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In the first half of the 19th century, liberalism and nationalism were united. As nationalism grew more extreme, it became different. The extreme nationalism contributed to WWI and was the seedbed of totalitarian nationalism. Nationalists rejected the liberal emphasis on political liberty. They attacked parliament as a barrier to unity and greatness and maintained that authoritarian leadership was needed. The needs of the nation transcended the rights of the individual. They also rejected the idea of equality. The nation was above everything, and minorities were accused of corrupting the nation’s spirit. They embraced military, imperial, and racist doctrines. They argued that they had a sacred mission to unite with their kinfolk in other lands, or to rule over peoples considered inferior. In these ancestral traditions, the nationalist found a higher reality akin to religious truth. Loyalty to the state was above all else. The state became religion. By the beginning of the 20th century, conservatives had become the staunchest advocates of nationalism. Aristocrats, generals, and clergy, often joined by big industrialists, saw nationalism as a convenient instrument for gaining a mass following in their struggle against democracy and socialism. Peasants viewed liberalism and Marxism as threats to traditional values, while the lower bourgeoisie feared the proletariat. Nationalism was presented as a victory of idealism over materialism and as the subordination of class and personal interests to the general good of the nation. This was a problem in Germany. The worst expression of German nationalism was Volkish (folkish) thought. Volkish thinkers sought to bind the German people. They felt that Germans were better than everyone else. They denounced the liberal-humanist tradition of the West as alien. Wilhelm von Riehl (1823-1897) was a professor at Munich. He contrasted urban life with rural life. Berthold Auerbach (1812-1882) glorified the peasant as the ideal German. Paul de Lagarde (1827-1891) Called for a German faith, different from Christianity, that would unite the nation. Julius Langbehn (1851-1907) saw an irrational life force as superior to reason. The last two were anti-Jew. Volkish thought attracted Germans afraid of the modern age. It had little support from the working class. The schools were leading agents for the dissemination of Volkish ideas. Volkish thinkers glorified the Middle Ages. Such attitudes led Germans to see themselves and their culture as better than others. Racist doctrines had a special appeal for Volkish thinkers. They maintained that physical and intellectual qualities distinguished races. In their view, Germans were better. They embraced the ideas of Houston Stewart Chamberlain (1855-1927), an Englishman who adopted German citizenship. In The Foundations of the 19th Century (1899), he asserted that races are different, and that the struggle between races as been the driving force of history. Of course, the Aryans were the best. He said Jews were undermining German society as being capitalists and liberals. Kaiser William II called Foundations a “Hymn to Germanism” and read it to his children. Chamberlain racist views make him a spiritual forerunner of Nazism. In 1923, Chamber met Hitler and praised him the savior of the Reich. German racial nationalists insisted that as a superior race, they had the right to dominate others. 


