
definition in mind Isaiah Berlin has characterized Herder’s 
views as essentially populist, comparing his democratic 
celebration of German folk culture with the nineteenth- 
century Russian Narodniks.162 There is a sense, moreover, 
in which the entire völkisch tradition in Germany shares 
this populist faith. In its right-wing interpretation, how
ever—in Langbehn, for example—the belief in popular 
culture and the peasant-craftsman world is radically sepa
rated from any advocacy of democratic decision making; 
his envisioning of an elitist manipulation of the Volk makes 
it clear that the populist component has become largely 
rhetorical, as it was, of course, among the Nazis. For 
Landauer, however, it was different: the purpose of local 
autonomy and of the preservation of peasant communal 
traditions was to secure popular self-government at the 
grass-roots level.163

In a number of ways left-wing versions of völkisch 
thought in Germany were very similar to nineteenth-
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century Russian populist beliefs. Both Landauer and the 
Russian populists hoped for a cooperative, communitarian 
socialism that would derive from peasant communal tra
ditions and would reject or bypass the allegedly necessary 
stage of urban, capitalist industrialism. A  comparison of 
Landauer’s socialist writings with the works of N. K. 
Mikhailovsky would show, in addition, a similar concern 
both for the development of the all-around capacities of 
the individual peasant—instead of a division of labor—and 
for cooperation among peasants.164 The basic tenet of 
Russian populism, moreover, the idea of the direct transi
tion to socialism through the peasant commune, contained 
something of Landauer’s völkisch stress upon the unique
ness of national traditions. According to Angus Stewart 
there is an emphasis in all forms of populism upon the 
“  ‘uniqueness,’ identity, culture or current situation of 
the society which had produced the movement. Unlike the 
Slavophils, the Russian populists did not emphasize the 
uniqueness of the Russian character. But they did argue 
that the institutions of Russian rural society gave Russia 
the possibility of a special path to industrialization.” 165 
“Populism is a form of nationalism,” Stewart writes, “ the 
distinguishing feature of populistic nationalism being its 
equation of the ‘nation’ and ‘the people.’ ”  166 For Landauer 
the word “ Volk” had emphatically contained both these 
meanings, as it had for Herder. Radical democratic com- 
munitarianism was combined, for Landauer and the Russian 
populists, with a belief in the unique mission of their re
spective Völker.

Direct democracy, as opposed to parliamentary represen
tation, is possible only on the local level. W e have seen 
how Landauer directed his attention to the formation of 
rural village Gemeinden for the construction of his völkisch
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socialist ideal. In Landauer’s view the world was con
structed of microcosms and if the nation was humanity 
writ small, then the region or locality was the nation writ 
small. It was his contention that real commitment toward 
and love of humanity were impossible without a prior dis
criminate attachment to family, friends, and local com
munity. Such notions had been in evidence among the early 
romantics—Möser had been deeply attached to his locality 
of Osnabrück—and an emphasis upon regional and local 
color and landscape had characterized the völkisch defi
nition of the nation,187 but for Landauer romantic region
alism was fused with a commitment to radical anarchist 
decentralization. Yet even the locality was an insufficiently 
powerful emotional tie upon which to build one’s love 
of nation and humanity. If one’s commitment to large social 
units was to be more than an empty formalism, it had to be 
rooted in smaller microcosms than the region or the town; 
it had to be based upon the family and the small circle of 
friends:

A  definite sympathy is given toward family and friends; it 
is found also within the Gemeinde and the region; if  this 
is not true . . . then there are only coldness and cant. . . . 
Modern men who want to lead their lives without the ex
clusiveness and seclusion of love and family . . . and with
out the justice o f Gemeinde and societal institutions are 
comically degenerated mammals. . . . M y house, m y town! 
M y  house, m y farm and garden, m y w ife and m y children 
—m y world! On this feeling, on this exclusive solidarity, this 
voluntary union, this small and natural community, all larger 
organisms arise, at first the Gemeinde and the professional 
associations. These will then say to all others outside: leave 
us in peace; we are free and autonomous in what concerns 
us.168
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In a manner anticipating Freud’s conception in Civiliza
tion and Its Discontents, Landauer argued that all com
munity life is based upon the sexual bond which is solidi
fied in the creation of the family. With his characteristic 
fusion of neoromantic “mythologizing” and nature wor
ship, Landauer stressed that the “ emotional cement” of all 
community life must be found in a Wahn (“ sexual love” ) 
which is not artificial but is rooted in our natural selves:

W e have no religion and can therefore make no attempt at 
communism. Our socialism is founded on the individual; our 
Gemeinden should be based upon the family. Our communal 
spirit can find its inwardness, solidity, and passion from no 
other W ahn than the specifying and excluding natural Wahn 
o f sexual love. . . . Love w ill then be carried over step by 
step from the family into the Gemeinde, the V olk, and 
humanity.169

Only the emotional life of the family and the active par
ticipation afforded by local community involvements 
would ensure that one’s commitment to nation and hu
manity was rooted directly in immediate experience and 
not in mere theory. Family, community, nation, and hu
manity were social roots which, far from working against 
one another, were allegedly interdependent, just as the 
.smallest unit, the individual, revealed the largest unit, the 
universe, within his soul.

In response to the upsurge of chauvinist and imperialist 
sentiments in Germany in the years after 1911, Landauer 
had drawn upon his microcosmic view of the self and 
applied it to the question of nationalism. The nation, he 
held, is but a unique reflection of humanity; its task is not 
to dominate other nations but to serve the humanity in 
which all are rooted. In his literary criticism Landauer
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applied this faith. The years of his concern with the na
tional question were also those in which he produced most 
of his literary studies. To complete the discussion of Lan
dauer’s work in these years, we need to examine his humani
tarian poets of the Volk.

The Literature of the Volk 
Landauer’s aesthetic philosophy in his mature years was 

a direct consequence of his social thought. If our age of 
“ decay” is characterized by “stupid force” and “infamous 
isolation,” 170 then the purpose of the artist must be to 
help awaken the masses to a consciousness of their völkisch 
roots171 and to create the mythos for the development of 
a cultural nation. As Landauer stated in Ein Weg deutschen 
Geistes, written in 191 5:

W e w ill understand art if w e first grasp its function with 
regard to humanity. . . . But the Völker no longer know 
what their poets should perform for them, no longer know 
that they, the Völker, are called to realize materially, in the 
form o f living men and conditions, what the poets have 
awakened spiritually in their presentiments, visions, loves, 
longings, and desires. Men o f our time do not know that the 
mythos stems from the poet. . . . Have not all nations origi
nated from the spiritual bonds, spiritual power, and mythos 
o f the poet or the goal envisioned by a prophet, from com
munal veneration and communal work? 172

Once the prophetic vision of the poet has materialized in 
the creation of a new Volk, then art will no longer be 
the pitiful “longing of the rejected” but the “expression of 
the community.” 173 In the face of his own isolation, Lan
dauer asserted that the relationship between the artist and 
his public is one of mutual dependence and not antagonism. 
The poet and the Volk need each other: the latter needs
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the former to help awaken its dormant spirituality and ca
pacity for self-determination, and the former needs the 
latter as the communal environment that will destroy his 
isolation.174

Landauer’s völkisch and mystical philosophy formed the 
basis of most of his literary judgments. Since the decadents, 
such as Walter Cale and Erwin Kirchner, two leading 
poets of the early twentieth century, were victims of mod
ern isolation and artistic alienation, their lives might well 
end, as Cale’s did, in suicide.175 Concern for the alienation 
of many young and sensitive individuals in his own time 
was voiced by Landauer in an article he wrote in 1911 
on the wave of youthful suicides in Germany. Because of 
the atrophy of community participation in Germany, Lan
dauer argued, numerous young individuals, many of them 
artists, become intensely withdrawn and despondent; in 
order to offset this strong tendency toward isolation in 
modern society, young persons and artists must be able 
to “participate in the realities of public life.” 176

Art, Landauer contended, offered a prophylactic against 
isolation. If an organic Volk does not now exist and art is 
merely the “creation of lonely natures” in the atomized 
world of the present, if it is prophetic art, an art that 
“ experiences beforehand and forms a conception of what 
the coming beauty of the Volk will be,” then the artist will 
at least be able to participate in the communal ideal he has 

nie community lives only within our

be of great value if it is merely descriptive and naturalistic. 
Landauer had long before been unsatisfied with literary 
naturalism and in 1905 he criticized the Neue Freie Volks
bühne for lately performing so many naturalistic plays.178 
Only if art is visionary and prophetic, only if, “ in dream

atomized present, then art will not
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and picture, it makes possible the origin of new spiritual 
life and new world beauty,”  179 will it serve the purposes 
of community. Scientific naturalism and the aestheticism 
of aristocratic decadence were both incapable of perform
ing the function of meaningful artistic creation: the awak
ening of the masses to a deeper awareness of their roots in 
Volk and humanity and a stronger desire to carry out the 
actual building of a new organic community.180 The poets 
and dramatists to whom Landauer was most attracted— 
significantly, he was little interested in most novels since 
the novel form had long been dominated by realists and 
naturalists—were all visionaries and prophets of a “new 
humanity.” All of them shared Landauer’s Lieblings ge- 
danken: the mystical notion that the universe, humanity, 
and the Volk are indwelling in the interior of the seemingly 
isolated individual. We have seen how important Eckhart 
and Tolstoi were to Landauer’s intellectual development. 
They were not, however, the only prophets of Landauer’s 
new humanity. Beginning in 1913 with his newly awakened 
concern for a humanity-oriented view of the Volk and 
the nation, Landauer’s literary criticism focused upon poets 
and dramatists who had created a mythos for their Volk 
which sharply contrasted with the contemporary tenor 
of German nationalism. In response to the war hawks and 
the chauvinists of the day, Landauer called upon Whitman 
and Hölderlin, his favorite poets, and Georg Kaiser, his 
favorite modern dramatist, to lead the way toward a peace
ful humanity.

Landauer’s literary favorites were democratic mystics of 
one kind or another and reflect his left-wing völkisch posi
tion. Concerning Tolstoi, it seems unnecessary to dwell 
upon the similarity of the mystical romantic, antiurban, 
populist anarchist with the German anarchosocialist. If
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Tolstoi, however, was the literary pathfinder for the Rus
sian Volk, Whitman was the mystical poet of American 
völkisch democracy. In an essay on Whitman written in 
1913, Landauer wrote:

America is for Whitman the realm of the future, o f the not 
yet finished, o f the Volksgemeinschaft that is first being 
tested, first growing together. . . . So, for Whitman, 
. . . the Americans are an emerging new V olk, barbarian 
and beginning, and the new great belief, the new art, which 
must precede all great Völker, he wants to help create him
self. His awareness o f himself is much more a feeling of his 
V olk than of himself; one should not allow oneself to be 
mistaken about the mystical “ M yself”  of his verse [Landauer 
is referring here, o f course, to Whitman’s famous “ Song of 
M yself” ]; he has felt it clearly and said that he is only a 
first, a small beginning, an early precursor o f an American 
Periclean age. . . . His democracy is a free V olk  o f active 
men, . . . each one with his clod o f land, his handwork, his 
machine— a man for himself. Whitman fuses conservative 
and revolutionary spirit, individualism and socialism, as 
Proudhon does, a figure to whom he is bound spiritually. 
. . . O nly a great V olk, he thinks, can have great poets; 
but first poetry must be there to form the great V olk. . . . 
The poet, therefore, which is Whitman’s feeling o f himself 
and his task, is a priest, a prophet, a creator.181

Although committed to Goethe’s concept of world liter
ature, Landauer’s main attention had always been focused 
upon Germany, and it was the poet Hölderlin who was 
the great pathfinder of his own German Volk.182 Hölderlin, 
like Landauer and like most of the other early German 
romantics, had been a cosmopolitan nationalist; but he was 
also a radical democrat and a mystical idealist. All that 
seems to have been missing from the Landauer synthesis 
was libertarian socialism, which might well have been pres
ent in Hölderlin’s views if his conscious life had extended
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to the mid-nineteenth century. In 1913 Landauer published 
long selections from Hölderlin’s letters of 1793, mainly 
concerning the purpose of art, especially poetry, in uniting 
mankind into a body of “ thousands of limbs,” not a homo
geneous mass.183 Peace, love, Volk, and humanity were al
ready present, however, in the interior of the soul; for 
Landauer, Hölderlin’s mystic view of the self rooted in 
humanity was the most appealing element in his poetry. 
Writing of Hölderlin in 1916, in the midst of the carnage 
of the war, Landauer emphasized Hölderlin’s desire that 
Germany awake from its spiritual torpor and help bring 
about a spirit of peace and love among all mankind:

In his odes Hölderlin is the advocate of nature, spirit, and 
V olk, all o f which belong together for him, against the 
confused impulses of the present. . . . Because of the French 
Revolution, the call and the expectation had awakened in 
him, yet he suffered from the fact that in the miserable con
ditions o f Germ any the spirit and the V olk  were suppressed, 
and he concerned himself with the questions: A re we to 
remain in the rear? Do we lack all desire for action, all crea
tivity and initiative? . . . But the hope climbs again and 
again in him that in Germany a redemptive message w ill be 
brought to mankind, not b y  w ay of noise and weapons, but 
in stillness and through the spirit. . . . W e need heroes of 
love, and so Hölderlin is a leading spirit for our future and 
our present. Love and peace, spirit and V olk, beauty and 
community— all these were combined for him and were of 
one piece. And his own beloved . . . was for him a symbol 
o f general love, which he felt to be something present in 
us . . . but horribly suppressed, as something natural, as 
the very power of life itself, something that must permeate 
a beautiful, free, public life and put an end to struggle as 
much as to the spirit of servility.184

Hölderlin was a romantic Hellenophile who hoped that 
Germany would become a new Greece. The “ full impact

-  2 8 4 -



THE SOCIALIST AS ROMANTIC

of Greece in her glory” would have been crushing to this 
poet “unless it were accompanied by the belief that it 
could be re-established.” 185 This aspect of Hölderlin’s life 
was not lost on Landauer. In his 1916 essay on Hölderlin, 
Landauer pointed directly to the poems “ Germanien” and 
“An die Deutschen” as proof of Hölderlin’s present-minded 
German orientation, his hope for a spiritual renewal of 
Germany through a recapturing of the Hellenic ethos.186 
But poetry was not quite adequate to the task of renewing 
the German Volk. The experience of poetry was not so 
compelling as that of drama, not so capable of arousing its 
audience to immediate action. If Hölderlin was Landauer’s 
favorite German poet, he was still not so valuable in Lan
dauer’s eyes as the contemporary dramatist of völkisch re
newal, Georg Kaiser.

In Ein Weg deutschen Geistes, “A  W ay of the German 
Spirit,” Landauer lauded Kaiser as the fulfillment of the 
entire German dramatic tradition since Goethe. Kaiser was 
linked not so much with the author of Faust as with the 
author of Iphigenia, Goethe’s great drama of humanitarian 
love. Basing his comments largely upon Kaiser’s brilliant 
pacifist work, Die Burger von Calais, written just before 
the outbreak of the war, Landauer wrote that Kaiser best 
expressed in his time the essential unity of mankind, the 
“invisible chains that bind each of us in spirit.” He em
phasized that Kaiser, as a great dramatist, does not only 
teach us, but impels us toward vital action to create a 
peaceful and unified humanity. If men are “unified in 
spirit” their way to humanity leads through their separate 
and distinct nationalities, and, for Landauer, Kaiser’s Bürger 
von Calais provided a promising new mythos for the re
generation of the German Volk as a community of 
peace.187 In opposition to the visible world of “stupid
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fo rce ”  and “ infam ous isolation,”  K aiser presented a vision 
born from  w ithin, a prophecy o f  com m unity and peace 
against modern alienation and w ar. L ik e  W hitm an and 
H ölderlin , K aiser based his art upon an awareness o f man 
as a m icrocosm  o f V o lk  and hum anity and not as he ap
peared in the external w orld , an isolated artist-intellectual 
living in the atomized urban metropolis.

If the function of art is to awaken the community con
sciousness of the Volk, then a dramatist like Kaiser is in 
the best position to realize that goal. Like Wagner before 
him, Landauer was drawn to the theater as an art form of 
communal experience, a medium, therefore, which was 
peculiarly capable of implementing his völkisch view of 
art. Landauer’s first active connection with the theater had 
to do with the educational project of the Independent 
Socialists of 1892, the Neue Freie Volksbühne on whose 
“artistic committee” Landauer sat throughout much of the 
1890s and again from 1910 through 1917.188 In October 
1918 Landauer was asked to become dramaturgist of the 
Düsseldorfer Schauspielhaus, one of the leading dramatic 
companies in Germany, and to edit its journal, Masken, 
but the revolution soon broke out and Landauer felt that 
he was needed more in Munich.189 The director of the 
theater, Louise Dumont, shared Landauer’s philosophy of 
art and drama and intended her house to be a great German 
national theater dedicated to the revitalization of German 
social and spiritual life. Socialist and völkisch currents were 
fused in her perspective, as in Landauer’s, since she con
ceived of dramatic productions as a form of socialist mu
tual aid and communal work for the purpose of improving 
the spiritual qualities of the German Volk.190

Landauer’s com pelling interest in dramatic art led him 

during W o rld  W a r I to the w o rk  o f W illiam  Shakespeare.
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In 1916 Landauer gave an extensive series of lectures on 
Shakespeare to groups of wealthy middle-class women in 
Berlin.181 These talks provided Landauer with needed 
funds; they were also a vehicle for expressing veiled social 
and political criticism as well as his views of the great Eng
lish dramatist. After the posthumous publication of these 
lectures in 1920,192 they were greeted with less than en
thusiasm by most German Shakespeare scholars, who gen
erally found them “unscholarly.” 193 The lectures attracted 
a large reading public, however, and have been described 
by Arnold Zweig as the “best analysis of Shakespearean 
drama in the German language.” 194 

Landauer’s Shakespeare criticism, like his essays on Whit
man, Kaiser, and Hölderlin, once again exhibited his herit
age in the völkisch romantic tradition. While regarding 
his work on Shakespeare as a contribution to the “ com
munity,” as a “ Gemeinschaftssache,” as he put it in a letter 
of 1917,195 he conceived of Shakespeare himself as a tragic 
figure because his plays were written in isolation from any 
meaningful community; as Landauer read Shakespeare’s 
plays, many of them, but especially Measure for Measure, 
The Tempest, Julius Caesar, and Hamlet, were investiga
tions of the tragedy of personal isolation, of the inability 
of the sensitive individual to experience a rootedness in 
community, since the society around him no longer cohered 
and was the prey of personal ambitions. The tragedy of 
Brutus, for example, was that his republican desires could 
not be realized since he was “the representative of a Volk 
(hat no longer existed, a leader without an army.” 196 The 
tragedy of Hamlet, Landauer asserted—projecting his own, 
very modern, concern for the “alienation of the intellec
tual” and his social and political isolation—was that of an 
extraordinarily sensitive and intelligent man who felt him
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self totally cut off from any participation in a human com
munity marked by injustice and deceit. Hamlet’s final mur
der of Claudius represented to Landauer the culmination 
of “the struggle of the intellectual against the world that 
had sought to crush and suffocate him.” 197 No doubt a 
case can be made for this interpretation of Llamlet and 
Brutus, at least as an element of their situations; yet the 
centrality of the problem of modern isolation and the neces
sity of communitarian integration in Landauer’s own views 
were such that he naturally made Shakespeare a man of 
völkisch concerns. If the great dramatist had not exhibited 
these concerns to Landauer, he would have lacked the value 
for the present which Landauer felt that he had.198

Landauer’s Shakespeare lectures revealed more than his 
völkisch romanticism, however. Although he did not find 
in Shakespeare the mystical, microcosmic conception of 
the self which he had found in his other favorite writers, 
Landauer’s central interpretation of Shakespeare was di
rectly in line with his own idealist brand of philosophical 
anarchism. The central theme of Shakespeare’s plays, ac
cording to Landauer, was the battle within the self of Geist 
and Trieb, of man’s capacity for spiritual and ethical free
dom and his continuing voluntary servitude born of his 
own meaner drives: addiction to a sexual impulse devoid 
of compassionate love, for example, as in the case of 
Othello, or, more often, to a power drive that makes a 
man a slave. In Landauer’s interpretation, Shakespeare 
viewed human freedom as a quality of human life which 
men either chose or rejected. Following his own view of 
servitude and authoritarian power as an internal submission 
of men, not merely their external manipulation, Landauer 
held that Shakespeare’s dramas reveal that man is his own 
slave, that he serves voluntarily:
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. . . the gods and the demons that tease, plague, and chase 
you live within yourselves. Shakespeare has shown the sub
jection and the imprisonment o f men all the more profoundly 
because he has shown us their freedom: because we shudder- 
ingly recognize with him that we are all our own jailers, our 
own servants, our own murderers, and because w e see with 
him the entire gearing of our inner mechanism b y  which we 
make our hearts into our own torture chambers.199

In his analysis Landauer often dwelt on the ravages 
caused by a personal drive for power in such plays as Mac
beth, King John, and King Lear.200 Such an admission of 
an innate drive for power in man might be seen as incon
sistent with his anarchist assumptions. W e must take Lan
dauer’s philosophic idealism literally, however, and assume 
that for him anarchism would be born of man’s spiritual, 
not his natural, self, as he had argued against Kropotkin’s 
more positivistic views. The assumption seems to be borne 
out in a number of places in the Shakespeare lectures, more
over; the way from Trieb to Geist, from man’s lower 
drives to his spiritual liberation, is seen as man’s emergence 
from servitude to freedom, “from war to peace, from death 
to life.”  201 For Landauer, man’s freedom is born of his 
spiritual consciousness, not of his lower, natural self. In his 
view Shakespeare anticipated the early German romantics 
in his late plays which culminated in the figure of Prospero, 
the man whose freedom is a conscious creation of his spirit 
and a triumph of Geist over Trieb.202

Landauer’s lectures on Shakespeare, as well as his other 
works of literary criticism, were a mirror of his current 
concerns and his romantic and anarchist philosophies. 
Whereas the studies of 1913-1916 on Whitman, Hölderlin, 
and Kaiser had focused upon their humanity-oriented cul
tural nationalism, in the Shakespeare work of 1916-1918
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Landauer had returned to a related, but older, concern: 
the need for community integration felt by the isolated 
intellectual. It had been in isolation, once again, that Lan
dauer opposed the war. By late 1917, however, as we 
have seen, there had developed a new interest in his ideas 
among the German reading public and, after the emer
gence of mass pacifist and antigovernment sentiment with 
the strike waves of early 1918, Landauer hoped that he 
would be listened to more closely in the future. Wait
ing alone for the end of the war and the collapse of the 
monarchy, in a small town in the Bavarian countryside, 
Landauer had reason to believe in 1918 that his future po
litical activities would not be so isolated as they had been 
in the preceding decade.

Yet this decade of great intellectual accomplishment, of 
prolific literary, political, and social criticism, had been 
marked by the development of an antiurban and anti
industrial völkisch philosophy which would have little 
appeal to the urban working classes in the revolution ahead. 
The anarchosocialist aspect of Landauer’s romanticism, 
the call for the replacement of centralized authority by 
decentralized, local control, was to find some resonance 
among the supporters of the Räte, or council, movement 
in 1918-19. Parts of Landauer’s synthesis of völkisch ro
manticism and libertarian socialism, which we have ex
amined in these last two chapters, were serviceable in the 
postwar revolution and some were not. Participation in the 
Bavarian Revolution of 1918-19 gave Landauer his final 
opportunity to implement his social philosophy.
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6. Revolution in Bavaria

In the fluid revolutionary situation in Munich from No
vember 1918 to April 1919, Landauer at last seemed to 
find a significant movement and a power center within 
which he could work: the workers’, peasants’, and soldiers’ 
Räte. It was through the Räte movement that Landauer 
would attempt to realize his plans for a federalized Germany 
based on local, grass-roots democracy and not on centralized 
parliamentary control. In Germany’s postwar revolutions, 
however, parliamentarism was to carry the day, in Berlin as 
well as in Munich, and even a majority within the Räte 
movement— outside the radical elements of the USPD, the 
KPD, and independent socialists such as Landauer—opted 
for this development.

In the course of the revolution Landauer was to find 
that the social base of his politics was indeed far narrower 
than the massive working classes in whom he had, for the 
first time since the 1890s, placed his hope; in conformity 
with his intellectual and political development since the 
turn of the century, Landauer’s real ambience was to re
main the world of the marginal, middle-class artist and in
tellectual, a world centered in Munich in Schwabing, the 
bohemian section of the city. His völkisch socialism, in 
particular, could have had little appeal for the industrial 
working classes of Munich; and the peasants, whom he had 
celebrated in his prewar social theory, were in Catholic 
Bavaria particularly unresponsive to socialism of any kind. 
The man who has so often been seen as one of the central 
figures in the Bavarian Revolution of 1918-19 was in fact
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almost as isolated as he had always been politically. A l
though his eloquence commanded much attention at meet
ings and demonstrations and in the press, in the end Lan
dauer’s participation in the Bavarian Revolution turned out 
to be both tragic and futile.

Landauer and Munich'’s November:
A  Democracy of Councils?

In the spring and summer of 1918 Landauer’s health and 
disposition had changed little from the days following 
Hedwig’s death in February. Unable to work, he referred 
to himself as a “wreck” and predicted that he might soon 
break down completely.1 By October, however, with the 
imminence of German military collapse and the return of 
peace, as well as the increase of his appeal in Germany 
(as evidenced by the rapid rise in sales of his books, es
pecially Aufruf zum Sozialismus), Landauer began to be 
more confident about the future and the role he might 
profitably play in it.2 Before the collapse of the Wittelsbach 
and Hohenzollern monarchies and the outbreak of revo
lution early in November, Landauer planned to go to 
Düsseldorf and become the dramaturgist of the renowned 
theater company in that city and edit its theatrical jour
nal.3 The political events of early November in Germany 
changed his plans.

Until recently most historians have written of the events 
of November 1918 in Germany as more of a collapse than 
a revolution. The assumption has been that parliamentary 
government had already been established in Germany by 
late October and that it was only war weariness and the 
fact that constitutional changes had not been made explicit 
to soldiers, workers, and peasants which set off the sailors’ 
revolt in Kiel and the outbursts in Berlin and Munich.4
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There is considerable documentary evidence, however, 
that the Kiel mutiny resulted from the fact that the naval 
command “ deliberately evaded government control” in 
late October and pursued its own plans for launching a new 
major battle. One revisionist, Reinhard Rurup, has com
mented that such a “violation of parliamentary rule leads 
one to ask how far parliamentary rule had in fact been 
established. . . .  It seems very doubtful,” he continues, 
“that evolutionary methods alone could have enabled the 
democratic forces to conquer.” Based upon such considera
tions, as well as the fact that the revolutionary movement 
had a political program and was not merely a call for peace, 
historians are beginning to speak of a real revolution in 
November 1918. Rurup writes:

True it was a movement born of misery and exhaustion, and 
the overthrow o f the monarchy was in itself not a creative 
act. But that was not all that happened. The revolutionary 
mass movement which developed in early Novem ber pursued 
aims which went beyond a revolt against the symptoms of 
mismanagement. The revolution had a program: . . .  it 
strove for an abolition o f the authoritarian state and for a 
truly democratic transformation o f political, social and eco
nomic conditions.®

While it is not necessary for our purposes to discuss all 
the details of the November revolution, we need to say 
something of the upheaval in Munich, in which Landauer 
was to be involved. Bavaria, the first German state to 
become a republic and the last in which revolutionary so
cialists were defeated, was a most unlikely place for a 
radical revolution, at least before 1918. In all Germany, 
Social Democracy was most moderate and reformist in that 
state. Primarily rural, small-town, and Roman Catholic, 
Bavaria had had almost no radical movement to speak of 
before 1918.6
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Developments of the last two years of the war, however, 
brought about a leftward movement in Bavarian political 
sentiment, mainly toward the SPD but also toward the 
Independents. The deeply conservative Bavarian peasantry 
became profoundly angered by food regulations and by 
the absence of farmhands in the course of the war, while 
the lower middle class in the cities, suffering from rising 
prices, were driven into the arms of the Majority Social
ists.7 In such a situation leading pacifists like Professor 
Friedrich Wilhelm Forster were given a wide hearing.8 
In Munich itself, the rank and file of USPD and Spartacist 
organizations during the revolution were bolstered by the 
influx of thousands of class-conscious industrial workers in 
the course of the war; with the expansion of the Krupp 
munitions factories in the Munich suburb of Freimann, 
large numbers of workers came to the city from the Ruhr 
and Saxony.9 The intellectual leadership of the radical revo
lution came from the city’s old bohemian community, 
Schwabing, where “writers, painters, and draftsmen vied 
with one another in caricaturing and lampooning the state, 
the church, king and God, fatherland and family, officials 
and officers—everything, in short, that stood for authority 
and morality.” 10 This center for artists and literati, where 
Landauer and Miihsam met with other idealists, anarchists, 
and assorted radicals during the revolution, attracted pre
cisely the kind of disaffiliated, often Jewish, writers11 who 
were particularly responsive to the independent and liber
tarian brand of socialism taught by Landauer.

Although the demand for immediate peace was wide
spread throughout Germany in early November 1918, 
matters came to a head especially quickly in Bavaria. The 
party associated with opposition to the war, the Independ
ent Socialists, whose leader in Bavaria was the “ethical so
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cialist”  Kurt Eisner, gained a large following and became 
the “spearhead of the revolution.” 12 With the Majority 
Socialists refusing to take power, Eisner and the Inde
pendents seized the initiative on November 8—three days 
before Scheidemann’s declaration of a German republic 
in Berlin—and organized the Constituent Soldiers’, Work
ers’, and Peasants’ Council which proclaimed the establish
ment of the Bavarian Democratic and Social Republic 
headed by Eisner, with a cabinet made up of Majority and 
Independent Socialists.13 Eisner had earlier been an out
standing critic of Prussian militarism and a leader of 
Munich’s working-class strikes against the war in January 
1918.14 Like Landauer, Eisner was a literary intellectual 
who was drawn to socialism primarily because of its ethical 
appeal.15

Because of the upsurge in early November of Bavarian 
particularism, fed by fears that the government in Berlin 
would not end the war, and even before Eisner’s proclama
tion of November 8, Landauer placed his best hopes for a 
libertarian revolution in the southern German state.16 By 
November 1 1 ,  however, Bavaria seemed to Landauer to be 
only one example of a powerful wave of independent and 
autonomous federalist revolts against centralized political 
authority in Germany.17 “All my life I have been a federal
ist,” Landauer wrote on the 22d, just before leaving for 
Munich, “and the spontaneous movements of these days 
have shown me how strong the feeling of independence 
is in the individual regions.” 18 Closely following events 
throughout Germany, Landauer felt that the revolts in 
Hamburg and Llannover, Karlsruhe and Darmstadt, as well 
as in many other localities, where workers’ and soldiers’ 
councils were quickly set up, might well bring about the 
dissolution of the centralized state in Germany, directed
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from Berlin: . . everywhere the same thing is happen
ing,” he wrote at the end of the month—by which time he 
should have been more cognizant of the centrality of 
Berlin’s revolution—“ destruction of the old is occurring 
through one’s ignoring it, just as Etienne de La Boetie 
proclaimed. . . . Germany is fortunately not France and 
1918 is not 1789; we have no central city in which the 
fate of the German Volk is being decided.” 19

At times Landauer’s enthusiasm was almost unbounded. 
On November 1 1 ,  the day the armistice was signed and 
the German Republic proclaimed, Landauer wrote: “ I am 
filled with greater and greater happiness—how well I know 
what will occur now. Now I will be needed and perhaps 
also be listened to.” 20 Later in the month he wrote to Fritz 
Mauthner: “The German Volk is victorious, the Reich 
has fallen, and all at once it stands at the head of all Volker 
in the struggle for justice and reason in man’s public insti
tutions.” 21 There were numerous independent revolts, but 
the most exemplary was the one in Munich22 which Lan
dauer was about to join.

Landauer was called to Munich directly by Eisner, who 
on November 14 wrote Landauer a personal note: “ Come 
as soon as your health permits. What I want of you is that, 
through forensic activity, you will cooperate in the refor
mation of spirits.” 23 Because of an attack of the flu Lan
dauer was unable to join Eisner for two weeks. After com
ing to Munich, however, Landauer did not so much work 
with Eisner as attempt to steer him away from cooperation 
with the Majority Socialists and from the plans for elec
tions to the Bavarian Landtag.24 As long as socialism was 
described as an ethical “reformation of spirits,” as long, 
that is, as politics remained in the realm of general theory, 
then Landauer and Eisner could work hand in hand. Eisner
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knew, when he called Landauer to Munich, that Landauer 
shared with him a strong detestation of war and Prussian 
militarism and that he placed a similar emphasis upon the 
ethical aspects of socialism; both regarded socialism as a 
product of man’s conscience and free will—Eisner had 
been a student of the Kantian philosopher Hermann Cohen 
—and not simply as an inevitable historical consequence of 
modern capitalist development.25 When it came to more 
specific matters, notably Eisner’s willingness to seek a com
promise between the claims of parliamentary rule and those 
of the councils,28 Landauer parted company with Eisner; 
although both were ethical socialists and idealist intellec
tuals, Landauer remained an anarchist and was categorically 
opposed to parliamentarism.

If he did not simply work with Eisner, then, where did 
Landauer stand in the Munich situation? Early in the revo
lution a group of fifty radicals, including many from 
Eisner’s USPD but also a handful of anarchists, constituted 
themselves as the Revolutionary Workers’ Council. Having 
evolved from the earliest workers’ council formed on No
vember 7, the R A R  (Revolutionäre Arbeiterrat) intended, 
in the words of its leader, the anarchist Erich Mühsam, to 
“ drive the revolution forward toward a socialism con
structed on the foundation of the Räte idea.” 27 Such a 
formulation of aims was rather vague, yet it was specific 
enough to indicate that the R A R  was a minority group 
even within the context of the Räte movement. In his 
proclamation of a Bavarian republic on November 7, Eisner 
had promised that a constitutional national assembly would 
be elected as soon as possible and that his government would 
be marked by cooperation between the two socialist parties, 
without saying a word about plans for socializing the econ
omy; in so doing he had spoken for the councils of workers,
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soldiers, and peasants which had elected him president on 
that day, the so-called Provisional National Council.28 After 
its formation in the days following November 7, the R A R  
was the only organization that stood firmly for socialist 
democracy based upon the councils and opposed the plans 
for parliamentary elections. Given such a situation, Lan
dauer naturally joined this group when he arrived in 
Munich late in November.29 He and Miihsam were there
after the two leading figures in the RAR, whose primary 
purpose was to prevent the abdication of the Räte move
ment to the authority of a Bavarian parliamentary assembly.

In the first month of its activity, the R A R , led by Lan
dauer and Miihsam, made various unsuccessful attempts to 
realize its goal. In the first place it attempted to build a 
radical council movement by organizing shop councils 
(Betriebsräte) in Munich’s industrial centers. These quickly 
formed Räte, however, were soon controlled by trade- 
union leaders who forced the R A R  to agree that their 
50 members would join 550 delegates from the shop coun
cils in forming a Munich workers’ council. “Within the 
system of the workers’ councils in the city of Munich, 
then,” one recent historian of the Bavarian Revolution has 
written, “ the ‘revolutionaries’ were formally in a minority 
of eleven to one.” 30 In the Provisional National Council, 
however, ostensibly the highest authority in the Bavarian 
state until the election of a national assembly, the R A R  
had disproportionate strength since it was outnumbered 
there only by five to one.31 In this body, which met on 
December 9 and 10, shortly after Landauer’s arrival in 
Munich, Landauer led R A R  members in various denuncia
tions of the SPD, especially of Erhard Auer, the minister 
of the interior in Eisner’s coalition government.32 At the 
same time Landauer offered concrete plans for drastic edu
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cational reform to the National Council, a central concern 
for ethical socialists such as Eisner and himself. The plan, 
which was never acted upon, contained recommendations 
concerning the abolition of compulsory participation in 
religious instruction, total freedom of political association 
for all students and Dozenten, and freedom of access for 
all individuals, regardless of political party, religion, or 
sex, to all Hochschule.ss

Even with its “overrepresentation” in the National 
Council, the R A R  had little power to steer the revolution 
in a more leftward direction. In a situation where the Ma
jority Socialists and the trade unions commanded the alle
giance of the mass of Munich’s working classes, Landauer 
made his own personal attempts to strengthen the radical 
wing of the Räte movement. Besides leading the R A R  in 
the National Council, Landauer attempted to gain the sup
port of troops returning from the front in December 1918. 
Faced with the prospect of unemployment on their return, 
soldiers were addressed by Landauer in Munich’s National 
Theater soon after their arrival at the railroad station: 
“You, who for years were compelled to sacrifice your lives 
in a senseless slaughter of the peoples,” Landauer impas
sioned; “The hour of freedom has struck—now fight for 
yourselves.”  34

As a result of the failure of the R A R  to make any sig
nificant headway in its struggle, Mühsam formed another 
organization on November 30, a loosely knit group called 
the Revolutionary internationalists of Bavaria, or V R I 
(Vereinigung revolutionärer Internationalisten). The 
group, whose members shared a common admiration for 
the Russian Revolution, was devoid of any specific pro
gram besides the general desire for radical social trans
formation. Soon after its formation, it engaged in direct-

- 2 9 9 -



REVOLUTION IN BAVARIA

action tactics, such as an attack on December 6 against the 
offices of the middle-class paper, Der Bayerische Kurier. 
Landauer, significantly enough, never joined this other ven
ture of Mühsam’s,35 possibly because he anticipated its later 
course: in January the V R I was absorbed by the Spartacist 
group in Munich, which was then gathering strength within 
the radical movement, and Mühsam was drawn into direct 
cooperation with the Communist leader Max Levien.30 Al
though Landauer and Mühsam had been friends since their 
initial meeting at the Neue Gemeinschaft in Berlin, eighteen 
years before,37 their temperaments and conceptions of anar
chism had always been very different. Landauer, Mühsam’s 
senior by eight years, rejected Mühsam’s attachment to 
Bakunin’s anarchism—with its view that the destruction of 
the state would, of itself, constitute a great moral and social 
revolution—and had repeatedly warned Mühsam against 
the tendency to regard all existing customs, traditions, and 
institutions as needful of destruction.38 As his manifesto 
of the V R I indicated, moreover, Mühsam was not a con
sistent anarchist in his stated objective to follow in Munich 
the model of the Bolshevik Revolution.39 With such an 
objective it is little wonder that Mühsam was willing to 
cooperate with Leninists, whom Landauer detested as “mili
tarists,” 40 and that Landauer never joined the group.

Landauer’s view of the Räte movement was rather differ
ent from that of the Communists with whom Mühsam 
would soon cooperate. He did not regard the struggle 
against parliamentarism, against the convening of the Ba
varian Landtag, as a struggle for a “ dictatorship of the prole
tariat” based upon the Räte. In letters he wrote in Novem
ber and December 1918, in his speeches before the Bavarian 
Provisional National Council, and in an important article 
he wrote in November, “The United Republics of Ger
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many and Their Constitution,” Landauer carefully dis
tinguished his own position from both SPD and bourgeois 
parliamentarism and the Communist conception of the Räte, 
in the exposition of his views Landauer demonstrated once 
again that his opposition to parliamentarism, far from being 
antidemocratic—like that of the German Right and the 
Bolsheviks—was aimed at the development of what he re
garded as real democracy, the full and continuous participa
tion of all members of the community in decision making. 
Landauer’s Räte conception and his antiparliamentarism 
were based on a participatory democracy from below, 
coupled with a plan for the federalist decentralization of 
authority in Germany. In November he wrote to his cousin 
Hugo: “ . . . the new democracy will be entirely different 
from the silly electioneering, which is only a resignation on 
the part of the people and a disgusting rule by the par
ties.” 41 Instead of envisaging rule by the proletariat in place 
of parliamentary oligarchy, however, Landauer called for 
a broadening of the definition of a worker to include all 
“ active”  members of the community, with the “abolition 
of the proletariat” as a distinct class. “ The concept of the 
worker must be widened,”  he wrote; “ all technical, com
mercial, and other organized activities must be included. 
Not the dictatorship, but the abolition of the proletariat 
must be the slogan.” 42

For Landauer socialism was not a matter of historically 
favored social groups, especially not those groups whose 
life was defined by the urban factory, but involved the 
development of cooperation among all working members 
of the community. Before the December 9 meeting of the 
Bavarian Arbeiterräte, Landauer said: “ It does not occur 
to us to want to perpetuate the proletariat, privation, dep
rivation of rights, and servitude. It does not occur to us
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to help the proletariat assume domination or a dictatorship; 
the sense of a democratic-socialist revolution can be accom
plished only through the abolition of the proletariat for all 
time.” 43 Although he had little hope of realizing this objec
tive immediately—rational persuasion was not enough, he 
admitted, for the workers were too habituated to their jobs 
and would be convinced only after experiencing industrial 
ruin and the coming mass unemployment44—Landauer en
visaged a possible return of large numbers of Munich prole
tarians to the land in the course of the revolution. Such a 
development might be accomplished, he wrote in Novem
ber, if the various Räte of the Bavarian districts would 
grant land in their districts to industrial workers and return
ing soldiers.45 In Landauer’s view of the Räte movement, 
as in almost all his thought and activity after the turn of the 
century, anarchist socialism and völkisch antiurbanism com
bined.

Instead of a dictatorship of parliament or of the proletar
iat, of Scheidemann or of Liebknecht, Landauer called for a 
democracy of the entire working community based upon 
the decentralized Räte. For the libertarian romantic the 
Räte would not be organized along class lines or be directed 
from above, but would unite all active members of the com
munity on a local level from which all authority would 
flow. In November 1918 Landauer worked out a means by 
which to apply his earlier social thought—federalist, com
munitarian, romantic, and anarchist—to the Räte movement 
of 1918-19:

E very  continuity with the old Reich must cease, otherwise 
we w ill have a Caesaro-proletarian dictatorship no matter 
whether it is called Scheidemann or Liebknecht. The N a
tional Assembly for the entire Reich ought to consist only 
o f delegates o f the autonomous republics, and these again
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should have their special assemblies beforehand, whose dele
gates have come from the corporation. These are the w ork
ers’, peasants’, and soldiers’ councils. The factory owner or 
businessman who is organizationally active is a worker. The 
stockholder, if  he is otherwise nothing else, is nothing. For 
that reason citizens’ councils [Bürgerräte] and councils of 
intellectual workers [Räte geistiger A rbeiter\ are a useless 
nuisance. [T w o of the latter had already been formed, one 
under Lujo Brentano, the economist, and the other under 
Heinrich Mann, the novelist.] I equate the former conditions 
o f repression with direct (atomized) and secret election; for 
freedom we need corporative (thus indirect) and open elec
tion, the continuing mutual agreement, the imperative man
date, and the possibility of more immediate recall o f dele
gates, whose function is not as people’s representatives but 
as deputies o f a permanently meeting corporation.46

Landauer coupled his call for a radical democratic alter
native to parliamentary rule with a plan for a federalist 
reconstitution of Germany. In November he wrote a pam
phlet on this subject, The United Republics of Germany 
and Their Constitution, which may have been inspired by 
his reading of the federalist thinker Konstantin Frantz dur
ing the war.47 Describing the democratic base of a decen
tralized Germany in the Räte of each separate local com
munity (Gemeinde), Landauer called for a federal Bund 
of autonomous German republics, each to be controlled by 
its constituent councils below.48 Unlike Frantz, Landauer 
was not a conservative federalist, but an anarchist who felt 
that even federal states were in need of decentralized con
trol from the local level. Consistent with his romantic social 
theories, moreover, Landauer held that each autonomous 
republic should be made up of an area that cohered histori
cally and culturally; since it was not an organic unity, there
fore, the state of Prussia should be dissolved into a number
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of separate republics, one in west Germany—the Rhineland 
— one in the north, and one in the eastern part of the coun
try. If Prussia does not agree and refuses to give up her 
earlier domination of the Reich, Landauer emphasized, she 
should not be asked to join in the Bund. Only if each of the 
republics that make up Prussia agrees to participate on an 
equal footing with the other German republics—Landauer 
included Austria in his Greater Germany scheme—would 
she be included in the union.49 Such was the libertarian, 
federalist dream that Landauer imagined for Germany in 
the wake of the seemingly decentralized revolts of early 
November.50

Landauer’s hopes for the decentralization of Germany 
had little chance of success. Although Eisner had gained 
some conservative and peasant support through his attacks 
on Prussian hegemony in Germany and had severed diplo
matic relations with Prussia by the end of the month,51 his 
motives for separatism had been very different from those 
of conservative Bavarians, and secession was not likely to 
occur during the revolution. Although the Bavarian Revo
lution of November seemed to Landauer to be the begin
ning of the dissolution of a centralized German state, “the 
potentiality of an active separatism,” according to Alan 
Mitchell, “was not to become a significant factor during 
the revolutionary period. The principal reason for this was 
quite simply that traditional Bavarian particularism had also 
been monarchist, and was therefore undercut in 1918 by the 
very fact of the revolution. The threat of secession, there
fore, was necessarily limited in November to a political 
gambit of Eisner’s personal diplomacy.”  52

Although some control over local affairs was allowed to 
Bavaria and other German states in the Weimar Constitu
tion, passed in 1919, Bismarck’s work had not been undone;
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if anything centralization was strengthened.53 Landauer’s 
federalist hopes of November stood almost no chance of 
realization. By December, moreover, parliamentarism was 
carrying the day and Landauer’s fight for Ratedemokratie 
was imperiled. As we shall see, however, the final victory of 
parliamentarism—an accomplished fact in the Berlin Revo
lution after the suppression of the Spartacists in January—  
was deferred for a number of months by events that were 
peculiar to Munich.

The Advance of Parliamentarism and 
the Response of the Radicals 

The events of December soon dissipated the hopes of No
vember. On December 5, after delaying a month, Eisner set 
January 12 as the date for elections to the Bavarian Landtag. 
Although the personal feelings of the President were very 
close to those of Landauer—in November Eisner had re
peatedly spoken against ballot-box democracy and in favor 
of the council system— he had become convinced by 
December 5 that it was not only the bourgeois parties and 
the Right who favored parliamentary elections, and he 
decided to attempt a compromise between parliamentary 
and council rule.54 In Berlin, however, events moved even 
more quicldy. The National Congress of Councils meeting 
in Berlin (December 16-21),  in which 60 percent of the 
delegates were supporters of the Majority Socialists, passed 
a resolution that delegated power to the provisional govern
ment of Ebert and Scheidemann until a parliamentary Na
tional Assembly could convene.55 Immediately thereafter 
a radical sailors’ revolt was suppressed and the three Inde
pendent Socialist ministers resigned from the government, 
leaving control in the hands of the Majority Socialists 
alone.50 Instead of socialism and council democracy, the
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revolution had been reduced to the political program of the 
SPD: parliamentary government.

Because of his overinflated hopes of November, Landauer 
reacted bitterly to the events of the succeeding month. 
Asked by Eisner to edit the Munich organ of the USPD, 
Landauer refused on the ground that he would then be de
pendent on a ministry that stood against council democracy 
from below. “The calling of the Landtag,” he wrote, “has 
produced bad blood among the revolutionaries, including 
myself.” 57 Before the Provisional National Council, Lan
dauer began to propose more radical measures than Eisner 
would accept in attempting to prevent the rightward swing 
of the revolution. At the end of December he called for the 
“liberation of the press” from all control by capitalist parties 
and individuals,58 but he did not make clear how this was 
to be accomplished.

Spending Christmas with his and Eisner’s children in 
Krumbach, Landauer became more and more despondent 
and bitter about the course of events. In one letter he ex
pressed sharp disappointment with the revolution in connec
tion with a personal premonition of death, a subject that 
had been on his mind since the loss of Hedwig earlier in the 
year: “ I feel only as if I am on furlough in this world, with 
the children and the revolution, and for that reason I am at 
the same time both radical and peaceably quiet.” 59 His ear
lier equilibrium and circumspection had begun to recede 
under the impact of personal and now political disasters. 
The older feeling of isolation was coupled with an only 
slightly exaggerated fear of numerous enemies. The day 
after Christmas he wrote: “ I am with the children here— 
in a world of ugly enemies.” 80 Two weeks before the pro
posed convening of the Landtag, in early February, Lan
dauer had given up all sense of purpose in his work and
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expressed even darker sentiments than he had in December: 
“ I can be happy only if I sink into the past and forget about 
life. What I do is only a kind of obligation, and from gen
eral and personal reasons I do it without hope.” 61

Two days before the elections to the Landtag were to 
take place, on January io, Landauer wrote to Eisner and 
pleaded with him to prevent the meeting of the assembly. 
“ Immediately after the election the counterrevolutionaries 
will be immoderately impetuous and offensive,”  he wrote, 
“ and their cry will be: Down with Eisner! A  Parliament 
of this kind must be broken up. If that does not happen, you 
will allow yourself to be pushed into parliamentary opposi
tion (where you would stand almost alone). There our only 
help would be the social despair of the unemployed or tor
mented masses; and that would even be worse than an 
immediate coup against the misbegotten parliament.” 62 
Landauer was beginning to throw his own social theories 
overboard under the pressure of political urgency. The 
sense of desperation was heightened by persistent brooding 
over the personal tragedy of his wife’s death. Besides the 
evidence of his letters, we have the testimony of his friend 
Martin Buber on this point. Describing Landauer during the 
early months of 1919, Buber wrote: “ . . . he appeared dis
pirited and nearly exhausted—a year before his wife had 
succumbed to a fatal illness, and now he relived her death 
in his heart.” 63

In such a state of mind Landauer went through the mo
tions of following Eisner’s request that he run for a Landtag 
seat; he electioneered in Krumbach, not to be elected, but 
“to use the opportunity to say what is right to the voters.” 64 
Predictably enough he received only a handful of votes in 
this rural town. His showing, however, merely reflected 
that of all candidates associated with the Räte movement
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(most of whom were USPD leaders, as the Spartacists de
cided to boycott the elections). Eisner was soundly defeated 
and the other Independent cabinet ministers fared even 
worse.85 In the elections of January 12, the SPD and the 
Bavarian People’s Party dominated the voting.88 From the 
point of view of Landauer and the other radicals, Munich’s 
Thermidor seemed to be following that of Berlin.

After the elections Landauer bitterly criticized Eisner for 
compromising with the SPD. Eisner has “lost his way” in his 
earlier attempt to define a course between compromise and 
the Spartacists, Landauer commented, adding, “ His partici
pation for so long in the ranks of Social Democracy has 
taken its revenge.” 87 Urging Eisner to resign, Landauer 
advised him to work solely within the Räte movement,88 a 
course of action which Eisner soon adopted. Having failed 
to make his intention public, however, Eisner neglected to 
disabuse many persons outside the government of the mis
taken suspicion that he planned a new revolution and would 
prevent the meeting of the Landtag, a suspicion that was to 
contribute to his assassination.89

Although a new revolution was feared by elements on 
the Right, Landauer had no such expectations. In January 
he wrote that the Right had nothing to worry about: their 
counterrevolution would triumph with the convening of 
the Landtag, which had been set for February 21. “ One will 
have to count on other V ö l k e r Landauer wrote on January 
29, “ the Germans are too wretched.”  70 Whereas in No
vember he had spoken of the superiority of the German 
Revolution to the French one of 1789, since it seemed at the 
time that it might lead to a decentralization of the country, 
in early February he wrote: “To the Devil with the Ger
mans! This isn’t even up to 1848 and it’s not possible to 
speak 1789 in the same breath.”  71 The prospect for real
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social change had vanished: “The entire spirit of renewal,” 
he wrote, “which would have led to self-determination, and 
the self-government of new institutions and voluntary asso
ciations, has evaporated.” 72

Soon after the elections to the Landtag, Landauer wrote 
an article, “The Overestimation of Voting,” in which he 
clarified his opposition to the victory of ballot-box democ
racy in the revolution. Condemning the “counterrevolution
ary victory of the militaristically led Social Democratic re
gime” in Berlin—through its massacre of the Spartacists, 
carried out with the cooperation of the old military—Lan
dauer contended that the present government was merely 
a continuation of the prewar authoritarian regime. Lan- 
dauer’s antiauthoritarian critique, however, was based upon 
the conception of the state which he had held since the mid- 
1890s, a conception he developed after reflection upon SPD 
strength among the Berlin working classes; the tutelage of 
the masses was not merely based upon their coercion by 
SPD and Reich authorities, but rested upon the voluntary 
servitude of a docile and passive community. Now the 
fusion of the SPD and the capitalist, authoritarian state, 
long predicted by Landauer, had been accomplished, and it 
too rested upon the dependency and the voluntary submis
sion of the Volk: “Up to the time of the revolution we had 
an authoritarian regime,”  Landauer wrote in January 1919, 
“and the Volk dumbly complied with it; now, after the 
revolution, we have an authoritarian regime and the major
ity of the Volk follows it with exultant acclaim. In all these 
years . . .  it was a very doubtful honor to be a German; 
it is even more doubtful now.” 73

In line with the view of authority which he had devel
oped fully in the years before the war, Landauer argued that 
there was still a chance to prevent SPD perpetuation of the
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authoritarian institutions of the monarchy: we should not 
attempt to overthrow the state directly, since its strength 
lies not merely in itself but in the recognition granted it by 
the masses, but we can still prevent the victory of the coun
terrevolutionary National Assembly by ignoring it and by 
building autonomous institutions on the local and regional 
level. In the context of 1919 Landauer assigned to the Räte 
the job of fulfilling the doctrine of Etienne de La Boetie. If 
a real revolution is to be accomplished, Landauer con
cluded, the German Räte movement must reverse the deci
sion made by the Rätekongress of December 16-21 and 
begin building an alternative to centralized, parliamentary 
government. Since the present parliamentary parties are 
continuous with the war criminal parties of the past, Lan
dauer claimed, the building of this alternative would alone 
place Germany on a better footing with the Entente.74

What could be done in Bavaria, however, to prevent the 
victory of the parliamentary counterrevolution in that state? 
From the very beginning the Munich Revolution had rested 
upon a narrower social base than the one in Berlin. Here 
the Center party was much more closely allied with Catho
lic forces which were unalterably opposed to a socialist 
transformation,75 and the radicals of Munich were more an 
isolated group in primarily rural and small-town Bavaria 
than Berlin’s radicals were with respect to northern Ger
many. It is hardly surprising that by January the Munich 
council movement had no real political weight in the Bavar
ian power structure; the same had occurred in Berlin where 
the prospects for radical change had been brighter.

What is surprising is that the council movement had any 
significance at all after the elections of January 12. One 
important reason for this had to be lost upon so passionate 
a decentralist and antiurban socialist as Landauer: if radical
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ism continued in the Bavarian Revolution, it was because 
it was of significance in its center, in Munich, where Bavar
ia’s only marginal bohemian intellectual community and 
sizable industrial working-class population lived. In January 
and February, between the elections to the Landtag and its 
convening, there was considerable working-class discontent 
in Munich, which strengthened the hand of the radicals; 
“pressing problems of demobilization and reconversion, stag
nation in key sectors such as construction, devaluation of 
the mark and spiraling unemployment,”  were to play their 
part in prolonging the life of the Räte movement.78 Surpris
ingly enough, in Berlin, where the radical forces were 
stronger, the issue of parliamentary or Räte control was 
settled earlier and unmistakably in favor of the former; in 
Munich, where they were weaker, although strengthened 
by working-class discontent in January, the radicals were 
not squashed until a number of months later, and not until 
after actual council republics had been set up for a time in 
April. The solution to this paradox, which prolonged Lan
dauer’s importance and that of the Munich Räte movement 
beyond the elections of January 12, is carefully delineated 
by Alan Mitchell:

In the given circumstances . . . the stability o f republican 
authority in Munich was much less threatened than in Berlin. 
Throughout most of Northern Germ any there was a clear 
and present danger o f further revolution. In Southern G er
many, with the possible exception o f Stuttgart, no such 
danger was apparent. W hether due to the absence of a 
vigorous radical tradition, to the rural structure o f society, 
or just to the disinterest o f Bolshevik agents in the less in
dustrialized and presumably less “ promising”  areas o f G er
many, the Eisner regime enjoyed a temporary security which 
the Ebert government did not. Berlin passed almost im
mediately from the crisis o f the November Revolution to a
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decision as to its character—with the outcome resting frankly 
on military authority. Unlike Ebert, the Bavarian Prime 
Minister had no secret telephone connection to Reichswehr 
headquarters as, for the time being, he had no need o f one. 
There was another reason: Eisner was much less intent than 
Ebert on restricting the power o f the revolutionary councils. 
. . . T h ey  had provided his route to power: he had first of 
all become a council leader and only then the Prime Minister 
of the Bavarian state . . .  [a situation that] created a pattern 
of negotiation in Munich fundamentally different from that 
in Berlin.77

Although they did not directly attack, and were not 
squashed by, Eisner’s government, the radicals bitterly criti
cized Eisner for compromising with the SPD on the matter 
of parliamentary elections and sought means to strengthen 
their movement in the wake of the January elections to the 
Landtag. At a meeting of workers’ and soldiers’ councils on 
January 15, Landauer called for the solidarity of all social
ists opposing the convening of the Landtag, for union in the 
furtherance of the Räte movement. The desperation of the 
moment had overwhelmed Landauer so completely that he 
was now willing to include the Spartacists in such a united 
front.78 In the Bavarian situation of January 1919, Landauer 
had concluded that the only chance for radical social change 
lay in a solidarity of all segments of the working class and 
intellectual community who were opposed to parliamentary 
oligarchy. When challenged by an SPD delegate to defend 
his opening to the Left, Landauer responded: . . there 
are many workers who have flown to the Spartacists as a 
butterfly to the light.”  79

The revolution in Bavaria was to cause Landauer to re
verse some of his earlier political positions for a time; des
peration and the feeling that he was only on “ furlough in 
this world” were pushing him toward the kind of political
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associations he would never have made in the past. By the 
beginning of February the Communists (as the Spartacists 
were called after January) were making great inroads into 
the Munich workers’ councils80—aided by the economic 
discontent of which I have spoken—and Landauer was now 
willing to have them join, but not lead, a common resistance 
to the Majority Socialists. After the February 7 arrest of 
Max Levien, a prominent Communist leader, by the govern
ment—against Eisner’s wish— Landauer was one of the 
leaders of a protest demonstration that resulted in Levien’s 
release. In explanation of his part in this protest Landauer 
asserted that he was not really concerned about Levien but 
about the fact that such an arrest, if it went unchallenged, 
would be repeated against more and more leaders of the 
Räte movement.81

With the same solidarity of all radical socialists in mind, 
Landauer was one of the leading advocates of a mass demon
stration that took place on February 16 in the name of the 
continuation of the Räte system. The demonstration, which 
he urged Eisner to join, included USPD, KPD, anarchist, 
and even SPD supporters.82 After the demonstration Lan
dauer allowed himself to be encouraged by a turnout he 
estimated at 80,000, commenting that it would “not fail to 
make its impression.” 83 Such an event was of great impor
tance to Landauer and other radical leaders, such as Mühsam 
and Toller, since it served to demonstrate to them that 
there was mass support for a council system of govern
ment, although this support had not been noticeable in the 
January elections where the USPD had received only 3 per
cent of the vote.84 The support, of course, was all in Munich.

The willingness to form a united front, for the first time 
in his political life, had provided Landauer in February with 
a short-lived sense of social support. In the days before the
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convening of the Landtag, Landauer had emerged from his 
earlier isolation and had become one of the leading figures 
of the radical movement. Desperation had made him aban
don his lifelong insistence upon autonomy and independ
ence. What he did not seem to understand, however, was 
that Communist strength in the industrial sectors of Munich 
was growing at a pace that would soon work against their 
cooperation with such petit-bourgeois intellectuals as him
self. The basis of his opening to the Left had been a desire 
to secure the existence of the Räte movement in the face of 
the soon to be convened Landtag. If, however, he could 
not compete with Levien and Leviné for the support of 
Munich’s industrial workers (which was, in fact, the case, 
given his refusal to see the Räte movement as the vehicle for 
a working-class seizure of power),85 there was little chance 
that he would succeed in convincing the Communists to 
follow his conception of a Rätedemokratie. The isolation of 
the past had been only superficially erased. Landauer’s soli
darity with the estimated 80,000 demonstrators of February 
16 was largely of a purely negative kind: common opposi
tion to the destruction of the council movement.

At the same time, however, Landauer’s powerful speeches: 
at various workers’ council meetings of February, in the 
period just before the expected convening of the Landtag 
on the 21 st, often carried considerable weight.88 Landauer 
was instrumental, for example, in attracting support from 
the Munich Workers’ Council, which had an SPD and 
trade-union majority, for the February 16 demonstration in 
favor of the council system and its continued existence. At 
the February 12 sitting of the council, Landauer charged 
that the SPD minister of the interior, Erhard Auer, was 
planning a coup against Eisner and the other Independents 
in the government and was forming a bourgeois coalition
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i hat would put an end to the council system. After radical 
delegates prevented a defender of Auer from speaking, the 
SPD and trade-union delegates left the hall in protest and 
Landauer called upon a large group of radical shop stew
ards, who had been sitting in the gallery, to replace the de
parted council members. With its SPD majority missing, the 
Munich Workers’ Council easily passed a resolution in 
favor of the February 16 demonstration.87

Such tactics were not necessary, however, at the sessions 
of the Bavarian Workers’, Peasants’, and Soldiers’ Rätekon
gress which met during the entire week before February 21; 
since mid-January, as we have seen, large sections of Mu
nich’s working classes had become radicalized by worsening 
economic conditions and the failure of the Eisner govern
ment to bring about meaningful social reforms, and the 
Rätekongress provided expression for their discontent. In 
this forum Landauer’s speeches against the SPD and bal
lot-box democracy and in favor of a direct democracy 
based upon the councils were greeted with stormy ap
plause.88 At the February 19 sitting of the congress, Lan
dauer escalated his charges against Auer and other SPD 
ministers, claiming that they were planning a counterrevolu
tionary putsch against the Räte and the Independent Social
ists, in league with a contingent of sailors.89 Because of these 
fears Landauer had called on Eisner, in a speech after the 
February 16 demonstration, to cease all cooperation with 
the SPD and form an administration committed to break 
from the old military and bureaucracy; in place of SPD and 
bourgeois centralized bureaucracy, he emphasized, a social
ist economy must be built which would be based upon 
district and local control.90

Such a conception of socialism was different from that 
of both right-wing socialists and Communists, and Landauer
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did not hesitate to make this clear to the Rätekongress. He 
did not merely attack the SPD and ballot-box democracy at 
the congress, but emphasized that his cooperation with the 
Communists against parliamentarism did not mean that he 
subscribed to their conception of the Räte: “There is no 
more pitiful revolution in world history than this one in 
Germany,” he said in one speech; “ it chooses ballot-box 
democracy which does not bring the clear will of the Volk 
to expression. But what we need is not a dictatorship of 
the proletariat as such, but an always visible, always work
ing, democracy of all creative forces, forces that will to
gether determine the life of the Volk.” 91 Landauer was not 
about to abandon his commitment either to direct democ
racy or to anarchosocialism. In another speech he clearly 
distinguished the land of libertarian socialism he favored 
from that of both SPD and KPD; in the account of the 
USPD paper, the Neue "Leitung, Landauer “warned against 
a bureaucratization of the distribution of the necessities o f 
life. Socialism is not based upon our looking up to the father 
state,” he said, “but upon our own initiative, the free ex
change of goods carried out by working people.”  92 Such 
speeches were, significantly, not greeted with thunderous 
applause; the followers of Landauer’s positive social theo
ries, as distinguished from his more generally appealing 
negative attacks on the SPD and parliamentarism, were few 
in number and were largely concentrated among the anti
authoritarian Schwabing intellectuals.93

Although his social theories carried little weight with the 
mass of workers in the Rätekongress, beyond his general 
commitment to a Räte system of rule, it was Landauer’s mo
tion that was finally adopted in the crucial debate of the 
last day of the congress. With the Landtag about to meet 
on the following day, the congress had to decide upon an
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immediate course of action. While an SPD delegate called 
for outright adjournment and total abdication of authority 
to the Landtag, and the KPD countered with a demand that 
the congress remain in session in spite of the Landtag, Lan
dauer suggested a compromise that was finally adopted:

. . the Kongress would adjourn temporarily, to meet 
again soon, and would in the meantime organize a series of 
public demonstrations in favor of the integration of the 
council system in the constitution.” 94 In the end, Landauer 
stood against direct confrontation tactics and resigned him
self to an attempt to salvage as much Räte authority as pos
sible in the midst of the imminent regimen of counterrevolu
tionary parliamentarism. If, however, he was willing to 
compromise on February 20, the next day was to unleash all 
the pent-up bitterness and desperation that had been gather
ing since early December. After February 21 Landauer and 
Munich moved to the Left: Thermidor had been deferred 
by the assassination of Kurt Eisner.

Thermidor Deferred: Eisner’s Assassination 
and the Council Republics 

After his speech to the final session of the Rätekongress 
on February 20, Landauer left for Krumbach, in the Swa
bian part of Bavaria, to spend the next day, February 21, 
with his children; it had been exactly one year before that 
Hedwig had died. After returning to Munich at the end 
of the sad day, Landauer was greeted with the news that his 
close friend Eisner had been murdered by a demented man 
who had earlier been rejected by the reactionary Thule 
Society, Count Arco-Valley.95 Eisner was shot on the way 
to the Landtag building where he had intended to offer his 
resignation and go into peaceful opposition—a fact that 
was, unfortunately, little known among the populace of
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Bavaria.96 Along with most of Munich’s population, Lan
dauer was deeply shocked and horrified by Eisner’s murder. 
For him, however, the tragedy was a great personal loss, 
especially as it came exactly one year after the death of his 
wife.97 He conveyed this sense of personal loss publicly in 
the memorial address he delivered at Eisner’s funeral on the 
26th of February, in which he spoke of Eisner as “one like 
Jesus, like Huss, . . . who were executed by stupidity and 
greed,”  98 and wrote privately: . . it is very difficult for 
me to go on with my work—and with my life.”  99 After 
such an event existence was becoming more and more of a 
burden to Landauer.

After a delay of an hour, during which the shock of 
Eisner’s assassination was absorbed, the Landtag opened 
its scheduled meeting with a speech by the SPD minister 
Erhard Auer. Before he could complete his first sentence, 
however, Auer was severely wounded by a bullet fired by a 
butcher named Alois Lindner, who had been maddened by 
the murder of his idol, Eisner, and believed that Auer was 
the initiator of the assassination. In panic the deputies imme
diately ran from the hall, after Lindner, in making his 
escape, killed two persons. The deputies did not return.100

After February 21 a power vacuum developed, but it was 
promptly filled by an immediately radicalized Räte move
ment. Eisner’s assassination led very quickly, in Munich, to 
a mass flight of workers from the ranks of the SPD and 
into the camp of both the USPD and the KPD, a flight 
brought on by the workers’ feeling that they had been “be
trayed by their party leaders and that reaction was on the 
march.” 101 Instead of being the day on which the revolu
tion would have ended, the day on which the Landtag 
would have accepted Eisner’s resignation and established 
its sole authority in Bavaria, February 21 saw the beginning
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of a second revolution which was to lead to the radical 
council republics of April:

February 21 might well have marked the conclusion of the 
revolution in Bavaria except for the political stupidity and 
criminal action o f K urt Eisner’s assassin. Had Eisner been 
permitted to carry out his intention to resign on February 21, 
a legally elected and constituted parliamentary government 
would have been inaugurated that day. . . .  As one lawless 
act led directly to another, [however,] Bavaria was suddenly 
and literally returned to a state o f lawlessness, and every 
question which might have been settled was at once re
opened. . . . Even in terms of its own motive Count A rco ’s 
deed was a failure. Instead o f averting a second revolution, 
he initiated it.102

Even with the shift in working-class sentiment in Mu
nich, the SPD and the right wing of the USPD still retained 
a majority of delegates to the various Bavarian Räte. A l
though large sections of the Munich working class had been 
radicalized by Eisner’s assassination, as well as by unem
ployment, inflation, and scarcities, and each week saw the 
return of more troops, adding to the number of aimless and 
jobless in the city, this development was not immediately 
expressed within the Räte movement as a whole.103 Left- 
wing Independent Socialists, Communists, and anarchists 
were still only a minority within the Bavarian Räte, a fact 
that was evident at the meetings of the Rätekongress which 
assembled on February 25 to decide upon the future of the 
revolution. On the fourth day of the congress Erich Miih- 
sam’s call for the immediate establishment of a Bavarian so
cialist Räterepublik was soundly rejected by a vote of 234 
to 70, with Landauer voting against his friend’s motion. In 
explanation of his position Landauer said that the calling of 
a Räterepublik would be premature, since he was “ac
quainted with the mistrust, the hate, and the ignorance of
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the facts in the Land [Bavaria] against which one would 
proclaim the council republic at this time.” 101 Instead of a 
Räterepublik, what was decided upon was a motion that 
Landauer also voted against: a cabinet would be formed and 
the Landtag reconvened in order to grant it special pow
ers.105 Outside the Landtag building where the Rätekongress 
was meeting, a crowd of angry workers had gathered who 
threatened to storm the bulding when they heard of the 
congress’s decisions. Landauer appeared to present his rea
sons for opposing a Räterepublik at this time, but it took 
Mühsam and Levien to dissuade the unarmed crowd from 
disrupting the congress.106 Such a demonstration of Mu
nich’s workers against the majority of the delegates to the 
congress convinced many radicals—especially Mühsam, but 
possibly also Landauer—that the congress was not giving 
expression to the radical sentiments held by a majority of 
the masses of Munich.107

Early in March the Rätekongress appointed a unity com
mission which reported to it on March 7. The commission 
proposed a cabinet composed of SPD and USPD members, 
to be headed by the former SPD minister of culture under 
Eisner, Johannes Hoffman. It recommended that the Land
tag be called into session to approve the cabinet, but then 
it was to recess and allow the new government to rule provi
sionally by executive decree. The central point of the com
mission’s report, however, was its recommendation that the 
councils continue to exist only in an advisory capacity, 
with the power merely of being able to demand a referen
dum on any action taken by the Landtag in the future. With 
the congress’s adoption of the commission report on the 
following day, Landauer and the radicals had been de
feated: the Landtag would be reconvened on March 17 to 
approve the SPD-led cabinet.108 Given the turbulent at-
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mosphere in Munich, however—there was frequent street 
fighting now between security guards and workers—the 
Hoffman government was advised by Berlin to withdraw 
to Nuremberg in northern Bavaria.109 After the murder of 
Eisner, Munich was a polarized city on the verge of civil 
war. To the consternation of the radicals, however, the 
Rätekongress had adopted the program of the Majority 
Socialists and planned to abdicate its authority to the Land
tag; it had come out against the workers in the streets. The 
radicals’ disgust was best expressed by Gustav Landauer. 
After three persons had been killed when armed security 
guards broke up a crowd of demonstrators on Munich’s 
Theresienwiese— an event received by SPD delegates in the 
congress with relief—Landauer stood up and said: “ In the 
whole of natural history I know of no more revolting crea
ture than the Social Democratic Party.” 110 

Before the final vote was taken in the congress on the 
commission’s report, Landauer made a plea for the adoption 
of his own conception of democracy, one based upon the 
Räte themselves and not upon centralized cabinets and par
liamentary rule. He repeated his plan in a letter he wrote 
later in the month. Although his plan was rejected by the 
congress, it is of interest as an example of Landauer’s appli
cation of his social views to the Bavarian Revolution. Once 
again he rejected both parliamentarism and the dictatorship 
of the proletariat as political solutions for the revolution. 
The Räte, he insisted, must not resemble parliamentary 
bodies, as the unity commission had in effect proposed; 
instead of being central bodies elected by workers and 
peasants, as the commission had suggested, Landauer pro
posed that the Räte be agents for the development of real 
communities, within both rural and urban areas, and that 
they provide a focus for the full and ongoing participation
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of all community members in the political life of their locali
ties.

Since the economy was so organized that members of 
various professions were not “organic parts of the Volk,” 
however, but rather isolated atoms that participated in the 
social antagonisms and disruptiveness of capitalism, it would 
be necessary for Rätedemokratie to develop in conjunction 
with the transformation of the economy to a socialism 
rooted in the Gemeinde and the urban neighborhood.111 
Real democracy, Landauer argued, continuing the pattern 
of his prewar social thought, would evolve only through 
the development of organic and decentralized community 
life. Such community life, he emphasized, would be much 
more difficult to develop in large cities where individuals 
were both more isolated and more controlled by centralized 
administrations; but even there Rätedemokratie might be 
able to evolve. By March 1919 Landauer was willing to 
make a partial compromise with the urban present and was 
no longer calling for massive depopulation of the large 
cities. Through his exposure to a radicalized urban prole
tariat in postwar Munich, he was now willing to formulate 
a conception of communitarian and völkisch anarchism 
which would, no doubt, still be rooted in small-town and 
rural life but would include the attempts to realize an inte
grated, local community life within decentralized urban 
neighborhoods.112

Contained in Landauer’s suggestion were many aspects 
of his völkisch anarchosocialism: the resistance to class 
struggle in the name of the organic community of all work
ing people from all social classes, the Volk, as a whole; the 
conviction that this community would exist only by being 
developed first on local and district levels, and through the 
autonomy and decentralization of these small units. What
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was new, however, was Landauer’s willingness to begin 
thinking about the possible applicability of völkisch anar
chism to urban society. Granting that the difficulties were 
greater in a mass metropolis, Landauer had been sufficiently 
impressed by the radical industrial workers of postwar revo
lutionary Munich to revise his earlier extreme antiurbanism 
and to begin formulating a conception of neighborhood 
socialism in the midst of the modern city. Significantly, of 
course, the way to urban Rätedemokratie was through the 
leadership of devoted intellectuals who would awaken the 
community spirit of the urban district and lead in the de
velopment of local socialist democracy through the decen
tralized Räte; to the end, Landauer remained a libertarian 
who assigned a rather significant role to intellectuals, not as 
rulers, but as midwives in the rebirth of the community con
sciousness that lay hidden in all men. All the same, Lan
dauer had begun to revise some aspects of his antiurban 
social outlook. It was only his murder in May 1919 that 
prevented the development of this more pragmatic anarchist 
approach to modern society.113

Although somewhat more realistic than his earlier Räte 
conception of November and December, in which he 
thought of the Räte as vehicles for deurbanization as well as 
decentralization, Landauer’s proposal of March 7 to the 
Rätekongress was rejected and the motion for the Hoffman 
government was passed. On March 17 the Hoffman govern
ment came to power, but remained in Nuremberg in order 
to avoid a direct confrontation with the increasingly radical 
Munich bohemian and working-class communities. Because 
of the radicalization of public sentiment in much of Munich, 
Landauer did not give up all hope after March 17. He 
wrote soon after: “ Outwardly we have arrived at the inter
mezzo of reaction in Bavaria, which is called the Social
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Democratic Ministerium, but I don’t believe it will last.” 114 
Elsewhere he commented: “So long as a little spark of hope 
still glows, I will not give up my work in public life, which 
will lay a basis for life in a truer community.”  115 The end 
of the month provided a few of these sparks. In response 
to pressure from the USPD and other more radical elements 
in Munich, the Hoffman government showed some signs of 
approaching the social demands of the Left by appointing a 
socialist economist, Otto Neurath, to draw up plans to “ pre
pare and realize socialism.” Before Neurath’s plans were 
announced, Landauer wrote: “We have built such a fire 
behind the government that it is now seriously dealing with 
socialism. W c want to see how it goes.” 110 In the end, how
ever, Neurath’s plan to use a part of Bavaria for a three-year 
experiment in socialism was never put into effect.117

Landauer knew that time was running out on prospects 
for any socialist transformation in Germany. Although in 
March Munich’s workers became more and more discon
tented with the inadequacies of previous revolutionary ac
complishments, Landauer noted that the various SPD gov
ernments were increasingly entrenched in power through
out Germany, and that the Entente was now ready to aid 
them in the shoring up of the capitalist economy after the 
ravages of the war. He wrote in late March:

. . . there is not much time to lose; the danger that capitalism 
with the help o f the Entente governments and the Entente 
capitalists w ill resurrect itself is very  great. Above all, that 
is the reason that the rebellious mood in the mass of industrial 
workers and the unemployed must now be encouraged; . . . 
capitalism should not function again. Both in the actual state 
of things and in the mind it must be stamped out. . . .  I still 
have a mild hope for Bavaria, that the councils, which are 
forced to more positive work, w ill be permitted to do this 
work before it is too late.118
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On the last day of March Landauer spoke to a meeting of 
the Revolutionary Workers’ Council on the subject, “The 
Revolution and the Realization of Socialism,” and cited the 
danger to socialist construction present in the reliance of 
the masses on the German government to protect Germany 
from Bolshevism.119 On the same day, however, renewed 
demands were heard in Munich for the calling of a Räte
republik after news had been received that such a govern
ment had been established in Hungary under Bela Kun, and 
that further revolution was under way in Saxony.120

With the Hoffman government in exile in northern Ba
varia, a Räterepublik was proclaimed in Munich on April 7, 
1919. Although in contemporary newspaper accounts and 
in many textbooks since, Landauer has been cited as one of 
the leading figures behind the proclamation, or even as the 
man who was most responsible for it,121 this contention was 
denied by Landauer and recent research has substantiated 
his denial. It was not Landauer or any of the other radicals 
who took the initiative in calling a Räterepublik in early 
April. Recent accounts of the Bavarian Revolution have 
clarified the long-confused matter; they make it clear that 
the Räterepublik was first urged upon the radicals by the 
Social Democratic minister of military affairs in the Hoff
man government, Ernst Schneppenhorst. Without appar
ently clearing the matter with the other members of the 
Hoffman cabinet, Schneppenhorst met with all the leading 
Munich radicals in the early morning of April 5 and insisted 
that a Räterepublik be immediately proclaimed, a govern
ment that would include all socialist parties from the SPD 
to the KPD. W hy Schneppenhorst should have committed 
his party to a policy they had long opposed is a difficult 
question to answer, though recent historians have offered a 
variety of speculations as to his motives. The one proposed
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by Alan Mitchell seems most likely: “By drawing the KPD 
into a coalition regime, Schneppenhorst hoped to commit 
its leaders to official responsibility for their words and deeds, 
which could then be—somehow or other—vigorously op
posed. He could thereby achieve two objectives at once: 
keep the SPD in a position of authority and control the 
Communist threat. It was a dangerous gamble and, as it 
proved, a mistaken one.” 122

At first Landauer took Schneppenhorst’s action as a 
sincere call for proletarian unity encouraged by the show 
of socialist solidarity in Bela Kun’s Hungary.128 By the eve
ning of April 5, however, two developments occurred 
which brought him to suspect that the calling of a Räte
republik was a mere “machination of the Bavarian SPD.” 124 
First Schneppenhorst changed his mind and asked that the 
proclamation of a Räterepublik be delayed for two days so 
that he could go to Nuremberg and rally support for it in 
the north of Bavaria and enlist troops to protect it from 
counterrevolutionary regiments of the Bavarian army 
corps.125 By the end of the day, however, Schneppenhorst’s 
maneuvering for a popular front Räterepublik had been 
defeated, for the KPD and the SPD each refused to par
ticipate in any coalition with the other. With suspicion of 
the SPD stronger than ever in Landauer’s mind and in the 
minds of the other Munich anarchists and radical Inde
pendent Socialists, a Räterepublik was finally proclaimed 
on the morning of April 7; it contained neither Majority 
Socialists nor Communists.126 It had proved too late to undo 
what Schneppenhorst had done.127

Appointed commissioner for “Enlightenment and Public 
Instruction” in what has been called the “ happy, irrespon
sible government of the Coffee House Anarchists,”  128 Lan
dauer was deeply aware of the tenuousness of the Räte-
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republik’s position and realistic about its chances for ex
tended survival. On April 7, the day of the proclamation of 
the new government, Landauer wrote privately: “If we are 
allowed a few weeks’ time, then I hope to be able to accom
plish something; it is very possible, however, that it will last 
only a few days and then seem as if it had been a dream.” 129 
Landauer was aware, moreover, that by participating in a 
government in competition with the far more powerful 
Hoffman regime in northern Bavaria, which could readily 
enlist the Bavarian garrisons of the Reichswehr and the reac
tionary Free Corps army against it, he was inviting his own 
murder. Still despondent over the death of Hedwig and the 
assassination of his friend Kurt Eisner, Landauer seems to 
have been willing to risk this likely eventuality. In a public 
speech of April 12 he said: “ Though it is possible that our 
lives may be short, I have the desire, and this you share with 
me, that we leave behind lasting effects in Bavaria . . .  so 
that we may hope, when authoritarianism returns, that per
spicacious circles will say that we did not make a bad begin
ning during the Räterepublik and that it would not have 
been a bad thing if we had been permitted to continue our 
work. This is in case we collapse.”  180 

How could an anarchist justify his entrance into a “ gov
ernment” of any kind, even one that had a number of other 
anarchists in it? One possible answer to this question is that 
through personal tragedies and severe disappointment with 
the course of the revolution, of which he had expected too 
much in November, Landauer had become a very impatient 
man by April 1919 and was ready to abandon his earlier less 
apocalyptic approach to the building of socialism.131 He did 
not regard the Räterepublik, however, as a government in 
the authoritarian sense that he understood that term; it was 
Landauer who insisted to the other leaders of the Räte
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republik—Ernst Toller, the chairman of the Central Com
mittee; Sylvio Gesell, the Proudhonian finance minister; and 
Erich Mühsam, who did not accept an official post132—that 
all decrees issued by the regime be marked “provisional” 
and go into effect only when approved by the Räte them
selves.133 Although impatient and frustrated, Landauer was 
by no means ready to try to introduce an anarchosocialist 
society by dictatorial decree from above.

If Landauer was aware of the imminence of counter
revolution while he was participating in the Räterepublik, 
one question still remains: How was a Räterepublik possible 
at all in the spring of 1919 in Bavaria? In a sense, of course, 
a Bavarian Räterepublik did not exist, since the Hoffman 
government still commanded the loyalty of northern Ba
varia and of most of the Bavarian countryside. The Bavarian 
Räterepublik could claim precedence over the Bamberg and 
Nuremberg government of Lloffman only in the small tri
angle formed by Augsburg, Rosenheim, and Garmisch; in 
fact, it was little more than a Munich Räterepublik.184 Yet 
the fact remains that the Lloffman administration had col
lapsed in Munich and the surrounding area. Factors con
tributing to this collapse—besides, of course, the concerted 
activities of a devoted radical minority in Munich—in
cluded the worsening situation of the economy in the 
industrial sectors of the city, which increased working-class 
support for the radicals; the inadequacy of security prepa
rations; and the lack of real support for the Hoffman gov
ernment by the largest political party in Bavaria, the Ba
varian People’s Party, which had been alienated by the 
failure of the SPD to oppose the centralist bias of the 
Weimar Constitution. Munich, however, was not the only 
center of revolutionary activity in April. Outside Bavaria, 
strikes in the Ruhr, riots in Frankfurt, and martial law in
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Stuttgart provided Munich with models of radical resistance 
to SPD and parliamentary authority.136 
—As a group of ethically and aesthetically oriented socialist 
intellectuals, the leaders of the Räterepublik concerned 
themselves far more with reforming Munich’s cultural and 
educational institutions than they did with improving the 
economic situation or building an effective administrative 
apparatus for the implementation of their goals. Although 
there were pronouncements relating to the nationalization 
of banks and attempts, on paper, to alleviate the housing 
and food shortages, the Central Council of the Räterepublik 
was “more intent on socializing the university and the the
ater than the economy.” 188 Given this orientation, Lan
dauer occupied a central post as commissioner of enlighten
ment and public instruction.

The most significant action taken by the Räterepublik 
was within Landauer’s department. On the day of the 
proclamation of the new regime, Landauer granted full 
power to a group of radical students and Vrivatdozenten 
at the university, a group fashionably entitled the “Revolu
tionary University Council,”  to bring about drastic changes 
in the curriculum and governance of the University of Mu
nich; in order to give the council a broad base of support, 
however, Landauer convinced it to work in conjunction 
with a new “ Shop Council of the Working Commu
nity of the University” to comprise four students, two pro
fessors, and one official and to be elected by the student 
body and the Dozenten,137 To enable the students and 
faculty fully to discuss and immediately to implement the 
envisioned educational reforms, Landauer suspended all 
classes on April 7 and called for their resumption during the 
summer semester on a new reformed basis. Although never 
put into effect, as Landauer’s tenure in office lasted only one
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week, the reforms planned by the Revolutionary University 
Council would have brought sweeping changes: they would 
have opened the university to more students from the work
ing classes; they would have begun the integration of scien
tific and philosophical faculties; and, most important, they 
would have brought about a radical revision of university 
governance by drastically increasing student and Dozenten 
participation in educational and administrative decision 
making, thus fashioning the university into a libertarian 
cooperative society of Dozenten and students. It was to this 
program, not surprisingly, that the anarchist Landauer gave 
his full consent.138

As commissioner of public instruction Landauer drew up 
his own educational reform program, which was also never 
put into effect, a program he was later asked to submit to 
the Communist Räterepublik that succeeded his own re
gime. Although Landauer was encouraged by a Communist 
admirer by the name of Fidelis to send his program to 
Levine, the Communist regime rejected his suggestions.138 
The program was Landauer’s most detailed proposal in the 
educational field and is, therefore, of value as an example of 
his attempts to implement concretely his social theories.

Since Landauer held that all men are potentially capable 
of autonomously determining their own lives, but that their 
present dependence upon authority and docile passivity 
made them mere subjects under the control of others, his 
educational program stressed the development of intellec
tual and ethical autonomy and not merely vocational train
ing in skills. Whereas the authoritarian school system of 
the past had taught children and adolescents to think less 
and obey authority more, the new system was to help 
awaken the intellect of the child and encourage his self- 
reliance. Children would be enrolled in school when they
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reached the age of seven, later than under the prevailing 
system, and would all be given both manual and intellectual 
instruction; soon after, the desires and abilities of each in
dividual child would be the determining factor in deciding 
in which direction his education would go.140 For the pre
gymnasium level of education, Landauer proposed the es
tablishment of powerful Elternräte, or parent-teacher asso
ciations, which would facilitate the cooperation of each 
school with the local community of which it was a part.141 
As to curriculum and reading material, Landauer told the 
American writer Ben Hecht, who visited him in his office 
during the first days of the Räterepublik, that he hoped to 
make Walt Whitman the cornerstone of his educational 
system: “ . . . every Bavarian child at the age of ten is going 
to know Walt Whitman by heart,” Landauer said.142

While on the one hand Landauer insisted upon a vast in
crease in student power within the structure of higher edu
cation, calling for the development of numerous revolu
tionary student senates to play a vital role in the governance 
of each university, he also concerned himself with the re
development of community cultural life to replace the frus
trating isolation of the contemporary artist-intellectual. One 
means by which to encourage a public-spirited art, one that 
would give expression to the aspirations of the Volk, was to 
have frequent commissions granted to young artists by an 
artistic academy made up of all practicing writers and 
artists; this academy, in turn, would set down guidelines for 
these commissions in cooperation with other democratic 
councils of the Volk.143 As commissioner for enlightenment 
and public instruction, Landauer hoped to make a beginning 
in the construction of both a communitarian and an an- 
archosocialist society.

Besides work on educational and cultural reform, Lan-
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dauer made efforts during the life of the Räterepublik to 
prevent the use of force in the realization of the aims of the 
regime. Resisting the call for a wholesale imitation of Bol
shevik practice, a call to which Mühsam often responded, 
Landauer insisted in his cultural program, for example, that 
the Bavarian people could not be freed from the reaction
ary clutches of the Catholic church by an immediate na
tionalization of church possessions, but that the desired 
result could be achieved only by exposing the Bavarian 
Volk to a community life that would make the Church 
“superfluous.” For Landauer neither the state, capitalism, 
nor the Church could be destroyed by direct attack; all of 
them would wither away only after the development of a 
real anarchosocialist community had begun to replace them. 
As the community increasingly satisfied the spiritual aspira
tions of the population, the Church would lose many of its 
members, and its property and power could then be gradu
ally limited.144 In this connection Landauer took action to 
prevent the Räterepublik from forcing the Catholic Ba
yerische Kurier to publish articles denouncing religion.145 
It was not only with regard to religious issues that Landauer 
resisted authoritarian measures. Although participating in a 
joint statement condemning attempts by the Munich middle 
classes to launch strikes against the Räterepublik or to en
gage in any other counterrevolutionary actions,146 Lan
dauer worked with Ernst Toller to prevent the use of the 
death sentence against anyone, including the active enemies 
of the regime.147

The German public, however, was not informed of 
Landauer’s humanitarian approach. Instead, while he op
posed the resort to authoritarian tactics against the Right, 
Landauer was often the focus of many right-wing attacks 
on the Räterepublik. Early in April numerous newspapers
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reported that Landauer had already put into practice the 
total communization of the women of Munich, that he was 
planning a reign of terror against the middle and upper 
classes, and that he was living in sin with the widow of 
Eisner on state funds in various Bavarian castles.148 As has 
been pointed out in a recent study of the revolution, most 
middlc-class diaries and memoirs of Munich in 1918-19  
exhibit a far deeper hatred and a far more pervasive fear of 
the Schwabing bohemians than of the industrial working 
classes.149 It was not unusual for Landauer to be attacked 
as an egomaniac or a psychopath by conservatives.150 Of 
more direct, tragic significance for Landauer’s fate, how
ever, was the fact that such slanderous attacks on him were 
continually fed to the growing numbers of Thuringian 
Free Corps troops by the right-wing extremist Thule So
ciety. For these two organizations, from which the Nazis 
were to recruit many of their first members in the early 
1920s, Landauer was the “evil genius” behind the revolu
tionary movements in Munich.151

Although such propaganda continued to be circulated 
until early May, Landauer played no role whatsoever in the 
events of Munich, either as an evil genius or a humanitarian 
idealist, after Palm Sunday, April 13. After the “ Coifee 
House” Räterepublik had been in existence for only one 
week, a Munich garrison loyal to the Bamberg government 
of Hoffman staged an attempted coup d’etat against the 
regime on April 13 which led to its replacement by a Com
munist Räterepublik. Of all the groups on the Left, it was 
only the Communists who were able to command any mili
tary force to protect the existence of Räte government. 
After the coup had been defeated, the workers’ councils, 
thinking mistakenly that all the leaders of the first Räte
republik had been captured and taken away by the insur
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gent troops, replaced the Landauer-Toller regime with a 
new fifteen-member action committee, made up mostly of 
Communists, which soon elected Levine as its chairman. An 
attempted counterrevolution had delivered power into the 
hands of the Communists and on April 14 a new, “ truly 
proletarian,” Räterepublik was proclaimed in Munich.182

One day before the attempted coup, Landauer had ap
pealed to the Hoffman government not to intervene vio
lently in Munich: “ If we are not disturbed in our work, by 
that I mean through violence, then the power of the spirit 
will go from brain and heart into the hands, and out of the 
hands into the arrangements of the external world.” 153 In
tervention was attempted, however, and, like Rosa Luxem
burg before him, Landauer was not ready to abandon the 
working-class ship as it threatened to sink, even if he did 
not agree with all those who were now its captains. After 
the Communist Räterepublik was proclaimed on April 14, 
Landauer offered his assistance to the new regime in order 
to help build a united front against counterrevolution. In a 
public statement he declared: “Through the active inter
vention of the Munich proletariat, the Räterepublik has 
been saved from the impudent putsch attempt of the coun
terrevolutionaries. I recognize and greet the reorganization 
that has taken place. The old central committee no longer 
exists. I place my strength at the disposal of the Action 
Committee, to be used as needed.” 154

Yet Landauer’s offer of support was given only halfheart
edly. Although anxious to prevent the immediate destruc
tion of the revolution, Landauer would never agree to the 
use of terror tactics in the building of socialism. With the 
rejection of his offer of cooperation by the Communists, 
who suspected his pacifist tendencies, and Levine’s first 
threats of antibourgeois terrorism (which were never, in
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fact, carried out), Landauer wrote to the Action Committee 
that the “rejection of cooperation . . . [was] mutual.”  
After the Action Committee had begun to plan revolution
ary measures patterned on Bolshevik Russia, including the 
disarming and expropriation of the middle classes, and had 
issued repeated threats of terror against all enemies of the 
regime, Landauer wrote to the Communist leaders on 
April 1 6:

For the sake o f liberation and the beautiful life o f man I 
placed myself at the further disposal o f the Räterepublik. 
. . .  You have not accepted m y services. Meanwhile I have 
seen how you work, have become acquainted w ith the man
ner in which you propose to bring enlightenment, how you 
carry out the struggle. I have seen how, in opposition to 
what you call the Schei?iräterepublik [the Communist term, 
then and now, for the first Räterepublik o f Landauer, Toller, 
and Gesell], your reality appears. M y  concept o f the strug
gle, whose goal is to create conditions that w ill permit every 
man to share in the goods and culture o f the earth, is some
what different from yours. I therefore assert what was for
m erly no secret; the rejection o f cooperation is mutual. . . .
I shall keep this communication strictly private; it is not m y 
intention to destroy in the least the hard w ork o f the defense 
which you have undertaken. But I deplore most painfully 
that only the least portion o f m y work, a w ork o f warmth 
and elevation, o f culture and regeneration, is now pre
served.156

Landauer had finally withdrawn from the turbulent Mu
nich Revolution. After his letter to the Communist Action 
Committee, he joined Kurt Eisner’s widow, Else, in the 
Munich suburb of Gross-Hadern and took up his literary 
activities again. With the final capture of Munich on May i , 
however, by White troops sent by the SPD minister in 
Berlin, Gustav Noske, Landauer was not allowed to return 
to private life.156 The slanderous lies against him spread by
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the press and such groups as the Thule Society now reaped 
their harvest: on May 2, Landauer was brutally beaten to 
death as a leader of the Communists.

Thermidor with a Vengeance:
Landauer’s Failure and Martyrdom

W hy did Landauer fail in 1918-19? One obvious answer 
is that he lacked experience as a political leader, was pri
marily a socially concerned intellectual with no taste for po
litical maneuvering, and, as an anarchist, was temperamen
tally and ideologically opposed to strong efforts to organize 
effective revolutionary cadres. From early January on, it 
was quite obvious that Landauer could not compete with 
the Communists for the loyalty of the increasingly radical 
Munich working classes. Unlike Eisner or Levine, for ex
ample, Landauer had no organizational structure or effec
tive party upon which to base his political actions, although 
he was able at certain times to exercise considerable influ
ence as an independent voice on the Räte movement. His 
previous sociological commitments, moreover, had militated 
against his study of urban social and political problems and 
brought him to the proletarian cause as a newcomer who 
had just revised his prewar disgust at their lack of militancy. 
The peasantry, moreover, the social group that Landauer 
had long regarded as the nucleus for the creation of an an
archist community, was one of the main social sources of 
reaction in Bavaria and consistently resisted any authority 
the Räterepublik had in the rural areas surrounding Mu
nich.157 To be at all effective in the modern world, Lan
dauer would have had to revise his social theories far more 
than he had had the opportunity to do in the limited time 
of the revolution.158

Yet it was not only Landauer who failed, but the entire
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movement for any kind of Räte reorganization of Bavaria. 
Even if he had been a far more effective political leader, had 
long studied the application of libertarian socialism to the 
life of the urban working classes, and had been able to move 
the Bavarian Räte movement in the direction of decen
tralized Rätedemokratie based upon the factory and the 
urban neighborhood, he still would not have succeeded in 
Munich in 1918-19. After the victory of SPD parliamen
tarism and the abdication of all authority by the German 
Räte movement in Berlin in December and January, the 
long-term transformation of Bavaria into any kind of coun
cil republic was virtually impossible. As Alan Mitchell has 
written:

T he decisive moment o f the revolution in Germ any had in 
fact already occurred during the second week of January, 
1919 when the Spartacist insurrection in Berlin was crushed 
beyond redemption; . . . there was open talk o f a Bavarian 
Soviet Republic among men who seriously aspired to power. 
For some it was a goal; for others, a last resort. For all of 
them it was a delusion. So long as the Berlin government 
survived and had the Free Corps at its command, the soviet- 
ization o f Bavaria was a mirage. . . . The events which 
seemed climactic to many Bavarians (the events from Eisner’s 
assassination to the Communist Räterepublik) were therefore 
only an ugly  aftereffect o f the German Revolution.159

In late April 1919 the Communist Räterepublik recruited 
its own Red Army and braced itself for the imminent inva
sion of Munich by Reichswehr and Free Corps troops sent 
by the SPD minister Gustav Noske. Whereas earlier the 
Communist regime had not engaged in any of the terroristic 
practices it often threatened, as White troops began to encir
cle the city in the last days of April the Red Army executed 
ten prisoners, six of them members of the Thule Society. 
Such an act, of course, only invited massive and indis
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criminate retaliation by the stronger White troops, already 
anxious to wipe out all participants in Munich’s radical 
revolution.160 As Thermidor threatened to conquer with a 
vengeance, Landauer’s friends pleaded with him to leave 
Bavaria immediately, since it was unlikely that his life would 
be spared by the bloodthirsty White troops. At first he re
fused to leave, then agreed to flee to Switzerland, but then 
once again decided to stay. On May i he was arrested in 
Eisner’s study in Gross-Hagern, the Munich suburb. Only 
the intervention of a neighbor prevented his immediate as
sassination by the White troops. After being told that Lan
dauer had not belonged to the Communist Räterepublik and 
was an opponent of the Communists, the lieutenant in 
charge promised him a trial and put him in jail in the town 
of Starnberg. The next morning, however, May 2, he was 
transported to Stadelheim prison near Munich. An eye
witness in Stadelheim later described to Ernst Toller what 
was done to Landauer:

Amid shouts o f “ Landauer! Landauer!”  an escort o f Bavarian 
and W ürttemberger Infantry brought him out into the 
passage outside the door o f the examination room. A n officer 
struck him in the face, the men shouted: “ D irty Bolshie! 
Let’s finish him o ff!”  and a rain o f blows from rifle-butts 
drove him out into the yard. He said to the soldiers round 
him: “ I’ve not betrayed you. You don’t know yourselves 
how terribly you ’ve been betrayed.”  Freiherr von Gagern 
went up to him with a heavy truncheon until he sank in a 
heap on the ground. He struggled up again and tried to 
speak, but one o f them shot him through the head. He was 
still breathing, and the fellow said: “ That blasted carrion has 
nine lives; he can’t even die like a gentleman.”  Then a ser
geant in the life guards shouted out: “Pull off his coat! ”  T h ey  
pulled it off, and laid him on his stomach; “ Stand back there 
and we’ll finish him off properly!”  one o f them called and 
shot him in the back. Landauer still moved convulsively, so
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they trampled on him till he was dead; then stripped the body 
and threw it into the wash-house.161

According to other accounts, Landauer said something 
about “ this damned militarism!” as he was being shoved 
into the yard of the prison. After receiving additional blows 
on the head for that remark, he “ declared that he included 
the militarism of the Red Army.” Another witness told 
Toller that Landauer’s last words to his murderers were: 
“Kill me then! To think that you are human!” 162 

In the Weimar Republic, which had failed to overhaul 
the old imperial judicial and administrative systems, acts of 
violence committed by those on the political Right were 
rarely punished and, in the few cases where they were, the 
sentences were extremely light. Because of their fears of the 
Spartacists and other elements to their left, the SPD had 
cemented an alliance with the old imperial army and bu
reaucracy to defend the parliamentary republic; such an 
alliance, however, made the new government a “republic 
without republicans,” since the Majority Socialists did little 
to displace reactionary personnel within the administrative, 
military, and judicial systems.183 Accommodation to right- 
wing forces— who stood against the republic but were will
ing to use it to preserve their power in Germany—began as 
early as Ebert’s famous call to General Groener in Novem
ber 1918 and continued throughout the Revolution of 
1918-19  and into the twenties. In Bavaria, in May 1919, 
this accommodation took the form of a refusal to bring the 
White reaction to task for its indiscriminate and arbitrary 
terror in the aftermath of the Munich Revolution. Besides 
the multitude of workers who were slaughtered in the fight
ing of late April and early May, the White troops executed 
154 individuals, without trial, who had not participated in 
any way in the military defense of the Räterepublik. After
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this bloodbath the SPD minister of defense in Berlin, Gustav 
Noske, sent a letter to the commander of the White army 
congratulating him for the “ discreet and wholly successful 
way in which you have conducted your operations in Mu
nich.” Very few of the White troops were ever brought to 
trial for their arbitrary murder of 154 persons.184 The pun
ishment later accorded to two of Gustav Landauer’s assas
sins, in fact, was unusually stiff: the man who shot Landauer 
through the head was acquitted of any charge of murder 
because he had merely been “following orders,” although 
the officer who allegedly gave the orders was never found; 
another who was “obeying orders” was given five weeks in 
jail, not for murdering Landauer, but for stealing his watch; 
and Freiherr von Gagern, the officer who beat Landauer 
with his truncheon, was fined 500 marks.185

The question remains, however: W hy did Landauer re
main in the Munich area and leave himself open to such 
brutality? When escape was still possible why did he choose 
not to flee and thus endanger his own life? In answering this 
question it is difficult to avoid the impression that Lan
dauer saw little reason to go on living at the end of April 
1919. Although he vacillated, and at one point agreed to fol
low his friends’ plans for escape to Switzerland, Landauer 
had reached a point where personal and political tragedy 
could no longer be endured. As we have seen, Landauer 
was often driven to despondency in the course of the revo
lution, largely because he had not recovered from the death 
of his wife, but especially after the murder of Eisner exactly 
one year after Hedwig’s end. Early in March he had writ
ten: “It is very difficult for me to go on with my work—and 
with my life.” 186 After Eisner’s assassination Landauer de
veloped sufficient resources to enter the radicalized Rate 
movement again and become a leading figure in the first
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Räterepublik of April. Yet he was not his usual self in these 
months. A  number of friends have provided evidence that 
Landauer had lost his earlier equilibrium and emotional sta
bility in the last months of the revolution, was far more 
impatient and intolerant than he had ever been in his life, 
and was driven by a frenzy to realize at least a morsel of his 
social program in the Räterepublik of April.167 As Martin 
Buber has written, Landauer “appeared dispirited and 
nearly exhausted” during the revolution; “ a year before his 
wife had succumbed to a fatal illness, and now he relived 
her death in his heart.” 168 According to Stefan Grossman 
and Fritz Mauthner, both of whom had known Landauer 
since his days in Berlin in the 1890s, Landauer was driven 
in the last months of the revolution by a will for self-sacri
fice, and Grossman goes so far as to say that Landauer’s 
murder by the White guards was, to a large extent, not only 
a sacrifice for the cause of social liberation, but a suicide.169 
\ T h e  libertarian and pacifist radical, the philosopher of 
anarchosocialism and völkisch romanticism, had fallen in 
Germany’s stillborn revolution of 1918-1919. Like her ear
lier revolutions, this one was largely dominated by decisions 
and action from above—Ludendorff’s abdication of author
ity to the Reichstag in October, Ebert’s alliance with the 
military cemented in November, and so on—the form of po
litical activity Landauer had always regarded as authoritar
ian. With the decision of the German Räte movement in 
Berlin to give way to parliamentary authority, all Landauer’s 
attempts to realize a new Germany based upon federalized 
and direct political control from below, upon a democracy 
of the Räte, were in vain. Although he did not comment 
adequately on the matter and too readily assumed that 
Bavaria might be able to develop its own political forms 
without interference from Berlin, Landauer might have
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cited the Räte decision in Berlin in December as another 
example of voluntary servitude by the masses, the submis
sion from below which facilitated manipulation from above. 
Events in Munich, especially the assassination of Eisner, had 
worked against an early voluntary submission to parliamen
tarism; yet Thermidor was not long in arriving there either 
and, when it came, it was even more authoritarian than it 
had been in Berlin. Deferred by a few more months of seem
ingly radical revolution, Thermidor came with special ven
geance in the later home of the early Nazi movement.

After Landauer was brutally beaten and murdered by the 
White troops dispatched by Noske, his body was taken to a 
mass grave from which his daughter, Charlotte, obtained its 
release on May 19. It was not until May 1923 that Lan- 
daucr’s urn was interred in Munich’s Waldfriedhof. When 
the Nazis came to power in 1933 they removed the urn 
from the cemetery and sent it to the Jewish community in 
Munich. They also destroyed a monument that had been 
erected as a tribute to Landauer in 1925 by the Anarchist- 
Syndicalist Union of Munich, a monument to which Georg 
Kaiser had given all his savings.170 On it there had been in
scribed a statement from Landauer’s Aufruf zum Sozialis- 
tmis. The epitaph read:

1870 Gustav Landauer 1919
N o w  is the time to bring forth a martyr o f a different 
kind, not heroic, but a quiet, unpretentious m artyr who 
will provide an example for the proper life.171

The inscription was a tribute to Landauer’s ethical approach 
to socialism, one that implied, as Arnold Zweig once wrote, 
that Landauer’s political weaknesses “betrayed more hu
manity than the virtues of those who are successful.”  172



Conclusion

Landauer’s murder in the aftermath of the Bavarian Revolu
tion marks the end of this study. In it I have focused on his 
absorption of a variety of philosophic traditions and politi
cal ideologies, among which the most important were mysti
cal idealism and vitalism, libertarian anarchosocialism, and 
völkisch romanticism. It has been my purpose to demon
strate that his importance for the intellectual historian of 
modern Germany was not so much the originality of his 
ideas, but, rather, the very fact of his synthesis of a pacifist, 
humanitarian, and profoundly democratic version of anar- 
chistsocialism with the outlook of völkisch romanticism.

Landauer’s völkisch socialism should provide an antidote 
to the tendency of intellectual historians to view romanti
cism and socialism ideologically, in terms of the triumph of 
the Llitlerite version of völkisch ideology and the Stalinist 
distortion of socialism. In studying völkisch romanticism, 
especially, one should not neglect the radical democratic 
descendants of Herder in the early twentieth century. The 
domination of racist and imperialist interpretations of the 
ideology in the political arena should be treated as a devel
opment conditioned more by Germany’s social and political 
growth than as a seemingly inevitable result of romanticism 
itself. If the administrative, judicial, academic, and military 
classes in Germany were largely oriented toward a right- 
wing version of the German idealist and romantic heritage, 
the intellectual historian need not concentrate only on their 
parallels among the literati.

In a recent article Dr. Wolfgang Sauer has called for a
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revision of onr unbalanced and one-sided views of modern 
German thought and culture. Commenting on recent studies 
of völkisch ideology, Dr. Sauer writes:

Parallel to the rise of the völkisch  ideology, Germ any ex
perienced one of the greatest intellectual flowerings in its 
history during the first three decades o f this century. In 
many cases it reached the level o f the classical period around 
1 800, and it certainly surpassed it in breadth. [In a footnote 
Dr. Sauer continues: ] It is indeed surprising to what extent 
a split in our knowledge of this period has developed. The 
general facts are known; in the sciences— Max W eber, Max 
Scheler, Mannheim, Troeltsch, Meinecke . . . ; in literature 
— Thomas and Heinrich Mann, Brecht, the Expressionists. 
. . . And yet in our conception of this period o f German 
intellectual history the notion prevails that there were few  
but nationalists and racists in Germany. A  well-balanced 
history o f the Weimar Republic is, thus, still painfully 
needed for the study of modern Germany. The real question 
is, then, w hy this parallelism occurred and w h y the völkisch  
ideology eventually triumphed.1

While calling for a healthy release from the fixation of 
searching for protofascists, this statement does not offer a 
way out of the confusion about the role of völkisch roman
ticism in modern German life. Is it not true that a number 
of the figures mentioned above were in fact narrow na
tionalists and power worshipers, Weber and Meinecke, for 
example, and that, on the other hand, there were opponents 
of nationalist chauvinism and racism among the adherents of 
völkisch thought, as this study of Landauer has attempted to 
demonstrate? The real opposition was not so much between 
völkisch romantics and others, but between those who de
veloped the racist doctrine and celebrated authoritarian im
perial power and those who were oriented toward humani
tarian and democratic goals. This opposition cannot always
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be associated with parliamentary or antiparliamentary sen
timents, as the examples of Weber and Landauer demon
strate: Weber, the defender of Weimar parliamentarism, 
was, in fact, a man of very superficial democratic sentiments 
and a celebrant of the power of the German state;2 Lan
dauer, the opponent of centralized parliamentary govern
ment, was devoted to all nations and to the full participation 
of all men in the decision-making process, a criterion for 
democracy which, according to Landauer, was not met by 
parliaments. Instead of superficial divisions of “good” lib
erals and “ evil, protofascist” romantics, we must examine 
the great complexity of romantic reactions against techno
logical modernity and urban, rationalistic civilization, reac
tions that ranged in origin from Martin Buber and Gustav 
Landauer to Alfred Rosenberg and pervaded all circles of 
the literate middle classes in late nineteenth- and early twen
tieth-century Germany. On the other hand, intellectual his
torians might be well advised to view Nazi völkisch roman
ticism in the context of their very modern and anti
romantic uses of depersonalizing bureaucracy and industrial 
rationality.

In the history of socialist ideas such a warning against 
unbalanced analysis is not quite so pressing. We have seen 
too many versions of the socialist heritage in our own time, 
from Israeli kibbutzim to west European social democracy 
to Stalinist authoritarianism, to warrant a similar exclusive 
concern for proto-Stalinist versions of socialism such as we 
have seen in the distorted accounts of the völkisch current. 
At the same time, however, the history of socialism has also 
been confused by ideological distortions: although “scien
tific” Marxism dominated the political history of socialism 
in central Europe after 1890, the same kind of dominance 
was much less obvious in socialist intellectual history, in
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which idealist and ethical socialists like Max Adler and Kurt 
Eisner, Utopians like Franz Oppenheimer and Martin Buber, 
and anarchists like Landauer and Mühsam should be in
cluded along with more orthodox Marxists like Kautsky. 
With the new interest in the West in libertarian alternatives 
to bureaucratic socialism, and in a decentralist version of 
social democracy, it seems worthwhile to study socialist 
intellectual history since 1890 not only in terms of the op
position of revisionist and revolutionary Marxists, but also 
in terms of a continuing debate among socialist intellectuals 
on the merits of centralized authority and industrial mod
ernization.

This study of Landauer’s intellectual development has 
revealed some of the intellectual fluidity of the German 
cultural scene in the years 1900-1919. With the spread of 
neoromantic notions among the literate middle classes after 
the turn of the century, völkisch and/or communitarian 
perspectives were often combined with varieties of utopian 
and libertarian socialism. After he turned his back on the 
Berlin anarchist labor movement in 1898, Landauer partici
pated in a variety of middle-class left-wing communitarian 
circles during the next two decades. These included the 
Moritz von Egidy Kreis, the Neue Gemeinschaft, and the 
Gartenstadt Gesellschaft in the years 1898-1903; Berlin 
Zionist socialists and his own Socialist Bund in the prewar 
years; the Aufbruchkreis of 1915 in which Landauer was in 
close contact with politically active expressionist writers as 
well as the socialist wing of the German youth movement; 
and the Düsseldorfer Schauspielhaus in 19x8. In addition, a 
number of close friends or acquaintances of Landauer’s in 
these years were intellectuals who developed some species 
of left-wing romantic social thought: the utopian socialists 
Franz Oppenheimer and Silvio Gesell; the anarchist Erich
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Mühsam; the expressionists Ernst Toller and especially 
Georg Kaiser; and, most important, Martin Buber, whose 
libertarian völkisch outlook most closely resembled Lan
dauer’s. Of all these individuals and groups it is possible to 
say that the critique of modern urban civilization with 
which they were engaged was carried out in connection 
with the radical democratic ideals of 1 7 89.

The transideological character of much of communi
tarian and völkisch thought was graphically displayed in 
the immediate postwar history of the youth movement. At 
the Freidcutsche meeting at Jena in April 1919, the period 
of the Bavarian Räte regimes, it was only the Communist 
groups that defeated a common resolution in which “völk
isch and socialist agreed upon the practical goals of sociali
zation” and the term “Volksgemeinschaft” was used in con
nection with the “ idea of a human kingdom of brotherhood 
and mutual aid.” 3 In the period 1918-1921, according to a 
recent historian of the youth movement, Harry Pross, the 
words “ Volk” and “Gemeinschaft,” with their anti-indus
trial romantic connotations, were attractive to a variety of 
Wandervogel groups. For the middle-class socialists among 
them, lie points out, it served to differentiate their own ethi
cal and idealist views from Marxism.4 In the Freideutsche 
literary journal Junge Menschen, which began publication 
in 1920, much of this same völkisch socialist orientation con
tinued. Edited by the noted left-wing youth movement 
leaders Kund Ahlborn and Walter Hammer, this bimonthly 
publication had a readership of about 16,000 and was most 
influenced in its early years by the writings of Landauer, 
Toller, Kropotkin, and Herman Hesse.5 It is significant 
that the journal attempted to win the youth movement to 
the support of the Weimar Republic in the name of the 
great romantic republicans of 1848.6
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War and revolution had brought about a political polari
zation within the youth movement. After 1921, however, 
völkisch romantic perspectives were increasingly monopo
lized by the right-wing opponents of the Weimar Republic, 
and the left-wing Freideutsche went into decline.7 What
ever the reasons for this development—and it cannot have 
been unrelated to growing animosity among the middle 
classes to the republic—it represented a split of romantic 
communitarian views from democratic and socialist ones. 
It is only in the period after 1920 that the völkisch constel
lation of ideas took on its exclusively racist and rabidly anti
democratic character in German public life.8 Despite this 
fact, however, many members of the youth movement con
tinued to prefer privately the Left and left-of-center parties 
of the republic.9

Because of the tendency of historians to focus upon 
protofascist versions of völkisch romanticism, they have 
overlooked the intermixture of communitarian, democratic, 
and socialist perspectives in early twentieth-century Ger
man culture. Behind the teleological distortion, however, 
there often lies the complacent assumption of the total 
adequacy, or at least the inevitability, of our form of urban 
industrial civilization.10 With the contemporary search for 
new models of community life which might help to meet 
the crisis of metropolitan centers, we should be more hesi
tant to write off all romantic cultural criticism as proto
fascist or, at best, as unrealistic and antimodern. Are we so 
certain today that technological and urban expansion will 
solve most of our problems?
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T H E  T W E L V E  A R T IC L E S  O F T H E  
S O C IA L IST  B U N D  

(June 14, 1908)

1. T h e basic form of socialist culture is the Bund o f inde
pendent economic groups, exchanging goods with one 
another in justice.

2. This Socialist Bund treads the path that history assigns, in 
place o f the state and the capitalist economy.

3. The Socialist Bund accepts the word “ republic” in its orig
inal sense as the goal o f its endeavors: the affairs o f the 
commonwcal.

4. The Socialist Bund declares anarchy in its original sense 
as the goal o f its endeavors: order through voluntary union.

5. The Socialist Bund embraces all workingmen who want the 
social order o f the Socialist Bund. Its task is neither pro
letarian politics nor class struggle, both o f which are neces
sary accessories o f capitalism and the authoritarian state, 
but the struggle and organization for socialism.

6. The real activities o f the Socialist Bund can begin once the 
organization has been joined b y  large sections of the masses. 
Until then its task is propaganda and organizing.

7. The members o f the Socialist Bund want to place their 
w ork in the service of their consumption.

8. T h ey  shall unite their consumption in order to exchange 
the products o f their labor with the aid o f their bank of 
exchange.

9. T h ey  shall send out pioneers who, in domestic settlements 
o f the Socialist Bund, shall produce everything they need, 
including the products o f the earth.

10. Culture does not rest upon some form of technology or 
upon the satisfaction o f needs, but upon the spirit o f justice.

n .  T h e settlements should be models o f justice and o f joyous
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labor; not a means to reach these goals. T h e goal is only 
to be reached if the ground and earth come into the hands 
of socialists by means other than purchase.

12. The Socialist Bund strives for justice and, with that, for 
the power to abolish private property in land and soil 
through great fundamental measures; it seeks to give all 
V o lk  comrades the possibility o f living in culture and joy  
through a union of industry and agriculture in independent 
economic exchange communities on the basis of justice.
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chapter on Landauer in Buber’s Paths in Utopia, pp. 46-57, see 
Thomas Esper, “The Anarchism of Gustav Landauer” (M.A. 
thesis, University of Chicago, 1961), pp. 28-29.

183 G L, “ Schwache Stattsmänner, Schwächeres Volk!”  Der Sozial
ist, June, 1910; reprinted in Beginnen, pp. 52-53.

184 GL, “ Von Micheln und Antimicheln,” Der Sozialist, Aug. 6,
1898. See also G L ’s article, “ Der gallische Hahn und der 
deutsche Esel,”  Der Sozialist, Aug. 13, 1898.

185 In Briefe, I, 337, Landauer compares Tolstoi with what he called 
Eckhart’s “ panpsychism” ; in Werdende Mensch, p. 202, he refers 
to La Boetie as a great “predecessor” of Tolstoi’s pacifist theories.

iso Werdende Mensch, pp. 228-229; see also the comparison of T ol
stoi and Kropotkin in Woodcock and Avakumovic, Anarchist 
Prince, p. 351.

187 Werdende Mensch, p. 202.
188 G L, “Brot,”  Der Sozialist, June 1, 1911.
180 Briefe, I, 377.
100 Beginnen, pp. 45-46.
191 See Aufruf zum Sozialismus, p. 145; Briefe, I, 377.
192 Briefe, I, 365-366 (letter dated June 7, 19 11) . Landauer contin

ually spoke of the necessity of an immediate beginning of social
ist construction in the years 1908-1911. Besides the quotations 
given above, see Beginnen, pp. 131, 146, 150; Briefe, I, 273; 
Rechenschaft, p. 57.

193 Julius Bab, Gustav Landauer: Gedächtnisrede, 2d ed. (Nürn
berg, 1924), p. 12.

194 Beginnen, pp. 101-102.
195 Ibid., pp. 133-135.
196 Ibid., pp. 93-94, 102-103.
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1938), p. 709. For an analysis of the German press during and 
after the Agadir crisis, see ibid., pp. 643-699.
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11 Ibid., pp. 139-140
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iß Ibid.
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The Second International, 1889-1914 (N ew  York, 1966), pp. 
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20 Rechenschaft, pp. 117, 120.
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27 Der Sozialist, March 1, 1912.
28 Koppel S. Pinson, Modern Germany: Its History and Civilization 

(N ew  York, 1954), pp. 313-316.
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p. 25.
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40Ibid., pp. 1, 36 (letters dated Aug. 18, 1914, and March 31, 1915).
41 Ibid., p. 10.
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89 Jantzen, Jugendkulter und Jugendbewegung, p. 20.
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28, 1918, ibid., fol. P.
88 Letter to Leo Kestenberg, April 22, 1918, G L  Archiv, fol. T .
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91 Rechenschaft, pp. 200-203.
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Berliner Tageblatt, Aug. 22, 1926. Landauer had a description he

- 3 8 7 -



NOTES TO P P . 2 5 7 - 2 6 3

had written of Hedwig’s last days printed and mailed to a number 
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the Eighteenth Century, ed. Earl R. Wasserman (Baltimore, 
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108 Sec Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, pp. 6, 61.
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110 In Politics of Cultural Despair (p. 341), Fritz Stern emphasizes 
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111 See Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, pp. 88-107.
112 Mosse, “The Influence of the Völkisch Idea on German Jewry.”
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Mass., 1936), pp. 292-294.
118 Briefe, II, 1.
117 Ibid., p. 36.
118 Der Sozialist, Sept. 1,19 14 .
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120 D er Werdende Mensch, p. 1 10.
121 In Martin Buber (p. 310), Hans Kohn links Landauer’s view of 

the importance of the “myth” for the development of the Volk 
with the twenty-third chapter of Nietzsche’s Birth of Tragedy, 
which was written under the spell of the völkisch romantic 
Richard Wagner. Landauer, however, never mentioned this par
ticular work of Nietzsche’s in his writings.

122 Rechenschaft, pp. 103-104.
123 See Werdende Mensch, p. 115 ; Briefe, I, 207-208. The parallel 

here between this expression of Landauer’s “ revolutionary con
servatism” and that of the important völkisch thinker Moeller 
van den Bruclc is particularly striking (see E. O. Lorimer, Ger
many's Third Empire [London: G. Allen and Unwin, 1934], 
pp. 193, 215). Klemens von Klemperer has argued that twen- 
ticth-century German revolutionary conservatism was derived 
largely from the intellectual mood of Nietzschean voluntarism, 
a philosophic component in the thought of both Moeller van den 
Brack and Gustav Landauer, as well as, of course, the entire 
neoromantic generation in early twentieth-century Germany 
(see Klemens von Klemperer, Germany's New Conservatism 
[Princeton, 1957], pp. 36-40). The concept of the Aufbruch, 
which was central to Moeller’s political thought, was an attempt 
to fuse Herder and Nietzsche by arguing that the Volk we 
create had long been evolving of itself.

124, Werdende Mensch, pp. 32-33.
120 Die Revolution (Frankfurt a. M., 1908), p. 38.
126 Ibid., p. 24. For a discussion of the neoromantic conception of 

mythos (in the thought of Bergson as well as of the Germans, 
Joël, Simmel, and Buber) sec Kohn, Martin Buber, pp. 62-67.

127 See Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, p. 36; Stern, Politics of 
Cultural Despair, pp. 58-59; and Landauer’s introductory re
marks to Paul de Lagarde, “Deutschland nach dem Kriege: 
Auszüge aus Paul de Lagarde’s ‘Deutschen Schriften,’ ”  Der 
Sozialist, Oct. 10, 1914.

128 On the widespread opposition in Germany to “ divisive”  par
liamentarism, see Ernst Fraenkel, “ Historical Obstacles to Par
liamentary Government in Germany,”  in The Path to Dictator
ship, i<j!8-kj33: Ten Essays by German Scholars, trans. John 
Conway (New York, 1966), p. 29.

129 See Aufruf zum Sozialismus, pp. 22-23, ar|d “Parlamentskritik,” 
Das Blaubuch, May 30,1907.

130 Werdende Mensch, p. 107.
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131 Briefe, I, 425.
132 Ibid., p. 430.
138 Martin Buber, “Landauer und die Revolution,”  Masken, X IV  

(May 1919), 282-291; Alfred Werner, “Saintly Revolutionary,” 
Jewish Quarterly (Summer 1959), p. 1 1 ;  Julius Bab, Gustav 
Landauer: Gedächtnisrede, 2d ed. (Nürnberg, 1924), p. 1 1 ;  Paul 
Breines, “The Jew  as Revolutionary: The Case of Gustav Lan
dauer,” Leo Baeck Yearbook, XII (1967), 75. Richard Detlev 
Loewenberg compares Landauer’s view of the state with the Old 
Testament prophet Samuel (“ Gustav Landauer zum Gedächt
nis,” Der Morgen [Dec. 1928], pp. 462-472). Landauer himself 
wrote to Hans Bliiher in February 1916 of the great importance 
of the prophetic books of the Old Testament for all Jews (see 
Briefe, II, 130).

334 Heydorn, foreword to G L, Aufruf zum Sozialismus, p. 23.
135 This point contradicts the view stated recently by Breines and 

Heydorn in the articles cited in notes 133 and 134 that Lan
dauer’s view of Judaism is of central importance to all his 
thought. Their evidence for this claim is taken almost entirely 
from the years 1913-1916, when the question was of importance 
for Landauer. Before that time, and especially before 1908, Lan
dauer wrote almost nothing about matters pertaining to Judaism; 
he showed little concern, for example, for the anti-Semitic 
aspects of the Dreyfus affair (see Briefe, I, 37, and “Die Dichter 
als Ankläger,” Der Sozialist, Feb. 5, 1898).

180 Briefe, I, 210, 218 ,411-415.
I87 Ibid.
138 Werdende Mensch, p. 244.
139 Ibid., pp. 244-259. For a careful comparison of Buber’s work on 

the Chasidim and Landauer’s mystical views, see Ernst Simon, 
“Der Werdende Mensch und der Werdende Jude,”  Der Jude, 
V I (1921-22), 457-475. Simon claims that Landauer’s social phi
losophy of community “between man and man” is particularly in 
line with Chasidic tradition, as in the Baal-Schem legend and 
the “Grossen Maggid.”

140 Reprinted in Werdende Mensch, pp. 129-134.
141 Briefe, I, 448.
142 Werdende Mensch, p. 245.
143 Julius Bab, “Assimüation,” Die Freistatt: Alljüdische Revue, I 

( 1913-14), 171-176; G L, “Dur Poesie der Juden,”  Die Freistatt, I 
(19 13-14), 321-324-

144 Briefe, I, 450.
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145 Werdende Mensch, p. 26. The translation is from Solomon Lipt- 
zin, Germany’s Stepchildren: A n Examination of the Conflict 
of German and Jewish Identity in More Than Twenty Crea
tive Figures, 2d ed. (Cleveland and New York, 1961), pp.
231-232.

i4o For a recent comment on this phenomenon see Seymour Martin 
Lipset, “The Socialism of Fools’ : The Left, the Jews and Israel,” 
Encounter, 33 (Dec. 1969).

147 Werdende Mensch, pp. 122-128.
148 G L, “Judentum und Sozialismus,” Die Arbeit: Organ der Zion

istischen Volkssozialistischen Partei (June 1920), pp. 50-51. This 
entire issue of Die Arbeit was devoted to articles by and about 
Gustav Landauer.

140 G L, “ Ostjuden und Deutsches Reich,” Der Jude, I (Oct. 1916). 
Many German Jews feared that their poorer and more orthodox 
coreligionists from the east would help the anti-Semitic cause if 
they came to Germany. As Ismar Elbogen has pointed out (Die 
Geschichte der Juden in Deutschland [Frankfurt a. M., 1966], 
p. 280), many of the features of anti-Semitic action and thought 
were reproduced in this rejection of the Ostjuden.

1B0Liptzin, Germany's Stepchildren, p. 270.
151 Ibid., p. 238.
102 “ Gustav Landauer—Zum Gedächtnis,”  Die Arbeit (June 1920), 

p. 35; Martin Buber, “Der heimliche Führer,”  Die Arbeit (June 
1920), p. 36.

153 Kohn, Martin Buber, p. 36; Hans Kohn, Living in a World 
Revolution: M y Encounters with History (New York, 1964), 
pp. 69-70. The name of the group was the Verein Jüdischer 
Hochschüler Barkochba.

154 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, pp. 93-94.
155 Briefe, I, 448. The translation is from Liptzin, Germany's Step

children, pp. 235-236.
158 G L, “Die Lehre von Rassenkampf,”  Der Sozialist, Jan. 1, 1913.
157 Werdende Mensch, p. 33.
158 Revolution, p. 26.
159 Rechenschaft, pp. 52—53.
160 The failure of many historians to distinguish between anti- 

parliamentary and antidemocratic ideas has been a frequent cause 
of confusion in the various attempts to trace the background of 
National Socialism. For a recent example of this confusion, see 
the work of Kurt Sontheimer, Anti-demokratisches Denken in 
der Weimarer Republik (München, 1962), and his article with
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the same title in The Path to Dictatorship,. 1918-1933, pp. 32-49. 
Although Sontheimer devotes much of his analysis to antiparlia- 
mentary views, he argues that he is tracing antidemocratic cur
rents, neglecting the fact that there has long been a democratic 
and antiauthoritarian critique of parliamentarism which, as a 
result, is not protofascist, and that although most of his right- 
wing examples were against parliament because they favored 
monolithic control by an extraparliamentary movement, there is 
no necessary connection between this and the dissatisfaction with 
parliamentarism. As Landauer, Buber, Franz Oppenheimer, völ
kisch Zionists, and others of the communitarian Left revealed, 
there is a left-wing rejection of parliaments which follows very 
closely the classic analysis of Michels concerning the oligarchical 
results of centralist parliamentarism. See Robert Michels, Politi
cal Parties: A  Sociological Study of the Oligarchical T endendes 
of Modern Democracy (New York, 1962).

181 Edward Shils, “The Intellectuals and the Powers,”  in On Intel
lectuals, ed. Philip Rieff (New York, 1968), p. 49.

182 Berlin, “Herder and the Enlightenment,” p. 77.
363 Peter Worsley’s characterization of a populist Left and Right 

provides a distinction that can readily be applied to the use of 
the word “Volk” in Landauer’s thought and that of Langbehn 
and the völkisch Right: “The search for direct people-leadership 
is one point along a continuum stretching from total non
involvement of the mass of the people at one end to the ideal 
anarchist self-regulating commune at the other. . . . From this 
point of view, whilst we can recognize clearly mass participation 
and involvement in, say, Nuremberg rallies and street-demon- 
strations, it is important to distinguish serious, effective and inde
pendent popular intervention from purely illusory or symbolic 
pseudo-'intervention’ ”  (Populism: Its Meaning and National 
Characteristics, ed. Ghitsa Ionescu and Ernest Gellner [London,
1967], p. 245).

184 Andrzej Walicki, “Russia,”  in Popidism, p. 79.
165 Angus Stewart, “The Social Roots,” in Populism, p. 192.
168 Ibid., p. 183.
187 Mosse, Crisis of German Ideology, p. 15.
168 Werdende Mensch, pp. 51-52, 60-61. Recent psychological 

studies, interestingly enough, have corroborated Landauer’s view 
of the crucial importance of prior and discriminate attachments 
to family for the development of humanitarian behavior in later 
life. Infants who had been brought up in public institutions and
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who had not established intimate and discriminate emotional ties 
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tal retardation—since memory seems to develop from the oppor
tunity to discriminate between deeply familiar and unfamiliar 
faces—and excessive aggressiveness. These findings are detailed 
in an article by the child psychoanalyst Dr. Selma Fraiberg, 
“ The Origins of Human Bonds,” Commentary (Dec. 1967), 
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cluded by such prior attachments. The point, of course, is that 
they are necessary but not sufficient for precluding it.

169 Werdende Mensch, p. 64. See also ibid., pp. 57-58, 60, and Briefe,
I, 249-2 5°-

170 Aufruf zum Sozialismus, p. 13.
171 Ibid., pp. 6-8; “ Judentum und Sozialismus,” p. 50.
172 G L, Ein Weg deutschen Geistes, no. 2 of Kleine Schriften, ed. 

Wilhelm Herzog (München, 1916), pp. 4-5, 26.
173 Rechenschaft, p. 148.
174 Werdende Mensch, pp. 358-359. See also G L, “Die Neue Freie 

Volksbühne,” Die Schaubühne, Oct. 19, 1905, p. 194.
175 Werdende Mensch, p. 342.
170 Ibid., p. 72.
177 Briefe, I, 149-150.
178 G L, “Die Neue Freie Volksbühne.”
179 Ibid.
189 Ein Weg deutschen Geistes, pp. 15, 31-32.
181 GL, “Walt Whitman,”  Der Sozialist, Dec. 25, 1913, reprinted 

as the introduction to Landauer’s posthumously published trans
lations of Whitman’s poetry: Walt Whitman, Gesänge und 
Inschriften (München, 1921).

182 For a good discussion of Landauer and Hölderlin, see Wilhelm 
Michel, Essays über Gustav Landauer, Romain Rolland, Fried
rich Hölderlin: Die Metaphysik des Bürgers (Hannover, 1920), 
pp. 6-7.

183 Der Sozialist, Sept. 25, 1913.
184 Werdende Mensch, pp. 175-187.
185 E. M. Butler, The Tyranny of Greece over Germany (Boston, 

1955), p. 216.
186 Werdende Mensch, pp. 175-178.
187 Ein Weg deutschen Geistes, pp. 4-5, 26, 31-32, 34.
188 Siegfried Nestriepke, Geschichte der Volksbühne Berlin, I 

(Berlin, 1930), 194, 308.
189 Briefe, II, 268-269, 290, 296; Kohn, Martin Buber, p. 306.
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190 Maurer, Call to Revolution, pp. 150-151. In a letter to Jacob 
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comments on the secondary works that have proved par
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