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My dissertation, The Loser’s Edge: Writing from the Vantage Point of the 

Vanquished, 1918–1945, examines how the experience of defeat became a 

unique source of epistemological insight in literature and historiography 

between 1918 and the beginning of the Cold War. Taking my cue from 

historian Reinhart Koselleck’s polemical claim that history may well be made 

by the victors but is in fact written by the vanquished, I argue that experiences 

of defeat triggered a singular mode of historical reflection that was 

substantially marked by aesthetic innovation. In three exemplary case studies 

– focusing on the German defeats in World War I and World War II, and each 

staging a dialog between two writers – I show how Koselleck’s 

anthropological account of history-writing as a reversal of the victor-

vanquished dialectic not only provides an unconventional framework for 

making sense of Germany’s historical role in European modernity. It also 

captures a striking modernist constellation that linked historiography, 

storytelling, and future-oriented thinking. Koselleck’s wager was to assume 

that the situation of greatest existential upheaval, namely, being defeated in a 

conflict, paradoxically generates the deepest epistemological insight by 

enabling the vanquished to radically reexamine their world view. This is 



 

because the experience of defeat massively widens the gap between lived 

experience and what Koselleck called Erwartungshorizont (horizon of 

expectation), severing all conceptual ties between experience (Erfahrung) and 

expectation (Erwartung) and foiling any attempt at subsuming experience 

under available conceptual models. Rather than seeing this gap as 

problematic, Koselleck embraced it, arguing that its constitutive incongruence 

made historiography dynamic and political, endowing it with an epistemic 

power that elevated it above the simple gathering of facts about the past. As I 

show, the work of storytelling implied by this historiographic model is 

aesthetic at its very core. It provides trenchant analytical categories for 

appraising the experiential negotiation of defeat in works by Heinrich and 

Thomas Mann, Alfred Döblin, and Ernst Jünger. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The defeat in World War II was the key moment in German history in the 

twentieth century. It broke Germany’s obsession with military dominance 

which had been cultivated at least since the founding of the German Reich in 

1871. This obsession had not only survived the humiliating defeat of 1918 but 

was even fueled by the stab-in-the-back myth, which claimed that Germany 

had been “undefeated on the battlefield.” According to this legend, the 

Empire had not lost the war but had simply been betrayed by leftist agitators 

in Berlin. Various stab-in-the-back myths paved the way for the second World 

War as they helped nationalists and nationalist socialists nourish the thirst for 

revenge, and prevented political actors and ordinary citizens from across the 

political spectrum from embracing the democratic political system of the 

Weimar Republic.  

Germany’s unconditional surrender to the Allied Forces on May 8, 

1945, was the decisive precondition for breaking this victory fetishism. It also 

enabled Germany to face the past, the first step of which was to acknowledge 

the defeat as defeat rather than as a temporary setback on the long road to 

victory and glory. The geopolitical consequences of Germany’s defeat shaped 

world politics for the next half-century to come, and it is fair to say that the 

Second World War came to its final conclusion only with the fall of the Berlin 

Wall, and with the collapse of the Soviet Union two years later. In absence of a 

formal peace treaty, the Treaty on the Final Settlement With Respect to 

Germany from 1990 (also known as the Two plus Four Agreement) served not 
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only as the de facto peace treaty concluding World War II, but also regulated 

the end of Germany’s occupation by initiating the withdrawal of American, 

British, French, and Soviet forces. Additionally, the Agreement acknowledged 

that the Federal Republic and the German Democratic Republic of Germany 

were now speaking with one voice as the “united Germany.” The protesters of 

Leipzig and Berlin, who in the fall of 1989 had pressured the socialist regime 

into opening the border, proved that Germans were capable of a true 

revolution, and a peaceful one at that. And even if many Germans celebrated 

German unification as a victory, to them it was a very different kind of 

triumph than the ones Germany had been dreaming of forty-five years earlier: 

one that did not aim at exercising power over a foreign or internal enemy, but 

at restoring the lost unity of the country. As former chancellor Willy Brandt 

put it in 1989: “Es wächst zusammen, was zusammen gehört.”  

But the victory of Western democracy and market economy had a flip 

side: the defeat of communism. The “unabashed victory of economic and 

political liberalism” (Fukuyama 3), as Francis Fukuyama described the 

development in his 1989 article “The End of History?”, caused the 

disappearance of the ideological counterpart to the Western model. Fukuyama 

added, however, that the “end of history” marked by the victory of liberalism 

“will be a very sad time” (18) because it would replace the ideological struggle 

for a better world with “economic calculation, the endless solving of 

technological problems, environmental concerns, and the satisfaction of 

sophisticated consumer demands” (18). This was certainly felt in Germany as 

well – certainly in the Eastern part, especially after the Treuhand (“Trust 



3 

Agency”) had allowed Western investors to buy and privatize thousands of 

former publicly owned enterprises (Volkseigene Betriebe) in the former GDR, 

and as the social consequences of the new ideological vacuum became 

evident. For some, the victory of 1989 quickly turned into a perceived defeat. 

Had the tragedy of the unacknowledged defeat of 1918 really repeated as a 

farce in 1989, dialectically inverted as an unacknowledged victory? Not quite, 

but the disappearance of the conflict that had structured East-West relations in 

the second half of the twentieth century came at a price, the collapse of an 

alternative present and future. 1 This is where the perspective of vanquished 

comes in.  

The experience of defeat marks an existential rupture that situates the 

vanquished in a moment of radical presence. The vanquished – if they accept 

that they have lost – must re-negotiate the relation between past, present, and 

future, and between experience and language. Looking back from the vantage 

point of defeat, the dashed hopes and shattered dreams may appear as 

nightmares. Acknowledging this does not mean that we should all learn how 

to “fail better,” but rather let us accept the possibility that our current goals 

and motivations may not be as noble as we hold them to be.  

Writing about the “vantage point” of the vanquished and focusing on 

Germany as a German scholar is a “problematic” or even dubious undertaking 

for sure. My goal is, however, not to make an argument for the “advantages” 

of losing murderous wars at the cost of millions of lives. Instead, I am 

interested in the question whether the defeats in 1918 and 1945 had any effects 
 

1 On the process of mourning triggered by this disappearance see Enzo Traverso, Left-Wing 
Melancholia.  



4 

on the way German writers and historians think about their history and the 

role of everyone in it. In other words: has anything changed? I am cautiously 

optimistic that this is the case, and this dissertation explores the possible role 

of Germany’s defeats in the messy process of coming to terms with the past. I 

am, thus, interested in how the experience of defeat has shaped and continues 

to shape German history, literature, and politics. More precisely, I consider 

what defeat meant to German historians and writers in different historical 

circumstances. Rather than suggesting that defeat is a cathartic existential 

experience that (if one survives), provides a fresh perspective on the world, I 

argue that we have to take the historical fact of Germany’s defeats in the 

twentieth century seriously if we want to understand their lasting influence on 

Germany’s cultural and political life.  

I believe that the concept of defeat in German history – certainly in the 

case of 1945 – has not been sufficiently addressed by scholarship. Talking 

about this is still, or again, a taboo, as even the acknowledgment that the 

Germans did not spontaneously decide to stop being Nazis in 1945 seems to 

be controversial. Germany had to be defeated. My point is that this defeat was 

traumatic, even if we don’t like to hear that nowadays. Margarete and 

Alexander Mitscherlisch have pointed to this problem in Die Unfähigkeit zu 

trauern (1967). Even if the generations who have experienced the war are 

almost gone, the question of the visible and hidden consequences of defeat 

keeps lingering in the background.  

This dissertation seeks to take a first step in thinking through the 

experience of defeat in German history and literature, focusing on the two 
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historical turning points of 1918 and 1945. It consists of an introduction and 

three main chapters. The introduction stakes out the methodological 

framework, focusing on historian Reinhart Koselleck’s thesis of the 

epistemological potential of defeat, and its relation to literature. Chapter one 

discusses reactions to the end of World War I in the works of Heinrich Mann 

and Alfred Döblin, contrasting Mann’s enthusiastic embrace of defeat in his 

essays written in the winter of 1918-19 with Döblin’s sober and disillusioned 

perspective in November 1918, written from the vantage point of exile in the 

late 1930s and early 1940s. Chapter two turns to Thomas Mann and Ernst 

Jünger and traces their respective epistemologies of defeat before 1945. As I 

show, both Jünger and Mann – despite their fundamentally different political 

and existential situations – started to think about the existential role of defeat 

even before the beginning of the Second World War. While Mann emphasized 

the importance of breaking Germany’s obsession with victory, Jünger took an 

existential turn away from his far-right nationalist positions of the 1920s. 

Chapter three, then, brings Thomas Mann’s 1947 novel Doktor Faustus and 

Jünger’s Auf den Marmorklippen (1939) in dialogue, arguing that the question of 

how to face defeat is at the center of both texts. Whereas Jünger – giving up on 

his former philosophy of the lost cause (Verlorener Posten) – proposes an 

escapist strategy that avoids the challenge of facing one’s own entanglement 

in the political process, Mann’s novel concludes with a gaze into the abyss, a 

meditation on the inevitable defeat, but without the future-oriented or even 

optimistic undertone of many other engagements with the German 

catastrophe. The conclusion provides an outlook on the implications of this 



6 

dissertation for both the literature of the Weimar Republic and the “Third 

Reich” as well as postwar German literature in the East and the West up to 

1989 and beyond.  

 

The Loser’s Edge 

Conventional wisdom has it that history is written by the victors. Even though 

the relation between political power and historiographical authority is more 

ambiguous than this proverbial dictum suggests, the assertion that those who 

prevail in a conflict get to tell the story has proven remarkably persistent. 

Even writers who argue against history written by the winners – such as 

Walter Benjamin in his theses On the Concept of History – often do so against 

the backdrop of the vantage point of the victors which then figures as the 

default case that must be overcome. Writing at the end of the Cold War, 

German historian Reinhart Koselleck (1923–2006) challenged conventional 

wisdom by claiming that history may be made by the victors, but is in fact 

written by the vanquished. He did not dispute that those who ‘write’ history – 

in the double sense of ‘telling’ history and ‘making’ it – often channel the 

perspective that has just been proven right by victory. For him, the victors, 

however, lacked the deep epistemological insight that defeat bestows on the 

vanquished, and this ultimately made them losers at historiography’s game. 

Koselleck’s account of history-writing as a reversal of the victor-vanquished 

dialectic can be seen as a way for the historian to shore up his own authority 

in developing an unconventional framework that could make sense of 

Germany’s historical role in European modernity. It however also captures a 



7 

striking modernist constellation that linked historiography, storytelling, and 

future-oriented thinking in writers and thinkers across the political spectrum, 

and that emphasized experiential and anthropological factors to dislodge the 

rationalizing, often teleological hermeneutics that governed traditional 

historiography. 

Koselleck’s wager was to assume that the moment of greatest 

existential upheaval, namely, being defeated in a conflict, paradoxically 

generates the deepest epistemological insight by enabling the vanquished to 

radically reexamine their world view. This is because the experience of defeat 

massively widens the gap between lived experience and what Koselleck called 

Erwartungshorizont (horizon of expectation), severing all conceptual ties 

between experience (Erfahrung) and expectation (Erwartung) and foiling any 

attempt at subsuming experience under available conceptual models. Rather 

than seeing this gap as problematic, Koselleck embraced it, arguing that its 

constitutive incongruence made historiography dynamic and political, 

endowing it with an epistemic power that elevated it above the simple 

gathering of facts about the past. 

I argue that the work of storytelling implied by this historiographic 

model is aesthetic at its very core. At stake is the dynamic relation between 

narrative and experience: as experience can never be fully captured by 

language, the tension between pre-linguistic reality and its narrativization 

allows for a multitude of possible Geschichten. For Koselleck, the experience of 

defeat exposes the unbridgeable gap between these two spheres and 

stimulates methodologically innovative forms of writing history. But the 
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reverberations of defeat not only unsettle established historical narratives and 

thus spark new (and potentially better) ones; defeat also contains an aesthetic 

potential that plays out in literature. Defeat does figure as a thematic motif in 

novels or plays, but more importantly, it functions as a narrative device that 

organizes the narrative’s relation between temporality and knowledge. It is 

specifically this role of defeat in German-language literature and 

historiography in the twentieth century that this project is concerned with. 

Focusing on the German military defeats of 1918 and 1945 as well as on the 

experience of exile, it appraises the experiential negotiation of defeat in works 

by Heinrich and Thomas Mann, Alfred Döblin, and Ernst Jünger. While 

Koselleck’s methodological intervention serves as the framework for my 

readings of literary, essayistic, and historical works, Reinhart Koselleck is 

himself part of the constellation under consideration. Not only is his 

investment in the problem of the relation between experience and narrative a 

central modernist theme, but Koselleck himself had made the experience of 

defeat as a Wehrmacht soldier in World War II. A critical discussion of the 

epistemological and aesthetic potential of defeat must thus consider the limits 

and blind spots of Koselleck’s approach and read it against the grain. 

 

On the Culture of Defeat 

The two military defeats of 1918 and 1945 shaped German history in the 

twentieth century more than any other event. The unacknowledged and 

unresolved defeat in World War I was one decisive factor that led to the 

election of Adolf Hitler on January 30, 1933. The National Socialists promised 
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to make up for the “Schmach von Versailles,” the peace treaty of 1919 that 

they considered one-sided and unfair, and which had put an immense 

financial burden on Germany. They kept their word. After the attack on 

France in May 1940, the victory in the Battle of France in late June was 

celebrated with the humiliating defeat of 1918 and Versailles in mind. A 

headline in the Nazi newspaper Völkischer Beobachter on June 18, 1940, was 

addressed to the fallen soldiers of World War I and read “Und ihr habt doch 

gesiegt!” What was celebrated in June 1940 was less the present victory than 

the recuperation of a past defeat; a defeat that had never been accepted by 

considerable parts of German society and that was now resignified within a 

new space of experience. 

The defeat in World War II five years later not only marked the 

beginning of a new conflict – the Cold War – but also saw the founding of two 

separate German states on different sides of what would become the Iron 

Curtain. The fall of the wall in November 1989 and the end of the Cold War 

can also be understood as the victory of democracy and capitalism over 

communism. It is striking that the mainstream narrative of German 

“reunification” is now considered as history written by the winners among 

considerable parts of German society, especially (but not only) in the Eastern 

part of the country. 

Given the decisive role of the two defeats in twentieth-century German 

history and culture, it is astonishing how little scholarly attention has been 

paid to these experiences of defeat. While both the origins and the aftermath 

of these turning points have been subject to extensive scholarly debate, the 
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events at the center of these historical intersections remain to be considered in 

much greater detail. The most comprehensive cultural history of defeat is 

Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s 2001 Die Kultur der Niederlage. In three case studies – 

on the American South 1865, France 1871, and Germany 1918 – Schivelbusch 

shows the strategies employed by the vanquished to come to terms with the 

traumatic experience of defeat: working through a process of mourning that 

starts with a phase of depression which is quickly followed by euphoria. In 

the long term, the vanquished seek to make sense of defeat, Schivelbusch’s 

argument goes, and eventually arrive at a point where they identify with the 

victors, or at least want to learn from them in order to prevent future defeats. 

In short, Schivelbusch demonstrates how defeat is gradually integrated into 

the dominant cultural narratives of vanquished nations. The aim of my 

project, by contrast, is to appraise the disruptive quality of defeat that 

unsettles culture-stabilizing narratives and stimulates critical engagement 

with the past based on this experience.2 Whereas Schivelbusch’s panorama of 

three exemplary cases of defeat concludes with the aftermath of World War I 

in the Weimar Republic, I consider the German defeat of 1918 as the decisive 

starting point of a fateful historical trajectory that led all the way to 1945 and 

 
2 Further treatments of the experience of being vanquished include French historian Marc 

Bloch’s L’Étrange Défaite (‘Strange Defeat’), a report that assesses the reasons for the defeat of 
the French Army in 1940. One account dealing explicitly with the question of Germany’s 
collapse in 1945 is Friedrich Meinecke’s Die deutsche Katastrophe (1946). The perspective of the 
vanquished of World War I has recently attracted the renewed attention of historians: See 
Robert Gerwarth, The Vanquished: Why the First World War Failed to End, 1917–1923 (2016), and 
Gerd Krumeich, Die unbewältigte Niederlage. Das Trauma des Ersten Weltkriegs und die Weimarer 
Republik (2018). On the Japanese case after 1945 see John W. Dower’s excellent study 
Embracing Defeat: Japan in the Wake of World War II. 
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1989, and whose reverberations can still be felt in the daily political discourse 

of Germany in the year 2020. 

 

Koselleck’s Historik and the Epistemology of Defeat 

Reinhart Koselleck was the most influential German historian of the twentieth 

century. 

An intellectual historian and a theorist of history and historical time, Koselleck 

is best known as the founder of Begriffsgeschichte, or conceptual history. Born 

in 1923 into a bourgeois family of academics, he volunteered to become a 

member of the artillery branch of the Wehrmacht in 1941 and served until the 

end of World War II. After being captured by the Red Army on May 1, 1945, 

his unit was brought to Auschwitz where the Soviets had the German 

prisoners of war disassemble the IG Farben factory in Auschwitz III–

Monowitz, which was then shipped to the Soviet Union. Koselleck then spent 

fifteen months in a POW camp in Karaganda/Kazakhstan before he was 

released early after a life-threatening illness. He then matriculated at the 

University of Heidelberg, where he received his doctorate in 1954 for his 

dissertation Kritik und Krise: Pathogenese der bürgerlichen Welt.3 His doctoral 

advisor was Johannes Kühn, but Koselleck’s intellectual circle in Heidelberg 

included illustrious figures such as Martin Heidegger, Hans-Georg Gadamer, 

Karl Löwith, and Carl Schmitt. After a short stint as a lecturer in German 

Studies at the University of Bristol, Koselleck embarked on a traditional 

 
3 The working title of Koselleck’s dissertation was Dialektik der Aufklärung, which he had to 

change after he learned that a book with this title already existed. 
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German academic career with a Habilitation in history and was soon 

promoted to professor for the theory of history at the newly founded 

University of Bielefeld. His project of Begriffsgeschichte resulted in the 

monumental eight-volume encyclopedia Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe (1972–

1997) which he co-edited with Werner Conze and Otto Brunner. Throughout 

the 1980s and 1990s, Koselleck continued to publish numerous influential 

essays on the theory of historical times as well as on political iconology. A 

brilliant writer, Koselleck coined several catchy historical terms and phrases 

(such as Sattelzeit or das Vetorecht der Quellen) or popularized already existing 

concepts (such as Erfahrungsraum und Erwartungshorizont) that have since 

become widely used in the historical disciplines in Germany. 

Koselleck’s work drew considerable criticism both within and beyond 

Germany. In Germany, Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte competed with Werner 

Conze’s Sozialgeschichte: both strands claimed their status as basic or 

fundamental (as Leitdisziplin) for the study of history in general. 

Internationally, conceptual history has often been regarded as a peculiarly 

German phenomenon. Although Koselleck’s theory of history could have 

entered a conversation with British theory such as the Cambridge School 

around Quentin Skinner, this conversation never materialized. Jan  

Werner-Müller argues that the silence between Cambridge and Bielefeld is 

part because Koselleck and Skinner were simply talking past one another, part 

because of the differences in their respective basic assumptions about what 

constitutes a concept (Müller 2014, 87–88). 
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Koselleck’s reception in the United States was belated, despite 

prominent advocates such as Hayden White, who wrote a foreword to a 

collection of Koselleck’s essays published in English translation (The Practice of 

Conceptual History, 2002).4 More critical engagements with Koselleck from 

scholars working at North American universities were published by Hans 

Ulrich Gumbrecht (2006) and Jakob Norberg (2014), among others. 

Gumbrecht, who had contributed several articles to Geschichtliche 

Grundbegriffe, argues that the heyday of conceptual history is over and that its 

accomplishments live on merely as antique intellectual artifacts or 

“Pyramiden des Geistes;” Norberg, by contrast, offers a fundamental critique 

of Koselleck’s dissertation in the context of German political theory after 1945. 

However, neither Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte nor Kritik und Krise may be the 

most timely parts of his oeuvre, even though conceptual history is alive and 

well, particularly in Latin America and Scandinavia. In the English-speaking 

world, the ongoing and renewed interest in Koselleck’s work is hard to ignore: 

In 2012, Niklas Olsen published a well-received intellectual biography of 

Reinhart Koselleck (History in the Plural), Sean Franzel and Stefan-Ludwig 

Hoffmann have recently edited and translated a new collection of essays by 

Koselleck (Sediments of Time, 2018), the Zentrum für Literatur- und 

Kulturforschung Berlin maintains several collaborative research projects on 

“global conceptual history,” and recent GSA conferences have seen several 

panels dedicated to Koselleck. In an article on the reception of Koselleck in 

 
4 In the 1980s and 1990s, Koselleck also served as a visiting professor at the New School 

and Columbia University in New York City and, repeatedly, at the University of Chicago. 
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America recently published in New German Critique, historian Stefan-Ludwig 

Hoffmann makes a case for the ongoing relevance of Koselleck’s Historik and 

claims that “in our current crisis of time, the collapse of the past and the future 

into a present that has become ‘omnipresent,’ Koselleck’s theory of multiple 

temporalities and possible histories gains critical urgency” (Hoffmann 2017, 

182–83). Alluding to Jacob Taubes’s characterization of Koselleck as a partisan 

of histories in the plural,5 Hoffmann emphasizes this key feature of Koselleck’s 

theory of history. This insistence on “history in the plural” is also at the center 

of his 1988 essay “Erfahrungswandel und Methodenwechsel – eine historisch-

anthropologische Skizze” in which he argues for the epistemological potential 

of being vanquished. 

Reinhart Koselleck’s sweeping claim that the vanquished have an edge 

over the victors could easily be dismissed as the loser’s selfish attempt to set 

the record straight once the smoke over the battlefield has cleared. As Ulrich 

Raulff puts it: “Wer im Felde geschlagen wurde, der sucht wenigstens am 

Schreibtisch zu gewinnen” (34). It is, indeed, not difficult to find evidence for 

this strategy: The Lost Cause in the United States and the stab-in-the-back 

myth (Dolchstoßlegende) in Weimar Germany are just two cases in which the 

vanquished did not strive for objective truth, but for “Legitimation und 

Exkulpation” (Raulff 34).6 And one of Koselleck’s most influential academic 

mentors and intellectual sparring partners – Carl Schmitt – lamented that 

history is written by the victors, but then fashioned himself as the secret 

 
5 “R. Koselleck ist ein moderner Partisan jener ‘vieler Geschichten im Plural, von denen 

man früher zu erzählen wußte’.” (Taubes 1973, 493) 
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(moral) winner of World War II in his 1946 essay Ex captivitate salus as well as 

in a number of shorter notes that have recently been published under the title 

Glossarium. On 11 September 1951, the legal theorist who was known as the 

“Crown Jurist of the Third Reich” wrote: “Der Besiegte schreibt die 

Geschichte; der Gescheiterte ist der Gescheitere” (Schmitt, Glossarium, 253). It 

is astonishing how precisely Schmitt’s aphorism seems to capture the essence 

of Koselleck’s thesis formulated in the essay “Erfahrungswandel und 

Methodenwechsel” more than three decades later. Juxtaposing the shift of 

agency and authority from the victors to the vanquished with the claim that 

defeat generates epistemic superiority, it hints at the nexus between 

experience and historiography that is at the very center not only of Koselleck’s 

1988 essay, but also of his theory of history, or Historik, in general. Yet the 

epistemological potential of being vanquished that Koselleck ascribed to this 

experience never materialized in Schmitt’s writings.7 And while the exchange 

with Schmitt certainly was formative for the young Koselleck,8 it would be 

 
7 On the paralyzing role of the defeat of 1945 for Schmitt’s intellectual productivity, see 
Traverso 2017, “Confronting Defeat: Carl Schmitt Between the Victors and the Vanquished.” 
8 This influence is obvious in the case of the published version of Koselleck’s dissertation 
Kritik und 
Krise, in which he thanks Carl Schmitt for helping him “how to ask questions and to look for 
answers” (XII). On the striking parallels between Koselleck’s argument and Carl Schmitt’s 
1938 Der Leviathan in der Staatslehre des Thomas Hobbes: Sinn und Fehlschlag eines politschen 
Symbols, see La Vopa 1992 and Norberg 2014. The recently published correspondence between 
Schmitt and Koselleck (1953–1983) contains few passages where questions of defeat and 
historiography are discussed explicitly. In a letter from July 1956, Koselleck tells Schmitt about 
a seminar he teaches at the University of Heidelberg at the time. Complaining about his 
uncritical students, he writes: “Die Entnazifizierungs + Demokratisierungswelle nach 1945 hat 
offenbar die Erkenntnisträchtigkeit der Besiegten-Situation zerstört und man erkennt in der 
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wrong to cast him only as a disciple or even a mouthpiece of the former.9 They 

shared an interest in the epistemological status of the vanquished that was 

undoubtedly also shaped by their own experiences, but their respective 

conclusions could hardly be more different. Schmitt stubbornly insisted on the 

epistemological and moral superiority of the vanquished without ever 

critically engaging with this aspect of the past; Koselleck, by contrast, argued 

that the experience of defeat could lead to a radical reexamination of the past. 

In other words, Schmitt neatly integrated the experience of being vanquished 

into his autobiographical narrative while Koselleck focused on the 

destabilizing, disruptive quality of defeat that called for a reconfiguration of 

the relation between past, present, and future. Focusing on a pair of concepts – 

experience (Erfahrung) and expectation (Erwartung) – Koselleck had surveyed 

this dynamic relation in the earlier essay “Erfahrungsraum und 

Erwartungshorizont.” The discussion of history written by the vanquished in 

 
Masse der jungen Studenten so recht den ‘guten demokratischen’ bzw. den ‘alten nationalen’ 
Geschichtslehrer wieder” (Briefwechsel, 121). Schmitt only mentions the vanquished once, in a 
letter from 1973, after reading Taubes’s article about Koselleck: “Ich bleibe dabei: der Besiegte 
schreibt die Geschichte: das Alte Testament, Thukydides, Polybius, Tacitus, Otto von 
Freysing, Tocqueville (ich hatte Hans Schäfer schon für diese These gewonnen); der Anstoss 
kann nur ein Trauma sein” (Briefwechsel, 252). 

9 In 1960, Jürgen Habermas made precisely this argument, though in a different context. In 
his review of Koselleck’s dissertation and of Hanno Kesting’s Geschichtsphilosophie und 
Weltbürgerkrieg (Philosophy of History and Global Civil War), he concluded as follows: 
“Immerhin sind wir dankbar, von so gescheiten Autoren zu erfahren, wie Carl Schmitt, ein so 
denkender Spezialist, die Lage heute beurteilt” (477). This sentence was omitted in later 
reprints of the review in Habermas’s collected writings. 
For a discussion of Koselleck’s reception in the United States with concerning his relation to 
Carl Schmitt and Jürgen Habermas, see Hoffmann 2017. 
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the final part of the essay “Erfahrungswandel und Methodenwechsel” must be 

considered in the context of Koselleck’s methodological project. He was 

interested in the “prelinguistic conditions of all possible histories” (Hoffmann 

181) and thus examined the links between experience and history-writing. The 

experience of defeat provided a privileged vantage point to do so, and 

although his personal experience as a German soldier in World War II and his 

relation to Carl Schmitt may have affected how he constructed his argument, 

it is crucial to take into account that the project was primarily an attempt to 

think through the interrelation of historical experience and historiographical 

method. 

In the essay “Erfahrungswandel und Methodenwechsel – eine 

historisch-anthropologische Skizze,” Koselleck distinguishes between three 

types of writing history: Aufschreiben (recording), Fortschreiben (continuing), 

and Umschreiben (rewriting): “Das Aufschreiben ist ein erstmaliger Akt, das 

Fortschreiben akkumuliert Zeitfristen, das Umschreiben korrigiert beides, das 

Auf- und Fortgeschriebene, um rückwirkend eine neue Geschichte daraus 

hervorgehen zu lassen” (Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 41).  The types of 

writing history are, however, not simply different perspectives a historian can 

take. They are dependent on three corresponding ways in which experiences 

are acquired. Koselleck’s basic assumption is that “die Arten, Geschichten zu 

erzählen oder methodisch aufzubereiten, auf die Arten bezogen werden 

können, wie Erfahrungen gemacht oder gesammelt oder verändert werden” 

(Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 34). 



18 

The first kind of experience is unique, unrepeatable, and contains an 

element of surprise. For Koselleck, this primary experience can be considered 

the nucleus of biography and history because it always marks a difference 

between “before” and “after.” The second kind of experience is not marked by 

surprise, but expectation. These kinds of experiences accumulate over longer 

periods of time in a person’s life and confirm or correct one another. The 

experience of defeat would be considered a primary experience as it (usually) 

comes as a surprise because things have turned out different from how they 

were planned or hoped. Victory, by contrast, confirms past expectations and is 

an example of accumulating experience.10 The corresponding types of writing 

history are Aufschreiben (recording) in the case of primary experience, and 

Fortschreiben (continuing) in the case of repeating or accumulating experience. 

The important consequence resulting from these anthropological conditions of 

possible histories in regard to victors and vanquished is spelled out in the last 

section of the essay: “Der Historiker auf Seiten der Sieger ist leicht geneigt, 

kurzfristig erzielte Erfolge durch eine langfristige Ex-post-Teleologie auf 

Dauer auszulegen” (Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 68). The case of the 

vanquished is different in two respects: “Deren Primärerfahrung ist zunächst, 

daß alles anders gekommen ist als geplant oder erhofft. Sie geraten, wenn sie 

überhaupt methodisch reflektieren, in eine größere Beweisnot, um zu 

erklären, warum etwas anders und nicht so gekommen ist wie gedacht” 

 
10 I should note here that this distinction is very schematic and that Koselleck, in fact, 

emphasizes the double nature of experiences: “Erfahrungen sind also einmalig – indem sie 
gemacht werden, und ebenso wiederholbar – indem sie gesammelt werden” (Koselleck, 
“Erfahrungswandel,” 37). 
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(Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 68). The first difference concerns the status 

of the primary experience: the disruptive experience of being vanquished 

severs the link between experience and expectation, the continuous experience 

of victory bolsters it. Whereas the victors accumulate experience, the 

vanquished make a new experience that proves their past expectations wrong 

and requires them to formulate new expectations. The second difference is 

related to the search for the causes of defeat. While the victors don’t ask why 

they won, the vanquished are required to identify the causes of defeat if they 

want to avoid making the same mistakes in the future. For Koselleck, this is 

where historical method comes in: 

Die Hypothese hat also manches für sich, daß gerade aus ihren 
einmaligen, ihnen aufgenötigten Erfahrungsgewinnen Einsichten 
entspringen, die von längerwährender Dauer und damit größerer 
Erklärungskraft zeugen. Mag die Geschichte – kurzfristig – von Siegern 
gemacht werden, die historischen Erkenntnisgewinne stammen – 
langfristig – von den Besiegten. (Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 68)  

Claiming that historical experience triggers historiographical innovation, 

Koselleck gives the saying that hindsight is always perfect a methodological 

twist. It is not the experience of defeat per se that makes the vanquished better 

historians than the victors, but the fact that this experience triggers the search 

for explanations that extend beyond the immediate event and take mid- and 

long-term causes into consideration. In other words, defeat enables the 

vanquished to not just ask the question “What happened?”, but rather to 

examine the conditions of the possibility of defeat and to ask “How could that 

happen?” 
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But the vantage point of the vanquished is so attractive to Koselleck not 

just because it unlocks perspectives on historical processes that may remain 

inaccessible to the victors. It also generates historical methods that can be 

applied to different cases in the future: “Die Erfahrung des Besiegtwerdens 

enthät Erkenntnischancen, die ihren Anlaß überdauern, gerade wenn der 

Besiegte genötigt ist, wegen seiner eigenen auch die übergreifende Geschichte 

umzuschreiben” (Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 69). The third type of 

writing history – Umschreiben (rewriting) – corresponds to the third kind of 

acquisition of experience. In contrast to primary experience and accumulated 

experience, the third kind cannot be experienced directly because it refers to 

long- term changes that transform the whole framework of experience. These 

kinds of transformations in experience can only be accessed through historical 

methods. When history is rewritten – as in the case of the vanquished who 

have to explain why their defeat was possible – this indicates such a 

transformation of experience: 

Das Umschreiben der Geschichte ist so einmalig wie das erstmalige 
Schreiben einer Geschichte überhaupt. Es ist jedenfalls innovativ, denn 
es rückt in eine bewußte Opposition zur bisher berichteten oder 
geschriebenen Geschichte. Daraus läßt sich vorläufig folgern, daß ihm 
ein Erfahrungswandel korrespondiert, der einer temporalen 
Neuerfahrung gleichkommt. (Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 53) 

The implications of this thesis are far-reaching: defeat is not only a primary 

experience, but the experience itself stimulates a process of historical reflection 

that opens up a whole new perspective on the past that is equivalent to a 

primary experience. In other words: the vanquished – if they reflect 
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methodologically – undergo not one, but two disruptive experiences. First, 

they are surprised by the fact that their plans are shattered on the battlefield. 

Second, after examining the causes that had made defeat possible, they are 

required to rewrite their own history in order to account for this possibility. 

All kinds of experiences are interrelated and cannot be isolated from one 

another, and the various “sediments of time” at play in the process of writing, 

continuing and especially rewriting history not only put a simple linear 

understanding of historical time into question but also open up an 

opportunity for aesthetic engagement that rearranges them in creative ways.11 

The possibility of rewriting history is rooted at the very center of 

Koselleck’s theory of history which insists on the prelinguistic conditions of 

history on the one hand while acknowledging the linguistic or conceptual 

formation of experience on the other. Neither arguing for a naïve historicism 

nor fully taking the linguistic turn, Koselleck’s Begriffsgeschichte (‘conceptual 

history’) occupied the middle ground between two poles yet remains skeptical 

of both of them.12 This peculiar perspective is encapsulated in the Friedrich 

Schlegel quote at the beginning of the essay “Erfahrungsraum und 

Erwartungshorizont:” 

 
11 Koselleck uses the term “Zeitschichten” as a metaphor for the various simultaneous 
temporal dimensions of historical experience. In using the English translation “sediments of 
time” instead of “layers” or “strata,” I follow the suggestion of Sean Franzel and Stefan-
Ludwig Hoffmann. In the introduction to their translation of a selection of Koselleck’s essays, 
they write: “This term [Zeitschichten] presents a spatial image of different coexistent layers 
accruing or sedimenting at different speeds. It is in good part to access this process of 
accretion (and erosion) over time that we have chosen to translate Zeitschichten as ‘sediments’ 
of time rather than the more geologically precise ‘strata’.” (Franzel/Hoffmann XIV) 
12 See Müller 2004 for an excellent overview of Koselleck’s project of conceptual history. 
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Da man immer so sehr gegen die Hypothesen redet, sollte man doch 
einmal versuchen, die Geschichte ohne Hypothesen anzufangen. Man 
kann nicht sagen, daß etwas ist, ohne zu sagen, was es ist. Indem man 
sie denkt,  bezieht man Fakta schon auf Begriffe, und es ist doch wohl 
nicht einerlei, auf welche. (Koselleck, “Erfahrungsraum,” 349) 

Or as Jan-Werner Müller succinctly puts it: “There is no experience without 

concepts, and no concepts without experience” (85). It is, however, precisely 

the gap between experience and concepts that opens up the possibility of 

writing history in a methodologically reflected way, and of rewriting history 

when new experiences arise, or when new methods become available. In the 

section on rewriting history in the essay on transformations of experience, 

Koselleck spells out the implications of this insight with reference to Thucy 

dides, whom he considers one of the great historians who wrote from the 

vantage point of the vanquished: 

Thukydides nämlich hat uns gelehrt, warum Geschichte überhaupt 
umgeschrieben werden kann. Er führte vor, daß die Erhebung eines 
Tatbestandes nicht identisch ist mit dem, was darüber gesagt und 
überliefert wird. Darüber hinaus zeigte er, daß die Frage, warum es so 
und nicht anders gekommen ist, nur dialogisch gebrochen beantwortet 
werden kann, eingerückt in die Perspektive der Beteiligten. Anders 
gewendet: Thukydides hat als erster den Widerspruch erkannt, der 
zwischen der tatsächlichen Geschichte und ihrer sprachlichen Deutung 
und Erfassung immer wieder aufbricht, ja daß dieser Unterschied 
geradezu konstitutiv ist für die Erfahrung von Geschichte überhaupt.” 
(Koselleck, “Erfahrungswandel,” 57) 

But the experience of defeat affects not only how the vanquished think and 

write about their past, it also radically changes their outlook on the future. 

Koselleck does not address this aspect in his “Erfahrungswandel” essay, but 

the relation between experience and expectation is at the center of his earlier 
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essay “Erfahrungsraum und Erwartungshorizont” that discusses these two 

asymmetrical historical concepts. In that essay, Koselleck spells out the 

interrelation between space of experience (Erfahrungsraum) and horizon of 

expectation (Erwartungshorizont), arguing that the dynamic tension between 

present past (experience) and present future (expectation) generates historical 

time: 

Hoffnung und Erinnerung, oder allgemeiner gewendet Erwartung und 
Erfahrung [. . . ] konstituieren Geschichte und  ihre  Erkenntnis  
zugleich, und zwar konstituieren sie  diese, indem sie den inneren 
Zusammenhang  von Vergangenheit und Zukunft früher, heute oder 
morgen aufweisen und herstellen. Damit komme ich zu meiner These: 
Erfahrung und Erwartung sind zwei Kategorien, die geeignet sind, 
indem sie Vergangenheit und Zukunft verschränken, geschichtliche 
Zeit zu thematisieren. (Koselleck, “Erfahrungsraum,” 353) 

The experience of being vanquished affects the relation between experience 

and expectation fundamentally. Not only are the vanquished required to 

rewrite their history, but they also have to formulate new expectations that 

take the recent experience into account. Each new experience will indeed 

affect expectations, but the radically disruptive experience of defeat makes it 

especially difficult to formulate new visions of the future. When Koselleck 

writes about defeat, he addresses only its productive impact for historians 

rewriting the past. As his work on the relationship between experience and 

expectation shows, however, it is equally important to consider the future-

oriented dimension. I argue that defeat opens up a utopian moment that 

allows us imagining a future radically different from the present or the past. 

In the moment of defeat, the future of the vanquished collapses: their 
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expectations – based on their past experiences projected into the future – are 

shattered. With the collapse of the future, historical time is suspended (for 

Koselleck, it is precisely the tension between experience and expectation that 

allows one grasping historical time). I argue that while Koselleck’s historian 

may only focus on relating the experience of being vanquished to past 

experiences, literature may engage with the potential of defeat in an even 

more substantial way: considering its future-oriented dimension and thus not 

only offering alternative accounts of the past but also visions of the future that 

have become possible only because the past future has collapsed.13 While this 

future-oriented dimension of defeat is a blind spot of Koselleck (who was 

highly skeptical of utopian thinking), it is nevertheless relatable to his theory. 

Both the rewriting of history and the formation of new expectations are 

dependent upon the primary experience of defeat, and as the historian may 

develop historical methods that allow giving better answers to the question of 

how defeat could be possible in the first place, literature may as well engage in 

rewriting the past but also formulate visions of the future. What Koselleck 

formulates as the epistemological potential (Erkenntnischancen) of defeat – 

namely rewriting history – translates into the epistemological duty of literature 

to imagine possible futures. Rather than conceiving of the aftermath of defeat 

somewhat naively as an opportunity for new ideologies, literature can – at 
 

13 German theologian Ernst Troeltsch, one of the most astute observers of the immediate 
postwar era of 1918 and 1919, termed the months between the armistice of Compiègne in 
November 1918 and the Peace Treaty of Versailles in June 1919 the “Traumland der 
Waffenstillstandsperiode, wo jeder sich ohne die Bedingungen und realen Sachfolgen des 
bevorstehenden Friedens die Zukunft phantastisch, pessimistisch oder heroisch ausmalen 
konnte” (Troeltsch 131). 
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least in theory – explore the open horizon of possibilities (Möglichkeitshorizont) 

and negotiate possible futures and competing pasts. In other words, literature 

is the aesthetic realm that allows us imagining different, even incompatible 

histories, and thus to formulate possible creative ways to bridge the great 

abyss that divides past and future, experience and language, victors and 

vanquished.  

 

Defeat and Literature 

How could the relationship between literature and defeat be conceptualized? 

What are the epistemological and aesthetic affordances of defeat for literature? 

Could one speak of a “poetics of defeat,” particularly in the context of 

German-language literature after 1918 and after 1945? How can one avoid 

trivializing or instrumentalizing the traumatic experience of defeat when 

declaring it a source of epistemological insight? And what about the 

perspectives of others: victors, witnesses, victims? 

It is, first of all, crucial to acknowledge the perversion of Koselleck arguing for 

the epistemological superiority of the vanquished. He was, after all, a former 

Wehrmacht soldier who had sworn an oath on Hitler and fought for the Nazi 

regime. And the fact that he may have been inspired to his essay by his 

mentor Carl Schmitt – who could be considered the ultimate counterevidence 

for Koselleck’s bold thesis – might support the suspicion that his inversion of 

the victor-vanquished dialectic was the selfish attempt of a historian on the 

loser’s side to come to terms with the past and to score a victory at the writing 

desk at least. But even if his personal experience informed his argument (in 
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fact, this is precisely what he argues), one would be hard- pressed to ignore 

the striking methodological soberness with which he unfolds his thesis.14 This 

is simultaneously an advantage and a potential problem for his argument. The 

advantage is that it allows us considering the experience of being vanquished 

per so: Koselleck doesn’t categorize the vanquished. In other words, it doesn’t 

make a difference for his argument whether the vanquished were an 

oppressed minority or the perpetrators in a totalitarian regime. It is obvious 

that Koselleck overlooks the fact that the specific experiences of defeat of the 

members of these exemplary groups might be very different. It is a bad idea to 

tell someone from the former group that the aftermath of a crushing defeat is a 

great chance to reinvent yourself.15 But then it is important to keep in mind 

that Koselleck is interested in the epistemological potential of defeat for 

history-writing, not for life in general. And it is precisely Koselleck’s argument 

about the potential of defeat to stimulate a rewriting of history that makes his 

thesis attractive for scholars of literature. 

If the experience of defeat enables the vanquished to ask “How could 

that happen?” i.e. to consider the conditions of possibility of defeat, it allows 
 

14 This soberness itself could, of course, be considered problematic. 
15 Rosa Luxemburg makes a similar argument in her last speech “Die Ordnung herrscht in 
Berlin” – though in a different context – when she talks about the coming victory of 
communism: 

Und doch führt diese selbe Geschichte Schritt um Schritt unaufhaltsam zum 
endgültigen Siege! Wo wären wir heute ohne jene ‘Niederlagen,’ aus denen wir 
historische Erfahrung, 
Erkenntnis, Macht, Idealismus geschöpft haben! Wir fußen heute, wo wir unmittelbar 
bis vor die Endschlacht des proletarischen Klassenkampfes getreten sind, geradezu 
auf jenen Niederlagen, deren wir keine missen dürften, deren jede ein Teil unserer 
Kraft und Zielklarheit ist. Die Revolutionen haben uns bis jetzt lauter Niederlagen 
gebracht, aber diese unvermeidlichen Niederlagen häufen gerade Bürgschaft auf 
Bürgschaft des künftigen Endsieges. (535) 
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us imagining various alternative scenarios. Considering why things have 

turned out different from how they were hoped or planned entails imagining 

different endings and encourages comparison: how does the current situation 

differ from the one we imagined before defeat? How has our outlook on the 

future changed? Which possibilities are no longer available, which new 

possibilities have opened up? In short, by revealing the contingency of the 

present situation, defeat can figure as a generator of fiction (and of 

counterfactual history). 

In literature, it figures as a narrative device that organizes the relation 

between temporality and knowledge. Defeat marks a temporal difference that 

separates two distinct regimes of knowledge. With the experience of defeat, 

the old frame of reference by which a character in a novel makes sense of the 

world vanishes and must be dreplaced by a new one. This process of 

reorientation is dynamic as it not only establishes a new framework but in 

doing so overwrites the old framework based on the recent experience of 

defeat. Put in Koselleck’s terms: as history written by the vanquished rewrites 

older accounts, literature written from the vantage point of defeat shows how 

this existential experience rewrites lives.  

It is helpful to consider the experience of defeat vis-à-vis other cases of 

what philosopher Jonathan Lear calls “cultural devastation.” Focusing on the 

devastating cultural consequences of the disappearance of the buffalo for the 

Crow in North America, Lear attempts to understand the significance of this 

disappearance through the stories of the last Great Chief of the Crow nation, 

Plenty Coup. In Radical Hope, the author recounts the existential 
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epistemological importance of intertribal warfare between the Sioux and the 

Crow, in which sneaking over to the other side and stealing a horse, for 

example, was not only a crucial rite of passage for young warriors but also the 

way to earn honor among the members of one’s own tribe. With the US 

government forbidding intertribal warfare not only this practice of counting 

coup came to an end, but with it died the whole frame of reference that gave 

meaning to this act. As Lear puts it:  

We do not grasp the devastation that the Crow endured so long as we 
think that the issue is who gets to tell the story. For the problem goes 
deeper than competing narratives. The issue is that the Crow have lost 
the concept with which they would construct a narrative. This is a real 
loss, not just one that is described from a certain point of view. It is the 
real loss of a point of view. (Lear 32)  

It is obvious that the Crow were facing a radical loss that does not simply 

compare to the experience of a party defeated in a war. But it is highly 

instructive to consider the way in which Plenty Coups, the last Great Chief of 

the nation of the Crow, tried to deal with this loss. For him, the only way to 

move forward was to acknowledge it. As Lear reports, the Crow stopped 

performing their traditional Sun Dance in 1875, but they reintroduced it in 

1941. The condition of possibility of dancing again, according to Lear, was to 

work through their devastating experience:  

Plenty Coups had to acknowledge the introduction of a telos – that the 
old ways of living a good life were gone. And that acknowledgement 
involved the stark recognition that the traditional ways of structuring 
significance – of recognizing something as happening – had been 
devastated. For Plenty Coups, this recognition was not an expression of 
despair; it was the only way to avoid it. One needs to recognize the 
destruction that has occurred if one is to move beyond it. [ . . . ] 
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It is one thing to dance as though nothing has happened it is another to 
acknowledge that something singularly awful has happened – the 
collapse of happenings – and then decide to dance. (Lear 152–153) 

 I mention the case of the Crow not because I want to suggest that their 

experience is similar to the German one. That is not the case. But I believe that, 

in structural terms, Plenty Coup’s reaction to the disappearance of the buffalo 

shares some key features with Koselleck’s epistemology of defeat that both 

positions highlight the importance of acknowledging the experience as what it 

is. For Germany, this meant acknowledging defeat as defeat. I am not sure that 

this has ever happened, not least because the decisive historical caesura of 

1945 simply cannot be reduced to a military defeat because it is overshadowed 

by the Holocaust and all the atrocities committed by “ordinary” Germans, 

Wehrmacht soldiers, and members of the SS. All this does not mean that the 

defeat does not play a role in Germany’s history in the twentieth century, but 

it makes it extremely difficult – both morally and conceptually – to distinguish 

it from other discourse in which it is entangled. In this dissertation, I try to 

open up a perspective on the question of defeat through the prism of 

literature. I hope that this dissertation shows that considering the experience 

of defeat is not a decision that silences the voices of those who found 

themselves on neither side of the victor-vanquished dialectic. Rather, it brings 

to the fore a dimension of German history that helps us understand better the 

paths that led into the greatest single human tragedy of the twentieth century 

and the paths that led out of it, the ones we are still walking on today.  
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CHAPTER 1 

CHILDREN OF DEFEAT: HEINRICH MANN, ALFRED DÖBLIN, AND THE 

END OF WORLD WAR II 

On June 18, 1940, in the last days of the Battle of France, the Nazi party’s daily 

newspaper Völkischer Beobachter published a sketch (fig. 1) of a soldier planting 

a swastika flag in the blood-stained ground. In the background, three more 

soldiers are watching him, their eyes wide open. Two of them carry gas 

masks. The scene is depicted on a background whose outline resembles a map 

of France. On the “southern” tip, a French steel helmet with a bullet hole lies 

on the ground.16 Two captions frame the image above and below. The top 

caption lists the names of three bloody battle sites of World War I: Somme – 

Marne – Verdun. The bottom caption is a quote well-known to a 

contemporary audience: “Und ihr habt doch gesiegt.”  

The phrase “Und ihr habt doch gesiegt” was commonly used by the 

Nazis to commemorate the victims of the failed Munich Beer Hall Putsch (or 

“Hitlerputsch”) of November 9, 1923. In the context of the attack on France in 

the year 1940, however, the imagined audience was not limited to the sixteen 

conspirators who had been killed by the Bavarian police in front of the 

Feldherrenhalle on Odeonsplatz while attempting to seize power in Munich 

and to eventually overthrow the government of the Weimar Republic in 

Berlin. Evoking the memory of the trench warfare on the Western front, the 

 
16 The helmet can be identified as a French “Casque Adrian” or Adrian helmet by its shape 
and ornaments. The first model of the Adrian helmet, the M15, was introduced in 1915. The 
Adrian helmet remained in use in the French forces until shortly after World War II.  
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caption directly addresses the fallen German soldiers of World War I. The 

emblematic image suggests that their sacrifices were not in vain, but that they 

had played a vital role in the long struggle for domination over France that 

would finally come to its just conclusion with the victory of the Wehrmacht in 

the Battle of France. 

 

Figure 1: Mjölnir [= Hans Herbert Schweitzer]. “Und ihr habt doch gesiegt.” Völkischer 
Beobachter (Berliner Ausgabe), vol. 170, 1940, p. 3. 

Published four days before the second Armistice of Compiègne was 

signed on June 22, 1940, the image is thus not only a reflection of the 
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premature triumph of German war propaganda but also a belated 

acknowledgment of those who could not witness the coming victory because 

they had given their lives for Germany. The slogan “Und ihr habt doch 

gesiegt” evoked the memory of the Nazis of the first hour and the eventual 

success of Hitler’s movement while, at the same time, suggesting that the 

occupation of France and the victory on the horizon would somehow make up 

for Germany’s defeat in World War I. Consequently, the coverage of the 

Völkischer Beobachter in the second half of June focused on the victory of the 

Wehrmacht primarily as the erasure of the first Armistice of Compiègne of 

November 11, 1918. Headlines such as “Compiègne ausgelöscht” (June 14), 

“Abrechnung” (June 18), or “Die Schmach von Compiègne getilgt” (June 23) 

aimed to highlight the historical significance of the victory, and the 

triumphant tone of these articles rested on the assertion that justice had been 

served. This narrative drew its plausibility from the stab-in-the-back myth 

(Dolchstoßlegende) according to which the German army had been “undefeated 

on the battlefield” (im Felde unbesiegt) and the surrender of November 1918, as 

well as the end of the empire, were not the result of a military loss, but rather 

the consequence of a conspiracy directed by revolutionary left forces on the 

domestic front.17  

 
17 On the stab-in-the-back myth, see Sebastian Haffner, Die verratene Revolution – Deutschland 
1918/19. Hamburg: Stern-Buch, 1969. Haffner’s book—which had originally appeared as a 
series in the weekly magazine Stern—sparked a controversial debate in Germany, mostly 
because of its harsh criticism of the SPD. While Haffner’s analysis is not very nuanced, his 
main thesis has become widely accepted. For a more recent scholarly treatment of the matter 
which discusses the different versions of stab-in-the-back myths from the left and the right 
end of the political spectrum, see Boris Barth’s comprehensive study Dolchstoßlegenden und 
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Hitler’s decision to have the French sign the armistice of 1940 at the same 

place and, in fact, in the same train carriage (the “Compiègne Wagon”) as the 

armistice of 1918 underscores the immense symbolic significance he attached 

to the victory. The German negotiators even re-staged the situation of 1918 – 

with reversed roles, of course – with Hitler taking the seat that French general 

Foch had taken twenty-two years earlier. While the triumphant tone of the 

caption to the image published in the Völkischer Beobachter and how the 

Germans savored their revenge may be morally wrong, they seem to confirm 

one fundamental lesson of history: history is written by the victors.  

The situation is, however, complicated by the several overlapping temporal 

layers in the narrative from 1940. If the lesson of the German victory in the 

Battle of France was just that the winner gets to tell the story, we would be left 

with a more or less contingent succession of competing stories or histories: 

Geschichten. But the staging of the armistice signing in Compiègne and the 

emblematic image in the Völkischer Beobachter suggest that the Germans made 

a much broader claim: that they were not just making history in the double 

sense of making it and telling it, but that they were also re-writing it. In other 

words, with the present victory, the opportunity had arisen to rectify the 

humiliating end of World War I and to bring it to an adequate conclusion. The 

fact that by re-interpreting history from the vantage point of the status quo the 

Germans also wanted to invert the established order of victors and 

vanquished in World War I shows that making new history often entails 

 
politische Desintegration: das Trauma der deutschen Niederlage im Ersten Weltkrieg 1914–1933. 
Düsseldorf: Droste, 2003. 
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changing “old” history. In the case of Nazi Germany, the trauma of the defeat 

of 1918 proved so powerful that it provided the historical justification for the 

attack on France in 1940. What was then celebrated was less the present 

victory than the recuperation of a past defeat; a defeat that had never been 

accepted by considerable parts of German society and that was now 

resignified within a new space of experience. 

 

Writing at the end of the Cold War, historian Reinhart Koselleck (1923–2006) 

challenged what he considered to be the general wisdom that linked the 

authority of the historian to political power. He did not dispute that those 

who write history – in the double sense of ‘telling’ history and ‘making’ it – 

often channel the perspective of the side that has just been proven right by its 

prevailing in a conflict. For him, the victors however lacked the deep 

epistemological insight that defeat bestows on the vanquished, and this 

ultimately made them losers at historiography’s game: “Mag die Geschichte – 

kurzfristig – von Siegern gemacht werden, die historischen 

Erkenntnisgewinne stammen – langfristig – von den Besiegten“ (Koselleck, 

68). The victors of 1940 showed precisely the kind of bias Koselleck describes 

in his 1988 essay “Erfahrungswandel und Methodenwechsel – eine historisch-

anthropologische Skizze.” Discussing the epistemological potential of the 

experience of being vanquished, Koselleck contrasts the perspectives of 

vanquished and victors. As discussed above, Koselleck claimed that the 

victors’ success makes it difficult for them to imagine that things could have 

gone differently from how they were planned or hoped. The historian who is 
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on the winning side is, therefore, “leicht geneigt, kurzfristig erzielte Erfolge 

durch eine langfristige Ex-post-Teleologie auf Dauer auszulegen” (68). The 

vanquished, on the other hand, are required to reflect critically on their past 

plans to explain why their hopes were dashed. This will –ideally – lead to 

better historiographical explanations. While Koselleck was well aware that the 

German reaction to the defeat of 1918 had not led to a profound engagement 

with the causes of this decisive rupture in German history,18 he insists that the 

experience nevertheless contained “ein unausschöpfbares Potential des 

Erkenntnisgewinns” (77).  

In his 1999 study Die Kultur der Niederlage, Wolfgang Schivelbusch 

traces reactions to defeat in the American South after 1866, in France after 

1871, and in Germany after 1918. In three exemplary case studies, 

Schivelbusch shows the creative ways in which vanquished nations cope with 

defeat by appropriating the culture of the victors, how they often lay claim to 

moral superiority over the winning party, and declare themselves “secret” 

victors.19 Schivelbusch’s empirical observations do not, however, contradict 

Koselleck’s methodological intervention. If Schivelbusch demonstrates that 

the American South, France, and Germany did not draw profound 
 

18 “Die Hypothese, daß von den Besiegten die weiterreichenden Einsichten in die Geschichte 
stammen, erlaubt natürlich nicht den Umkehrschluß, daß jede von den Besiegten 
geschriebene Geschichte deshalb ertragreicher sei. Die Deutschen starrten nach 1918 auf den 
sie empörenden Schuldparagraphen 231 des Versailler Vertrages, um daraufhin eine 
moralisierende Unschuldsdiskussion zu entfesseln, die jede Einsicht in die tieferliegenden 
und längerwährenden Gründe ihrer Niederlage versperrte.” (68) 
19 In his monograph on French historian Marc Bloch, one of the great thinkers of defeat in the 
twentieth century (L’Étrange Defaite / Strange Defeat, 1940), Ulrich Raulff criticizes Koselleck’s 
thesis as naive and claims: “Wer im Felde geschlagen wurde, der sucht wenigstens am 
Schreibtisch zu gewinnen” (34). It is, however, crucial to keep in mind that Schivelbusch and 
Raulff are interested in the empirical question of historical reactions to defeat while Koselleck 
makes a methodological claim. 
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epistemological insights from defeat, this does not rule out that the experience 

of being vanquished contains an epistemological potential in principle. This is 

what Koselleck argues when he claims that if anyone can produce historical 

gains in knowledge (historische Erkenntnisgewinne), it will be the vanquished, 

not the victors. Koselleck’s thesis is based on the assumption that the process 

of critical reflection is triggered by the surprising, existential experience that 

things have turned out differently from how they were planned. While this 

explanation may be controversial because it flatly denies that historians on the 

side of the victors can come to similar insights, it draws attention to the forced 

shift of perspective that leaves the vanquished in a historical vacuum, between 

the dashed hopes of the past and a wide open future. Put in Koselleck’s terms, 

the experience of being vanquished shatters the connection between space of 

experience and horizon of expectation.20  

While Koselleck claims that defeat sparks historical reflection, I argue 

that it also contains a utopian moment that makes it possible to imagine a 

radically different future. Defeat is thus neither beginning nor end, it is a 

moment of radical presence, a nexus between contested pasts and possible 

futures where the continuities and ruptures that link different temporal axes 

become visible and where their relations are negotiated. Moreover, defeat’s 

integrative power is not only reflected in the temporal dimensions it connects, 

but also on the conceptual level: it is tied to its dialectic other, victory. But 

while the vantage point of victory privileges coherent histories and narratives, 
 

20 I here refer to Koselleck’s concepts “space of experience” and “horizon of expectation” 
developed in the essay “Erfahrungsraum und Erwartungshorizont: zwei historische 
Kategorien.” In Vergangene Zukunft. Zur Semantik geschichtlicher Zeiten. Frankfurt am Main: 
Suhrkamp, 1988, pp. 349–375. 



37 

the vantage point of the vanquished allows reading history against the grain.21 

If victory marks continuity, defeat marks rupture. The moment of defeat is a 

moment of re-orientation: it requires those who lost to imagine a different 

future based on the experience of being vanquished. This experience 

determines which futures can be envisioned, and studying defeat gives us an 

insight into the wide-open horizon of expectation in this transitory moment. 

Knowing what seemed possible at a certain historical moment is crucial not 

only if we want to understand why history took a certain path, but also 

because it reminds us that all history is past future.  

In this chapter, I will venture into the largely uncharted territory of the 

utopian potential after the German defeat of 1918 and discuss essayistic and 

literary responses to the end of World War I. Focusing on the works of 

Heinrich Mann and Alfred Döblin, I show how these writers took defeat as a 

point of departure to engage with the past and to probe possible futures for 

Germany. For both authors, the defeat marked a decisive turning point in 

German history. But whereas Heinrich Mann declared the collapse of 1918 a 

cathartic experience that would enable Germany to learn from the mistakes of 

the past and move towards a democratic society, Alfred Döblin – writing more 

than twenty years later from the vantage point of exile and with World War II 

in full swing – depicts the immediate postwar period and the revolutionary 

struggle in the winter of 1918/19 as a failed attempt to turn the momentum of 

defeat into radical political change. By bringing these two authors together, 
 

21 See Walter Benjamin: Über den Begriff der Geschichte. Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2010. Benjamin 
criticizes historicism’s tendency to empathize with the victors and remarks: “Die jeweils 
Herrschenden aber sind die Erben aller, die je gesiegt haben. Die Einfühlung in den Sieger 
kommt demnach den jeweils Herrschenden allemal zugut” (73).  
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this chapter aims at creating productive friction between their respective 

approaches – essay vs. novel, analysis vs. narration, immediate reaction vs. 

retrospective account, national defeat vs. personal experience – and shows 

that the experience of defeat triggers not only historiographical reflection but 

also artistic innovation. 

 

Heinrich Mann: Defeat as Catharsis 

On November 22, 1918, Heinrich Mann declared: “Alle sind wir heute Söhne 

der Niederlage” (“Sinn und Idee der Revolution” 18). Delivering a speech to 

the Politischer Rat geistiger Arbeiter in Munich eleven days after the end of the 

war, the writer was only expressing the obvious: German had been 

vanquished, and it had to come to terms with the defeat. But Heinrich Mann 

was not just acknowledging that Germany had lost the war, he welcomed 

defeat as an opportunity for a moral and political renaissance. The author was 

convinced that, since the Franco-Prussian War of 1870/71, Germany had 

indulged in the moral hubris that had come with victory. With the defeat of 

1918, the time for change had arrived. The precondition for building a 

democratic future, however, was a sober analysis of the causes of the empire’s 

moral decline. For Mann, the role model from which the Germans could learn 

how to cope with defeat and how to go through a moral renewal was France:  

Ist es nicht aber der Natur gemäß, daß ein unterlegenes Land von 
seinen Kindern mehr geliebt wird als ein triumphierendes? Der 
Triumph enthüllt viel Unschönes. Zu lange haben wir es an 
Deutschland enthüllt gesehen. Wir bekennen uns viel lieber heute zu 
ihm. Darum sagen wir vor allem, daß wir es herzlich lieben und daß 
wir nach unserer Einsicht und unseren Kräften ihm dienen wollen. 
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Fern bleibt uns der Wunsch, unseren siegreichen Feinden möge ihr Sieg 
zum Verhängnis werden, wie uns selbst jetzt endlich unsere alten 
Siege. Wir wünschen vielmehr, daß der sittliche Ernst, den ein vor 
fünfzig Jahren besiegtes Land dank seiner Niederlage erworben hat, 
sogar die größte Gefahr, seinen heutigen Sieg, überdauern möge. Nun 
aber wollen wir auch selbst den sittlichen Ernst erwerben. (“Sinn und 
Idee der Revolution” 18) 

Heinrich Mann’s praise of the experience of being vanquished is the moral 

equivalent of Koselleck’s methodological appraisal of defeat. Mann takes this 

position to an extreme when he claims that only France’s last defeat has 

equipped the nation with the moral seriousness (sittlicher Ernst) to deal with 

the dangers of victory. The idea that victory is dangerous, however, was not 

new. Already in 1873, two years after Wilhelm I had proclaimed the German 

Empire in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, Friedrich Nietzsche had warned of 

the curse of victory. In the first Untimely Meditation, he wrote:  

[E]in grosser Sieg ist eine grosse Gefahr. Die menschliche Natur erträgt 
ihn schwerer als eine Niederlage; ja, es scheint selbst leichter zu sein, 
einen solchen Sieg zu erringen, als ihn so zu ertragen, dass daraus 
keine schwerere Niederlage entsteht. Von allen schlimmen Folgen aber, 
die der letzte mit Frankreich geführte Krieg hinter sich drein zieht, ist 
vielleicht der schlimmste ein weiterverbreiteter, ja allgemeiner Irrthum: 
der Irrthum der öffentlich Meinenden, dass auch die deutsche Kultur in 
jenem Kampfe gesiegt habe und deshalb jetzt mit den Kränzen 
geschmückt werden müsse, die so ausserordentlichen Begebnissen und 
Erfolgen gemäss seien. Dieser Wahn ist höchst verderblich; nicht etwa, 
weil er ein Wahn ist – denn es giebt die heilsamsten und 
segensreichsten Irrthümer – sondern weil er im Stande ist, unseren Sieg 
in eine völlige Niederlage zu verwandeln: i n  d i e  N i e d e r l a g e ,  j a  
E x s t i r p a t i o n  d e s  d e u t s c h e n  G e i s t e s  z u  G u n s t e n  d e s  
„ d e u t s c h e n  R e i c h e s “ .  (Unzeitgemäße Betrachtungen I, 159-160) 

The great danger of victory showed in the fact that the military success was 

taken as proof of Germany’s cultural superiority, which in turn could lead to 
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the end of what Nietzsche calls the German spirit (deutscher Geist).22 In other 

words, the country would have to pay a high price for its aspiration to become 

a great power, namely the extirpation of Germany’s metaphysical essence, or 

Germanness. Heinrich Mann was convinced that Nietzsche’s prophesy had 

become reality forty years later, and he has portrayed the absurd excesses of 

Wilhelmine society in his satirical novel Der Untertan (1918).23  

 

His long essay “Kaiserreich und Republik” – written in the spring of 1919 and 

first published in the collection of essays Macht und Mensch in the fall of the 

same year – also deals with the malaise of the Wilhelmine Empire, but it takes 

its moral decline and the defeat in World War I as the decisive historical 

turning point on Germany’s long and winding road to democracy. Kaiserreich 

und Republik is a most instructive example of future-oriented thinking from the 

period between the Armistice of Compiègne and the Treaty of Versailles.  

Shortly after the Treaty of Versailles had been signed and the future 

was no longer open for these kinds of imaginations, Ernst Troeltsch – a 

protestant theologian and one of the most astute observers of the postwar 

period – concluded: “Das Traumland der Waffenstillstandsperiode, wo jeder 

sich ohne die Bedingungen und realen Sachfolgen des bevorstehenden 
 

22 This kind of criticism was not uncommon at the time, as a letter by historian Jacob 
Burckhardt to Friedrich von Preen from December 31,1872 illustrates: “Übrigens nähme ich an 
ihrer Stelle das erste beste kurze Buch, welches die Thatsachen in irgend einem 
oberflächlichen Zusammenhange behandelt, denn die Darstellung ist ja in einer großen 
allgemeinen Mauserung begriffen und man wird einige Jahre warten müssen mit 
Anschaffungen, bis die ganze Weltgeschichte von Adam an siegesdeutsch angestrichen und 
auf 1870/71 orientiert sein wird. Den nächsten Krieg gewinnt man ohnehin gewiß auch noch, 
nur die nationalliberale Grundlage der Anschauung möchte inzwischen etliche bedenkliche 
Risse bekommen haben” (184). 
23 Mann completed the novel in 1914, but the first book edition was only published in 1918.  
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Friedens die Zukunft phantastisch, pessimistisch oder heroisch ausmalen 

konnte, ist geschlossen” (131). Mann wrote the essay during this “dreamland 

period,” and the text reflects both the open horizon of expectation after the 

defeat and the awareness that time is short as the future of Germany would 

soon be decided.  

“Kaiserreich und Republik” consists of four parts, each of which 

discusses one facet of the German national character that shaped the Empire 

and would determine Germany’s future: Der Sieger (the victor) – Der Untertan 

(the subject) – Der Besiegte (the vanquished) – Der Kämpfer (the fighter). The 

essay opens with a short prelude, a description of the postwar condition, and 

a testimony to the decisive role Heinrich Mann assigned to the experience of 

being vanquished:  

Wir liegen am Boden eines Abgrundes, den wir noch nicht ermessen 
haben. Untersuchen wir ihn, schärfen wir im Dunkeln die Augen! Der 
Weg, den wir hinabgetaumelt sind, ist eingestürzt. Vielleicht führt ein 
anderer hinaus? Hoffnung gewährend, leuchten, gerade weil es so tief 
ist, über dem Ausgang unseres Gefängnisses die Sterne. (“Kaiserreich 
und Republik” 34) 

Taking stock of the present situation, the passage contains Mann’s argument 

in a nutshell. The spatial configuration of the abyss serves as a metaphor for 

the intersecting temporal dimensions. The present situation is dreary: Trapped 

at the bottom of a dark, deep abyss, the vanquished seek orientation. The 

extent of the catastrophe has not been assessed yet, but paradoxically the 

darkness helps the vanquished sharpen their eyes and examine the situation. 

As it turns out, the way that led them down there has collapsed. More 
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surprising than the rejection of revisionist fantasies is Mann’s choice of words 

in this passage. Despite his sharp criticism of Wilhelmine nationalism and 

warmongering, he writes that the Germans staggered into the abyss 

(hinabtaumeln). The verb connotes a lack of agency, almost as if Germany had 

been intoxicated or under some kind of spell. If the country really was, and 

Mann’s belief that the moral hubris came with the victory of 1871 suggests so, 

hitting rock bottom brought Germany back to senses.24 The idea that Germany 

had followed the wrong track (an Irrweg) had the advantage that there were, 

potentially, other tracks that led out of the abyss. And indeed, the light of the 

stars provides hope that an exit can be found. It is, again, the utter darkness of 

the present situation that inspires this hope because it lets the lodestar of 

democracy shine even brighter. Looking at it that way, defeat marks the end 

of a fateful historic development and is the precondition for a new beginning.  

 

But while Mann’s essay illustrates how the experience of being vanquished 

could open up a utopian perspective on the country’s future, it also shows 

how difficult it is for a writer to deliver the Koselleckian promise of the 

epistemological potential of defeat. In his discussion of the period between 

1871 and 1918, the writer depicts the development from the victory in the 

Franco-Prussian War to the collapse of the Empire after World War I as a 

predestined, irreversible process. Once the cause for the moral and military 

decline has been identified, Mann’s judgment is clear: without the victory in 

the war of 1870/71 and its consequences – the belief in the cultural superiority 
 

24 Note also the etymological relation between hinabtaumeln and Siegestaumel (post-victory 
euphoria). 
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of Germany, the humiliating treatment of the French, the fetishistic fixation on 

victory that made it impossible even to imagine defeat – Germany would be 

better off. For Mann, the founding of the German empire in 1871 had merely 

deferred democracy, and so the historical opportunity to be part of the 

political and cultural avant-garde of the continent had been wasted. In the first 

paragraph of the section “Der Sieger,” Mann states: “Das Deutsche Reich von 

1871 mußte zusammenbrechen, aus diesem tiefsten Grunde: weil es nicht ganz 

deutsch war. Aber sein Sturz begräbt nur eine fragwürdige Abart des 

Deutschen, nicht das Deutschtum” (34). Apart from the stunning parallels to 

Thomas Mann’s analysis of Germany’s cultural collapse in the 1940s,25 this 

position reflects a philosophy of history that takes the eventual victory of a 

“good” Germany for granted. Mann’s essay “Kaiserreich und Republik” 

suggests that the time for this moral victory had come after the defeat, with 

the Kaiserreich gone and the republic on the horizon.  

The way in which Heinrich Mann embraced defeat raises the question 

if the end of the German empire, for him, really had the element of surprise 

that dashes the hopes of the past and requires the vanquished to reflect 

critically on their old plans. After all, Mann’s flirtation with defeat reached 

back at least three years before the end of the war. In the essay “Zola,” 

published in the journal Die weissen Blätter in the fall of 1915, he had discussed 

 
25 Twenty-seven years later, Heinrich’s brother Thomas would again express the idea that 
Germany was not fundamentally evil, but simply on the wrong track. In his essay 
“Deutschland und die Deutschen” from spring 1945, Thomas Mann writes: “Eines mag diese 
Geschichte uns zu Gemüte führen: daß es nicht zwei Deutschland gibt, ein böses und ein 
gutes, sondern nur eines, dem sein Bestes durch Teufelslist zum Bösen ausschlug. Das böse 
Deutschland, das ist das fehlgegangene gute, das Gute im Unglück, in Schuld und 
Untergang” (279).  
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the French novelist’s 1892 novel La Débâcle which revolves around the Battle of 

Sedan.26 Carefully navigating between the two temporal spheres of the Franco-

Prussian War and the present, the essay appraises Zola’s literary work and his 

crucial role in the Dreyfus affair but also analyses the French defeat of 1871 

vis-à-vis the present situation in Germany.27 Mann develops a philosophy of 

history according to which defeat is the punishment received by the morally 

inferior party in a conflict. In this peculiar version of historia magistra vitae, 

defeat is thus not a wake-up call for the vanquished that allows them to adjust 

their strategy, but rather the just sanction for moral failure, imposed by 

“history.” In Mann’s words: “Wer die Wahrheit hat, erwirbt den Sieg. 

Niederlage ist eine Bestätigung, daß ihr in Lüge lebt” (“Zola” 180). This 

somewhat cryptic line is explained later in a passage that analyzes the causes 

of the French defeat in the Battle of Sedan as it is depicted in Zola’s La Débâcle: 

Was entscheidet in La Débâcle? Daß dem Heer der Glaube fehlt. 
Niemand im Grunde glaubt an das Kaiserreich, für das man doch 

 
26 The decisive battle in the Franco-Prussian War, fought on September 1-2, 1870, in which the 
Prussians captured Emperor Napoleon III.  
27 Contemporary observers were well aware of the two temporal dimensions of Mann’s 
argument. Walter Benjamin, who had attended a reading by Heinrich Mann in Munich on 
December 4, 1915, wrote in a letter to Fritz Radt: “Die Absicht, mit der der letzte Krieg zum 
Anlaß genommen war, vom Gegenwärtigen zu handeln—und wie es geschah—wie er an 
einer Stelle, an der Stelle die Stimme gemäßigt aber erkennbar hob, war im politischen Sinne 
groß und entflammend” (Briefe 1, 302). Heinrich’s brother Thomas was less enthusiastic. 
“Zola” was the main reason for which Thomas had interrupted the work on Der Zauberberg 
and decided to write the monumental essay Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, a vivid response 
to his pacifist brother’s attacks and accusations and itself a work of revenge that barely 
concealed its object of critique, although Heinrich’s name is not mentioned in the text. Despite 
his profound disagreement with Heinrich regarding their respective stances to the war, 
Thomas conceded that “Zola” was “eine politische Dichtung von höchsten literarischen 
Eigenschaften” and added that it “insofern eine gewiße Familienähnlichkeit mit meinem 
Friedrich-Versuch besaß, als auch sie ihren Zauber, ihre Tiefe darin suchte und fand, das 
Gegenwärtige und das Vergangene sich ineinander spiegeln zu lassen.” (Betrachtungen eines 
Unpolitischen 206–7). 
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siegen soll. Man glaubt zuerst noch an seine Macht, man hält es fast für 
unüberwindlich. Aber was ist Macht, wenn sie nicht Recht ist, das 
tiefste Recht, wurzelnd in dem Gewissen erfüllter Pflicht, erkämpfter 
Ideale, erhöhten Menschentums. Ein Reich, das einzig auf Gewalt 
bestanden hat und nicht auf Freiheit, Gerechtigkeit und Wahrheit, in 
dem nur befohlen und gehorcht, verdient und ausgebeutet, des 
Menschen aber nie geachtet ward, kann nicht siegen, und zöge es aus 
mit übermenschlicher Macht. Nicht so verteilt die Geschichte ihre 
Preise. (“Zola” 180) 

For an empire that is not built on positive qualities such as liberty, justice, and 

truth, defeat is inevitable. But if defeat is the consequence of a nation’s moral 

depravity, it is also its cure because it brings democracy: 

Demokratie aber ist hier ein Geschenk der Niederlage. Das Mehr an 
allgemeinem Glück, die Zunahme der menschlichen Würde, Ernst und 
Kraft, die wiederkehren, und eine Geistigkeit, bereit zur Tat: Geschenke 
der Niederlage. (“Zola” 179) 

Democracy is not just the consolation prize for the vanquished. It provides the 

moral foundations that will prevent future defeats, at least those caused by an 

unleashed will to power. Painful, but ultimately beneficial, defeat helps 

nations get back on track.  

Considering this moral philosophy of history, Heinrich Mann’s stance 

on defeat starts to look more ideological than analytical. Although he took 

defeat as an occasion to reflect on Germany’s past, it does not seem as if he 

considered himself vanquished. Quite contrary, for Mann, the collapse of the 

Kaiserreich must have been a triumph of history over a misguided Germany. 

Can his essay “Kaiserreich und Republik,” then, be considered a faithful 

engagement with Germany’s past, or is Mann interpreting the current 

situation “in light of a continuous, long-term teleology ex post facto” 
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(Koselleck)? In other words, was Mann a victor in the disguise of a 

vanquished, secretly rejoicing in Germany’s military defeat and the collapse of 

the empire? And if he was, would that invalidate his explanations? 

To answer these questions, we have to distinguish between Koselleck’s 

methodological intervention and Mann’s moral judgment of the situation. 

While the historian is primarily interested in the epistemological potential of 

defeat that can lead to better explanations, the literary writer and political 

activist goes one step further. For Mann, too, the experience of being 

vanquished allows a clear-sighted view of the past that is not clouded by the 

nationalist ideology of the Kaiserreich. At the same time, it paves the way for 

a future that Mann had had in mind all along. Regarding the past, defeat had 

both an epistemological and a political dimension. Epistemologically, it served 

as a key for analyzing the wrong track that Germany had been following since 

1871; politically, it allowed expressing this criticism in a much more radical 

way, without fear of censorship or prosecution, and imagining a democratic 

future beyond the ideological straitjacket of Wilhelminism.  

In her study Heinrich Mann’s Novels and Essays, Verena Gunnemann 

identifies the fight for democracy as Mann’s single most important project of 

the time and lists three “necessary prerequisites” for this goal: “the 

humiliation through military defeat, coming to terms with past history, and a 

new ‘moral seriousness’” (87). While Gunnemann’s observation is on point, it 

overlooks the central role of the military defeat in this constellation. As Mann 

remarked in his 1918 speech “Sinn und Idee der Revolution,” only defeat 

made the combination of historical analysis and political activism possible in 
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the first place: “Ein siegreicher Ausgang des Krieges würde eine deutsche 

Revolution nie gebracht haben, und noch ein rechtzeitiger Friedensschluß 

hätte sie verhindert” (18). Even if Mann’s analysis of the defeat is fused with 

his future-oriented fight for democracy, he is one of the few contemporary 

observers who grasped the decisive role of Germany’s military and political 

collapse for any productive reflection on the country’s future. Mann put defeat 

at front and center of his analysis and sought to think through Germany’s 

past, present, and future from this turning point. This is what distinguishes 

Mann’s essay from most other analyses of the time, for which the experience 

of being vanquished did not figure as an epistemological vantage point.  

In this regard, it is especially instructive to consider this position vis-à-

vis more radical observers on the left and the right ends of the political 

spectrum. Different from communists such as Rosa Luxemburg on the one 

hand, and proponents of the conservative revolution such as Ernst Jünger on 

the other, it turns out that precisely the politically more moderate perspectives 

of left-leaning bourgeois writers such as Heinrich Mann and Alfred Döblin 

provided the foundation for a productive engagement with defeat. 

 

Rosa Luxemburg’s last publication “Die Ordnung herrscht in Berlin,” printed 

in Die Rote Fahne on January 14, 1919, is emblematic of the fundamentally 

different approach the radical left took to the military defeat of the German 

empire. Published one day before Luxemburg was murdered by Freikorps 

units, the text unfolds the dialectics of victory and defeat in the revolutionary 

struggle of the Spartacist League in Berlin against the background of a Marxist 
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philosophy of history. Contrasting the victories of the counterrevolutionary 

forces with the defeats of the revolutionary proletariat, Luxemburg ultimately 

reverses the victor-vanquished dialectic by declaring the losses of her 

movement necessary steps on the long way to the final victory (Endsieg) of 

communism.  

Her text consists of two parts. The first part aims at exposing the 

preposterous propaganda of chancellor Friedrich Ebert and secretary of 

defense Gustav Noske; the second part highlights the constitutive role of 

temporary setbacks and defeats for any revolutionary movement, puts the 

current situation into historical context, and projects the future triumph of the 

revolution. Addressing the recent clash of revolutionaries and troops loyal to 

the Social Democratic government, Luxemburg writes:  

“Ordnung herrscht in Berlin!” verkündet triumphierend die bürgerliche 
Presse, verkünden Ebert und Noske, verkünden die Offiziere der 
“siegreichen Truppen,” denen der Berliner kleinbürgerliche Mob in den 
Straßen mit Tüchern winkt, mit Hurra zujubelt. Der Ruhm und die 
Ehre der deutschen Waffen sind vor der Weltgeschichte gerettet. Die 
jämmerlich Geschlagenen von Flandern und den Argonnen haben 
ihren Ruf wiederhergestellt durch den glänzenden Sieg – über 300 
“Spartakisten” im “Vorwärts.”28 (531) 

With biting sarcasm, Luxemburg mocks the “victories” of Ebert and Noske. 

The formulation “siegreiche Truppen” refers to Friedrich Ebert’s “Ansprache 

an die heimkehrenden Truppen” from December 10, 1918, in which he had 

declared: “Kein Feind hat euch überwunden. Erst als die Übermacht der 
 

28 The Vorwärts (founded in 1876) is the newspaper of the Social Democratic Party of Germany 
(SPD) whose main building had been occupied by “Spartacus” on January 5. It was 
recaptured by Freikorps units in a bloody fight on January 11. Alfred Döblin’s November 1918, 
discussed below, depicts the battle for the Vorwärts building when two of the novel’s main 
characters get caught up between the lines. 
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Gegner an Menschen und Material immer drückender wurde, haben wir den 

Kampf aufgegeben” (94). The claim that the German army had not been 

defeated, made by a Social Democrat, was not only music to the ears of 

conservative and reactionary forces and became one of the sources of the stab-

in-the-back myth, it was also a political mistake that aggravated the rift in the 

German left. When Noske ordered Freikorps units to break up the Spartacist 

uprisings, this rift was cemented. For Luxemburg, however, there was no 

doubt that the army had suffered a crushing defeat, and boasting about their 

“victory” – the recapturing of the Vorwärts building in Berlin – was the 

fruitless attempt of these miserably vanquished troops (jämmerlich Geschlagene) 

to restore their reputation. Turning against their own people, the vanquished 

showed their true colors: 

Wer denkt da noch angesichts so glorreicher Taten an die schmählichen 
Niederlagen vor den Franzosen, Engländern und Amerikanern? 
“Spartakus” heißt der Feind und Berlin der Ort, wo unsere Offiziere zu 
siegen verstehen, Noske, der “Arbeiter,” heißt der General, der Siege zu 
organisieren weiß, wo Ludendorff versagt hat. . . . Wie tobte sich da die 
Tapferkeit der vor dem äußeren Feind zusammengeknickten 
Marssöhne in bestialischen Grausamkeiten an Wehrlosen, an 
Gefangenen, an Gefallenen aus! (531–532)29 

Whereas these “victories” of Ebert and Noske are proven to be actual defeats, 

both in the military and in the moral sense, Luxemburg claims that the defeats 

of the revolution are actually moral victories. Considering the “great historical 

 
29 Erich Ludendorff (1865–1937) was, along with Paul von Hindenburg, the leader of the 
German Supreme Army Command (Oberste Heeresleitung, OHL) in World War I. Under 
Ludendorff, the OHL assumed dictatorial power and became the de-facto political authority 
of the empire. After WWI, Ludendorff was probably the most influential promoter of the stab-
in-the-back myth. In 1923, he joined Hitler in the Munich Beer Hall Putsch (also called Hitler-
Ludendorff-Putsch in German). Put on trial in 1924, he was soon acquitted.  
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laws of revolution” (534), she maintains that defeat is an integral part of 

revolutionary struggle: 

Aus diesem Widerspruch zwischen der Zuspitzung der Aufgabe und 
den mangelnden Vorbedingungen zu ihrer Lösung in einer 
anfänglichen Phase der revolutionären Entwicklung ergibt sich, daß die 
Einzelkämpfe der Revolution formal mit einer Niederlage enden. Aber 
die Revolution ist die einzige Form des “Krieges” – auch dies ihr 
besonderes Lebensgesetz –, wo der Endsieg nur durch eine Reihe von 
“Niederlagen” vorbereitet werden kann! (534) 

Not only is a revolution a form of war, butit is also the only form of war in 

which victory can only be attained through a series of defeats. Luxemburg 

gives a series of historical examples – the revolt of the silk weavers in Lyon in 

1831, the uprising of the Parisian proletariat in 1848, the Paris commune – and 

concludes: “Der ganze Weg des Sozialismus ist – soweit revolutionäre Kämpfe 

in Betracht kommen – mit lauter Niederlagen besät” (535). This road paved 

with defeat does not, however, lead to a critical reflection on the failed 

strategies. Luxemburg does acknowledge that two factors (or a combination 

thereof) can prevent the success of revolutionary struggle: the historical 

conditions may be “unripe” for revolution, or the revolutionary impulse itself 

may have be crippled by indecision. But this does not change her firm belief 

that revolution is necessary and will eventually succeed. Referring to the 

historical examples of failed revolutions, she continues:  

Und doch führt diese selbe Geschichte Schritt um Schritt unaufhaltsam 
zum endgültigen Siege! Wo wären wir heute ohne jene “Niederlagen,” 
aus denen wir historische Erfahrung, Erkenntnis, Macht, Idealismus 
geschöpft haben! Wir fußen heute, wo wir unmittelbar bis vor die 
Endschlacht des proletarischen Klassenkampfes getreten sind, 
geradezu auf jenen Niederlagen, deren wir keine missen dürften, deren 
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jede ein Teil unserer Kraft und Zielklarheit ist. . . . Die Revolutionen 
haben uns bis jetzt lauter Niederlagen gebracht, aber diese 
unvermeidlichen Niederlagen häufen gerade Bürgschaft auf Bürgschaft 
des künftigen Endsieges. (535) 

Luxemburg’s striking argument combines a geschichtsphilosophische 

perspective with historical analysis: it is precisely the failure of past 

revolutions that guarantees the final victory of communism. The author claims 

that the defeats of the past were not completely in vain because they provided 

historical experience, insight, power, and idealism. But it is hard to see how 

these experiences could serve as sources of epistemological insight. They do 

not trigger critical reflection. On the contrary, they affirm the strategy. 

Moreover, Germany’s military defeat does not play a role in Luxemburg’s 

teleological concept of history. Astonishingly, she fails to see that it was 

precisely the defeat of Germany in World War I that had made the revolutions 

in Berlin and Munich possible in the first place. Given Luxemburg’s focus on 

class struggle, it is not surprising that the end of the empire, for her, is not a 

historical turning point, but rather a footnote in a continuous, ongoing 

process.  

 

As the case of Rosa Luxemburg has shown, the radical left considered the 

defeats of their movement as temporary setbacks on the long road to victory. 

Interestingly, the right took a similar perspective on the end of the Great War. 

The celebration of the victory in the Battle of France in June 1940 testifies to 

this, but their immediate reactions after November 1918 already revealed that 

Hindenburg and Ludendorff were not willing to accept the conclusions 
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formulated in the Armistice of Compiègne and the Treaty of Versailles. 

Without rehearsing the complex history of the stab-in-the-back myth, a look at 

Ernst Jünger’s position in the 1920s may suffice to illustrate the distinct 

unwillingness of proponents of the conservative revolution to accept the end 

of World War I as conclusive.  

Jünger’s belief that the war was rather a beginning than an end is 

articulated in his 1922 essay Der Kampf als inneres Erlebnis. In the section Feuer, 

Jünger writes:  

Das glühende Abendrot einer versinkenden Zeit ist zugleich ein 
Morgenrot, in dem man zu neueren, härteren Kämpfen rüstet. . . . 
Dieser Krieg ist nicht das Ende, sondern der Auftakt der Gewalt. Er ist 
die Hammerschmiede, in der die Welt in immer neue Grenzen und 
Gemeinschaften zerschlagen wird. Neue Formen wollen mit Blut erfüllt 
werden, und die Macht will gepackt werden mit harter Faust. Der 
Krieg ist eine harte Schule, und der neue Mensch wird von unserem 
Schlage sein. (73) 

The idea that the First World War was just the beginning of a long and bloody 

European conflict was not only common in conservative circles of the Weimar 

Republic but is also a widely accepted historiographical perspective on the 

period between 1914 and 1945.30 The fact that “prophetic” voices such as 

Jünger and others were proven right by history makes them especially 

attractive to historiography as they provide enticing evidence for the claim 

 
30 Conservative historian Ernst Nolte coined the expression “European Civil War” with his 
controversial 1987 study Der europäische Bürgerkrieg 1917–1945: Nationalsozialismuns und 
Bolschewismus, the book which launched the Historikerstreit.  
More recently, Enzo Traverso took up the idea of a European civil war from a different 
perspective in Fire and Blood: The European Civil War 1914–1945. Robert Gerwarth, by contrast, 
sheds light on the non-conclusive effects of the armistice and the treaty of Versailles by 
focusing on the ongoing armed conflicts in southeastern Europe after the armistices of 1918. 
See The Vanquished: Why the First World War Failed to End, 1917–1923. 
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that World War II was already on the horizon shortly after the Peace Treaty of 

Versailles had been signed on June 28, 1919.31 However, this focus on the 

longue durée of European history brushes over the discontinuities and ruptures 

that are also part of the way from 1914 to 1945, and it overlooks the utopian 

potential of every historical moment in between. More importantly, it ignores 

the nuances of the thought of figures such as Ernst Jünger who developed an 

own “philosophy of defeat”32 which sheds light on Heinrich Mann’s treatment 

of the same problem.  

As we have seen, Rosa Luxemburg did not pay much attention to the 

consequences of the lost war. For the right, however, the situation was 

different. Their stance was marked by productive confusion: While they 

mostly acknowledged that Germany had not won the war, they were not so 

sure that the war had been lost either. When the armistice was signed, German 

troops were standing less than one hundred kilometers outside of Paris, 

Zeppelins were bombing Paris and London, and no shots were fired on 

German ground. This lack of a glorious collapse led to a situation that 

benefitted right-wing activists in two respects:  

Die extreme Rechte konnte mit dieser komplizierten Lage gut 
umgehen. Denn auf der einen Seite brauchte sie die Niederlage als 
Beweis dafür, daß Deutschland am Boden lag und nun neu wieder 
aufgebaut werden mußte; auf der anderen Seite sicherte sie sich durch 
das nur ungenügend markierte Kriegsende fortdauernde Relevanz. 
(Martus 255) 

 
31 French general Foch famously remarked: “This is not a peace; it is an armistice for twenty 
years” (quoted in Adamthwaite 17).  
32 I borrow this term from Steffen Martus, “Scheitern als Chance. Ernst Jüngers Kunst der 
Niederlage.” 
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Ernst Jünger’s reactions to the end of the war reflect this twofold perspective 

which acknowledged defeat while simultaneously negating it and calling for a 

resumption of the fight. In the 1925 article “Der Frontsoldat und die 

wilhelminische Zeit,” he writes: “Wir verloren den Krieg, weil wir ihn 

verlieren mußten” (84). This formulation, which can be found in identical 

form in several of Jünger’s writings from the 1920s, acknowledges that 

Germany has been vanquished, but it also provides a (circular) explanation for 

the defeat: Germany had simply not been ready for victory. In another article 

from the same year, Jünger employs an explanation of the value of this 

experience that reminds us of Rosa Luxemburg’s appraisal of defeat: 

Was tuts, daß diesen Kämpfen der äußere Erfolg nicht beschieden war? 
Die heroische Wertung ist nicht die des Krämers, sie sieht nicht den 
Erfolg, sondern die große Haltung an. Aber das, was damals geschah, 
besitzt nicht nur monumentalen Wert, es greift auch lebendig in unsere 
Zeit hinein. Wenn der Gewinn an Erlebnis sich auch nicht im 
augenblicklichen Erfolg ausdrückte, so ist er doch vorhanden, das 
Metall, das damals seine harte Prägung erfuhr, ist immer noch gut, und 
es werden Zeiten kommen, in denen man froh sein wird, darauf 
zurückgreifen zu können. (“Die Materialschlacht” 100) 

Similar to Luxemburg, Jünger declares the defeat of the past a useful 

experience that prepared and hardened the vanquished for the next battle. At 

the same time, however, he rejects thinking in categories of success and failure 

altogether. Steffen Martus has shown that these logical inconsistencies are 

integral to Jünger’s philosophy of defeat and do not pose argumentative 

challenges to his conceptual framework. The crucial takeaway, for Jünger, is 

that success is not the decisive category in the struggle:  
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Dieser Krieg wurde nicht umsonst verloren – ja vielleicht ist es für uns 
wichtiger, daß er verloren, als daß er gewonnen wurde, wie manches 
Leben durch Schicksalsschläge besser als durch das warme Bad des 
Glücks geläutert und gehärtet wird. Taten des Herzens können nie 
vergebens sein, und nicht der Erfolg ist es, an denen sie zu messen sind. 
(“Die Unvergessenen: Nachwort” 393) 

If Jünger’s reflections on defeat address the lost war much more explicitly 

than Rosa Luxemburg’s, both authors strive to ascribe positive value to the 

experience of being vanquished. Ultimately, Jünger and Luxemburg declare 

the past defeat as the necessary condition for future success. While 

Luxemburg does not discuss how exactly the experiences of the past are 

supposed to lead to final victory, she leaves no doubt that they play a decisive 

role in this process. Jünger, too, highlights the productive role of defeat as it 

revealed Germany’s immaturity for victory. This perspective suggests that, for 

Jünger, the experience of being vanquished contains an epistemological 

potential. At the same time, the author negates this possible interpretation by 

claiming that questions of success or failure play no role in the evaluation of 

this experience. Nevertheless, with defeat, there comes hope – hope for the 

future victory.  

Luxemburg’s and Jünger’s philosophies of defeat provide two distinct 

perspectives on the question of how to cope with defeat and illuminate 

Heinrich Mann’s original take on the experience. All three authors, however, 

leave us with a question that Martus poses in regard to Jünger’s writings: Is 

defeat as the precondition for victory still defeat?33 

 

 
33 “Ist die Niederlage als Voraussetzung des Siegs noch Niederlage?” (Martus 260) 
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Coming back to Heinrich Mann’s writings from the “dreamland period” and 

the question if Mann was writing as a vanquished or as a “secret victor,” it is 

instructive to take a closer look at his 1919 essay “Kaiserreich und Republik.” 

While it is true that, for Mann, defeat is the precondition for the future victory 

of democracy, I argue that there are decisive differences between Mann’s 

philosophy of defeat and the positions of Jünger and Luxemburg, respectively. 

First of all, Mann considered Germany’s defeat in World War I a historical 

turning point, not a temporary setback. Secondly, he welcomed defeat not 

because he wanted Germany to collapse, but because only defeat would 

prevent another victory. And thirdly, only a crushing defeat could serve as the 

much-needed wake-up call for Germany and enable the Germans to realize 

the huge mistake they made and come back to their senses.  

In the section “Der Sieger,” Mann spells out the logic of the victor-

vanquished dialectic that marked Germany’s relation to France after 1871: 

Nur als Sieger, in nachwirkender Erbitterung gegen den Besiegten, 
schien das Reich sich erhalten zu können. Der Erbfeind mußte bleiben, 
damit nur das Erbe blieb. Der Tag, an dem er die Waffen gestreckt 
hatte, wurde zum Jahresfest des Reiches. Dies aber, noch mehr als die 
Niederlage, schafft drüben Gefühle der Schmach. Dem verdummenden 
Triumph des einen entspricht bei dem andern eine Rachsucht, die die 
Sinne schärft. Die Sorge um den künftigen Rächer, der nicht genug 
erniedrigt werden kann, erwidert ein stiller Kampf um Würde. . . . Dies 
sind Sieg und Niederlage. Der Unterlegene ist ausersehen, sich seines 
Menschentums zu erinnern, der Sieger ist verurteilt, im Geistig-
Sittlichen tiefer zu sinken als zu den Zeiten seiner äußeren Ohnmacht. 
Der innere Zustand des Siegers unterbietet alles, was er vor seinen 
Siegen an Schlechtem erlitt. (“Kaiserreich und Republik” 36–37) 
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Taking the concrete historical example of the Franco-German relations as his 

starting point, Mann then discusses the curse of victory and the morally 

beneficial aspects of defeat in general terms. The humiliating moral 

bankruptcy of the victors is not a specific German phenomenon, but simply 

the consequence of any victory. The writer thus considers the German case 

against the background of a law of history according to which certain 

experiences will determine certain reactions. Whereas victory will lead to 

hubris and self-humiliation, defeat will encourage reflection and lead to 

“moral seriousness” (sittlicher Ernst). If this returning pattern applies to 

historical processes, then Germany is, strictly spoken, not guilty. It was simply 

Germany’s turn to experience the negative consequences of winning a war. 

And indeed, this is what Mann claims. For him, the Kaiserreich was a 

construct of victory, not a genuine German phenomenon: “Das Deutsche 

Reich und seine Sinnesart waren erzeugt vom Sieg” (“Kaiserreich und 

Republik” 35). According to this perspective, the empire was doomed from 

the beginning: “Das Deutsche Reich von 1871 mußte zusammenbrechen, aus 

diesem tiefsten Grunde: weil es nicht ganz deutsch war. Aber sein Sturz 

begräbt nur eine fragwürdige Abart des Deutschen, nicht das Deutschtum” 

(“Kaiserreich und Republik” 35). Consequently, the collapse of the empire lifts 

the curse of victory and allows the country to realize its true destiny. After the 

victory of 1871, Germany had become a “Herrenvolk aus Untertanen,” and the 

world had to fight this evil, “degenerate” form of Germany. But this fight led 

to a moral awakening:  
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Der Krieg des Reiches und der Welt war, als er dann kam, ein Kampf 
der Welt mit sich selbst; sie sollte ihre abgelebteste Form überwinden.  

Das Gewissen der Menschheit erwachte: sieh, da erwachte in ihm auch 
das deutsche Gewissen. Deutschland war befreit; besiegt waren nur das 
Reich und der Untertan. (“Kaiserreich und Republik” 38) 

For Mann, the defeat of 1918 bore the chance to overcome the cycle of victories 

and defeats if Germany would only learn its lesson and embrace democracy. 

Writing in the spring of 1919, he was already less optimistic that the French 

had morally benefitted from the experience of being vanquished than he had 

been six months earlier, but he still had hope. If France hadn’t developed the 

moral seriousness that was required to sublimate the dialectics of victory and 

defeat, then maybe it was Germany’s task to make sure the world would not 

fall back into the abyss: 

Unser Zerwürfnis mit Frankreich war der Urgrund, auf dem erst alle 
Feinde wurden. An uns ist es, ihnen die Menschlichkeit zu erweisen, 
um die ihr Sieg sie gekürzt hat. Niederlagen werden aufgehoben einzig 
durch den steigenden Menschenwert des Besiegten. Der Geist unserer 
Welt könnte uns selbst erretten, und, wer weiß, auch die Welt. 
(“Kaiserreich und Republik” 73) 

Mann’s vision of a future in which what should be united is no longer 

separated – power and wisdom (Macht und Weisheit) – reminds of Plato’s 

philosopher-king, but it remained unrealized, at least in the utopian form that 

Mann imagined. Reinhart Koselleck’s disillusioned conclusion at the end of 

his essay on the epistemological potential of being vanquished captures the 

experience of the historian who has witnessed the failure of several utopias in 

the twentieth century: 
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Die einmal von den Besiegten – und welche Sieger gehörten auf die 
Dauer nicht dazu – methodisch in Erkenntnis überführte Erfahrung 
bleibt abrufbar über allen Erfahrungswandel hinweg. Darin mag ein 
Trost enthalten sein, vielleicht ein Gewinn. Er bestünde in der Praxis 
darin, uns Siege zu ersparen. Aber dagegen spricht jede Erfahrung. (77) 

Considering Heinrich Mann’s responses to the defeat of 1918 in light of the 

discursive framework unfolded in the first part of this chapter, the 

idiosyncrasy of his perspective stands out. Mann conceived of the defeat and 

the collapse of the empire as a turning point in German history that both 

triggered critical reflection on Germany’s past and enabled a radically 

different perspective on the country’s future. Although Heinrich Mann’s 

philosophy of defeat rests on a geschichtsphilosophische perspective according to 

which the Kaiserreich was merely a detour on Germany’s destined part 

toward democracy, his analysis addresses the fundamental causes of 

Germany’s aggressive nationalism that other contemporary accounts remain 

silent about. More importantly, with the fixation on victory and the distinct 

unwillingness to accept defeat and to come to terms with it, Mann identifies 

one of the crucial issues that later determined Nazi politics and propaganda 

until 1945. Mann did make a distinction between the “good” Germany and the 

“bad” Kaiserreich with its underlings: this is, of course, a problematic way out 

of the misery because it could be seen as an escapist strategy that prevents 

fundamental self-critique and results in self-exculpation. However, it is 

important to keep in mind that Vergangenheitsbewältigung (or coming to terms 

with the past) was not the only task that Mann had set for himself. Writing in 

the “dreamland period” of 1918/19, he also aimed at creating a vision for 

Germany’s future that as many Germans as possible should be able to identify 
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with. His position between the political extremes allowed him to come up 

with fundamental insights into the causes of the German defeat and to 

formulate a moderate utopia. Although he was deeply convinced of his vision 

and not just a Vernunftrepublikaner like his brother Thomas a few years later, 

his voice was not heard in the noise of revolution and counterrevolution. His 

vision, however, proved right, and the Weimar Republic became the first 

democratic German state, but profound critical engagement with the past did 

not happen. 

 

Alfred Döblin: The Polyphony of History 

Alfred Döblin, who had served as a doctor in a military hospital in 

Saargemünd (now Sarreguemines) during World War I, was one of the first 

reviewers of Mann’s essay “Kaiserreich und Republik.” Published in the 

journal Die Neue Rundschau under his nom de plume “Linke Poot” in 1920, the 

review praises Mann’s “prachtvollen Essay” (“Zwischen Helm und Zylinder” 

178) for discussing the curse of victory of 1871 that continued to haunt 

German politics even after the defeat of 1918. Döblin disagreed with Mann’s 

rejection of Leninism: while Mann claimed that Leninism was “tsarism from 

below,” Döblin saw it as a viable strategy for Germany to overcome the 

reactionary backlash, although he was aware of the dangers of a potentially 

tyrannical system. Ending on a conciliatory note and relating his 

undecidedness in moral questions to the complexity of the situation, Döblin 

concludes: “Man mache mir nicht zum Vorwurf, daß ich vieldeutig bin. Die 

Dinge sind es” (“Zwischen Hut und Zylinder” 180).  
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The sentence could serve as the motto for Döblin’s November 1918, a 

historical novel in three parts that rejects historical and narrative coherence in 

favor of an aesthetics of the open-ended episode. In doing so, November 1918 

provides a polyphonic panorama of the wide-open horizon of expectation 

after the end of World War I. Whereas Heinrich Mann’s essays articulate a 

clear vision for the future of Germany, Alfred Döblin’s novel unfolds many 

different possible futures that could be imagined during the “dreamland 

period.” Written between 1937 and 1943 in exile in France and the United 

States, November 1918 tells the story of the failed German revolution of 1918–19 

from a historical and an extraterritorial vantage point. For Döblin, however, 

the temporal and geographical distance from the Berlin of 1918 did not 

provide a panoptic overview that would allow to condense the story of the 

German Revolution into a straightforward narrative, but rather served as a 

microscope which magnified the details of the events of the postwar winter. 

November 1918 thus provides a perspective on the end of World War I and the 

revolution that complicates established historical narratives and highlights the 

future-oriented mindset of all parties portrayed. It is precisely Döblin’s poetics 

of the historical novel that helps bring out the realized and unrealized utopian 

potential of the past. At the same time, November 1918 serves as a reminder 

that the situation in which Döblin was writing was not the inevitable 

consequence of “history,” but the result of human actions taken since the end 

of the last war. In bringing past, present, and future into relation, Döblin’s 

November 1918 is aesthetically a radical historical novel, despite its relatively 

conventional narrative form. 
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After the completion of his Amazonas trilogy in 1937, Döblin had taken up the 

work on what would become his longest novel. Part one was published by 

Berman-Fischer (Stockholm) and Querido (Amsterdam) in 1939 as Bürger und 

Soldaten 1918. When the Döblin family had to leave Paris in May 1940 to 

escape from the approaching Wehrmacht, Döblin deposited all his 

manuscripts but the second part of November 1918 at the Sorbonne. After five 

turbulent months on the road, the Döblins managed to secure passage to the 

United States on a ship from Lisbon to New York City in October 1940. Alfred 

Döblin gives a detailed account of this time in his autobiography Schicksalsreise 

(1949).34 During his five years of exile in California, where he was employed as 

a scriptwriter for Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer (MGM) in Hollywood for the first 

twelve months, Döblin continued to work on November 1918. Finding a 

publisher for the 2,500-page manuscript turned out to be impossible in the 

United States. Döblin only published two shorter stories from the novel in 

English translation,35 and in 1946 Aurora Press in New York City printed 

Sieger und Besiegte. Eine wahre Geschichte, a condensed version of those parts of 

November 1918 that contrast the reactions of German chancellor Friedrich Ebert 

and the Reichswehr generals on the end of the war with the role of US 

President Woodrow Wilson. Parts two and three were first published in full 

length by the Karl Alber publishing house in Freiburg between 1948 and 1950. 
 

34 On the story behind Schicksalsreise and Döblin’s poetics of life writing vis-à-vis his theory of 
the novel, see my forthcoming article “A Life of Its Own.” 
35 The story “The Chief” from Bürger und Soldaten appeared in the 1943 anthology Heart of 
Europe, edited by Hermann Kesten and Klaus Mann. In 1944, Pacific Press in Los Angeles 
published Nocturno, an English translation of a part of the story revolving around writer 
Erwin Stauffer from November 1918.  
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As part two was too long to be published in one volume, Döblin had decided 

to split it in two. The French occupying powers had not allowed the re-

publication of part one after World War II, which is why Döblin wrote a 46-

page summary that was included in part two under the heading Vorspiel.  

November 1918 was first published in full length in four volumes by dtv 

in 1978; an East-German edition in four volumes edited by Manfred Beyer 

came out with Rütten & Loening in 1981. In 1991, Walter-Verlag published 

November 1918 in the Döblin series “Ausgewählte Werke in Einzelbänden.” 

This critical edition of Döblin’s “Erzählwerk,” edited by Werner Stauffacher, 

contains all three parts in four volumes and is the indispensable source for 

Döblin scholars working on November 1918. The manuscripts as well as the 

extensive collection of notes and sources are housed by Deutsches 

Literaturarchiv Marbach.  

Here is an overview of all parts of November 1918 as counted in Stauffacher’s 

edition: 

 
November 1918. Eine deutsche Revolution. Erzählwerk in drei Teilen. 
 
Erster Teil: Bürger und Soldaten 1918 (I) 
 
Zweiter Teil  

Erster Band: Verratenes Volk (II/1) 
Zweiter Band: Heimkehr der Fronttruppen (II/2) 
 

Dritter Teil: Karl und Rosa (III) 
 
If Heinrich Mann engages in cultural and historical reflection on the reasons 

for and the consequences of the German defeat in World War I, Alfred Döblin 

proposes a decidedly aesthetic response to the experience of being 
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vanquished. Writing around twenty years after Mann and from the vantage 

point of another world war, Döblin addresses the legacy of the failed German 

revolution of 1918 as a political issue that calls for a literary response. In his 

poetics of the novel, Döblin had repeatedly criticized what he called 

“psychological novels” and argued for an approach that does not attempt to 

rationalize and explain the actions of literary characters, but to focus on 

depicting these actions faithfully and with attention to detail. Rather than 

arguing for a naïve objective or mimetic mode of storytelling, however, Döblin 

emphasized the active role of the writer in transforming reality into a work of 

art by getting extremely close to the facts and, in the decisive poietic 

operation, “piercing” these facts in order to create a work of art that 

“adequately” represents the world. In November 1918, this poetics faced great 

challenges, not only because the facts were so numerous and, at the time when 

Döblin was writing, difficult to obtain in exile, but more importantly because 

the author was facing several powerful and competing narratives on the 

history and legacy of the revolution that proved hard to overcome or even 

dismantle. If November 1918 succeeds as a narrative work (Erzählwerk, as 

Döblin dubbed the project, avoiding the term novel/Roman) that provides an 

original perspective on the events of winter 1918-19 through the lens of a 

variety of intersecting and stand-alone plot threads, it is because the project 

engages in a mode of storytelling that excavates the many intersecting threads 

of a story that cannot be reduced to a coherent narrative. In other words, 

Döblin prompts the historical question “How did we end up here?” by 

providing a wide array of simultaneously correct and yet insufficient answers 
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that, as a whole, highlight the ultimately incommensurable quality of what we 

call history.36 

The legacy of the revolution is reflected in the juxtaposition of several 

temporal layers that correspond to one another, yet without serving as 

complementary parts of the story of November 1918. While the plot of Döblin’s 

novel provides detailed information about the history of the events in the 

immediate aftermath of World War I in Strasburg, Berlin, and Paris, it also 

captures the fact that, for all of the characters, the situation was charged with 

futurity. Looking back at the year 1918 from the vantage point of the late 1930s 

and early 1940s, November 1918 thus arranges the historical material in a way 

that reflects the author’s temporal distance, but it preserves the open horizon 

of expectation of its protagonists. On yet another level, the novel relates recent 

German history to the situation in which Döblin was writing, probing the 

legacy of the “forgotten” German revolution in light of the crimes of the Nazi 

regime. But Döblin’s historical novel is not an attempt to explain what went 

wrong in German history or when the country got “off track,” but rather a 

document of both awe and resignation that presents history as a highly 

complex process that resists attempts to reduce it to a chain of events from 

which lessons for the future can be deduced.37 The historical rupture of the 

 
36 For a detailed discussion of the narrative techniques of Döblin’s novels, see Dollenmayer’s 
The Berlin Novels of Alfred Döblin. On November 1918, Dollenmayer writes: “Döblin's tetralogy 
stands or falls with its technique of disjunct narrative. This technique is in one sense radically 
modern: it blocks any possibility of reading November 1918 as a chronicle of historical 
movement, like Seghers's novel, or as history in the process of becoming myth, like Thomas 
Mann's biblical tetralogy Joseph und seine Brüder, two novels which were also written in exile 
during the “Third Reich.” In November 1918 the chronicle of the German revolution is 
constantly shattered and thrown into question by the shifts in style” (143).  
37 “Döblins "Erzählwerk" November 1918 ist die zugegebenermaßen parteiliche, aber auch um 
Totalität bemühte und darin grandiose Darstellung einer aus den Fugen geratenen Welt, die 
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defeat of 1918 and the toppling of the Kaiserreich by revolutionary forces had, 

however, created the potential to imagine a radically different future that 

Döblin would harness aesthetically twenty years later. In part two, Verratenes 

Volk, the narrator repeatedly reflects on the temporality of the events depicted 

as well as on his own role, contemplating the narrative devices adequate to 

represent a German revolution. In the chapter Der Verfasser geht mit sich zu 

Rate, Döblin writes: 

Überblicken wir an diesem Punkt die Ereignisse, die verflossen sind 
und uns unabwendbar überströmen, bedenken wir, von einer 
erklärlichen plötzlichen Müdigkeit überfallen unterm dem 
unaufhaltsamen Ansturm der Begebenheiten (und es sind erst zwanzig 
Tage der Revolution vorbei), was nun kommen wird, so ist uns schon 
einiges klar: Mit der Revolution wird es auf diese Weise nicht 
vorwärtsgehen. Es wird mit ihr wahrscheinlich rückwärtsgehen.  

Bisher sind wirkliche revolutionäre Massen nicht in unser Gesichtsfeld 
getreten. Man kann einem, wenn er eine Revolution beschreiben will, 
dies zum Vorwurf machen. Aber es liegt nicht an uns. Es ist eben eine 
deutsche Revolution. (II/1, 280) 

Pausing for a moment to assess the course of the revolution so far, the narrator 

acknowledges the lack of real revolutionary masses. Speaking as an observer 

who is witnessing the events as they unfold, he realizes that the revolution 

will probably not be successful if it proceeds like this. Quite contrary, it will go 

down (zurückgehen). Even in light of imperfect information, the narrator easily 

identifies the cause of this failure: the revolution is a German one. The 

 
in teils operettenhaften, teils mörderischen Bewegungen eine neue Ordnung suchte und 
dieses Ziel auf eine fatale Weise kurzfristig erreicht und langfristig verfehlte. Diese 
Darstellung der Revolution ist aber nicht nur parteilich, sondern – dank ihres Bemühens um 
Totalität – zugleich auch aporetisch. Indem sie die Vielzahl der unterschiedlich tendierenden 
Kräfte vor Augen führt, zeigt sie zugleich auch die alle Akteure überfordernde Komplexität 
der Lage” (Kiesel 792).  
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specificity of German revolutions, this wording suggests, is that they do not 

succeed.38 The indefinite article supports this view of the events of 1918 as just 

one more failing attempt to make a revolution in Germany. Considering the 

narrative structure of November 1918, it is then not the narrator’s fault that the 

story doesn’t take off, but rather an inherent feature of the material, i.e. 

German history. Whereas the French and Russian revolutions have definite 

articles that underscore their historical impact and validate their status as 

turning points in each country’s history, the German version retreats before it 

can unleash its potential. Döblin describes the personification of the revolution 

as a vagabond desperately looking for shelter:  

Ja, in diesem weiten, vom Krieg nicht verwüsteten Lande irrt die 
Revolution, die sich in anderen Ländern als Furie benahm, Brände warf 
und die Menschen aus den Häusern scheuchte, sie irrt in Deutschland 
klein und kleiner geworden wie ein Blumenmädchen im zerrissenen 
Röckchen, zitternd vor Kälte, mit blauen Fingern umher und sucht 
Obdach. . . . Ach, wie es ihrer großen Schwester in Rußland ging! Sie 
wird bald das Land verlassen und sehen, woanders unterzukommen. 
(II/1, 280–281) 

The situation in postwar Germany of 1918 proves as an infertile ground for 

revolution, this passage suggests. Just as Heinrich Mann had hoped that the 

experience of defeat would lead to profound historical and cultural reflection 

on Germany’s aggressionist politics during the empire, the left had imagined 

the collapse of the empire as the starting signal for overthrowing the old order 

and establishing a socialist republic. Döblin’s narrator, however, reminds us 

that a revolution needs revolutionaries, the lack of which is the reason for the 
 

38 The allusion to Kurt Tucholsky’s poem “Zehn Jahre deutsche ‘Revolution’” is obvious: “Die 
Revolution findet wegen schlechten Wetters im Saale statt – wohl dem, der eine solche 
Republike hat!” (Tucholsky II, 1304) 
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movement fizzling out after just three weeks. The perspective of Döblin’s 

narrator, though, navigates between the year 1918 and the vantage point of 

the observers who overlooks the events from a temporal distance. While 

providing the viewpoint of the characters involved in the revolutionary 

activities in Berlin, the narrative voice continuously injects information about 

the coming failure of the movement. Döblin’s narrative performs a balancing 

act that aims at giving an adequate account from the “inside” of the revolution 

in 1918 while simultaneously pointing to the fact that only the eventual failure 

of the revolution has made November 1918 possible. It should be noted, 

however, that the novel’s ideological horizon is not limited to the 

revolutionary perspective but presents the viewpoints of a wide array of 

characters from across the political spectrum.  

Before turning to some concrete examples from the story of November 

1918, let us consider another self-reflective passage in which the narrator 

describes the novel’s narrative logic. While the end of the war made the stories 

unfolding in November 1918 possible in the first place, Döblin writes, it would 

be naïve to assume that they are linked to the turning point of the German 

defeat and the end of the Kaiserreich in a simple cause-and-effect relation: 

Es gibt eine Sorte von Erzählern und Geschichtsschreibern, die auf 
Logik, auf nichts als Logik schwören. Für sie folgt in der Welt eins aus 
dem andern, und sie betrachten es als ihre Aufgabe, dies zu zeigen und 
die Dinge entsprechend auseinander zu entwickeln. Sie machen für 
jeden Vorgang der Geschichte einen andern ausfindig, aus dem er sich 
dann ergibt. Es bleibt dem zweiten Vorgang schlechterdings nichts 
anderes übrig, als sich aus dem ersten zu ergeben wie ein Küken aus 
dem Ei.  
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Wir sind nicht von einer solchen logischen Strenge. Wir halten die 
Natur für viel leichtfertiger als die genannten Geschichts- und 
Geschichtenschreiber. (II/1, 423) 

Döblin’s criticism here targets storytellers and writers of history who propose 

a narrative mode that favors narrative coherence based on the belief that 

history is a chain of events linked by a logic of cause and effect. Although the 

passage quoted here seems to suggest that Döblin rejects this kind of historical 

logic altogether, the author primarily questions the validity of this logic for 

literature. In other words, Döblin does not reject strict logic, but rather those 

storytellers and writers of history who claim that this logic is the only viable 

condition for historical narration. In the 1936 essay “Der historische Roman 

und wir,” Döblin had proposed a poetics of the historical novel that sketched 

the specific role of the literary writer vis-à-vis the historian and highlighted 

that a historical novel is a novel and not historiography:  

Der Eingang eines bloßen Stoffes in eine feste Form und zugleich seine 
spezifische Umwandlung. Das ist der eigentliche Augenblick des 
Romans. 
Und fragen wir, was hier geschieht, so sehen wir: hier erfolgt etwas, 
was dem Historiker nicht passieren kann. Gebot für den Historiker 
war: alle Fakten stehen lassen. Der Autor erhält andere Befehle: er 
durchlenkt und durchtastet Zug um Zug seinen Stoff und wenn er 
zugreifen will und zugreift, so wird er nicht getrieben von einem 
wahnhaften Objektivitätsdrang, sondern von der alleinigen Echtheit, 
die es für Individuen auf dieser Erde gibt: von der Parteilichkeit des 
Tätigen. (“Der historische Roman und wir” 311) 

Contrasting the historian’s obsession with facts and objectivity with the 

writer’s approach, Döblin appraises the role of the novelist who is not a slave 

to “objective reality,” but takes a decidedly subjective stand. The literary 

author’s active role in selecting and assembling from the historical raw 
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material yields a higher form of reality39 and is an expression of the 

authenticity that informs the writer’s work. What Döblin calls Parteilichkeit des 

Tätigen here refers to the double role of the writer. Different from the historian 

who – supposedly – merely seeks to discover or reconstruct the past, the 

writer, for Döblin, engages in a twofold process: “Der Eingang eines bloßen 

Stoffes in eine feste Form und zugleich seine spezifische Umwandlung.” In 

other words, the task of the literary author entails both formation and 

transformation, but these two dimensions of the artistic process cannot be 

separated from one another. Whereas the historian is constrained by his 

fetishistic orientation toward facts, the novelist is uninhibited and free to 

create a subjective but instructive and innovative perspective on the matter. 

For Döblin, it is imperative to understand that history is not innocent and 

objective – Mit Geschichte will man etwas (“Der historische Roman und wir” 

302) – and that the novelist is not the opponent of the historian, but his ally 

who employs the epistemologically more adequate methods:  

Der Historiker kennt, meistens, seinen Willen nicht oder gesteht ihn 
nicht ein, der Romanautor kennt seinen Willen. Der Historiker, falls er 
nicht simpel Chronologe ist, will das Bild einer abgelaufenen Realität 
heraufbeschwören, der Romanautor – auch, jedoch ein kleineres, aber 
volleres und konkreteres.(“Der historische Roman und wir” 302) 

Considering the length of every single one of Döblin’s novels, his claim that 

the novelist aims for a smaller, but more complete and more concrete image of 

reality seems far-fetched. But Döblin is not talking about the number of pages 

when he argues for the literary miniature. Already in his 1913 manifesto “An 

Romanautoren und ihre Kritiker,” better known as “Berliner Programm,” 
 

39 Überrealität, as Döblin calls it in his 1929 essay “Der Bau des epischen Werks” (219). 
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Döblin had proposed a “Kinostil” that would replace the psychological 

manner of realist novels with a fragmentary, fast-paced style of narration 

adequate to modern life in the metropolis: “Die Darstellung erfordert bei der 

höchsten Menge des Geformten einen Kinostil. In höchster Gedrängtheit und 

Präzision hat die ‘Fülle der Gesichte’ vorbeizuziehen. Der Sprache das 

Äußerste der Plastik und Lebendigkeit abzuringen” (“Berliner Programm” 

121). If Döblin implemented his poetological premises most consequently in 

his 1929 novel Berlin Alexanderplatz. Die Geschichte vom Franz Biberkopf, the 

historical novel November 1918 adapts this framework in another unique way. 

Friedrich Becker, one of the novel’s central characters, shares not only initials 

with the protagonist of Döblin best-known work, but – as Franz Biberkopf – 

acts as a probe (Sonde) which detects and reflects the political, social, and 

cultural atmosphere around him.  

 

November 1918 addresses the discourse of defeat on several intersecting layers. 

First of all, the novel itself is an engagement with the past defeat from the 

vantage point of an existential crisis that highlights the tragic legacy of the 

realized attempts to come to terms with Germany’s recent past. Secondly, the 

novel stages different discourses of defeat, both implicitly and explicitly. 

While the lost war is the condition for all events unfolding in the novel, it is 

also the subject of dialogs and personal reflections by its characters. Moreover, 

the experience of the past serves as a reminder of the fragility of all human 

endeavors and thus also has a future-oriented aspect. Most importantly, the 

defeat of November 1918 figures as the earth-shattering crisis that disrupts the 
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continuity of historical time. This role is traditionally played by revolution, 

but Döblin’s novel assigns it to the external rupture that makes it possible to 

imagine the possibility of revolution in the first place. Reading November 1918 

as a novel of defeat allows unfolding the intricate interrelations of these layers 

in close readings of select passages. Focusing on Friedrich Becker’s failing 

attempt to return to his life as a Gymnasium teacher in Berlin, I argue that 

November 1918 revolves around the epistemological gravity center of the 

German defeat and thus provides a unique perspective on the immediate 

postwar situation and the “dreamland period.” Even though Döblin’s novel 

does not have a protagonist in a conventional sense, the character Friedrich 

Becker is in many respects a central figure in the constellation of plot threads 

featured in November 1918. If I discuss the discourse of defeat in Döblin’s novel 

with particular emphasis on Becker, I do not mean to suggest that this figure is 

the “secret protagonist” of November 1918, but I do so because Becker can serve 

as a prism through which different intersecting dimensions of this discourse 

become visible.  

The readers follow the journey of Friedrich Becker, a Second Lieutenant 

(Leutnant) of the German Army and a teacher of Ancient Greek and Latin at a 

Berlin Gymnasium, from the military hospital near Strasbourg to his mother’s 

apartment in Berlin where he recovers from his spinal cord injury, from his 

attempt to return to his teaching position to his decision to leave bourgeois life 

behind, and from his embrace of Christianity in a Faustian scene at the end of 

the trilogy to his death somewhere on the road in Southern Germany where 

he had been wandering since the mid-1920s. The novel ends with a scene in 
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which a woman dumps Friedrich’s dead body in a harbor basin, evoking 

parallels between Rosa Luxemburg’s murder in Berlin which is depicted in the 

same volume of November 1918.  

With the armistice of Compiègne signed, the wounded are sent home 

by train. While the train is rattling along eastwards in the dusk, Becker points 

out to his friend Maus, with whom he is sharing the compartment, that the 

war will soon be over: 

“Paß auf, Maus. Der Krieg ist bald zu Ende.” 
“Der Krieg ist schon zu Ende.” 
“Noch eine halbe Stunde, eine halbe Stunde, schlaf nicht ein, dann 
merkst du, dann merkst du, der Krieg ist zu Ende. Halt dich wach, 
Maus. Daß wir den Augenblick erleben konnten, wo der Krieg zu Ende 
ist. . . .” (I, 137–138) 

For Becker, the armistice may mark the official conclusion of the war, but what 

he is looking for is the internal realization that the war is, in fact, over. Waiting 

for this certainty to come, maybe with the train crossing the Rhine and 

entering Germany, he begs his friend to stay alert. When Maus, after several 

hours into the journey, soberly notes that “Wir fahren schon lange” (I, 138), 

Becker replies that they will be on the train for much longer, but then claims 

that “Jetzt ist alles vorbei, jetzt, jetzt verschwindet auch das” (I, 138). Later in 

the night, he reflects on the causes of the defeat: “Wir müssen ungeheuer 

gesündigt haben, daß uns dies geschehen ist, und daß wir so zurückkehren, 

geschlagen” (I, 139). The defeat is, thus, not simply a result of Germany’s 

waning military power in the second half of 1918, but rather the consequence 

of moral failure. But whereas Heinrich Mann had discussed Germany’s moral 

decline after the victory in the Franco-Prussian War in secular terms, the 
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analysis of Döblin’s character has an obvious religious dimension. In the 

night, Becker has a vision or a dream in which Johannes Tauler – a German 

mystic of the fourteenth century and a student of Meister Eckhart – appears, 

assures him of God’s love and asks him to accept his fate even if it entails 

unimaginable suffering. At this point, however, Becker is not yet ready to 

embrace his Christian faith by repeating Tauler’s words “o bitterste Bitterkeit, 

du sollst meine liebe Schwester sein” (I, 140). But from this moment on, his 

convalescence and his way to God intersect at several points until their 

eventual conversion at the end of the novel. This parallelization, though 

undoubtedly inspired by Döblin’s conversion to Catholicism in the 1940s 

which he describes in his autobiography Schicksalsreise (1949) in great detail, 

provides a fruitful analogy between the invisible defeat and God’s mysterious 

ways.  

Rather than simply acknowledging the German defeat, Becker’s 

desperate attempts to gain closure on this chapter of his life testify to the fact 

that World War I had not been fought on German soil and, to many Germans, 

was, therefore, a “distant war.” Leaving the war zone – where he had opted to 

stay after being wounded although he had been offered to be transferred to a 

Berlin hospital – a couple of days after the signing of the armistice, Becker 

hoped to leave the war behind. But despite his initial feeling that “Jetzt ist das 

alles vorbei,” he soon realizes that it is not. Throughout the train ride through 

Bavaria and Saxony, he had repeatedly expressed his hope that soon it would 

all be over. But it was only over for the dead, as he tells Maus shortly before it 

is time to leave the train and go home. For those who made it out alive, the 
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odyssey is not over, it merely begins: “Nur wir, Maus, wir sind Schiffbrüchige 

auf einem Floß. Wir werden jetzt an den Strand geworfen. Wie Odysseus” (I, 

183). The returning soldiers as castaways. This paradox metaphor captures the 

experience of many veterans who struggle to adjust back to “normal life” after 

deployment.40 For Becker, the mere fact that the war has ended constitutes an 

almost insurmountable obstacle: “Der Krieg ist zu Ende. Ich kann nicht leben, 

ich kann es nicht, ich kann es nicht” (I, 228). As if war had inverted the order 

of life and death, Becker desperately shouts out his fear of life after war. And 

while the exclamation “Ich kann nicht leben” certainly refers to Becker’s belief 

that he cannot live on after the war, it also suggests that he no longer knows 

how to live outside of the combat zone.  

But the shipwreck metaphor also captures the unsettling insight that 

the war is lost and the political and ideological framework that justified the 

fight no longer exists. For Becker, it is precisely this discrepancy between the 

end of the empire after the defeat and the continuity of his own life that makes 

him question the moral validity of his past actions. The experience of national 

defeat triggers Becker’s biographical reflection which, in turn, considers the 

entwined nature of the individual and the collective dimension. After his 

return to Berlin, Friedrich has a conversation with his mother in which he 

laments the uncertainty of the future: 

 
40 Note that Döblin also used the shipwreck metaphor for his autobiography, the first part of 
which was originally titled Robinson in Frankreich. While the narrator in this text claims that it 
was Döblin’s wife Erna who found the shipwrecked Robinson on the beach and took him in, 
the return to Germany after his exile in California failed. As Döblin notes “Und als ich 
zurückkam – da kam ich nicht zurück.” In 1952, Döblin would leave Germany again and go to 
France, where he would live until shortly before his death, and where he and his wife, as well 
as their youngest son Wolfgang, are buried at the cemetery of Housseras in the Vosges region. 
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“Wir sind zurückgekehrt, und man kann sich freuen, daß wir wieder da 
sind. Es ist gut, da zu sein. Aber was jetzt kommen wird, ist nicht klar. 
Nur für die, die draußen liegen geblieben sind, ist alles klar. Aber wir 
andern.” 
“Der Krieg ist zu Ende, Friedrich.” 
“Sieh mich an, Mutter, und sage, ob der Krieg zu Ende ist. . . Daß Krieg 
gewesen ist, ist nicht zu Ende.” (I, 232–233) 

Whereas Friedrich’s mother tells him that the war is over, he emphasizes the 

legacy of the past in the present, most visible in his injury. With disbelief, he 

notes the fact that the empire is gone while everyone’s life continues as if 

nothing had happened:  

Mutter, wir liegen in einem Abgrund. Wie konnte das vernichtet 
werden und verschwinden, Mutter, wie ein Staub, den man wegbläst, 
das, was Millionen von uns in den Krieg geschickt hat und opferte und 
tötete jung und alt, und das verschwindet wie ein Gespenst beim 
Hahnenkrähn, das Reich, das deutsche Reich, der Rahmen unseres 
Daseins. Ich habe keine Zeitungen gelesen, aber ich weiß genug. Der 
Kaiser in Holland, der Kronprinz, alle Fürsten weg, und eine Meute 
von Menschen, die keiner kennt, sitzt an ihrem Platz – und wir, wie 
sollen wir das denken? Welche Entlarvung, Mutter. (I, 233–234) 

With the frame of their existence gone, as Becker puts it, the German people 

find themselves trapped in an abyss. But whereas for Heinrich Mann the abyss 

provided the opportunity to search for a new way out, for Döblin’s character 

the challenge is to wrap his head around the collapse of the old order that 

leaves him not only in an ideological vacuum but also trapped between past 

and future. His question “wie sollen wir das denken?” captures the utter 

disbelief with which he looks at the present situation. His mother, by contrast, 

simply notes that “Es ist die Niederlage, Friedrich” (I, 234). For Friedrich, 

however, the defeat of 1918 is merely the symptom of an underlying problem 

that dates back much farther: 
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“Von welcher Niederlage sprichst du?” 
“Von jetzt, von 1918.” 
“Die Niederlage liegt weiter zurück. Ich habe ihre Wurzeln noch nicht. 
Man kann besiegt werden, aber man erliegt nicht, und nicht so. Das ist 
entlarvend. Sie konnten nicht sterben, sie fürchteten den Tod wie 
Bürger. Sie hatten nicht die gehörige Beziehung zu Tod und Leben.” 
Und nach einiger Zeit fügte er hinzu: “Sie waren unecht.” (I, 234) 

For Friedrich, the German Empire revealed its true character only in the defeat 

of 1918. It is striking that he uses the term “Entlarvung” and “entlarvend” 

twice, underscoring that the country’s elites were exposed as cowards in the 

moment of defeat. Once the war was lost and the Kaiser had been forced to 

resign, Becker points out, the ones who were morally and politically 

responsible for the defeat simply disappeared. It is well-known that the 

Wilhelm II went into exile to the Netherlands where he lived until he died in 

1941. The fact that Ludendorff had made sure that the Social Democrats 

would be blamed for the lost war already in October 1918, however, is not 

general knowledge; at least it was not until several years after the war. After 

the German system of government had been transformed from a monarchy in 

which the Supreme Army Command (OHL) under Hindenburg and 

Ludendorff had been the de facto decisionmakers since 1916 into a 

parliamentary monarchy on September 30, Ludendorff announced to the OHL 

on October 1 that it was about time to “diejenigen Kreise an der Regierung zu 

beteiligen, denen wir es in der Hauptsache zu verdanken haben, dass wir 

soweit gekommen sind. Wir werden jetzt also diese Herren in die Ministerien 

einziehen sehen. Sie sollen die Suppe jetzt essen, die sie uns eingebrockt 

haben” (Michaelis and Schraepler 322). “Diese Herren” were, of course, the 
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Social Democrats who had been advocating for a negotiated peace since 1917. 

Döblin’s character Friedrich Becker, who could not know about the secret 

agreements between the OHL and the Emperor, senses the fake nationalism of 

these conservative forces who abandoned the sinking ship and who would 

later return with accusations against those they had set up for failure. These 

accusations would then become known as the stab-in-the-back myth and serve 

as the foundation of a reignited nationalist narrative that strove to rectify the 

humiliating conclusion of the war and the Treaty of Versailles in another war. 

 

Friedrich Becker’s reactions to the defeat hint at the competing ways in which 

the very concept of defeat is negotiated across different argumentative layers 

throughout November 1918. Rather than being a unified concept that is based 

on the fact that the German army had been vanquished in the fall of 1918 and 

that could thus serve as a firm common ground from which to imagine 

potential futures of the country, defeat itself became the object of diverse and 

competing interpretations. Not only was the fact that Germany had been 

decisively defeated put into question; the novel also stages how the question 

of what consequences the military defeat could have on the political, cultural, 

and social level was answered differently by different parties, including the 

victors. Moreover, the invisibility of the defeat – i.e. the fact that the war had 

been lost abroad – proves as one decisive factor for the utter disbelief and 

resistance with which many observers in Germany reacted to the new 

situation. Gerd Krumeich, one of the foremost German historians of World 
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War I, has dubbed the defeat of 1918 “die unbewältigte Niederlage,”41 a fitting 

term that highlights the objective obstacles and ideological constraints that 

prevented Germany from truly “coming to terms” with the end of this war. In 

the discursive arenas of the immediate postwar situation, as they are 

represented in Döblin’s novel, defeat thus figures as a key concept around 

which the pasts, presents, and futures of Germany are negotiated. It lends 

itself to this kind of reflection because the concept provides the unique 

temporality described above: a moment of radical presence or, viewed from 

the opposite perspective, of suspended time. 42 

In a conversation with his friend and colleague Dr. Krug, Becker spells 

out the peculiarities of this situation in Germany. The interim period, Becker 

argues, is not a time of opportunity to most Germans, but a time between two 

governments. According to Becker’s argument, Germans long for order in the 

form of a stable government, which is why they are fundamentally 

incompetent to seize the moment and overthrow the old order altogether:  

Die fest solide Regierung kann unserm Land nicht entgehen. Die liebe 
Ordnung ist im Laufe des Kriegs und nun erst jetzt zum Erbarmen 
abhanden gekommen. Die Bettdecke, die sie sich über den Kopf ziehen. 
Und da winden sie sich, bemühen sie sich. Aber sie wird schon wieder 
erscheinen, die segensreiche Himmelstochter. Wie glücklich werden sie 
sein, wenn sie sie wieder haben. Ja, Krug, für kein Volk ist die 
Regierung so wichtig wie für die Deutschen. Andere Völker können 
über sich eine Regierung errichten, als Dach, das sie schützt, als 
Zimmerzeug, das man eventuell abreißt. Das deutsche Volk aber sitzt 

 
41 Krumeich, Gerd. Die unbewältigte Niederlage: das Trauma des Ersten Weltkriegs und die 
Weimarer Republik. Freiburg: Herder, 2018. 
42 As several critics have pointed out, the beginning of the revolution in November 1918 is 
marked by a similar temporal hiatus. The plot starts on November 10, 1918, with one character 
reading the newspaper of November 8 which was delivered late. The decisive date of 
November 9, the day on which Scheidemann proclaimed the Republic and, two hours later, 
Liebknecht proclaimed the Socialist Republic, is left out. See Jahraus 2014 for an exemplary 
discussion of the role of the date of November 9 in Döblin’s novel.  
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auf seiner Regierung fest wie eine Pflanze auf ihrem Boden. Sie 
verdorrt und verkommt ohne ihren Boden. Darum ist der Sturz der 
Regierung eine Katastrophe für Deutschland, während er für andere 
die Anregung für etwas Neues ist. (II/1, 103) 

The real catastrophe for the Germans, Becker’s argument goes, is not the 

defeat in the Great War, but the lack of order thereafter, when there is no 

longer a stable, authoritative government. If the Germans need a government 

as a plant needs the soil, then there is no doubt that a new government will be 

installed sooner rather than later. The revolution will have to wait. But for 

Becker, even the well-intended attempt to find the best “democratic methods” 

gets the situation fundamentally wrong. The problem is not the form of 

government, but the people who are governed: “Was kann eine ‘Ordnung’, 

demokratischer oder welcher Art Sie wollen, bewirken an bewußtlosen Tieren, 

an Naturobjekten, Ratten, Schweinen, Tigern?” (II/1, 106). As any government 

will be decided upon by people, it is imperative to make sure that these 

people are not only fit to govern but that they are morally equipped to do so: 

“Man kann sich nur an den Menschen wenden . . . Man schaffe – Raum für 

sich” (II/1, 106). Becker follows this path and eventually embraces his 

Christian faith. But even if this character’s decision is one crucial dimension in 

Döblin’s novel, Becker – in the earlier stages of November 1918 – reflects on the 

possibility of challenging the introspection to the benefit of society:  

Heute läßt man die Menschen schwatzen, sich aufregen, nach den 
besten ‘demokratischen Methoden’ suchen, man läßt sie sich ängstigen, 
weil sie diese Ordnung nicht finden können. Aber keiner wendet sich 
überhaupt davon ab, keiner klärt sie auf, zieht sie an den Staat zurück 
und zeigt ihnen, was diese Ordnung überhaupt ist und was man mit 
ihr leisten kann” (II/1, 105–106) 
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Although it looks as if Friedrich Becker has given up hope for true 

democratization in postwar Germany, his reaction shows that the collapse of 

the empire has enabled him to analyze the present situation and formulate 

ways to overcome the chaotic interim of the “dreamland period.” Immediately 

after his return from the hospital in France, he had merely been shocked by 

the fact that the empire, the framework of his generation’s existence, had 

ceased to exist. But shortly after, he comes up with a proposal that would lead 

to more fundamental democratization than a simple “regime change.” Rather 

than simply providing a new “frame,” i.e. a socialist or republican system or a 

workers’ council, he advocates for educating the population to enable them to 

make a conscious, well-informed choice. This proposal is, of course, quite 

naïve in light of the rapid developments between the Armistice of Compiègne 

and the Treaty of Versailles and overestimates the creative leeway as well as 

the ideological willingness of political power players to emancipate the 

masses. But it is precisely the kind of radical rethinking that becomes possible 

after the defeat. Moreover, Becker thinks Germany’s renewal from the level of 

the individual, whereas most other characters assume that the German 

“national trait” (Nationalcharakter) is the problem.  

Döblin exposes the empty phrases of this position in the chapter 

“Geistige Arbeiter frühstücken” in which Heinrich Mann and his fellow 

Munich committee members of the Politischer Rat geistiger Arbeiter debate their 

stance on dictatorship and socialism. As they do not reach an agreement, the 

novelist from Munich declares: “Der Sozialismus ist nicht der radikalste. 

Darüber steht der Radikalismus des Geistes. Sittliche Gesetze müssen in die 
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deutsche Politik eingeführt werden” (II/1, 278). Everyone is content with this 

empty idealist phrase but agrees that it is impossible to remain “in solcher 

Höhenlage” for too long, so they split up. The novelist proceeds to a 

“nahegelegene, sehr gewöhnliche Kneipe, wo er sich entschlossen volltrank” 

(II/1, 279) before he heads to a doctor (a Spezialarzt) who gives him injections 

against impotence. Döblin’s biting critique of those intellectuals who 

philosophize about the revolution with their heads in the clouds highlights 

their intellectual impotence in the political realm.43 Becker, by contrast, 

volunteers at his Gymnasium and seeks to convince his students of the 

importance of speaking up against authorities and of thinking beyond the 

ideological constraints of the political system in which he and his students 

live. However, when he sets out to argue in favor of Antigone, the protagonist 

of Sophocles’ tragedy, his conservative students refuse to consider his 

perspective, and shortly thereafter he is removed from his post due to 

“bureaucratic complications.” Becker later goes on to fight with the Spartacists 

on the side of a former student who was banned from school after his affair 

with the school principal had become public. His engagement in the gunfight 

with the police is, however, not the consequence of his decision to take sides 

 
43Wulf Koepke has pointed out that the chapter not only criticizes the Rat geistiger Arbeiter, 
but also had a contemporary dimension: “Man kann diese Frühstücksszene nicht anders als 
eine satirische Vernichtung des Rates geistiger Arbeiter und darüber hinaus der 
geschichtlichen Bedeutung und Funktion der deutschen Intellektuellen nennen. Man wird 
nicht fehlgehen, wenn man die Schärfe der Verurteilung mit der Rolle der Intellektuellen in 
der Zeit des Exils, 1938–1940, als dieser Text geschrieben wurde, in Verbindung bringt; d.h. 
mit dem Scheitern der deutschen Volksfront unter Heinrich Manns Vorsitz, die für Döblin - 
der mit Arthur Koestler und Manès Sperber im Gespräch war - in ihrer Ahnungslosigkeit 
gegenüber dem Monstrum des Stalinismus grotesk aussah” (165). 
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in the Berlin uprisings of January 1919, but the result of his failed attempt to 

save his young student who is then killed in the gunfight.  

Friedrich Becker’s geographical and intellectual odyssey through 

postwar Germany reflects both the potential and the limits of the experience of 

being vanquished. While the situation immediately after the war does allow 

him to consider a future in which the foundations of a more democratic 

society is achieved through broad political education, the radical forces on 

both sides of the political spectrum greatly limit his ability to articulate these 

ideas. In the heated atmosphere of the Spartacus uprisings and the violent 

response of reactionary Freikorps units, he is physically forced to take sides in 

a battle that he does not want to fight. But he also struggles to find intellectual 

interlocutors. His friend Maus, disillusioned by the lack of order in his life 

after the war and eaten up by self-hatred after he has raped the military nurse 

Hilde in the last days of the war, joins the Freikorps units. Becker’s colleague 

and intellectual counterpart Dr. Krug, though sympathetic toward his friend’s 

ideas, is not willing to engage in any political action. In their vagueness and 

naivete, the ideas of intellectuals such as the Politischer Rat geistiger Arbeiter are 

too far removed from the project that Becker imagines. Caught up between the 

extremes, Becker finds himself in a political vacuum that he cannot fill because 

it is under attack from two sides. For Becker, the epistemological potential of 

defeat is fragile, and unfolding it vis-à-vis the fights of the dominant 

ideologies in the political arena proves impossible. His turn to religion in the 

last part of November 1918 can be seen as a retreat to apolitical terrain, but it is 

also a shift of perspective: from historical teleology to Christian redemption. 
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The fundamentally future-oriented nature of both perspectives underscores 

their parallel structures. For Döblin, this shift of Becker was certainly not only 

an escapist move but rather a carefully considered turn to the individual. But 

even when Becker finds peace in his turn to God, the underlying message at 

the end of the novel could not be more discouraging. After exclaiming “Ich 

kann nicht leben” after his return home, Becker finally manages to find a niche 

to survive, as a dropout: a vagabond roaming the streets of Southern 

Germany, dedicating his life to his faith and no longer engaging in any kind of 

politics or philosophical speculation. The two other characters who stood up 

for their vision of a different Germany, Karl Liebknecht and Rosa Luxemburg, 

are murdered on January 15, 1919. Luxemburg’s body was dropped in the 

Landwehr canal in Berlin. Becker’s corpse is lowered into a harbor basin. The 

trilogy ends with a description of the body sinking into the water unnoticed 

by anybody.  

 

As we have seen, while Becker sought to channel the energy of the collapsing 

empire into a productive renewal of Germany, conservative forces denied that 

Germany had been defeated at all and the left viewed the end of the war as an 

opportunity for revolution. All of these parties made their decisions in a 

situation that was profoundly shaped by the lost war, yet not all of them 

reflected on the causes of the defeat or tried to draw epistemological insights 

from it that could inform their future decisions. This is not surprising giving 

the fast-paced developments between November 1918 and January 1919, and 

the future-oriented nature of the decisions to be made after the armistice. But 
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Döblin’s novel provides an angle on postwar reflections on the role of defeat 

for Germany not only from within but also from the outside. The perspectives 

of French generals and American president Woodrow Wilson are depicted in 

several chapters across all three volumes.  

Whereas the French doubt that the German defeat will lead to a 

fundamental change in the “national character,” Wilson believes in moral 

education. In a speech delivered in Strasbourg, French political activist and 

writer Maurice Barrès – a conservative republican with unconcealed 

sympathies for the monarchists – combines an analysis of “the German” with 

a prognosis: 

Der Deutsche ist kein Demokrat. Das Teufelsschloß ist zerfallen, der 
Teufel geblieben. Sie haben große Eigenschaften. Ihre großen 
Eigenschaften haben dem Erfolg nicht standhalten können. Aus 
Gründen, klar wie der Tag, sind sie entartet, als sie glaubten, die Welt 
beherrschen zu können. Jetzt wo sie geschlagen sind, graut’s ihnen vor 
sich selbst. 
Ihr Land wird in den nächsten zwanzig Jahren unfähig sein uns zu 
schaden. Aber nach zwanzig Jahren wird es sich wieder erheben. Seht 
sie heute betteln! Heute! Morgen werden sie danach dürsten, uns zu 
überfallen. Der preußische Imperialismus, Feind der ganzen Welt, muß 
dem unerbittlichen Gesetz der Gerechtigkeit unterworfen werden. Die 
deutsche Nation, aus ihrem bösen Traum erwacht, muß von ihm befreit 
werden. (I, 340–341) 

Barrès unfolds a theory of defeat that is in line with Nietzsche’s warning of the 

great danger of victory. Having established the premise that “the German” is 

not a democrat, Barrès goes on to explain the degeneration (Entartung) of the 

Germans after their great victory in 1871. Although they have great qualities, 

the orator claims, they could not withstand the temptations of power in their 

frenzy of victory. And even if their current defeat prevents them from 
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attacking again, they will return and try to conquer France. For Barrès, the 

German defeat is only the first step to contain Germany’s power which is 

embodied by Prussian imperialism. He leaves no doubt that this goal can only 

be attained if France gets to control the Left Bank of the Rhine: “Die Wurzeln 

dieser Völker [left of the Rhine; M.M.] müssen ein dichtes Flechtwerk bilden, 

um einen starken Deich zu schaffen, von dessen Höhe die freien Völker das 

tiefe und gefährliche Germanien überwachen” (I, 341). Despite his 

irreconcilable tone, Barrès frames the German aggression as an Irrweg, not as 

the inevitable consequence of German “national character.” He speaks of a 

devil who, even after the devil’s caste has been destroyed, continues to exist; 

he calls the German moral decline entartet, suggesting that it is a transgression 

from “normal” behavior; and he wants to cast out the bad dream from which 

Germany has just awaken. By suggesting that Germany just took the wrong 

track or was possessed by a demon, this explanation externalizes guilt, thus 

enabling precisely the kind of revanchist impulse Barrès is so eager to 

eradicate. It risks that real historical reflection on the causes of the war and the 

Germans’ role never happens.  

American President Woodrow Wilson, having these dangers in mind, 

therefore advocates for a two-step treatment for the Germans. While the first 

step was the military defeat, the second step is psychological: 

“Generale überschätzen allemal den Wert der Waffen und 
unterschätzen die Menschen. Es war zunächst zweifellos notwendig, 
den Deutschen zu zeigen, daß sie nicht ad libitum siegen können. Ihr 
verrückter Hochmut, ihr Kriegswahnsinn mußte gebrochen werden. 
Das ist durch Foch geschehen. Es ist aber nur halbe Arbeit. Alsdann 
kam ich mit der zweiten Waffe, der moralischen. Ein großes Volk gibt 
nicht ohne weiteres eine Sache auf. Niederlagen reizen und steigern die 



87 

Kampfenergie. Das ändert sich, wenn es schlecht im Innern der Völker 
steht und die Moral nichts taugt. Das war der Fall bei den Deutschen. 
Mein Medikament hat gewirkt, Doktor. Mein Verfahren hat sich jetzt 
schon bewährt. Ich halte die Deutschen für ein fleißiges und 
ordentliches Volk. Ich bin froh, daß sie ihre imperialistische und 
militaristische Herrschaft abgeworfen haben. Das hat sie korrumpiert.” 
(II/2, 92) 

Wilson’s reading of the German psyche is more nuanced than Barrès’s as he 

distinguishes between Germany’s arrogance and warmongering on the one 

hand and the nation’s moral decline on the other. To be sure, the two are 

closely related, but Wilson believes that defeat alone could only conquer the 

external expressions of a deep-seated moral problem. With the Empire gone, 

the frame of existence in Becker’s words, the road ahead is clear. Interestingly, 

Wilson claims that defeat will trigger and even increase the will to fight, but 

only in an enemy whose moral coordinate system is intact. As this was not the 

case, the argument goes, Wilson could intervene and help the Germans find 

the best political system and make Germany a “bulwark of peace” (II/2, 92) in 

Europe. As our analysis of Friedrich Becker’s perspective has shown, not only 

Wilson’s interlocutors were skeptical of this assessment of the situation.44 The 

claim that the will to fight is dependent on the moral state of a country is at 

best naïve. French general Foch judges the situation much more soberly and 

argues for a peace treaty that effectively prevents Germany from being 

tempted to attack again: 

 
44 Thomas Mann’s assessment of the German defeat in World War II is illuminating in this 
context because it directly challenges Wilson’s belief that Germany is a “großes Volk.” 
Immediately after the end of World War II, Mann notes in his diary: “Wildeste Brutalität im 
Siege, Gewimmer und Appell an Generosität und Gesittung in der Niederlage./ Nein, es ist 
kein großes Volk.“ (Tagebücher 1944-46, 198) 
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Ein Volk, das sich einbildet, geschaffen zu sein, um die Welt zu 
erobern, gibt diesen Glauben nicht auf einmal auf. Es muß schon 
mehrmals besiegt werden. Jetzt haben wir sie unter großen Opfern zu 
Boden geworfen. Aber Deutschland bleibt ein Feind, gegen den man 
sich nur provisorisch schützen kann. Und die Notwendigkeit, sich 
gegen Deutschland zu schützen, ist so dringend, daß wir uns, bevor 
dieser Punkt nicht geklärt ist, nicht an die Diskussionstafel zur 
Erörterung irgendeines Projekts setzen können. Die Deutschen haben 
jetzt eine Republik. Ich glaube nicht, daß sie Bestand hat. Ich würde 
wünschen, daß sie den deutschen Geisteszustand ändert. Man muß 
aber Deutschland vor Versuchungen bewahren. Und das haben wir den 
Amerikanern zu sagen. (II/2, 313) 

Foch doesn’t share Wilson’s optimism and points to the German hubris that 

will not be cured by one defeat. Even if the French general’s analysis of the 

postwar situation is based on historical sources, the passage alludes to the 

failure of containing German power and the new war that was in full swing 

when Döblin was writing these lines. Combining an analysis of the current 

political situation with a prognosis of future war, Foch challenges Wilson’s 

belief in the epistemological and moral potential of defeat. For him, it is not 

enough to trust that the German’s have learned their lesson or will learn it in 

the future. Quite contrary, the victors must make sure that a new German 

attack on its neighbors remains impossible. The historical irony lies in the fact 

that neither party could get their will: Wilson’s idea of persuading the 

Germans that “eine andere Art Mensch gesiegt hat” (II/2, 449) and negotiating 

a peace agreement “without victors and vanquished” was soon abandoned, 

while the Treaty of Versailles with its War Guilt Clause (Article 231) fueled the 

German thirst for revenge without effectively preventing the country from 

preparing for the next war. 
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The second volume of November 1918 concludes with a bleak outlook on 

the future of Europe that puts the epistemological potential of the experience 

of being vanquished into question. All attempts to domesticate the existential 

drive for violence seem to be in vain when the triumphant howling of the 

“unredeemed creature” sounds over the battlefields of Europe. The passage – 

uncannily reminiscent, for a twenty-first-century reader, of the description of 

the Gigantomachy on the Pergamon altar in Peter Weiss’s novel Die Ästhetik 

des Widerstands – underscores Becker’s call for a turn to the individual without 

which the prospect of lasting peace in Europe remains an illusion: 

Und weiter und weiter zerreißt der Dolch in der eisernen Faust die 
dünne Papierwand, den Wall von Pergament, den die Welt des 
Friedens um sich errichtet hat.  
Schon stößt der harte starke Arm durch das zackige Loch.  
Und die zottige Brust, die flach abfallenden Schultern und die Kehle 
wird sichtbar. Und bleckend und zähnefletschend streckt der 
Tiermensch, der Gorilla, sein plattgedrücktes schwarzes Gesicht vor, 
mit den tiefliegenden Augen unter der gewaltigen Knochenleiste und 
mit der fliehenden niedrigen Stirn, ein Wesen ohne Nacken, eine 
fletschende Bestie, ein Menschentier.  
Seine Augen glitzern.  
Ein grausiger, bluterstarrender Schrei löst sich aus seiner Kehle und 
schwingt sich über die Menschen, der Schrei: Krieg, Krieg – das 
wütende Röcheln, das Triumphgeheul der unerlösten Kreatur. (II/2, 
486) 

One of the guiding theses of this chapter was that the experience of being 

vanquished not only triggers historical reflection but also artistic innovation. 

Reinhart Koselleck argues that defeat contains “ein unausschöpfbares 

Potential des Erkenntnisgewinns” (77), but what about literary engagements 

with this experience? The analysis of Heinrich Mann’s essays vis-à-vis Rosa 

Luxemburg’s and Ernst Jünger’s philosophies of defeat has shown that, for 
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Mann, the question of defeat is ultimately a moral one. Whereas both 

Luxemburg and Jünger assign a future-oriented role to the experience of 

defeat, Mann sets out to excavate the underlying moral causes of the German 

decline. At the same time, however, Mann fashions the situation immediately 

after World War I as a great opportunity that allows the Germans to get back 

on the “right track” and build a democratic republic. It is crucial to note that 

Mann’s analysis is greatly indebted to Friedrich Nietzsche’s First Untimely 

Meditation, where Nietzsche argues that victory is much more difficult to 

endure than defeat. We will consider the powerful legacy of this position in 

our discussion of the end of World War II, particularly in the writings and 

radio speeches of Thomas Mann. In Alfred Döblin’s November 1918, moral 

questions play a role, too, most importantly for the character Friedrich Becker. 

But the picture of the “dreamland period” drawn by Döblin is much messier. 

As an observer who is both temporally and geographically removed from the 

events, but who has also lived through the revolution in Berlin in the years 

1918 and 1919, Döblin gives an account of “a German revolution” that takes 

the experience of defeat as a fact rather than an opportunity for historical 

reflection. Yet while the novel shows how its characters struggle to find their 

way in the chaotic postwar situation, it reveals the challenges of judging an 

ongoing situation and making the right decision, particularly when the 

horizon of expectation is wide open and the space of experience is closed off 

from the present.  



91 

The next chapter will examine the end of World War II. In a letter to 

Gottfried Bermann, Alfred Döblin spells out the continuities between 1918 and 

the coming war: 

Schimpfe niemand auf Hitler, er ist der Mann, einschließlich Göring etc, 
der für Deutschland paßt, er ist die glatte Fortsetzung von Noske, mit 
Hitler kehrt die 1918 geschlagene Armee nach Deutschland zurück, was 
Wilhelm ja nicht wollte, und schlägt die Männer vom Dolchstoß von 
hinten nieder, ohne Antisemitismus geht das nicht, der Imperialismus ist 
nach außen durch die Niederlage verhindert, jetzt schlägt er nach innen, 
das “Stahlbad” des Krieges wird fortgesetzt, gewissermaßen “innere 
Stahlspülung”, natürlich muß es bald wieder zu einer äußeren Aktion 
kommen, sobald die “Stählung” mit Aufrüstung und Propaganda 
erreicht ist, und der 1918 nur abgebrochene Krieg wird fortgesetzt, Sie 
müssen den Versailler Frieden nur als einen erheuchelten 
Waffenstillstand betrachten, den die Generale für taktisch nötig hielten, 
die Ententeseite fiel auf den Leim hinein, sie hatten die Wilsonidioten mit 
dem “Selbstbestimmungsrecht” der Völker bei sich, welches Recht die 
Deutschen als einen vorzüglichen Posten für sich akzeptierten, – freilich 
in Deutschland selbst gilt das Selbstbestimmungsrecht nur für die 
Agrarier, Industriellen und ihre Generäle, deren Handlanger jetzt le bel 
Adolf ist, die andern sind in Deutschland als Intellektuelle, Arbeiter und 
Juden zugelassen. (Döblin, Briefe 185) 

If Ernst Jünger was the exemplary proponent of the “innere Stahlspülung,” 

Thomas Mann was the most outspoken critic of the negated defeat and 

German victory fetishism.  
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CHAPTER 2 

BRACING FOR DEFEAT:  

ERNST JÜNGER AND THOMAS MANN AROUND 1945 

The only documented encounter between Thomas Mann and Ernst Jünger 

took place on October 17, 1930. Thomas Mann, the once fervent defender of 

the Wilhelmine Empire turned Vernunftrepublikaner, was delivering his 

Deutsche Ansprache at the Beethovensaal Berlin in an attempt to warn the 

bourgeoisie of the dangers of National Socialism and to convince his fellow 

democrats to side with the Social Democratic Party (SPD). But the event was 

disrupted by a group of troublemakers who created unrest and forced the 

author of Der Zauberberg to leave the venue. Surprisingly, it was not the group 

of twenty SA men dispatched to the Beethovensaal by Joseph Goebbels who 

stirred up trouble: the Nazis had been instructed to remain on their seats and 

not to engage in a physical altercation. The SA men were wearing rental 

tuxedos which the leadership wanted to prevent from being damaged at all 

costs. The instigators of the campaign were Arnolt Bronnen45 and Ernst 

Jünger, who showed up at the event with an illustrious group of comrades – 

among them Jünger’s brother Friedrich Georg and psychoanalyst Alexander 

 
45 Bronnen was an Expressionist playwright and former friend of Bertolt Brecht (Brecht 
changed his first name from Berthold to Bertolt in reverence of Arnolt Bronnen) who had 
switched sides and become close to Goebbels. However, the Nazis soon lost interest in 
Bronnen as they considered him a National Bolshevist. He spent the years between 1933 and 
1945 in “inner emigration” and moved to East Germany after the war. According to his 1954 
autobiography arnolt bronnen gibt zu protokoll, Bronnen was not aware that Goebbels would 
send SA men as a backup to Mann’s talk.  
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Mitscherlich – to “ignite a discussion” (Bronnen 253). A hint on Jünger’s role 

in the process comes from Mitscherlich, who writes in his autobiography that 

the verbal attacks were launched “mit einer stillschweigenden Billigung Ernst 

Jüngers” (Mitscherlich 84). Here, Jünger appears on the stage not as a 

troublemaker, but as the geistiger Brandstifter who prepared the attack 

beforehand, but then keeps in the background as an observer.46 This does not 

acquit him – on the contrary –but it highlights two important aspects of 

Jünger’s public persona in the late Weimar Republic. First, he tried to stay out 

of day-to-day politics and instead focused on national-conservative 

publication projects. Second, he was not interested in making Thomas Mann 

his enemy: Jünger respected the author of Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, 

despite Mann’s political turn in the early Weimar years. Surprisingly, this 

respect was mutual: Thomas Mann did not hold the event against Jünger 

personally. In a diary entry from September 1949, he expresses his “Respekt 

vor der Männlichkeit seines Lebens” and, looking back at the Berlin incident, 

asks “Wie konnte er es aushalten?” (Tagebücher 1949–1950, 103). This only 

makes sense if Mann held him in high regard and believed that the events 

from October 1930 were beneath Jünger. The diary entry certainly doesn’t 

suggest that Mann was holding a grudge against Jünger. If anything, Mann 

felt sorry for the “intellectual aristocrat” and could not comprehend why this 

man would make common cause with the Nazis. Aside from some additional 

short remarks in diaries and interviews to which I will turn later, the two 

 
46 In an interview with DER SPIEGEL in 1982, Ernst Jünger downplayed his role in the event 
even further by claiming “Ich war nur als Zuhörer da” (“Ein Bruderschaftsstrinken mit dem 
Tod,” 158). 
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writers – whom Carl Schmitt referred to as “Strandgut des Wilhelminismus” 

(Glossarium 211) – remained silent about each other. Hermann Kurzke 

presumes that “Sie haben eine Art Scheu voreinander gehabt” (366).  

This is not that surprising considering their respective intellectual 

trajectories after World War I. The author of In Stahlgewittern had continued to 

publish novels and stories about the Great War and had become an influential 

voice of the national-conservative movement that was fighting for a 

“conservative revolution.” The elitist Jünger initially had a low opinion of the 

National Socialist movement because the Nazis compromised on their political 

principles: Whereas Jünger believed that a true conservative revolution should 

radically overthrow the democratic order of the Weimar Republic, the 

National Socialists were ready to defeat democracy by its own means – 

democratically. The Nazis prevailed and Jünger gradually retreated to a more 

private existence, coming to terms with the new rulers without much 

resistance. After publishing the novel Auf den Marmorklippen in 1939, Jünger 

joined the Wehrmacht and spent the majority of his time as an officer in the 

French capital. After the war, he was banned from publishing until 1949 when 

his utopian novel Heliopolis and his diaries Strahlungen came out.  

Thomas Mann, twenty years older than Jünger, had also taken a 

decidedly conservative position during World War I. In his essays “Gedanken 

im Kriege” (1915), “Friedrich und die Große Koalition” (1915), and 

Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen (1918), he had defended the Wilhelminian 

Empire and his idea of a German Kultur against the dangers of democracy and 

Zivilisation, triggered by his brother Heinrich’s 1915 essay Zola. But the 
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Weimar Republic would soon find an advocate in the future Nobel Laureate: 

The early 1920s saw not only the reconciliation of the Mann brothers but also 

Thomas’s embrace of Weimar democracy. In his 1922 speech Von deutscher 

Republik, delivered in Berlin on the occasion of Gerhart Hauptmann’s sixtieth 

birthday,47 he displayed his firm – though rhetorically convoluted – 

commitment to democracy and called his audience to embrace the republic 

“indem wir unsere noch ungelenken Zungen zu dem Rufe schmeidigen: Es 

lebe die Republik!” (Von deutscher Republik, 559). At the time of the 

Reichstag fire on the night of February 27, 1933, Thomas Mann and his wife 

Katja were on vacation in Switzerland. Their daughter Erika urged them not 

to come home to Munich. They would not return to Germany until after 

World War II. Spending the first years of exile in Küsnacht near Zürich, the 

Manns moved to the United States in 1938, where they would stay for twelve 

years. They spent the first three years in Princeton, then moved to California, 

where they resided in Pacific Palisades. In the United States, Thomas Mann 

not only completed Lotte in Weimar and the Joseph tetralogy and wrote Doktor 

Faustus, but he also quickly became a public intellectual and successful public 

lecturer, who reached hundreds of thousands of people on his lecture tours 

across the continent (Boes, Thomas Mann’s War 3). Mann had famously claimed 

“Wo ich bin, da ist Deutschland” to Time magazine upon his arrival in New 

York City in 1938, and the American press gladly took up on this, declaring 

Mann the “greatest living man of letters” (Boes, Thomas Mann’s War 1). The 

“nonpolitical man” had become political: “Mann became an embodiment of 
 

47 Also at the Beethovensaal, the same venue where his 1930 Deutsche Ansprache would be cut 
short by the turmoil instigated by Bronnen and Jünger. 
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German culture as well as a personal antagonist to Hitler, Joseph Goebbels, 

and the Nazi regime” (Boes, Thomas Mann’s War 3).   

In Nazi Germany, Hitler’s “intimate enemy” Mann had been a persona 

non grata, but he faced fierce criticism even in a postwar public debate later 

termed “die große Kontroverse.” In 1945, Walther von Molo invited Mann to 

return to Germany, but Mann refused publicly with the open letter “Warum 

ich nicht nach Deutschland zurückgehe.” Frank Thiess – who had spent the 

twelve years between 1933 and 1945 in Germany, as had von Molo – coined 

the term “Innere Emigration” and accused Thomas Mann and other exiles of 

having witnessed the German tragedy “von den Logen und Parterreplätzen 

des Auslandes” (Thiess 24). He argued that representatives of “Innere 

Emigration” like himself, Walther von Molo, or Erich Kästner had made a 

sacrifice as they had lived through the dark times instead of running away 

and waiting for the catastrophe to unfold.  

This kind of criticism – still echoed today – ignores that Thomas Mann 

did not have a choice: On June 12, Reinhard Heydrich, the head of the 

Bavarian Police who later became the chief of the Reichssicherheitshauptamt 

and the architect of the Holocaust, had demanded Mann’s arrest in a letter to 

State Commissioner von Epp. If Mann had returned, he would have been 

taken into “protective custody” (Schutzhaft) and deported to Dachau 

concentration camp. In the meantime, as officials could not get hold of Mann 

personally, his assets were frozen; and in 1936 Heydrich saw to it that the 
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author was stripped of his German citizenship (Gerwarth, Hitler’s Hangman, 

70).48  

But with his outspoken commitment to democracy, Mann had already 

been an outsider before the German people voted Hitler into power. 

Supporting the Social Democrats in his 1930 Deutsche Ansprache, Mann found 

himself in a centrist position between the radical anti-parliamentary forces of 

the Weimar Republic: democracy was not only under attack from the right but 

also from the left.49 Refusing to join either side left him in a political vacuum. It 

is important to keep in mind that, in this sense, Mann’s choices in 1933 were 

not much different from writers further left on the political spectrum. Today 

he is considered a bourgeois writer who – at the height of modernity – held on 

to a traditional mode of storytelling, which may make him look conservative 

from a contemporary perspective. Indeed, as Robert Gerwarth points out, 

“[a]s a non-Jewish, liberal conservative, he should have had little to fear” 

(Hitler’s Hangman, 69), but he had attacked the Nazis in many speeches. 

Heydrich did not care about the nuances of Mann’s political agenda, nor his 

literary achievements and international reputation, and pursued him from the 

 
48 At this time, he had already taken on the citizenship of Czechoslovakia in order not to 
become stateless. In June 1944, Mann was naturalized as a citizen of the United States.  
49 See Riccardo Bavaj, Von links gegen Weimar. Linkes antiparlamentarisches Denken in der 
Weimarer Republik, for a detailed account of the anti-democratic and anti-parliamentary efforts 
of socialists, communists, anarchists, and anarcho-syndicalists in the Weimar Republic. In the 
Reichstag elections of November 1932, Social Democrats (SPD) and Communists (KPD) won a 
majority of seats, but the “Social Fascism” Doctrine of the Comintern had identified Social 
Democracy as the major enemy of Communism, and so made a potential coalition between 
communists and social democrats impossible. This had the fatal consequence that the KPD 
fought the SPD, not the NSDAP, and, in fact, continued to support right-wing movements and 
policies even after Hitler had assumed power.  
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very early days of the Third Reich “as an enemy of the national movement 

and a follower of the Marxist idea” (Gerwarth, Hitler’s Hangman, 70).50  

 

Thomas Mann’s and Ernst Jünger’s scattered postwar remarks about each 

other are marked by ambiguity. In a letter to Agnes Meyer from November 4, 

1945, Mann calls Jünger a “geistiger Wegbereiter und eiskalter Wollüstling der 

Barbarei” (Briefwechsel 1937–1955, 645). In another letter written three weeks 

later, Mann repeats this characterization, but also modifies it: 

[E]s [das Buch Auf den Marmorklippen] ist das Renommierbuch der 12 
Jahre und sein Autor zweifellos ein begabter Mann, der ein viel zu 
gutes Deutsch schrieb für Hitler-Deutschland. Er ist aber ein 
Wegbereiter und eiskalter Genüssling des Barbarismus und hat noch 
jetzt, unter der Besetzung, offen erklärt, es sei lächerlich, zu glauben, 
dass sein Buch mit irgendwelcher Kritik am nationalsozialistischen 
Regime etwas zu tun habe. Das ist mir lieber, als das humanistische 
Schwanzwedeln und die gefälschten Leidens-Tagebücher gewisser 
Renegaten und Opportunisten. Aber eine Hoffnung für die „deutsche 
Demokratie“ stellt Ernst Jünger auch nicht gerade dar. (649) 

Even if Mann acknowledged Jünger’s talent and style and appreciated the fact 

that the author of Marmorklippen did not seek to fashion himself as a secret 

 
50 As abstruse as it is to call Thomas Mann a Marxist, as ironic it is that he was accused of this 
twice in his life: first in Germany in 1933, and then in the McCarthy era around 1950 (Mann’s 
FBI file gives a good impression of the dimensions of these accusations), which led to his 
decision to leave the United States for Switzerland.  
Mann engaged with questions of communism and socialism only in passing. In his 1923 essay 
“Deutschland und die Demokratie,” Mann did refer to Marx, but only to highlight the 
challenges that socialism was facing in the present situation: “Der Sozialismus wird seiner 
nationalen Aufgabe nicht gewachsen sein, bevor nicht – sozusagen – Karl Marx den Friedrich 
Hölderlin gelesen hat.” Five years later, in Kultur und Sozialismus, he notes that the one-
sidedness of Marx reading Hölderlin is bound to remain fruitless, thus suggesting that, in fact, 
Hölderlin would have to read Marx as well. Much has been made of these famous remarks, 
and the highly prominent role of Hölderlin in the discussion of Germany’s role in the 
twentieth century is impossible to overlook – from Mann to Lukács and Heidegger, to Ernst 
Bloch und Peter Weiss, in whose play Hölderlin (1970–1972) the protagonist in fact seems to 
have read Marx. 
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resistor to the Nazi regime, he had no illusions about Jünger’s fundamentally 

anti-democratic convictions. The worries about Germany’s potential for a 

democratic renewal were mixed with considerations about Mann’s personal 

legacy in Germany, which he saw threatened by the interest in Jünger’s work 

after the publication of Heliopolis and Strahlungen in 1949. On March 31, 1950, 

Thomas Mann notes in his diary: “Jünger, natürlich, wird in Deutschland 

gegen mich ausgespielt. Er steht für die Zukunft. Seine Gehirnlichkeit schadet 

ihm nichts” (181).51 In the long run, however, Thomas Mann would score a 

victory over Jünger.  

Jünger, meanwhile, may have made a denunciatory comment on Mann 

going into exile.52 But as Mann biographer Kurzke notes, after the war “ist 

denn auch von Jünger kein gedrucktes Wort von einiger Bedeutung gegen 

Thomas Mann bekannt” (365). In the 1982 SPIEGEL interview, Jünger 

expressed his appreciation of Mann’s style and said “Er ist einer der wenigen, 

der Verantwortung für die Sprache zeigte” (158). Jünger’s and Mann’s mutual 

appreciation of each other’s style does not come as a surprise. They saw 

themselves in the classical tradition of the Western canon of literature, 

philosophy, and culture as well of German classicism as embodied by Goethe 

 
51 Mann was right, at least for the time being. A couple of months later, in an FAZ article on 
the occasion of Mann’s seventy-fifth birthday on June 6, 1950, Gerhard Nebel wrote “Thomas 
Mann kann schreiben, aber nicht denken” and then presented Jünger as one of the German 
writers who – contrary to Mann – do have a future (quoted in Tagebücher 1949–1950, 562–563).  
52 Jünger allegedly said “Thomas Mann ist ausgerückt” (see SPIEGEL, “Ein 
Bruderschaftstrinken mit dem Tod,” 158), evoking the same accusatory rhetoric as the 
proponents of “Innere Emigration.” 
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(rather than Schiller),53 and both made it into the canon of German literature 

not for, but despite the traditional aesthetics of their oeuvres.  

 

In what follows, I will turn to these two writers’ reactions to Germany’s defeat 

in World War II. Even though they experienced the Nazi years from 

diametrically opposed perspectives – Thomas Mann in exile in the United 

States, Ernst Jünger as a Wehrmacht captain in Paris – both writers 

highlighted the historical and epistemological dimension of defeat in their 

essays. In their novels, the aesthetic dimension of defeat figures in as well, 

albeit in fundamentally different ways. For Thomas Mann, Germany’s defeat 

in World War II was necessary to prevent worse, namely the realization of the 

dystopian vision of a Nazi victory. While Germany’s defeat was primarily a 

non-victory for Mann, he in turn conceived of the Allies’ triumph as a non-

defeat. Highlighting Germany’s obsession with victory and explaining it with 

the realized and unrealized victories of the two past wars, Mann was 

convinced that the vicious circle could only be broken by radical defeat.  

Ernst Jünger also believed in the cathartic qualities of defeat. But while 

he had conceived of the defeat in World War I merely as the prelude of 

another, even bloodier war, his perspective changed in the 1930s and 1940s. 

Still holding on to the idea that the experience of being vanquished ennobles 

the defeated, he now emphasized how it grants higher levels of 

 
53 Both Mann and Jünger received the Goethe Prize of the city of Frankfurt am Main. Mann in 
1949 (in the same year he also received the Goethe Prize in Weimar in the Soviet Occupation 
Zone), Jünger in 1982. The celebrations in 1949 as well as in 1982 were accompanied by 
protests: in the case of Mann because he had agreed to also accept the Goethe Prize in Weimar 
– which was located in the Soviet Occupation Zone –, in the case of Jünger because of his role 
in Nazi Germany (see Kiesel 646–651).  
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epistemological insights. This is what ultimately distinguishes him from the 

Nazi ideology of defeat, at least in the two final years of the war, that sought 

to glorify individual sacrifice even in light of the enemy’s crushing military 

superiority.54 The parallel discussion of Mann’s and Jünger’s perspectives on 

defeat provides points of comparison and points of contrast. While the two 

writers approached the question of defeat from opposing directions, they both 

shared a belief in the decisive role of the experience of being vanquished for 

Germany. At the same time, their respective notions of what being defeated 

entailed differed starkly. Jünger’s and Mann’s investment in this question 

simultaneously united and separated them.  

While the first two sections of this chapter discuss Jünger’s and Mann’s 

reflections on the significance of the German defeat before and during World 

War II, the final section turns to the postwar period – between 1945 and 1950 – 

to examine reactions to the German defeat with a focus on Jünger’s and 

Mann’s literary writings of the time as well as on Carl Schmitt’s Ex captivitate 

salus. I include Schmitt in the discussion because I argue that, after 1945, he 

adapted Jünger’s 1938 theory of the lost cause (verlorener Posten) to argue for 

the epistemological superiority of the historian on the side of the vanquished. 

 
54 On the German ideology of sacrifice for Germany see, for the years between 1871 and 1940: 
Haffner, Germany: Jekyll and Hyde. On the last two years of World War II in particular, see 
Bernd Wegner’s insightful essay “Hitler, der Zweite Weltkrieg und die Choreographie des 
Untergangs.” 
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The Lost Cause: Ernst Jünger’s Epistemology of Defeat 

Learning to Lose as Ars Moriendi: Defeat and Sacrifice in Das Abenteuerliche 

Herz (1938) 

A comment by Jünger may illustrate the historical or, more precisely, 

historico-philosophical (geschichtsphilosophische) constellation in which he saw 

Mann and himself. Reminiscing about Thomas Mann’s exile in a 1982 

interview, Jünger said “Mir hat der Thomas Mann auch nicht besonders 

gelegen, aber seitdem er in diese tragische Verwicklung kam, ist er mir wieder 

sympathisch geworden” (“Wer hat nicht Fehler gemacht im Leben?” 902) This 

sentiment had less to do with Thomas Mann’s experience as a victim of the 

Nazi regime, and more with the epistemological position in which exile had 

left him. Jünger could sympathize with Mann because he saw parallels 

between the latter’s exile and his own role under National Socialism, but also 

in his general relation to the world. Jünger called this position from which he 

observed the events around him “Philosophie des Verlorenen Postens.” In 

what follows, I will discuss Jünger’s epistemology of defeat as it is 

encapsulated in the idea of the verlorener Posten, or the lost cause, that can be 

traced from his writings from the early Weimar Republic (“Der Kampf als 

inneres Erlebnis”) to the postwar years.  

While Jünger considered himself and Thomas Mann brothers in spirits, 

Mann would certainly not have agreed with this perspective; not just because 

of their fundamentally different political views, but also because it judged 

Mann’s extraterritorial role from a German vantage point. Mann, by contrast, 
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was looking at Germany from the viewpoint of a cosmopolitan observer on 

the West coast of the United States. Aside from the blatant cynicism of the fact 

that Jünger attempted to lump his and Thomas Mann’s experiences together, 

Mann would never have indulged in the maverick status that Jünger 

embraced throughout his life. However, the idea of the Verlorener Posten can 

indeed serve as a point of entry to unfold the situation both writers found 

themselves in during the war years: as observers who were deeply invested in 

and – at least in the case of Mann – concerned about the future of Germany. 

What Gregor Streim has described as Jünger’s “statische Beobachterposition 

inmitten des modernen Dynamismus” (117), I will relate to Hans 

Blumenberg’s metaphorology of the shipwreck with spectator at the end of 

this chapter. The metaphor, as Blumenberg describes it, captures the peculiar 

perspective of an “invested observer” and allows to draw out the dynamic 

characteristics of both Jünger’s and Mann’s perspective on the German defeat 

of 1945.  

 

Only three days before the Berlin incident during Mann’s Deutsche Ansprache, 

Jünger had written a letter to Carl Schmitt. Schmitt had just published the first 

edition of Der Begriff des Politischen in which he introduced the distinction 

between friend and enemy as the fundamental political distinction.55 Jünger 

praised the book enthusiastically, noting that any critical comment is 

superfluous, and promised to put the book’s theory into political action:  

 
55 “Die eigentlich politische Unterscheidung ist die Unterscheidung von Freund und Freund” 
(Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen 7). 
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Die Abfuhr, die allem leeren Geschwätz, das Europa erfüllt, auf diesen 
dreißig Seiten erteilt wird, ist so irreparabel, daß man zur 
Tagesordnung also, um mit Ihnen zu sprechen, zur Feststellung des 
konkreten Freund-Feind-Verhältnisses übergehen kann. (7) 

This response is crucial for Jünger’s epistemology of defeat because it adopts 

Schmitt’s friend-enemy distinction. This simple political dichotomy rests on 

the strict opposition of friends and enemies; the idea that there a no nuances to 

these political categories is essential to Schmitt’s argument.56 But the friend-

enemy distinction doesn’t map as neatly on the victor-vanquished relation as 

one might assume. This is evident both in Jünger’s epistemology of defeat of 

the 1930s and in Carl Schmitt’s postwar writings, where considerations of 

national defeat and reflections on personal success or failure are constantly 

related to one another. Even Thomas Mann modifies the strict victor-

vanquished dialectic in order to give a more nuanced account of the intricate 

relations of victory and defeat within and across parties.  

A striking feature of both Jünger’s and Mann’s reflections on defeat is 

that they begin to conceptualize the role of defeat for Germany long before 

1945. Thomas Mann’s 1938 essay title Vom kommenden Sieg der Demokratie 

already implies the defeat of National Socialism. Especially in his radio 

addresses and essays from the 1940s he spells out the impossibility of a 

German victory and the moral and military inevitability of the triumph of the 

Allies. In the previous chapter, I have already sketched Jünger’s attempt to 

mobilize the German defeat of 1918 for his political agenda. As a soldier in the 

 
56 Nuances do exist, for Schmitt, in personal or social relationships (10–11), but not in the 
political realm as the distinction between friend and enemy denotes “die äußerste Intensität 
einer Verbindung oder Trennung” (Schmitt, Der Begriff des Politischen 7).  
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German army in World War II, Ernst Jünger could not openly think about 

German defeat. But he had already returned to the topic in the 1930s, after his 

perspective on defeat had changed. He no longer emphasized the political 

potential of defeat – its ability to instill a thirst for revenge in the vanquished 

that can be mobilized in the next war – but its epistemological and historical 

dimensions. Though formulated long before the collapse of the “Third Reich,” 

Jünger’s short piece “Historia in Nuce: Der Verlorene Posten” from his 1938 

collection Das Abenteuerliche Herz makes a case for the exemplary role of the 

experience of defeat in history.  

Das Abenteuerliche Herz, a collection of short prose pieces and essays, 

was first published in 1929. The section discussed here is only included in the 

substantially revised and expanded 1938 edition with the subtitle Figuren und 

Capriccios; this second edition was reissued several times before the end of 

World War II and was also distributed among German soldiers. The piece 

“Historia in Nuce: Der Verlorene Posten” is one of three texts in Das 

Abenteuerliche Herz that combine the main title “Historia in Nuce” with a 

subtitle. The first one – “Die Ergänzung” – starts with a reflection on our 

mind’s capacity to complete partial images, before it describes the task of the 

historian in analogous terms:  

Architektonisch gesprochen, zeichnet der Historiker in den 
babylonischen Plan unserer Anstrengungen die Bögen ein, deren 
Wahrnehmung sich den handelnden Mächten, die den tragenden 
Pfeilern gleichen, notwendig entzieht. (247) 

While this piece highlights the historian’s role in completing the picture that is 

not available to the agents of history, the second piece – “Der Verlorene 
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Posten” – is dedicated to the existential situation of fighting a losing battle, or 

fighting for a lost cause. The third piece – “Das Glücksrad” – is a meditation 

on the metaphor of the wheel of fortune in history. The formal features of the 

piece under consideration here must be considered in the larger context of Das 

Abenteuerliche Herz. “Der Verlorene Posten” is part of a small series of three 

short prose pieces that share the same main title: “Historia in Nuce.” The three 

pieces are not arranged one after the other but spread across the second half of 

the book. Their shared main title suggests a connection, the colon that 

simultaneously divides and unites main titles and subtitles subordinates the 

latter to the former. Grouped under the heading “Historia in Nuce,” the three 

pieces figure as exemplary iterations of the general topic: history in a nutshell. 

The title puts the large and the small in relation to one another: History is not 

tackled as a whole but from the vantage point of small observations and small 

forms. Rather than going back from historia (history) to historiae (stories) and 

making the case for small forms of narrative fiction, Jünger’s short prose 

pieces stick to the analytical mode of historiography and combines them with 

essayistic reflections and meditations. The subject of these pieces is, 

consequentially, not history in the sense of concrete historical events, but 

exemplary modes of historical experience that provides a glimpse of the 

unattainable totality of history. But they are not simply imperfect substitutes 

for historical totality, quite contrary: they encapsulate the essence of historical 

experience precisely because they are saturated with lived experience. The 

double sense of the title heading “Historia in Nuce” already hints at the 
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double role of the pieces that are at the same time exemplary cases and 

essential figurations of history.57  

“Der Verlorene Posten” takes up three pages in Das Abenteuerliche Herz. 

It is introduced as a “figure of destiny” (Schicksalsfigur). Throughout the text, 

Jünger uses Verlorener Posten primarily as a figure of speech two do two 

things: first, to reflect on the necessity of preparing for situations of existential 

crisis; and secondly, to highlight the epistemological potential of such 

situations. However, even though Jünger treats the term Verlorener Posten as a 

metaphor, it is instructive to consider the concept’s origin. The concept 

originates in late-medieval and early-modern military terminology where the 

so-called Verlorener Haufen was a vanguard mercenary unit that fought in 

front of the military formation known as pike square (Gevierthaufen). These 

troops had the moment of surprise in store, but their attacks came with a very 

high risk of casualties. They were both used in the attack, to break up the 

enemy lines, and as the first line of defense. The concept was common 

throughout Western Europe and probably originated from the Dutch verloren 

hoop. It is known in English as Forlorn Hope (from Dutch ‘hoop’=heap); in 

French, the soldiers of these units are called Enfants perdus. In the late-

medieval German context, these units consisted of Landknecht soldiers who 

received double pay (Doppelsöldner) and of convicts, in the seventeenth-
 

57 The term Historia in Nuce is also used by Nietzsche in the twenty-second aphorism of 
Menschliches, Allzumenschliches II (1879), where he writes: 

H i s t o r i a  i n  n u c e . — Die ernsthafteste Parodie, die ich je hörte, ist diese: “Im 
Anfang war der Unsinn, und der Unsinn war bei Gott!, und Gott (göttlich) war der 
Unsinn.” 

A more likely reference for Jünger, however, was Johann Georg Hamann. Hamann’s Aesthetica 
in nuce (1760) was a possible inspiration for the title, and both editions of Das Abenteuerliche 
Herz feature the same quote by Hamann as a motto: “Den Samen von allem, was ich im Sinn 
habe, finde ich allenthalben.”  
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century English New Model Army they were volunteers. Even if the daredevil 

reputation of these soldiers thus resulted not simply from courage, but more 

often from despair or coercion, the concept of a vanguard doomed to fail 

proved attractive to literary writers from the beginning. The concept lends 

itself to being understood in a double sense, both as a technical military term 

and as a metaphor. Ulrich von Hutten’s 1521 poem “Ich hab’s gewagt mit 

Sinnen” as well as Heinrich Heine’s 1851 “Enfant perdu” play on the double 

meaning of the forlorn hope. In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, the term 

“verlorener Haufen” became less and less common in German and was 

superseded by the concept of “Verlorener Posten.” Both terms refer to a risky 

situation in which victory is unlikely, but whereas “verlorener Haufen” 

denotes a military unit or a group of people, “Verlorener Posten” refers to the 

position of a person or a group of persons. The “verlorener Haufen” is a group 

of mavericks that fights and possibly sacrifices themselves for the rest of the 

army. The outlook on the “Verlorener Posten,” by contrast, is much darker: 

those in this position are outsiders, fighting a battle that cannot be won. But at 

the same time, the metaphor “Verlorener Posten” connotes an unwillingness 

to submit to the dominant public opinion or to what is considered common 

sense, and thus marks a certain readiness for resistance that is grounded in the 

firm belief in one’s conviction. However, taken to its extreme, the concept of 

the “Verlorener Posten” results in the glorification of this position, such as in 

the cult of sacrifice propagated in the last months of the Third Reich.  

Ernst Jünger was interested in the perspective afforded by a Verlorener 

Posten that is not really lost. But it is crucial to distinguish between Jünger’s 
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own position as a writer in Hitler’s Germany in the mid-1930s, and the 

reflections on the potential of the Verlorener Posten as unfolded in Das 

Abenteuerliche Herz. Jünger may have cultivated a certain cognitive dissonance 

to the National Socialist ideology, but he certainly was not an outcast, quite 

the contrary. It should, therefore, not be read the piece as the encrypted 

message of a secret dissident. Its scope is much broader: the often-unexpected 

turn of fate that forces people to react quickly and the epistemological insight 

provided by moments of crisis. For Jünger, the insight is contained in the 

moment of crisis itself, it is not something that must be accessed after the fact 

through a process of analysis and reflection.  

Jünger calls the idea of the “Verlorener Posten” a “Figur [. . .] des 

Schicksals” (“Das Abenteuerliche Herz” 262) which anyone may encounter 

one day. While sometimes fate surprises us like fog in the mountains, 

sometimes it announces itself long ahead, like defeat in a game of chess. 

Jünger also notes that both individuals and groups may encounter these 

situations before he provides an analysis: 

Unter solchen Umständen tritt das Leben oft in eine ihm sonst 
unbekannte Helle und Durchsichtigkeit ein. Wie wir von unseren im 
Firneis errichteten Warten die Sterne am klarsten sehen, so werden uns 
auf verlorenem Posten unsere Ordnungen deutlicher. Dann gewinnt 
selbst das Gewohnte und Alltägliche eine besondere Würde, einen 
höheren Rang. (“Das Abenteuerliche Herz” 263) 

When Jünger claims that fighting for a lost cause provides acute vision, he 

mobilizes a trope we have already encountered at the end of World War I. 

Heinrich Mann, in “Kaiserreich und Republik,” had described the German 
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situation after the lost war as being trapped in an abyss, but had 

simultaneously emphasized the clairvoyance granted to the vanquished: 

finding themselves in the dark (which provided them a better view of the 

night sky), they were able to study the stars and, hopefully, to find a way out 

of their misery. While Heinrich Mann had emphasized the epistemological 

potential of defeat, Ernst Jünger’s analysis is focused not on the aftermath of a 

lost war, but on the moment of crisis itself, and it is much soberer. Jünger, too, 

claims that the Verlorener Posten grants insight, but it is a fundamentally 

analytic type of insight. It is precisely not part of a national historical 

trajectory, but it leaves the observer outside of the historical continuum. In 

fact, it is only by stepping out of ordinary life, by assuming or being thrown 

into a Verlorener Posten, that the hidden structures that govern “life” become 

visible:  

Jede unserer Handlungen birgt in sich einen unbekannten Kern. 
Gegenüber der Vernichtung treten diese Züge auf das sichtbarste 
hervor. Der Mensch handelt dann nicht mehr, wie es seiner Erhaltung, 
sondern wie es seiner Bedeutung entspricht. (“Das Abenteuerliche 
Herz” 264) 

This passage clarifies that the Verlorener Posten is a situation of existential crisis 

that has not yet been resolved. In contrast to defeat, where the vanquished 

reflecting on the possible causes for their failed past plans and expectations 

have at least survived, Jünger’s “Verlorener Posten” refers to a still-unfolding 

situation in which the chances of success are rather slim. Jünger argues that, in 

the face of radical defeat or even death, men are thrown back (zurückgeworfen) 

to the most basic state of existence and will base their decisions solely on the 
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question of what the “right” thing to do is, rather than on considerations of 

how these decisions will affect their future in their society. For Jünger, this 

means that those fighting on the Verlorener Posten may make the noblest 

decisions:  

In solchen Schauspielen tritt die Geschichte in ihre höchste 
Bildhaftigkeit ein oder in das Zentrum der Zeit. Es kann sich daher des 
Menschen das sublime Gefühl bemächtigen, Letztes und Endgültiges 
zu tun, ein Gefühl, das jeder guten Schilderung des Abendmahls ihr 
Licht geben muss. (“Das Abenteuerliche Herz” 264) 

If history enters the center of time, history and present coincide: in the 

existential situation of the Verlorener Posten the individual experiences their 

personal “end of history” that calls for decisions that consider the gravity of 

the situation. Simply put, facing death “puts things in perspective” and – 

contrary to everyday situations – thus yields decisions that are not governed 

by short-sighted considerations. However, the Verlorener Posten will not 

automatically yield these noble decisions, which is why one has to prepare for 

these kinds of situations to brace oneself. For Jünger, this is where the study of 

history comes in:  

Aus den großen Auftritten zwischen Menschen, wie sie die 
Überlieferungen schildern, klingt uns eine Sprache entgegen, die 
unmittelbar auch an uns sich richtet; und das Archiv unserer Urkunden 
enthält unübertreffliche Antworten auf die Frage, wie man sich auf 
Verlorenem Posten verhält. (“Das Abenteuerliche Herz” 265) 
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Jünger suggests studying history and learning from the conduct of exemplary 

historical figures in existential situations.58 Interestingly, it seems that the 

notion of Verlorener Posten refers to social situations, specifically to relations 

between “great men,” from which lessons can be drawn. So, the exemplary 

historical situation of the Verlorener Posten itself must be analyzed by studying 

exemplary historical figures. Just as the behavior of historical figures such as 

Louis XVI in the face of existential situations provides a privileged perspective 

on the Verlorener Posten, the Verlorener Posten, in turn, provides a superior 

vantage point from which to overlook the vast field of “history.” Jünger’s 

short piece revolves around relations of scale: individual experience and 

history, the singular and the collective, the single case and the universal, and – 

in terms of its poetics – small forms and the “whole.” But, for Jünger, the 

relation is more complicated and more meaningful: the Verlorener Posten is 

more than a particle that points to or stands in for the whole. It encapsulates 

the whole and allows to see it in condensed form, in greater intensity: “Auf 

Verlorenem Posten muß das Leben sich entscheiden, so wie die Materie unter 

hohem Druck sich in ihren kristallischen Formen offenbart” (“Das 

Abenteuerliche Herz” 265). But the Verlorener Posten is not just the site of 

historical analysis, more importantly, it is the decisive historical arena. The 

fluidity of life crystallizes under the pressure of the situation, and life reveals 

its “true form.” Suddenly, the agency of the situation shifts from the 

individual to “life.” For Jünger, it seems, there is an irresolvable tension 

between the individual and the demands of “life” in decisive existential 
 

58 Such as Louis XVI who, while being imprisoned before his execution in January 1793, 
studied the life of Charles I of England. 
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situations. One can only prepare so much for these situations, in the end, it 

boils down to the individual’s ability to withstand the external forces: 

Daher sucht man innerhalb der Ordnungen den Einzelnen auf den 
Ernstfall vorzubereiten, in dem er gleich dem letzten Menschen ohne 
Befehl und Verbindung standzuhalten hat. Den Rang solcher 
Repräsentation erkennt man daran, daß sie selbst innerhalb der 
Auflösung Punkte zu bilden vermag, nach denen sich das Ganze 
ausrichtet. (“Das Abenteuerliche Herz” 265).  

However, the individual who has trained for the case of emergency (Ernstfall) 

will rise to the occasion and even serve as a role model for others. In that 

sense, the Verlorener Posten is not only an exemplary historical situation but 

also forges exemplary individuals.  

 

The obvious problem with Jünger’s epistemology of defeat is that it doesn’t 

provide an answer to the question of how to cope with the experience of being 

vanquished. What it does is highlight the existential dimension of moments of 

great danger, whether on the battlefield, in the sphere of politics, or even in 

light of natural disasters. However, as the title Verlorener Posten suggests 

already, Jünger simply does not consider the possibility of survival. While the 

situations described by Jünger provide deep epistemological insights to those 

who find themselves fighting a losing battle, the tacit assumption is that the 

protagonists do not survive and become exemplary precisely because they die 

or are killed. So, on the one hand, this section in Das Abenteuerliche Herz could 

be read as an ars moriendi in an almost stoical sense, as consoling advice on 

how to face death. At the same time, Jünger taps into the tradition of self-
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sacrifice and suggests that fighting a losing battle does not necessarily mean 

fighting for nothing because those who die serve as examples of how to perish 

in style.  

Considering that the section “Historia in Nuce: Der Verlorene Posten” 

was published in 1938, it is important to trace the two paths that branch off 

from Jünger’s prewar position: One path leads right into the abyss, to the total 

collapse of the German Reich, and glorifies those who sacrifice themselves for 

the Führer and the Reich even in light of hopeless military inferiority. The 

second path leads out of the abyss. Proponents arguing for the second 

interpretation of defeat, however, face the problem of survival. Jünger’s friend 

Carl Schmitt is the prime example of this strategy. In 1946, he picked up 

exactly where Jünger had left off in 1938. The parallels between Jünger’s and 

Schmitt’s accounts – hitherto unnoticed by scholarship – are nothing less than 

astonishing: Schmitt’s apology of defeat, published in his collection Ex 

Captivitate Salus, bears the title “Historiographia in nuce: Alexis the 

Tocqueville.” The parallels between the two titles are striking and meaningful: 

whereas Jünger could still think about historical agency, Carl Schmitt – even 

though he argued for the epistemological superiority of the vanquished – 

acknowledged that the sphere of political action was no longer available, and 

thus shifted to historiography.  
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Approaching Defeat, Day by Day: Sacrifice, Shipwreck, Redemption. Jünger’s Diaries 

1939–1948. 

In the diaries of the years 1939 to 1948,59 the category of defeat features in two 

interrelated contexts: Boethius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae, and the history of 

shipwrecks. The metaphor of the lost cause – or Verlorener Posten – fades into 

the background (although Jünger will take it up again in his 1951 essay Der 

Waldgang) and is replaced by less heroic and more pragmatic considerations 

on how to deal with failure. Most importantly, in the preface to Strahlungen I 

Jünger presents the diaries as the chronicle of a “catastrophe:”  

“Strahlungen” – das ist der Titel für ein Sextett von Tagebüchern, deren 
erstes schon während des Krieges und deren letztes lange nach dem 
Waffenstillstand erschien. Hier sind die Teile nun vereint zum Ganzen, 
zum Bild der Katastrophe, die wie eine Woge anhebt, brandet und 
verebbt. Sie traf jeden anders, doch uns alle zugleich. (Strahlungen I 14) 

Even though Jünger does not mention it explicitly, it is obvious that the 

“catastrophe” refers to the National Socialist regime rather than to Germany’s 

defeat in the war. But by describing Germany’s recent past in terms of a 

natural disaster, Jünger negates any personal responsibility for, or 

involvement in, Germany’s political and cultural demise. However, alluding 

to his connections to the conservative group of conspirators around 

 
59 The six diaries were published in two volumes, Strahlungen I and Strahlungen II. Strahlungen 
I contains a programmatic preface and the three diaries “Gärten und Straßen” (April 3 – July 
24, 1939), “Das erste Pariser Tagebuch” (February 18, 1941 – October 23, 1942) and 
“Kaukasische Aufzeichnungen” (October 24, 1942 – February 17, 1943). Strahlungen II also 
consists of three diaries: “Das zweite Pariser Tagebuch” (February 19, 1943 – August 13, 1944), 
“Kirchhorster Blätter” (August 14, 1944 – April 11, 1945) and “Die Hütte im Weinberg. Jahre 
der Okkupation” (April 11, 1945 – December 2, 1948). 
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Stauffenberg, Jünger acknowledges the importance of acts of resistance, even 

if they fail: 

Doch es gibt Lagen, in denen man auf den Erfolg nicht achten darf; 
man steht dann freilich außerhalb der Politik. Das gilt auch für diese 
Männer, und daher gewannen sie moralisch, wo sie historisch 
scheiterten. Ihr Opfer zählt zu jenen, die nicht der Sieg, wohl aber die 
Dichtung krönt. (Strahlungen I 18) 

Jünger here modifies the victor-vanquished dialectic by introducing the 

distinction between historical and moral success. Different from Carl Schmitt, 

however, who would later proclaim the defeated Germans the secret moral 

winners of World War II, Jünger reserves this role for the conspirators around 

Claus Schenk Graf von Stauffenberg who were murdered by the Nazis after 

the failed assassination attempt of July 20, 1944. Jünger places these men 

outside of politics, in a realm where conventional categories of success and 

failure do not apply. Even if they have failed historically, the argument goes, 

they chose the morally right action. Sacrificing themselves for the right cause, 

they forfeited the possibility of victory, but they gained eternal glory that will 

be praised in poetry.  

This argument is based on Jünger’s philosophy of the lost cause 

(Verlorener Posten), which is expanded and externalized in order to account for 

the afterlife of those making the ultimate sacrifice. A comparison with Jünger’s 

post-World War I position, specifically regarding the category of success 

(Erfolg), is especially instructive in this context. As I have shown in chapter 

one, in the 1920s Jünger had argued that the outcome of the war should not be 

judged solely in terms of success and failure because defeat has equipped the 
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soldiers with the experience necessary to gain victory in the coming war. 

Writing in 1949, it had not only become impossible for Jünger to consider 

defeat merely a deferred victory, but he also had to account for a rift between 

politics and history on the one hand and morality on the other.  

This shift, in turn, allowed Jünger to fashion himself as an observer elevated 

above the sphere of politics:  

Ich hatte wohl vorausgesehen, daß wir in Schichten sinken würden, in 
denen kein Verdienst mehr bleibt und nichts Gewicht und Wert behält 
als nur der Schmerz. Er aber erhöht uns in anderen Regionen, im 
wahren Vaterland. Es wird uns dort nichts schaden, wenn wir hier in 
aussichtsloser Lage und auf Verlorenem Posten aushielten. (Strahlungen 
I 19) 

Suffering ennobles those fighting for a lost cause. For Jünger, the source of 

suffering is not the collapse of the German Reich, the military defeat, or the 

knowledge of the atrocities and the genocide committed by Germans, but a 

much more personal experience: the death of his son Ernstel, who had been 

killed in Italy in November 1944. And even though Jünger employs the first-

person plural “wir” when reflecting on this experience, it is clear that coming 

to terms with it is an individual task. At the same time, it is not completely 

detached from the larger political and historical situation, and different people 

make similar experiences. For Jünger, making these unique, but structurally 

analogous experiences are fights for a lost cause.  

So, whereas in 1938 the notion of the Verlorener Posten figured as an 

exemplary experience that could teach people how to act in moments of 

existential danger, the meaning had shifted by the end of the war. Jünger still 
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argued that these experiences were “useful” in the sense that they raised the 

moral value of those going through them. In that sense, the pain suffered by 

those who experience the loss of a loved one in the war (or who endure 

fighting a losing battle) has similar consequences as the sacrifices of those 

committing concrete acts of resistance: it ennobles them in other spheres, “im 

wahren Vaterland.” The term “wahres Vaterland” suggests the existence of a 

“different Germany” (anderes Deutschland), a term frequently used by German 

exiles (Klaus and Erika Mann, Bertolt Brecht) to denote the imagined 

community of Germans both inside and outside Germany who opposed the 

Nazi regime; the conspirators of the 20 July plot were often also considered 

part of this “different Germany.” It is, however, crucial to note that Jünger did 

not refer to a “different Germany,” but to the “true fatherland.” The term can 

be understood in two ways: referring to a transcendental “fatherland,” the 

Christian afterlife to which everyone returns after their time on earth; or to an 

imagined community of “true” Germans. This passage from the preface of 

Strahlungen I supports the former interpretation, as do Jünger’s diary entries 

throughout the 1940s, but Jünger’s treatment of the question of national 

defeat, personal failure, and appropriate behavior in face of existential threats 

continually straddles the line between the transcendental and the mundane as 

well as between the historical and the moral implications of these actions. 

Comparing his own situation in the 1940s to that of seven shipwrecked sailors 

who had to spend the winter of 1633–1634 on an island in the Arctic Ocean, he 

writes “in solcher Stimmung flüchtet der Mensch leicht in den Haß. Er ist nie 

meine Domäne gewesen, doch ist es möglich, daß ich den Blick an einen jener 
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Sterne knüpfte, die man im Leben nicht erreicht” (Strahlungen I 19). The 

orientation towards the stars, the unattainable ideal and guiding light, 

symbolizes, for Jünger, the eternal struggle between freedom and fate that 

plays out in everyone’s life:  

Die Welt, in deren Geburt wir stehen, wird nicht der Abdruck von 
einheitlich geformten Motiven und Prinzipien sein – sie wird, wie jede 
große Schöpfung, im Widerstreit entstehen. Und zu den großen 
Abgrenzungen gehört vor allem die Willensfreiheit und Determination. 
In unserem Haupt, in unserer Brust sind die Arenen, in denen Freiheit 
und Schicksal sich begegnen in den Verkleidungen der Zeit. 
(Strahlungen I 23) 

Even if Jünger barely referred to Germany’s historical defeat in the spring of 

1945, his diaries are filled with reflections on codes of conduct in light of 

existential ruptures such as war or the collapse of the political and ideological 

order. This position is summed up in the question the author poses in the 1951 

essay Der Waldgang: “Wie verhält sich der Mensch angesichts und innerhalb 

der Katastrophe?” (317) The difference to Jünger’s own position after World 

War I – as well as the positions of his contemporaries Heinrich Mann and 

Alfred Döblin discussed in chapter one – is that the collapse of Nazi Germany 

was not conceptualized as the beginning of a new age. Jünger very much 

conceived of the post-war period as the age of the worker (Der Arbeiter), a 

position he had laid out in his eponymous essay from 1932. His interest had 

shifted away from concrete historical events and to the more fundamental 

question of what it means to lead a good life. Jünger addressed this question 

through the lens of existential crisis, which requires individuals to relate to 

large-scale developments that affect everybody, albeit in different ways.  
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It could, in fact, be called inconsiderate – or cynical – of Jünger to reflect on the 

appropriate behavior in times of crisis not only as a German man, but also as 

an officer of the German army who served as occupation officer in the French 

capital. It should be noted, though, that Jünger reflected this constellation, 

both in his diaries and in Der Waldgang, where he wrote: 

Man kann sich jedoch nicht darauf beschränken, im oberen Stockwerk 
das Wahre und Gute zu erkennen, während im Keller den 
Mitmenschen die Haut abgezogen wird. Man kann das auch nicht, 
wenn man sich geistig in nicht nur gesicherter, sondern auch 
überlegener Position befindet, und zwar deshalb, weil das unerhörte 
Leiden von Millionen Versklavter zum Himmel schreit. Immer noch 
liegt der Dunst der Schinderhütten in der Luft. Um solche Dinge 
schwindelt man sich nicht herum. (314) 

But while Jünger did acknowledge the concentration camps and the millions 

of victims of the German terror, it is obvious that the victims are not included 

in Jünger’s reflections about the Verlorener Posten, which is predicated on 

survival, or rather perseverance in the face of adverse conditions. It seems that 

Jünger considered only one meaning of the German word Opfer: sacrifice, but 

not the second one: victim. It is, indeed, questionable if Jünger’s category of 

the lost cause or Verlorener Posten applies to the experience of the victims of 

terror and genocide who were stripped of their dignity and may not have had 

the chance to philosophize about the appropriate mindset with which to 

encounter death, nor the chance to look back at the crisis retrospectively, very 

much like Blumenberg’s spectator of the shipwreck (to which I will return in 

the section on Thomas Mann). And while this problematic dimension of 
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Jünger’s philosophy of defeat must be acknowledged, it should also be 

considered in the literary and philosophical tradition it evokes.  

As noted above, Jünger conceptualized the experience of (future) defeat 

drawing on the shipwreck metaphor and by referring to Boethius’ sixth 

century De Consolatione Philosophiae (The Consolation of Philosophy). 

Considering the central role the author ascribes to decisions faced by 

individuals in light of existential danger, it is no coincidence that Jünger takes 

recourse to these sources. Both the shipwreck metaphor as well as Boethius’ 

Consolationes stand in the tradition of stoicism. In the early modern period, 

Justus Lipsius’ bestselling 1583 work De Constantia paved the way for the 

accommodation of Christianity with Stoicism and served as a central point of 

reference for German Baroque poets, most notably Andreas Gryphius (1616–

1664). The protestant Silesian poet Andreas Gryphius had been a student at 

the University of Leiden in the Netherlands. Among his teachers was René 

Descartes, but Gryphius also encountered Lipsius’ philosophy there (Lipsius 

had taught there between 1579 and 1590). German Baroque poetry and drama 

were heavily influenced by Neostoicism. Gryhpius’ sonnet “Threnen des 

Vatterlandes / Anno 1636”, in which he lamented the destruction brought 

about by the Thirty Years’ War (which had been going on for eighteen years 

when the sonnet was first published) and the devastating consequences for 

people’s salvation, is certainly one of the most popular pieces of early modern 

German poetry.60 Gryphius had already been rediscovered during the 

 
60 I should note here that Gryphius’ poem must be considered in a greater literary tradition of 
war poetry (Kriegslyrik) on the one hand and stoic poetry on the other. Exemplary for the 
former are Martin Opitz’ epic poems “Trostgedichte in Widerwertigkeit deß Krieges” (1621), 
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“Baroque Enthusiasm” of Germanistik in the 1920s and 1930s. The poem 

became popular again after the end of World War II, but already in 1937 

Johannes R. Becher had published “Tränen des Vaterlandes. Anno 1937,” a 

pair of sonnets in which an allegorical Germany laments the cultural demise 

brought about the political triumph of Hitler and that calls upon all Germans 

to channel their hatred towards the National Socialists to free Germany. 

Jünger’s task, not surprisingly, was a different one. Less concerned about the 

fate of Germany as a nation, and even less as a political entity, he was 

interested in consolation. In other words, Jünger sought to find a position 

from which he, as an individual person, could observe the historical process 

unfolding without getting caught up in it. This is, in some sense, an escapist 

strategy; at the same time, it is an attempt to resist being drawn completely 

into one of the ideological camps of the time. Jünger had begun to cautiously 

distance himself from the Nazis in the second half of the 1930s, but he did not 

attempt to fashion himself as a “good German” after the war, nor did he over-

emphasize the German victims of the war. 

Looking at Gryphius’ “Threnen des Vatterlandes /Anno 1636” is 

instructive if we want to study Jünger’s (and many Germans) mentality 

during World War II and shortly thereafter, because the poem places the 

mourning observer outside of the frame, very much in the way in which 

Jünger saw himself throughout the second half of his life.  

 

 
for the latter Paul Fleming’s sonnet “An Sich” (1642). On the fundamental consoling function 
of the German Baroque tragedy see Hans-Jürgen Schings, “Consolatio Tragoediae. Zur 
Theorie des barocken Trauerspiels.” 
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Andreas Gryphius 
Threnen des Vatterlandes / Anno 1636 

Wir sindt doch nuhmer ganz / ja mehr den ganz verheret! 
Der frechen voelcker schaar / die rasende posaun 

Das vom Blutt fette schwerdt / die donnernde Carthaun 
Hat aller schweis / und fleis / und vorrath auff gezehret. 

Die Tuerme stehn in glut / die kirch ist umbgekehret. 
Das Rahthaus ligt im graus / die starcken sind zerhawn. 

Die Jungfrawn sindt geschaendt / und wo wir hin nur schawn 
Ist fewer / pest / und todt der herz und geist durchsehret. 
Hier durch die schanz und Stadt / rint alzeit frisches blutt.  

Dreymall sindt schon sechs jahr als unser stroeme flutt 
Von so viel leichen schwer /sich langsam fortgedrungen. 
Doch schweig ich noch von dem was aerger als der todt. 

Was grimmer den die pest / vndt glutt vndt hungers noth 
Das nun der Selen schatz / so vielen abgezwungen. (48) 

In his interpretation of this poem, Dieter Martin gives an overview of 

Gryphius’ popularity in Germany, especially after the Second World War. The 

poem quoted here was particularly popular as it describes a kind of 

devastation reminiscent of the destruction brought about by the Allied aerial 

bombings and, in the last tercet, shifts the readers/listeners attention to the 

consequences of total warfare for the “Selen schatz.”61 While the popularity of 

Gryphius’ poem in the postwar period also reflects the desire to foreground 

German victimhood rather than perpetration and collaboration,62 Jünger’s 

diary does consider the fate of Germany as a nation, or the collective guilt of 

the German people, though mostly from Jünger’s radically individual 

perspective. This leads us to Jünger’s second source when it comes to dealing 

 
61 The passage probably refers to the forced conversions during the Thirty Years’ War, but I 
would suggest considering it in a broader sense. A contemporary rendering of the 
conspicuous term may be “mental health.” 
62 See the edited volume Germans as Victims in the Literary Fiction of the Berlin Republic. 
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with defeat – the first being a French multi-volume history of shipwrecking 

given to him by Carl Schmitt – namely Boethius’ Consolations.  

Boethius is first mentioned in the first diary of Strahlungen I, “Gärten 

und Straßen,” in the entry from January 29/30, 1940. On February 13, 1940, 

Jünger notes that he has finished Boethius’ Consolations and reflects on the 

relation between free will and divine providence. He was fascinated by 

Boethius’ claim that everyone lives in two temporal spheres simultaneously: 

in what he calls time, where we can exercise our free will; and in eternity, 

which is governed by divine providence. Each of our actions is, consequently, 

free and determined at the same time.63 Boethius’s consolations 

(“Tröstungen”) unfold in the tension between mundane suffering and eternal 

salvation, but not by easing the individual’s fate on earth – Jünger wrote that 

the pain on earth indeed must be savored (ausgekostet werden) – but by 

providing a “golden cage” that connects this pain to a higher sphere. 

Regarding the need to savor the pain, Jünger noted:  

Während er indessen in den niederen Lebenskreisen chaotische Gewalt 
besitzt, gewinnt er in der Berührung mit dem edlen und hohen Sein 
Gestalt. Die Tröstung fügt ihn in einen goldenen Käfig, oder besser: in 
einen Altar ein, der höheren Wert besitzt als aller Schaden, den ein 
kurzes Menschenleben erleiden kann. (Strahlungen I 110) 

The diary entry closes with the observation that this dimension of Boethius’ 

philosophy is beautifully captured by the final verse of the fourth book of the 

 
63 “Da wir in beiden leben, so schalten wir in unseren Taten in voller Freiheit, und dennoch 
sind sie zugleich in jeder Einzelheit vorherbestimmt.” (Strahlungen I 109) 
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Consolations. In the German translation by Karl Büchner used by Jünger, the 

verse reads “Besiegte Erde schenkt euch die Sterne.” 

Jünger quotes this line from Boethius’ Consolations three times in his 

diaries: on February 13, 1940, on November 22, 1944, and on April 11, 1945. 

The last two entries are from a time when Jünger had already been discharged 

from the military and was back home at Kirchhorst (close to Hannover), a time 

when the defeat of Germany had become inevitable. The ending of the fourth 

book of De Consolatione Philosophiae recapitulates the deeds of Heracles and 

sets him up as the exemplary hero who earned his place in the Olympian 

Pantheon. In Boethius’ Latin original, the line quoted by Jünger reads 

“superata tellus sidera donat.” The meaning of the Latin original is relatively 

straightforward and could be paraphrased as “the earth (that is) overcome 

gives the stars.” The idea encapsulated in the short passage is that those 

taking on the challenges of life on earth will be rewarded in the afterlife. In 

V.E. Watt’s English translation from 1969, the passage is rendered as “Once 

earth has been surpassed, it gives the stars” (146). A look at the historical 

German and English translations shows that the passage has been translated 

in this sense since the Middle Ages. Notker’s Old High German translation 

(early 11th century) reads: “Ferchîesent tia érda. dáz kíbet íu den hímel” (301). 

The crucial part here is the verb ferchiesen (also: verkiesen), the negative form of 

kiesen (=küren in New High German). Notker’s translation thus highlights the 

active motion of surpassing, overcoming, or leaving behind life on earth in 
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order to “win the stars.”64 This stoic idea is manipulated by Büchner’s German 

translation from 1939. “Besiegte Erde schenkt euch die Sterne” can be read in 

the same sense, but the choice of words here is ambiguous. In fact, the 

formulation “Besiegte Erde” does not primarily evoke the idea that the 

individual has overcome earthly obstacles. It rather suggests the idea of earth 

(or soil) that has been defeated. In the context of World War II, this has far-

reaching consequences. The phrase “Besiegte Erde schenkt euch die Sterne” is 

the only direct quote from Boethius in Jünger’s diaries, and he quotes it three 

times (in 1940, 1944, and 1945). Rather than highlighting the individual’s 

virtue, the strength to suffer through existential pain, Jünger’s use of the quote 

suggests two related, but opposed, interpretations. Both of these 

interpretations ascribe a moral value to the action of “defeating earth/soil.” 

The phrase can thus either be understood as glorifying victory: accomplishing 

your enemy’s defeat gives you the stars. Or, it can be understood to valorize 

the experience of defeat: being vanquished gives you the stars. The neat thing 

about this interpretation is that it can be applied in all phases of war: in 

periods of success and when the war is being lost. This interpretation is very 

much in line with Nazi propaganda that “celebrated” the German defeat in 

Stalingrad with the same phrase that had been used to celebrate the victory in 

the battle of France: “Und ihr habt doch gesiegt!” To be sure, Jünger’s use of 

 
64 Geoffrey Chaucer, in his fourteenth-century translation of Boethius into Middle English, 

emphasizes this dimension even more. The passage (including Chaucer’s annotation) reads: 

“for þe erþe ouver-comen ȝeueþ þe sterres. þis is to seyne þat whan þat erþely lust is ouver-

comen. a man is maked worþi to þe heuene“ (149).  
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the quote keeps both dimensions of the ambiguous phrase. In doing so, 

however, the epistemological insight granted by Boethius’ Consolation 

becomes arbitrary, and thus useless. In other words, it is used to justify the 

status quo. Jünger’s use of the quote becomes problematic in the spring of 1945, 

when the wording coincides with Hitler’s Nero Decree, also known as the 

tactics of the scorched earth (Taktik der verbrannten Erde), in which he had 

ordered the retreating forces to destroy all infrastructure to prevent their use 

by the Allies. Considering that the Nazi propaganda urged Germans to fight 

until the bitter end and sacrifice themselves for the “Führer” and the “Reich,” 

Jünger’s embrace of “Besiegte Erde” in Boethius’ Consolations and the Nazi 

ideology of “verbrannte Erde” come uncannily close.  

Jünger quotes the passage from Boethius for the third and final time in 

his last entry in the “Kirchhorster Blätter,” reflecting on the world-historical 

significance of the end of the war while watching the American army 

marching into the village: 

Ununterbrochen, langsam, doch unüberwindlich, wälzt sich der Strom 
vorbei, die Flut von Männern und Stahl. Die Mengen von Sprengstoff, 
die ein solcher Heereszug bewegt, umgeben ihn mit einer furchtbaren 
Ausstrahlung. Und wieder, wie schon 1940 auf den Vormarschstraßen 
um Soissons, empfinde ich den Einbruch gewaltiger Übermacht in eine 
völlig zerschmetterte Region. [ . . . ] Von einer solchen Niederlage 
erholt man sich nicht wieder wie einst nach Jena oder nach Sedan. Sie 
deutet eine Wende im Leben der Völker an, und nicht nur zahllose 
Menschen müssen sterben, sondern auch vieles, was uns im Innersten 
bewegt, geht unter bei diesem Übergang. [ . . . ] 

Was ist Geburtsschmerz, was ist Todesschmerz bei diesem Spiel? 
Vielleicht sind beide identisch, wie ja der Sonnenuntergang zugleich 
auch Sonnenaufgang für neue Welten ist. 
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“Besiegte Erde schenkt uns die Sterne.” Dies Wort wird räumlich, 
geistig und überirdisch in unerhörtem Sinne wahr. Die äußerste Mühe 
setzt ein äußerstes, noch unbekanntes Ziel voraus. (Strahlungen II 400–
401) 

It is, in fact, the experience of defeat that brings to the fore the double-sense of 

the Boethius passage. “Untergang” is “Übergang” and vice versa. But what 

does it mean when Jünger claims that Boethius’ wisdom comes true, or 

becomes truth, in light of the military defeat of Germany? It is not that the 

phrase takes on a new meaning, but rather that a new dimension – ein 

“unerhörter Sinn”65 – is revealed. In this sense, the collapse of the “Third 

Reich” is reconfigured as a historical turning point that opens up the 

possibility of a different, though yet invisible, future. While the notion of 

defeat in Jünger’s writings had primarily figured as an individual experience, 

the focus switches to the national dimension in the historical moment 

discussed here. As the metaphor of the shipwreck encapsulates this 

entanglement of the individual and the collective dimension, it is no surprise 

that Jünger studies numerous historical accounts of shipwrecks in the winter 

of 1944 and 1945. His interlocutor on this topic was Carl Schmitt, who – in the 

immediate postwar period – would try to make a case for the epistemological 

superiority of the vanquished, based on his engagement with Jünger’s 

writings. I will come back to Schmitt’s argument in detail later in the last 

section of this chapter. For now, let us follow chronology and turn to Thomas 

Mann, who was writing and speaking against National Socialism from the 

 
65 Consider Jünger’s use of the term “unerhört” here, which reminds of Goethe’s definition of 
the novella in the conversations with Eckermann. “Unerhört” also has a double sense of 
“new” (hitherto unheard of) and “scandalous.”  
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other side of the Atlantic Ocean, and for whom the idea of a German defeat 

was central to both his literary and his political agenda. 

 

Vantage Point Defeat: Thomas Mann and the End of World War II 

(1940–1945) 

A few days after Germany’s unconditional surrender on May 8, 1945, Thomas 

Mann addresses the German listeners in his penultimate radio address. The 

long-awaited defeat had become reality and gives Mann reason to consider 

the meaning of the “liberation” – as he called the end of the National Socialism 

forty years before Richard von Weizsäcker’s speech in the Bundestag in Bonn. 

The manuscript of the speech, dated May 10, 1945, begins with an aphoristic 

reflection on the significance of the end of the war: 

Wie bitter ist es, wenn der Jubel der Welt der Niederlage, der tiefsten 
Demütigung des eigenen Landes gilt! Wie zeigt sich darin noch einmal 
schrecklich der Abgrund, der sich zwischen Deutschland, dem Land 
unserer Väter und Meister, und der gesitteten Welt aufgetan hatte! (GW 
11, 1121) 

Here, Mann gives the dialectic of victory and defeat a surprising twist: the 

world does not celebrate the triumph of the victorious parties, but the defeat 

of the enemy. According to Mann, the Allied war effort was not primarily 

directed at their own victory, but at preventing a German victory. In his 

speeches and essays during his American exile, Thomas Mann had never left 

any doubt about the moral imperative to put a stop to the German Reich’s 

obsession with victory by all means possible. But even if this goal is finally 
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achieved with the victory over Germany, the end of the war on the European 

theater offers no hope for a critical examination of the Germans’ recent past. 

For Mann, the abyss between Germany and the rest of the world is revealed in 

the face of defeat as well as in the light of the interim victories of the first years 

of the war. On the fourth of May 1945, he notes in his diary: “Wildeste 

Brutalität im Siege, Gewimmer und Appell an Generosität und Gesittung in 

der Niederlage. / Nein, es ist kein großes Volk” (Tagebücher 1944–46, 198) 

The decisive historical caesura of the German defeat of 1945 plays a central 

role as the vanishing point of Mann's speeches and essays on American exile. 

But, for the time being, defeat is ruled out as an epistemological experience 

that could provide the impetus for a moral and political reorientation after the 

end of National Socialist rule.  

This section sketches Thomas Mann’s position within the tradition of 

philosophical and historical reflections on the dangers of victory and the 

merits of defeat that range from Friedrich Nietzsche and Heinrich Mann to 

Reinhart Koselleck and Wolfgang Schivelbusch. Mann’s position within this 

constellation is remarkable in that he does not discuss the question of victory 

and defeat historically – ex post facto – but narrates German history in the 

twentieth century with a view to the radical future defeat. Seen from this 

perspective, Mann’s essayistic and journalistic works of the American exile 

period as well as the novel Doktor Faustus (1947) not only open up a 

perspective on the epochal break of 1945 beyond established patterns of 

interpretations such as the myth of the “Zero Hour.” They also focus on the 

complex of defeat, a central event for German history and literature in the 
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twentieth century. Mann’s work is particularly revealing in this context 

because it spans the longue durée from the Franco-Prussian war of 1870/71 to 

the defeats of 1918 and 1945. The collapse of the German Empire in May 1945 

can thus be understood as the vanishing point of a fateful historical 

development, which had led from the frenzy of victory in the Franco-Prussian 

War to the excessive militarism and nationalism of the Empire over the 

unresolved defeat of 1918 into the Second World War. From his exile during 

the war years, Thomas Mann formulated the insight that the total defeat of 

Germany was not only necessary to end the inhuman National Socialist rule, 

but above all to prevent a German victory and thus a catastrophe of even 

greater proportions. This global perspective singles Mann out not only from 

his contemporaries but also from the following generations of Germans 

concerned with defeat.66 

 

On the Culture of Defeat 

When George Orwell speculated about the future history of World War II in 

his 1944 Tribune column “As I Please,” his concern was above all the erosion of 

the concept of “objective truth.” As Orwell noted, fascism was not content 

with arranging facts in its favor but had fundamentally decoupled reporting 

and “objective truth.” While in the case of the First World War, for example, it 

had still been possible for the Encyclopedia Britannica to obtain the number of 

victims of certain battles from German sources, this option was no longer 
 

66 See the “great controversy” in the first post-war years, and Peter Bender’s 1995 essay “Ganz 
und gar am Ende” for a more recent discussion of the topic. 
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available at his present. This results in a radical politicization of history: “A 

Nazi and a non-Nazi version of the present war would have no resemblance 

to one another, and which of them finally gets into the history books will be 

decided not by evidential methods but on the battlefield” (87). However, the 

specific historical constellation outlined here by Orwell points beyond itself by 

postulation a fundamental connection between military and historiographical 

power: “History is written by the winners” (88). Orwell’s version of the 

familiar thesis that the winners write history thus brings the two levels of 

meaning of “writing history” into focus: whoever writes history makes history 

and thus simultaneously acquires the license to tell history. It is not surprising 

that it was precisely a German historian from the generation of the defeated 

who questioned this logic.  

Reinhart Koselleck did not deny that military superiority usually results in 

historiographical hegemony, but he did question its explanatory power: “Mag 

die Geschichte – kurzfristig – von Siegern gemacht werden, die historischen 

Erkenntnisgewinne stammen – langfristig – von den Besiegten“ (Koselleck, 

“Erfahrungswandel und Methodenwechsel” 68). This has to do with the 

specific experience of being defeated. For while victors tend to interpret 

success in light of an ex post teleology, defeat requires the vanquished to 

question their failed strategy and – in contrast to the victors – to take medium- 

and long-term reasons into consideration: “Die Erfahrung des Besiegtwerdens 

enthält Erkenntnischancen, die ihren Anlaß überdauern, gerade wenn der 

Besiegte genötigt ist, wegen seiner eigenen auch die übergreifende Geschichte 

umzuschreiben“ (69). For the historian Koselleck, defeat thus primarily holds 



 

133 

methodological potential, since it sends historians on the losers’ side searching 

for the conditions of possibility of failure. This interest in the critical potential 

is also what distinguishes Koselleck from other defenders of defeat.  

In The Culture of Defeat, Wolfgang Schivelbusch how defeated nations 

ascribe meaning to this traumatic experience afterward. One of Schivelbusch’s 

three case studies is dedicated to Germany after 1918 and shows not only that 

the experience of defeat is not necessarily accompanied by an actual critical 

examination of the past, but also the astonishing range of political, journalistic, 

and literary reactions to the end of the First World War and the collapse of the 

empire. Above all, however, Schivelbusch works out that overcoming defeat is 

always accompanied by an orientation of the losers to the success model of the 

victors (47).  

Thomas Mann’s essays from the early years of the Weimar Republic as well as 

his novel Der Zauberberg are part of the historical constellation described by 

Schivelbusch, as is the work of Thomas’s brother Heinrich. But while the lines 

between the victors and the vanquished had been drawn clearly at that time, 

in 1940 the situation was much more complex for the exile Thomas Mann. His 

position on the German defeat of 1945 can only be adequately grasped when 

both his dual role as the intellectual representative of Germany and American 

citizen and his experience of the unresolved defeat of 1918 are taken into 

account.  

 



 

134 

Defeat as Prevented Victory 

Thomas Mann’s perspective on Germany could be described as a dialectic one, 

resulting from his double role as the representative intellectual of Germany 

and as an American citizen. Although the author had opposed National 

Socialism from the outset, he repeatedly emphasized that it is impossible to 

draw a “reinlicher Trennungsstrich [. . .] zwischen dem ‘Nazismus’ und dem 

deutschen Volk” (GW 12, 946), and explicitly does not exclude himself from 

this. Mann advocated for this position repeatedly, for example in his 1945 

essay “Deutschland und die Deutschen,” which he also delivered as a public 

lecture at the Library of Congress in Washington, D.C. as well as in New York 

City and Los Angeles in the spring and summer of 1945. Towards the end of 

the essay, he writes:  

Eines mag diese Geschichte uns zu Gemüte führen: daß es nicht zwei 
Deutschland gibt, ein böses und ein gutes, sondern nur eines, dem sein 
Bestes durch Teufelslist zum Bösen ausschlug. Das böse Deutschland, 
das ist das fehlgegangene gute, das Gute im Unglück, in Schuld und 
Untergang. [...] Nichts von dem, was ich Ihnen über Deutschland zu 
sagen oder flüchtig mitzuteilen habe, kam aus fremdem, kühlem, 
unbeteiligtem Wissen; ich habe es auch in mir, ich habe alles am eigenen 
Leibe erfahren. (GW 11, 1146) 

The exile situation that Siegfried Kracauer has described as the “near-vacuum 

of extra-territoriality” (83) contains the perspective from which Mann 

formulated his diagnosis of a Germany gone wrong.67 Although Kracauer’s 

 
67 See also Hans Rudolf Vaget, Thomas Mann, der Amerikaner: “Das Nachdenken über diese 
Fragenkomplexe [der Ort des Nationalsozialismus in der deutschen Geschichte und die 
moralischen Implikationen des Holocaust; M.M.] führten ihn schon während des Krieges zu 
Erkenntnissen, denen sich die Deutschen erst viel später zu stellen bereit waren. Entscheidend 
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and Mann’s exile experiences were very different, they shared the existence of 

a stranger who has ceased to belong (Kracauer 83). In other words, Mann took 

an outside perspective on the latest chapter of German history without getting 

(nor being able to get) himself out of the affair altogether. Nevertheless, the 

talk of the “devil’s ruse” that supposedly led to Germany embracing the evil 

suggest at least a relativization of responsibility. The collapse of civilization 

(Zivilisationsbruch) thus appears on the one hand as a historical aberration that 

needs to be corrected. On the other hand, however, Mann left no doubt about 

it that this aberration was by no means the result of external diabolical 

temptations but had originated from German culture itself.  

The insight into the dialectical relationship of the “good” and the “evil” 

Germany distinguishes Thomas Mann’s attitude towards Germany in general 

and to the defeat of 1945 in particular. In the essay “The End,” first published 

in English translation in March 1945 in the American magazine Free World, this 

insight is clearly expressed in the combination of satisfaction and pity in the 

face of the German catastrophe:  

Die nationale Katastrophe, die das Regime in sich trug vom ersten Tage 
an, ist da – zwölf Jahre hatten wir mit einem Gemisch von Grauen und 
Hoffnung darauf gewartet. Ja, wir haben sie gewünscht – um der 
moralischen Logik willen, aus wirklichem Haß, aus Sehnsucht nach 
Bestrafung absurder Schlechtigkeit, nach der sittlichen Lektion, – und 
nun, da der Zusammenbruch da ist, ein Ruin nie gesehenen Ausmaßes, 
allumfassend, ein moralischer, geistiger, militärischer, ökonomischer 
Bankrott ohnegleichen, - nun kommt dennoch unser Erbarmen mit soviel 

 
dafür war die Exilsituation, in der Thomas Mann eben nicht, wie es oft von den deutschen 
Exilanten pauschal behauptet wird, mit seinen Gedanken allein in Deutschland und Europa 
verweilte. Vielmehr öffnete ihm die Exilsituation die Augen für die politische und moralische 
Außenwahrnehmung der Deutschen“ (129).  
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Fehlgeschichte, Unberatenheit, soviel Einsatz für tote Ideale, soviel 
blindem Trotz gegen die wahren Forderungen der Weltstunde – es 
kommt unser Mitleid dennoch der Genugtuung gleich: ein Mit-Leiden, 
das keineswegs nur altruistischer Art ist, denn alles Deutschtum ist 
betroffen und tief in Frage gestellt, auch der deutsche Geist, der deutsche 
Gedanke, das deutsche Wort, und man fragt sich, wie überhaupt noch in 
Zukunft ‚Deutschland‘ in irgendeiner seiner Erscheinungen es sich soll 
herausnehmen dürfen, in menschlichen Angelegenheiten den Mund 
aufzumachen. (GW 12, 949) 

With the collapse of Hitler’s Germany, the fate of the “Third Reich” has been 

fulfilled. At the same time, however, Thomas Mann’s prospects for the future 

have been lost. While the coming German defeat had served as the vanishing 

point of Mann’s commitment to democracy and against National Socialism for 

twelve years, the end of the regime reveals that “everything German” (alles 

Deutschtum) has been corrupted. The central goal of Thomas Mann’s political 

activities in exile – as a speaker in front of American audiences, as an essayist, 

or as the warning voice from exile in his radio speeches for the BBC and Voice 

of America – was the end of National Socialist rule. With the Allied victory over 

Germany, Mann – as an American citizen – is on the side of the victors; 

however, as a German writer, he also belongs to the defeated nation. But given 

the atrocities committed by the Germans and considering the tens of millions 

of war victims, the experience of defeat was not one to capitalize on. 

Admittedly, Mann expressed hope that “die Liquidierung des Nazismus den 

Weg freigemacht hat zu einer sozialen Weltreform, die gerade Deutschlands 

inneren Anlagen und Bedürfnissen die größten Glücksmöglichkeiten bietet“ 

(GW 11, 1147). But this hope is in no way connected to the idea that the 
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Germans could have learned their lesson.68 On the contrary, for Mann the 

radical defeat of Germany is the only guarantee that the country will not again 

indulge in the curse of victory to which it had been addicted since the 

founding of the Empire. The defeat must therefore be understood as a 

prevented victory for Germany. Seen in this light, Thomas Mann’s concern for 

Germany reveals itself as a fundamental examination of the relationship 

between victory and defeat that goes beyond the situation of 1945. For in 

contrast to the philosophers of defeat who ascribe an epistemological surplus 

to the experience of being vanquished, for Mann it is only relevant as a 

negation of triumph. For Schmitt – and also for Koselleck – defeat on the 

battlefield leads to victory on the writing desk. For Mann, on the other hand, 

military victory is actually the true defeat. Conversely, however, the 

prevention of victory does not guarantee the moral betterment of the defeated. 

The experience of 1918 was the best proof of that.  

 

The Curse of Victory 

Thomas Mann spelled out the impossibility of a German victory in detail in 

his BBC speeches between 1940 and 1945. In October 1941, he notes about 

Hitler’s military triumphs in the Soviet Union: 

 
68 See also Mann’s letter to Agnes E. Meyer from October 25, 1945. He quotes from a letter of 
the writer Manfred Hausmann who reports that the defeat has not changed a thing. Mann 
adds resignedly: “Da aber eigentlich niemand etwas aus der Katastrophe gelernt hat, – warum 
sollten gerade die Deutschen etwas gelernt haben?” (Mann – Meyer, Briefwechsel, 642). 
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Seine Siege, diese mechanischen, glanzlosen, ruhmlosen, totgeborenen 
Siege – sie lassen keines Menschen Herz höher schlagen, niemand achtet 
sie oder glaubt an sie, das deutsche Volk selbst blickt auf sie ohne Stolz, 
ohne Begeisterung, nur mit Entsetzen über die Ströme von Blut, die sie 
jetzt in Rußland kosten, und mit einer dumpfen Besorgnis, die nur zu 
gerechtfertigt ist, denn zu nichts als Ruin und Elend werden diese Siege 
führen. (GW 11, 1018) 

Even though the assertion that the Germans looked on the German victories in 

Russia without pride or enthusiasm is probably more due to Mann’s hope and 

the propaganda function of the radio speeches than to knowledge of the actual 

mood in Germany, the interpretation of the German victories as defeats is 

already apparent in this relatively early BBC radio address. They point toward 

the “ruin and misery” to come. The following year, in mid-1942, Thomas 

Mann sharpened the argument and negated the possibility of a German 

victory altogether: “Seid getrost! Hitlers Sieg ist ein leeres Wort: es gibt so 

etwas gar nicht, es liegt nicht im Bereich des Annehmbaren, Zulässigen, 

Denkbaren“ (GW 11, 1044). The reversal of the dialectic of victory and defeat, 

as it is also formulated in the speech from May 1945 quoted at the beginning, 

is already indicated here: Germany’s victory is – morally speaking – a defeat, 

whereas the German military defeat gives rise to the jubilation of the rest of 

the world. Mann sketched out the horror vision of a German victory in a 

speech in 1942:  

Alle klügeren Menschen außerhalb Deutschlands und innerhalb 
wußten es immer, und auch die unwissenden greifen es nun mit 
Händen, daß der Sieg der Nazis für Deutschland selbst ein gräßlicheres 
Unglück wäre als die Niederlage, in die ein fanatischer Idiot es jetzt 
führt. Dieser Sieg wäre untragbar und unhaltbar. Seine sichere und 
kurzfristige Folge wäre das, womit die Nazi-Propaganda euch bedroht, 
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für den Fall, daß ihr eine elende Verbrecherbande nicht länger schützt 
und die Waffen niederlegt: es wäre die Vernichtung des deutschen 
Volkes, seine Austreibung aus der Menschengemeinschaft. (GW 11, 
1060) 

While the theorists of defeat emphasize the potential of being vanquished, 

Thomas Mann warns of the dangers of victory. In his next BBC speech at the 

end of December 1942 he not only exposes the unsuccessful attempts of the 

“Goebbels press” (GW 11, 1062) to portray Rommel’s escape after the defeat in 

North Africa as “ruhmwürdiger als alle Siege” (GW 11,1062). He also shows 

that the classic defeat strategy does not work out in the case of Nazi 

propaganda: “Mit deutschen Niederlagen ist nichts anzufangen. Die Sache 

Hitlers ist auf den nackten, rohen Erfolg gestellt“ (GW 11, 1061). The German 

obsession with victory and the inability to acknowledge defeat are both part of 

one phenomenon. In chapter one, I have shown how the victory of 1871 and 

the unresolved defeat of 1918 haunted German politics and policy, and 

justified the humiliating treatment of the French after the end of the Battle of 

France in June 1940.  

In his 1919 essay “Kaiserreich und Republik,” Heinrich Mann had emphasized 

the potential of defeat to lead Germany into a democratic future. Similar to 

Ernst Jünger in “Der Verlorene Posten,” Heinrich Mann employed the 

metaphor of the dark abyss to describe the aftermath of defeat. In the prelude 

to the essay, he wrote: 

Wir liegen am Boden eines Abgrunds, den wir noch nicht ermessen 
haben. Untersuchen wir ihn, schärfen wir im Dunkeln die Augen! Der 
Weg, den wir hinabgetaumelt sind, ist eingestürzt. Vielleicht führt ein 
anderer hinaus? Hoffnung gewährend, leuchten, gerade weil es so tief 
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ist, über dem Ausgang unseres Gefängnisses die Sterne. (“Kaiserreich 
und Republik” 34) 

Defeat provides hope here, despite its intensity. In fact, it is precisely in the 

immeasurable, dark abyss of defeat that the stars shine bright – and give hope 

that possibly points to a new way out. In Heinrich Mann’s case, defeat 

challenges us not only to look back to recognize the mistakes of the past and 

avoid them in the future, it also contains a decidedly future-oriented 

component. Heinrich Mann subscribes to the classic trope of the “culture of 

defeat” according to which victory clouds the view, and defeat sharpens it.  

A comparison with the situation of 1918 also brings out the 

fundamental differences between the two historical situations. Thomas Mann 

argued in 1945 that there are not two Germanys, a good and an evil Germany, 

but that the evil Germany is the good Germany gone wrong. Heinrich Mann, 

by contrast, could claim in 1919 that the defeat had buried “nur eine Abart des 

Deutschen, nicht das Deutschtum” (“Kaiserreich und Republik,” 34). The 

radically different situation could not be illustrated better than by Thomas’s 

concession in 1945 that all “Deutschtum” had been compromised. However, 

Thomas Mann had shared his brother’s belief that in the period between the 

Armistice of Compiègne and the Treaty of Versailles the future was wide 

open.69 He simply did not share Heinrich’s optimism but blamed the so-called 

 
69 For example, in the article “Zuspruch”, published in February 1919 in the Frankfurter 
Zeitung: “Ein Volk und sein Zustand ist ja etwas sehr Uneinfaches und schwer mit einem 
Wort zu Beurteilendes. Zum Beispiel wäre eines denkbar, daß es von Kraft und Gesundheit 
nur so strotzte und dennoch mit sich selbst und dem allgemeinen Weltzustande in einem so 
tiefen Zwiespalt lebte, daß es sich aus dem beinahe geglückten, aber innerlich 
unzukömmlichen Versuch, zum Herrn und Meister dieses Weltzustandes emporzusteigen, 
eine Niederlage von nie dagewesenen Ausmaßen bereitet, – eine Niederlage, für die das Wort 
‚katastrophal‘ beinahe Beschönigung wäre; eine Niederlage, epochemachend in der 
Geschichte der Menschheit und wohl geeignet, nicht nur ihre Helden, sondern auch die ganze 
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“Zivilisationsliteraten” disgraceful situation, people who preferred unbridled 

self-accusations to a radical new beginning after the defeat (GkFA 15.1, 237). 

Both brothers followed Nietzsche’s argument about the dangers of defeat, 

only with opposite perspectives: while Heinrich interpreted defeat in the light 

of the hubris of the 1871 victory, Thomas conjured up the dangers of victory 

for the present winners.70 In a telegram to the Leipziger Illustrierte Zeitung from 

May 1919 he turned to the external enemies of the “Reich” and proclaimed: 

“Der Ententefrieden bekundet die Gottgeschlagenheit der Sieger” (GkFA 15.1, 

246).71 Thus the inversion of the victor-vanquished dialectic has been 

completed from a conservative perspective: The winners are the losers, the 

vanquished are the victors. In combination with the stab-in-the-back-myth, 

this position would soon turn out to be extremely attractive for those who 

were calling for retaliation for the “disgrace of Versailles.” With Thomas 

Mann’s turn into a Vernunftrepublikaner his attitude to the defeat of 1918 

changed. Most importantly, however, the German crimes between 1933 and 

1945 made it impossible to consider the defeat in the second war as anything 

but a prevented victory and a necessary radical collapse.  

 

 
übrige Welt auf neue Gedanken zu bringen. Das betreffende Volk jedenfalls sähe sich durch 
diese denkwürdige Niederlage, nicht ohne eine gewisse Erleichterung, auf ein ganz neues 
Geleise gesetzt und physisch genötigt, für sein Teil das Leben völlig von vorn und völlig 
anders wieder anzufangen.” (GkFA 15.1, 236) 
70 On Mann’s engagement with Nietzsche in Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen, particularly as 
pertaining to the question of defeat, see Wolf Lepenies: Kultur und Politik, pp. 71–87.  
71 The term “gottgeschlagen” features prominently in the German folk song “Das Fluchtlied”, 
written by the Gymnasium student Ernst Ferdinand August on the occasion of the retreat of 
the Napoleonic Army from Russia. Celebrating the utter defeat of Napoleon’s troops, it 
quickly became popular among “German” soldiers after the battles of Leipzig and Waterloo. 
Adolf Hitler quoted the refrain of the song after the German attack on Poland in 1939: “Mit 
Mann und Roß und Wagen / So hat sie Gott geschlagen.” 
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Into the Abyss: The Defeat of 1945 

The defeat of 1945 was the defeat of National Socialism, but it also marked the 

moral and political collapse of the idea of Germany. It eludes any attribution 

of meaning that goes beyond the prevention of even greater catastrophes. This 

is demonstrated emphatically in the conclusion of Doktor Faustus which uses 

the same metaphor for German history as Heinrich Mann’s essays from the 

period immediately following World War I. Tobias Boes notes on this passage 

in the novel: “The literary consequences of fascist Germany’s defeat are 

probed nowhere else as trenchantly as in the novel’s epilogue” (Formative 

Fictions 231). In Doktor Faustus, defeat is however not the starting point, but 

the vanishing point for reflection:  

Deutschland, die Wangen hektisch gerötet, taumelte dazumal auf der 
Höhe wüster Triumphe, im Begriffe, die Welt zu gewinnen kraft des 
einen Vertrages, den es zu halten gesonnen war, und den es mit seinem 
Blute gezeichnet hatte. Heute stürzt es, von Dämonen umschlungen, 
über einem Auge die Hand und mit dem andern ins Grauen starrend, 
hinab von Verzweiflung zu Verzweiflung. Wann wird es des Schlundes 
Grund erreichen? Wann wird aus letzter Hoffnungslosigkeit, ein 
Wunder, das über den Glauben geht, das Licht der Hoffnung tragen? Ein 
einsamer Mann faltet seine Hände und spricht: Gott sei euerer armen 
Seele gnädig, mein Freund, mein Vaterland.  

ENDE (Doktor Faustus 738) 

In Heinrich Mann’s “Kaiserreich und Republik,” Germans also find 

themselves in an abyss, but the darkness below gives a glimpse of the stars 

that give hope. The situation in Thomas Mann’s Deutschlandroman, however, is 

marked by hopelessness. Germany is staggering in a frenzy of victory, “auf 

der Höhe wüster Triumphe,” into absolute defeat. The bottom of the abyss has 



 

143 

not even been reached, and there is no way out. Only a miracle could provide 

hope. There is no capital to be gained from defeat. There is nothing else left to 

do but pray. 

Perhaps Thomas Mann’s exile perspective on Germany as it is reflected 

in the novel and his essays and speeches can best be captured by the metaphor 

of shipwreck with spectator, as unfolded by philosopher Hans Blumenberg. 

Mann’s perspective on the German catastrophe is ultimately that of the 

involuntary spectator. Witnessing the shipwreck, he observes the sinking ship 

from the firm ground of the safe land. But the position of the spectator, as 

Blumenberg points out with reference to Nietzsche, is by no means that of the 

safe land alone, but rather that of the rescued shipwrecked person. Thomas 

Mann as Robinson then, or perhaps as Odysseus, a shipwrecked man escaping 

the horrors of the sea, watching the failure of his mother ship from the shores 

of America? “Das Erstaunen des geretteten Schiffbrüchigen ist die neue 

Erfahrung des festen Landes. Zuverlässigkeit eines festen Bodens ist für den 

aus der Geschichte auftauchenden Menschen das schlechthin Neue,“ 

Blumenberg notes (26). This is especially true of existence in exile on a new 

continent.  

But the metaphor can be extended even further, as Blumenberg clarifies 

based on Schopenhauer’s considerations. And only in this further step does 

the full potential of the metaphor unfold for the analysis of Mann’s specific 

position. For Schopenhauer, man is not either shipwrecked or spectator, but 

always both, suffering and observing, failing and watching. Man is at the 

mercy of the sea, but at the same time, he succeeds at establishing a distance to 
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himself, in becoming a stranger to himself, and in considering his suffering in 

an abstract sense. Or, in Blumenberg’s words: “Der Zuschauer übersteigt sich 

in der Reflexion zum transzendentalen Zuschauer” (66). This, to me, seems to 

apply to Thomas Mann’s complex relationship to Germany as reflected in his 

literary and essayistic work between the 1930s and at least until the 

publication of Doktor Faustus. The metaphor of the shipwreck with spectator 

may thus be able to grasp the complexity of the situation in which the rescued 

shipwrecked man sees the sinking ship, reflecting on his strange double role. 

On the one hand, escaping the ship sinking in the waves, on the other hand, 

being a part of the ship that must not be given up and has to be saved. This 

task may be possible for those who, like Thomas Mann, had escaped the ship 

and testified to its failure from firm ground. The question remains, though, 

how those who did not or could not assume this double role and who 

attributed the shipwreck to the adversity of fate, to the unfavorable winds, 

could recognize their role in this disaster.  

 

After the Collapse: Reorientations (1945–1950) 

The end of World War I in November 1918 had been an anticlimactic 

experience for many Germans on the home front. As Steffen Martus 

summarizes the situation in his article on Jünger’s “art of defeat” in the 

aftermath of the Great War: “Was einigen Beobachtern fehlte, war das 

heroisch phantasierte letzte Aufbäumen, die finale Mobilisierung der Kräfte, 

kurzum: ein eindrucksvoller Untergang, der auch zur Rhetorik und Praxis der 
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Totalisierung des Krieges gepasst hätte” (255). The situation was 

fundamentally different in 1945. In his Sportpalast speech on February 18, 

1943, German Propaganda Minister Joseph Goebbels had called for a total 

war. Goebbels’ question to the large, carefully selected audience if they want 

the total war was followed by a frenetic “Yes!” and remains one of the most 

harrowing scenes of Nazi propaganda. Rhetoric soon turned into action. 

Goebbels had given his speech merely two weeks after the Wehrmacht’s sixth 

Army’s defeat in Stalingrad, which would soon be considered the decisive 

turning point of the war even by the most optimistic German strategists. The 

totalization of war only continued in the two final war years, and the Allied 

areal bombings of German cities made this reality palpable to the people on 

the “home front.” The drafting of all men between the ages of 15 and 60 in the 

final weeks of the war (into the “Volkssturm”) as well as Hitler’s Nero Decree 

from March 1945 further testified to the fact that the German leadership was 

deadly serious about the total war. Germany’s unconditional surrender on 

May 8, 1945, brought about the end of the war on the European theater, and 

for the victims of Germany who had survived, the victory of the Allies in most 

cases meant liberation.  

Thomas Mann considered Germany’s defeat as the “liberation” of Nazi 

rule. But only since Federal President Richard von Weizsäcker’s 1985 speech at 

the Bundestag in Bonn, the idea that May 8, 1945 marks not only defeat, but 

also – and more importantly – a day of liberation, has become widely accepted 

in German public discourse. The decisive passage in Weizsäcker’s speech 

reads “Der 8. Mai war ein Tag der Befreiung. Er hat uns alle befreit von dem 
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menschenverachtenden System der nationalsozialistischen Gewaltherrschaft.” 

Understandably, Weizsäcker’s speech is usually reduced to this passage, even 

though he argued for a much more nuanced understanding of May 8, 

emphasized the date’s inextricable link to January 30, 1933, and underscored 

that Germany should under no circumstances join the Allied celebrations of 

victory. In the last 35 years, this position has changed, German chancellors 

now routinely join American, British and French politicians for the D-Day 

celebrations in Normandy, and the idea that the “poor Germans” were 

liberated at the end of the war is more common now than ever before. Given 

this context, it is all the more necessary to go back to the supposed “Zero 

Hour” of 1945 and examine the reactions to the end of the war by those who 

considered themselves “weder Opfer noch befreit” (Koselleck in an interview 

with Christian Esch, Berliner Zeitung). Reinhart Koselleck not only refused his 

personal experience to be subsumed under Weizsäcker’s category of 

liberation, he also pointed to the change of the meaning of the concept of 

“Opfer” in German. Regarding the Second World War, the term was primarily 

used in its active sense (“ein Opfer bringen”; ‘sacrifice’) until the 1950s; while 

it later mostly denoted passive experiences (“ein Opfer sein”; ‘victim’) that 

allowed apologetics to lump together the experiences very different groups, 

such as Jews and German soldiers. The two different meanings of the term 

should be kept in mind when discussing reactions to the defeat. 

In the last footnote of his 1988 essay “Erfahrungswandel und 

Methodenwechsel,” Koselleck referred to Carl Schmitt’s Ex captivitate salus as 

one recent example of history written from the perspective of the vanquished. 
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Schmitt, in turn, mentioned Ernst Jünger as one of his interlocutors regarding 

contemporary strategies of dealing with defeat. In the following, I will argue 

that Carl Schmitt’s argument for history written by the vanquished hinges on 

Ernst Jünger’s philosophy of the Verlorener Posten. While Jünger had 

highlighted the individual dimension of fighting a losing battle, Schmitt 

substituted historiographical agency for political action.  

Thomas Mann, on the other hand, uncovered the deep entanglement of 

all Germans in the German catastrophe. While Schmitt’s and Jünger’s accounts 

do not provide models for how to critically engage with defeat, they can be 

read as attempts of exculpation and of generating biographical continuity 

amid a fundamental historical rupture. Thomas Mann’s account, on the other 

hand, highlights the collective dimension. Reading these accounts against one 

another, I argue, brings out the intricacies of their respective challenges that 

probably cannot be reconciled, and which also fuels the social and political 

debates of our days, namely the relation between collective responsibility and 

individual guilt.  

Carl Schmitt’s short text about Alexis de Tocqueville, written in the 

summer of 1946, sets off from the saying “History is written by the victors” 

(Der Sieger schreibt die Geschichte), and then discusses the French historian as a 

vanquished figure. Wolfgang Schivelbusch’s remark on Schmitt from The 

Culture of Defeat may serve as a reminder of Schmitt’s role in the Nazi party 

here: 

For Schmitt in 1946, Tocqueville was a great historian because he “did 
not, like Hegel and Ranke, seat himself next to God Almighty in the 
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royal box in the theater of the world” but rather took his place among 
the ranks of the losing side. In 1934, when Schmitt, who drafted the 
legal justification for the Night of the Long Knives, shared the box with 
Hitler, he no doubt saw things differently. (Schivelbusch 3) 

Schmitt does not discuss the contemporary situation in Germany in his text, 

yet it is impossible not to consider Schmitt’s situation as a former member and 

vivid supporter of the Nazi party and the defeat of Germany. The relation 

between the historical situation in which the text was written, Schmitt’s 

involvement in the justification of Nazi politics, and his discussion of 

Tocqueville is quite complex.  

Schmitt is impressed by Tocqueville’s 1835 prognosis that the United 

States and Russia will be the powers which will ensure that “die Menschheit 

den Weg zur Zentralisierung und Demokratisierung, den sie seit langem geht, 

unweigerlich und unwiderstehlich weitergehen wird” (Schmitt, Ex captivitate 

salus 28). Considering the decisive roles of the United States and the Soviet 

Union in World War II, Schmitt’s excitement is understandable, yet it is not 

Tocqueville’s prognosis that he is most interested in. Schmitt presents 

Tocqueville as a vanquished in several respects: “Tocqueville war ein 

Besiegter. In ihm sammelten sich alle Arten von Niederlagen, und das nicht 

zufällig und nur unglücklicherweise, sondern schicksalhaft und existenziell” 

(Schmitt, Ex captivitate salus 30). Schmitt lists all the defeats of Tocqueville: as 

an aristocrat he was a vanquished of the civil war, as a liberal he was hit by 

the unexpected eruption of the liberal revolution of 1848, as a Frenchman he 

was a member of a nation that was vanquished after a twenty years’ coalition 

war, as a European he was vanquished by the rise of the two super powers 
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that rose above Europe’s head, and as a Christian he was vanquished by the 

scientific agnosticism of his time. Most importantly, Tocqueville did not have 

a katechon: “Ihm fehlte der heilsgeschichtliche Halt, der seine geschichtliche 

Idee von Europa vor der Verzweiflung bewahrte” (Schmitt, Ex captivitate salus 

31). Considering Schmitt’s own belief in the importance of a European katechon 

and the idea that the Third Reich could be the katechon that stops the 

Bolsheviks from overrunning the continent, the importance Schmitt attaches 

to this aspect is striking. However, Schmitt also notes that Tocqueville’s 

contemporary Guizot was right when he remarked that Tocqueville was truly 

a vanquished because he accepted his defeat. This is turned into a positive 

character trait by Schmitt when he writes: “Aber Gott wandelt den Sinn 

solcher Bosheiten und macht sie zum Zeugnis eines ungewollten und 

unerwarteten Tiefsinns” (Schmitt, Ex captivitate salus 32).  

While Schmitt’s portrait of Tocqueville claims that the experience of 

being vanquished contains an epistemological potential, it is not obvious 

which position Schmitt would assign to himself. On the one hand, portraying 

Tocqueville as a vanquished and as the greatest historian of the 19th century 

(Schmitt, Ex captivitate salus 27) just one year after the end of the Second World 

War suggests a parallel in the historical experiences of the writer and its 

subject. On the other hand, Schmitt recounts an anecdote from the fall of 1940 

that makes it impossible to decide which side the narrator takes.  

Im Herbst 1940, als Frankreich besiegt am Boden lag, hatte ich ein 
Gespräch mit einem Jugoslaven, dem serbischen Dichter Ivo Andrié, 
den ich sehr liebe. Wir waren uns in einer gemeinsamen Kennerschaft 
und in der Verehrung für Léon Bloy begegnet. Der Serbe erzählte mir 
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folgende Geschichte aus dem Mythos seines Volkes: Marko Kraljevié, 
der Held der serbischen Sage, kämpfte einen ganzen Tag mit einem 
mächtigen Türken und streckte ihn nach hartem Kampf zu Boden. Als 
er den besiegten Feind getötet hatte, erwachte eine Schlange, die auf 
dem Herzen des Toten schlief, und sprach zu Marko: Es war dein 
Glück, daß ich während eures Kampfes geschlafen habe. Da rief der 
Held: Weh mir, ich habe einen Mann getötet, der stärker war als ich! 

Diese Geschichte habe ich damals einigen Freunden und Bekannten 
weitererzählt, auch Ernst Jünger, der als Offizier der Besatzungsarmee 
in Paris stand. Wir waren alle tief beeindruckt. Aber wir waren uns 
auch alle klar darüber, daß die Sieger von heutzutage sich von solchen 
mittelalterlichen Geschichten nicht beeindrucken lassen. Auch das 
gehört noch zu deinem großen Prognostikum, armer, besiegter 
Tocqueville! (Schmitt, Ex captivitate salus 33) 

When Schmitt tells about the reaction of himself and of his friends toward the 

anecdote in 1940, their astonishment could refer to their own role as victors 

and the uneasiness that is caused by the story. However, looking back at this 

situation in 1946, the potential of the anecdote has simultaneously been 

realized with the victory of the Allies against Germany, and it has been 

reversed, as the roles of victor and vanquished have changed. It is precisely 

this oscillation between the roles of victor and vanquished that makes 

Schmitt’s text so intriguing. 

Schmitt reflects on the nature of defeat and suggests historical 

comparisons without referring to the contemporary political situation at all. 

Consequently, the text offers no perspective on Germany’s future. In that 

respect, it differs substantially from Heinrich Mann’s essay that advocates for 

a new beginning. But in their understanding of the experience of being 

vanquished both texts are closer than expected. Mann and Schmitt emphasize 

the cathartic effects of a defeat and the perspective it opens up, and they 
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suggest understanding the defeat as another form of a victory: Mann in the 

sense that the experience of being vanquished does away with the amoral 

Siegermentalität and leads to a moral improvement of the nation, Schmitt in the 

sense of perceived moral superiority. Schmitt’s vanquished, who may think of 

themselves as the “secret victors”, have more in common with Mann’s victors 

than his vanquished. And Mann’s vanquished could also be imagined joining 

the conversation between Jünger and Schmitt in which they honor the 

vanquished. But this would mean that Mann’s hopes of a victor who does not 

abuse his power have come true and the epistemological potential of being 

vanquished has been transformed methodologically into historical knowledge, 

even on the side of the victors. This “would mean saving us from victories. Yet 

every experience speaks against it” (Koselleck 83). 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

(UN-) LEARNING TO LOSE: ON THE MARBLE CLIFFS VS. DOKTOR 

FAUSTUS 

 
The following passage is from one of the first reviews of Thomas Mann’s 1947 

novel Doktor Faustus: 

Mann truly says, through the mouth of one of his characters if I 
remember rightly, that at the present moment Germany is 
psychologically more advanced than the rest of the world. That is true, 
and only what might be expected. The victors in a war do not, in the 
mass, do much probing into distant and obscure historical causations 
when it is over: for them the simple feeling of danger escaped is 
enough. It is the defeated nation which, as a nation, does the hardest 
thinking about it all, especially when the nation is as “faustisch” as the 
German. (Newman 1949, 2) 

Published in the Sunday Times by the English critic Ernest Newman in the 

spring of 1949, the review is remarkable for two reasons. First, it echoes the 

sentiment of postwar German thinkers such as Carl Schmitt who ascribed an 

epistemological advantage to the experience of defeat; a rather surprising 

position to be taken by a British author only four years after the end of World 

War II. Secondly, it implicitly proposes that, for Thomas Mann, the German 

catastrophe had a positive effect as it enabled the Germans to pose those 

difficult questions the victors were not interested in. What is formulated by 

Newman as a strength of Doktor Faustus would, in fact, be considered one of 

the most problematic features of the novel by later criticism, along with the 

stereotypical, antisemitic features of the Jewish characters.  
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But did Thomas Mann actually suggest what Ernest Newman considers 

one of the primary historical insights of Doktor Faustus? Indeed, in chapter 

XXXIV, the narrator Serenus Zeitblom reports a conversation in the Kridwiß 

circle in which the effect of the war on the vanquished countries is discussed: 

“Ich habe es ja selbst weiter oben aus freien Stücken vermerkt, daß die 

Erschütterung und Zerstörung scheinbar gefestigter Lebenswerte durch den 

Krieg namentlich in den besiegten Ländern, die dadurch einen gewissen 

geistigen Vorsprung vor den anderen hatten, sehr lebhaft empfunden wurde” 

(Doktor Faustus, 529).72 As J.P. Stern remarks, the “horrible and absurd” 

suggestion that “the monstrosities of National Socialism are in some 

inconceivable way to be seen as justified and validated” (372) cannot simply 

be refuted by the observation that the narrator in this scene is referring to the 

period after World War I, not World War II. For Zeitblom’s remark on the 

“certain psychological advantage” of the defeated is presented as common 

knowledge that holds true regardless of specific historical circumstances. 

Considering further that two temporal levels of the novel coincide with the 

catastrophic climax of the Second World War – namely Thomas Mann’s time 

of writing Doktor Faustus and Serenus Zeitblom’s time of narrating the life of 

his friend Adrian Leverkühn – it is almost impossible not to relate the 

conversations in the diegesis to the extradiegetic events unfolding at the time 

when Mann was composing the story. However, Stern reminds us, the novel 

amounts to more than a set of correspondences to the real world. Highlighting 

the aesthetic dimension of Doktor Faustus, Stern argues: 

 
72 In the following, Doktor Faustus will be abbreviated as DF.  
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What does refute the suggestion [that the monstrosities of National 
Socialism are in some inconceivable way to be seen as justified and 
validated] is that Thomas Mann has not in fact written a novel of total 
correspondences; that on the level of specific events and individual 
ideas the allegorical parallels are incomplete and intermittent, implying 
and leaving room for the freedom of the individual from a total 
determinism. The parallel must be drawn where it is meaningful, and 
abandoned where that freedom is invoked. (Stern 372) 

This reminder of the novel’s (partial) poetic autonomy foregrounds the 

affordances of literature vis-à-vis discussions of the same historical-political 

questions in other media and genres. Calibrating the tension between the 

political sphere and the aesthetic realm, literature can carve out a distinct 

discursive space that allows considering these matters. Thomas Mann’s Doktor 

Faustus does so by exploring the historical and philosophical causes of the 

German catastrophe through the life of the composer Adrian Leverkühn.  

When, in this chapter, I read Mann’s 1947 novel in conjunction with 

Ernst Jünger’s Auf den Marmorklippen (1939), it is not because I want to suggest 

that the two works share a common perspective on the political or historical 

arena. Rather, this unlikely pairing is based on the observation that both 

authors sought decidedly aesthetic responses to the events of the day. And 

even though they did so in remarkably different ways – Ernst Jünger by 

embracing a highly aestheticized style later considered a paradigmatic 

example of “Verdeckte Schreibweise” in Nazi Germany (Ehrke-

Rotermund/Rotermund); Thomas Mann by going back to the Faust legend – 

their novels refer to myths while at the same time allowing for allegorical 

readings. While the mythical dimensions of both novels largely elude 

historical determination, their references to the extradiegetic world invite the 
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audience to relate plots and characters to historical reality. But if this may be 

true for every work of literature, the two novels hold their audience in 

suspense and resist unambiguous interpretations even more than most other 

texts. This has to do both with the poetic features of the novels themselves and 

with the unique historical situations in which they were published.  

These two interrelated aspects of Doktor Faustus and Auf den 

Marmorklippen make the novels so fascinating for the question of the aesthetic 

and epistemological potential of defeat. Both texts are very much concerned 

with defeat or, more broadly, catastrophic failure on a personal, national, 

historical, and philosophical level. And while they thematize these questions 

also in light of the political developments of the time of their writing, they 

relate them to much more fundamental considerations on adequate and 

appropriate personal conduct in the face of imminent danger (Jünger) and on 

the historical and philosophical roots of the German catastrophe (Mann). It is 

important to keep in mind that Jünger’s text was written in Germany before 

the beginning of World War II, while Mann composed Doktor Faustus between 

1943 and 1947 in exile in the United States. Different from postwar accounts 

that sought to work through the Holocaust and the end of the Nazi regime – 

and specifically the defeat of the German Reich in World War II – the two 

works under consideration here are not immediately under suspicion of 

retrospectively justifying the deeds of the Nazis, the Wehrmacht and the 

German people more broadly.  

In contrast to W.G. Sebald’s 1999 study Luftkrieg und Literatur, I am not 

interested in the experience of Germans as victims of Allied aerial bombings. 
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In this chapter, I will rather focus on the “poetics of defeat” than on its culture 

(Schivelbusch) and thus seek to develop a critical understanding of the 

aesthetics of narrating defeat. In doing so, however, I acknowledge that Frank 

Schirrmacher’s diagnosis regarding Sebald’s monograph still holds true for 

any engagement with the end of World War II from the perspectives of those 

who started it: “Die Beschreibung von Bombenkrieg und Vertreibung steht bis 

heute unter Entlastungsverdacht” (31).  

It is, in fact, impossible to escape the tension between analyzing the 

German defeat from the perspective of the losers and, in doing so, adopting 

the perspective of the perpetrators. I do not deny this, but I reject the 

methodological fallacy according to which any engagement with these 

questions must be avoided in the first place because it risks amplifying the 

voices of the oppressors. Politically, this may be a viable argument. But if we 

take our roles as scholars seriously, these (often ahistorical) moral 

considerations cannot be the only basis for our work, and we have to 

scrutinize the motifs of the losers if we want to understand them, even if they 

stood on the wrong side of history.73 Doing so may also help us to avoid the 

moral hubris, cynicism, and ahistorical naiveté that asks from a new 

generation of German Studies scholars nothing less than to produce “better, 

truer research results that future generations will not have to regret, redress, 

and make reparations for” (Gramling 316). The implicit assumption that we 

have reached the end (or – which is the same thing in this case – the pinnacle) 

of history is as wrong today as it was in the heyday of enlightenment, in 
 

73 As far as Thomas Mann is concerned, this is certainly not the case, at least not in public 
discourse. But at the moment it looks as if it is only a matter of time before this changes. 
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Hegel’s 1831, and in Fukuyama’s 1989. At the same time, it is of course crucial 

not to repeat the mistakes of the past.  

 

Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus could be seen as part of an intellectual 

constellation that was committed to understanding how the German 

Zivilisationsbruch had become possible, how German guilt could be assessed, 

and how to move forward after the end of Nazi Germany. The philosopher 

Karl Jaspers addressed these and other questions in Die Schuldfrage in 1946; the 

same year in which historian Friedrich Meinecke published Die deutsche 

Katastrophe. In the next fifty years for many Germans, however, a different 

narrative prevailed. In this narrative, the German civilian population were 

victims and the Wehrmacht was not part of the extermination war waged by 

the SS. Hannes Heer, the historian who developed the first German Army 

Exhibition (Wehrmachtsausstellung), not only helped debunk the myth of the 

“clean” Wehrmacht, but also raised an issue that this dissertation cannot 

easily escape: privileging the memory of defeat over the memory of the 

murdering of tens of millions of people entails the danger of repeating the 

Germans’ response to their atrocities, namely turning the perpetrators into 

victims: 

Der Vernichtungskrieg machte die Deutschen zu Komplizen des 
Verbrechens, und aus dem Pakt zwischen dem Führer und seinem Volk 
wurde Blutsbrüderschaft. Sie endete erst am 8. Mai 1945. 

Dieses Datum, der Tag der Niederlage, nicht die Ermordung von 6 
Millionen Juden oder fast 30 Millionen Menschen aus der Sowjetunion 
verursachte das Trauma der Deutschen. Es fand in dem 
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selbstgewählten Ausdruck vom “Zusammenbruch” seinen adäquaten 
Ausdruck. Damit war für die Generation der Täter der Weg zur 
Anerkennung ihrer Schuld verstellt, die Deutschen wurden – 
verblüffend für alle Beobachter – ein Volk „ohne Reue.“ (Heer, 9–10) 

The German trauma of the “collapse” also led to what Margarete and 

Alexander Mitscherlich have termed the “inability to mourn,” an inability 

which notably referred to the loss of the “Führer,” not the Germans’ inability 

to mourn the victims of the Holocaust and the war.  

When Mann and Jünger refer to the defeat (Niederlage) or the collapse 

(Zusammenbruch) of Germany in the two novels discussed here, their 

respective perspectives are very different from the postwar situation sketched 

by Heer. Jünger wrote Auf den Marmorklippen in spring 1939 and could thus 

not anticipate the details and the outcome of the war; Mann did finish Doktor 

Faustus roughly two years after Germany’s unconditional surrender, but the 

novel is more concerned with the deep roots of National Socialism and less 

with providing an apology for the atrocities committed in the name of 

Germany.  

In what follows, I will examine two related questions: What dimensions 

of defeat are negotiated in and by the two novels? And which aesthetic 

strategies do Mann und Jünger employ in this process? In pursuing these 

questions, I hope to excavate a tradition of thinking defeat beyond (or rather, 

before) May 1945 that does not reduce Germany’s failures in the twentieth 

century to the inability to triumph in a total war but considers the conditions 

of possibility of the multitude of failures. Approaching the constellation of the 

German defeat of 1945 from this constellation permits not only viewing the 
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situation from “within” rather than assessing it from the vantage point of the 

aftermath; in doing so it also promises to disclose a “less teleological” 

perspective that does not interpret the defeat as the only logical, but as one– 

though the most desirable – of several possible outcomes. 

 

Even though Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus and Ernst Jünger’s Auf den 

Marmorklippen have not been subject of a comparative study yet, scholarship 

has pointed out striking parallels between Mann’s 1947 novel and Ernst 

Jünger’s work. Since Jürgen Manthey’s 1990 article in the Text + Kritik volume 

on Ernst Jünger, in which the author argues that Thomas Mann’s 1934 

Meerfahrt mit Don Quijote can be read as a response to Der Arbeiter from 1932 

(Manthey 36), Jünger’s essay Der Arbeiter has become the usual point of 

reference for comparisons. In regard to Germany’s defeat, Karlheinz 

Hasselbach draws direct parallels between the Der Arbeiter and Doktor Faustus, 

arguing that “ähnlich wie da [in Der Arbeiter] heißt es im Doktor Faustus über 

die besiegten Länder, daß ihnen die Erschütterung der alten Lebenswerte 

einen geistigen Vorsprung gebe bei der Schaffung des notwendigen Neuen” 

(150). What makes a comparison of these two very different works – which 

were published before the “Machtergreifung” and two years after the war 

respectively – so attractive are their diagnostic and prognostic qualities 

regarding the respective historical situations in which they were published. As 

Hasselbach puts it, “Jüngers Essay eignet sich zum Vergleich mit Thomas 

Manns Roman, weil er, als Zeitdiagnose wie als Zukunftsprognose angelegt, 

sowohl vom Geist der Zeit wie auch von dem eines zeittypischen 
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Intellektuellen zeugt” (Hasselbach 150). In other words, Hasselbach considers 

Der Arbeiter, but also Doktor Faustus, not as merely indicative of their times – 

as essayistic and literary symptoms or expressions of the zeitgeist – but as 

analytical texts that explain the present situation and make prognoses about 

the future. This observation underscores literature’s critical role in the 

production of knowledge, rather than considering literature as a merely 

representative medium. However, even though Hasselbach acknowledges 

literature’s epistemological potential, he does not consider the aesthetic side of 

the two texts in his analysis. The strategy of “deciphering” literary texts – as 

important and useful as it is in the process of disclosing a works relation to 

extratextual reality – remains mostly focused on the level of the plot (story) 

and neglects the way in which the story is told (discourse). Equally important, 

because of this blind spot, it fails to acknowledge the dynamic relation 

between story and discourse and to consider aesthetic consequences of 

potential alternative constellations. In what follows, I will focus on two novels 

by Jünger and Mann – Auf den Marmorklippen and Doktor Faustus – and 

examine the aesthetic and epistemological potential of the experience of defeat 

in these texts.  

 

Ernst Jünger: Auf den Marmorklippen (1939) 

Auf den Marmorklippen tells a story of defeat. At the end of the novel, the 

narrator and his brother Otho escape from the chief ranger (Oberförster) and 

his henchmen. The flight leads the brothers across the lake to the community 
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of Alta Plana, where they are welcomed by the ruler, Ansgar. The final 

sentence of the novel announces the conclusion of their transition from the 

Marina to Alta Plana, and simultaneously suggests the possibility of a new 

beginning: “Da schritten wir durch die weit offenen Tore wie in den Frieden 

des Vaterhauses ein” (MK 351). At a moment when their home has been 

burned to the grounds and their friends Braquemart and Prince Sunmyra have 

been murdered in the camp of Köppelsbleek, Alta Plana is more than a 

sanctuary, it is a new home. The novel’s final scene, in fact, much more 

resembles the entry of a king than the arrival of two refugees. Relating this 

ending to the historical context in which Jünger was writing Auf den 

Marmorklippen, Peter Uwe Hohendahl points out that “[d]ie Marmorklippen 

schließen folglich nicht mit der politischen Katastrophe, sondern führen die 

Hauptfiguren in einen Raum, von dem aus die Erneuerung der kulturellen 

Tradition gedacht und erwartet werden kann” (Erfundene Welten 17).  

The marble cliffs in the novel, from which the narrator surveys the 

surrounding land, thus provide both spatial and temporal orientation: Specific 

geographical locations can be related to one or more temporal spheres. The 

marble cliffs and the Marina are located at the geographical center of the 

fictional landscape. They are also at the temporal center of the novel’s plot, the 

moment of radical presence in which the latent tensions between the 

competing ideological camps in the story world erupt. The groups around the 

chief ranger who have entered the Marina from the margins of the Campagna 

displace and kill the previous occupants of the power center and occupy their 

position. Presence is power: The present is the gravitational center of the 
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temporal universe of Auf den Marmorklippen. The past and the future can 

penetrate this center and thus create a new reality in the present, but these 

temporal dimensions are not organized on a linear continuum. They are 

simultaneously visible from the center, and certain geographical areas or 

groups of people combine both temporal qualities. Both the northern 

woodlands of the Campagna and the Mauretania, the dominion of the chief 

ranger, are described in archaic terms. “Kein Zeichen von Besiedlung” (MK 

272) can be discerned in the uncultivated desert steppe of the Mauretania, and 

the shepherds of the Campagna are “wild und ungezähmt” (MK 273). At the 

same time, the novel leaves no doubt that the greatest danger for the political 

and physical integrity of the Marina community emerges from the margins, 

the Campagna and Mauretania regions which are often covered in clouds or 

fog and cannot be properly observed from the vantage point of the marble 

cliffs. The blurred geographical boundaries of the Marina reflect the 

difficulties of discerning clearly the past and the future. The invasion of the 

chief ranger and his men marks also the intrusion of the future into the 

present. The narrator’s escape to Alta Plana – a community on the other side 

of the lake which is also often covered in fog – removes him from the new 

power center at which the archaic “Mauritanians” reign. As the ending of the 

novel suggests, Alta Plana holds the promise of a positive future. Considering, 

however, that Auf den Marmorklippen is narrated from a future point in time at 

which the narrator remembers the thoughts and events depicted in the novel, 

it is not clear whether this positive future is yet to come, has arrived, or is 

already gone. 
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Considering these ambiguities, it is all the more important to note that 

the synchronicity of different temporal layers as it is embedded in the novel’s 

spatial configuration holds the potential for resolving the conflict within the 

parameters of the fictional universe. This is what distinguishes Jünger’s 1939 

Auf den Marmorklippen from his postwar novel Heliopolis. The latter novel, 

published in 1949 and conceived as “Auseinandersetzung mit der deutschen 

Niederlage, Jüngers Rolle in ihr und ihrer möglichen Überwindung” 

(Hohendahl, Erfundene Welten 17), tackles the problems of the recent past and 

the present in a fictional future world in which an omniscient narrator guides 

the reader through the story without, however, resolving the political conflicts 

faced by the characters. Whereas Heliopolis was thus conceptualized in 

response to World War II – specifically as an attempt to engage with the 

experience of defeat on a national and individual level – Auf den 

Marmorklippen was completed in the spring of 1939, almost half a year before 

Germany attacked Poland. Surprisingly, it is the earlier novel that has more to 

say about the phenomenology and epistemology of defeat. This may well have 

to do with the fact that any postwar engagement with the experience of defeat 

is inextricably bound up with the question of German guilt, both regarding 

the Holocaust and the war. Auf den Marmorklippen by contrast, while clearly 

alluding to the suffocating atmosphere of a totalitarian regime, allows 

considering defeat not merely as a problematic and traumatic past experience 

that will shape German identities for generations to come, but also as a 

perpetual potentiality. The insight that previous defeats do shape the 
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experience of the present is commonplace. Auf den Marmorklippen 

provocatively suggests that future defeats (in a broad sense) can do so, too. 

 

In chapter seven, the two main characters of the novel find themselves 

living happily among the Mauritanians in the company of the chief ranger. 

When the narrator recalls this situation in one of the many reflective passages 

of the story, he quotes his brother’s rationalization of their complicity: “Ich 

hörte später Bruder Otho über unsere Mauretanierzeiten sage, daß ein Irrtum 

erst dann zum Fehler würde, wenn man in ihm beharrt” (MK 265). But 

becoming “woke” to the tyranny of the chief ranger is easier said than done. 

As the narrator remarks: “Es gibt Epochen des Niederganges, in denen sich 

die Form verwischt, die innerst dem Leben vorgezeichnet ist” (MK 265–266). It 

is not quite clear what this could meant. It could be read as the reflection of a 

spiritual understanding of human life according to which each individual’s 

journey is predetermined. The task would then be to find the right way and 

stay on it. However, considering the context of this passage, I would like to 

propose that the narrator is not referring to such an understanding of human 

existence, but comments on the collapse of the political and moral order in the 

fictional universe. To put it succinctly, in times of crisis it becomes much more 

difficult to distinguish between right and wrong. As the narrator remembers, 

the cultural demise as well as the ensuing conflict not only throws the brothers 

off balance, it also leads them to turn away from the present: “[A]uch spiegelt 

ein Bewußtsein des Verlustes uns Zukunft und Vergangenheit verlockender. 

Wir weben in abgeschiedenen Zeiten oder in fernen Utopien, indes der 
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Augenblick verfließt” (MK 266). But ignoring the present in favor of the past 

or the future is an escapist, debilitating strategy. In the world of Auf den 

Marmorklippen with the present at its gravitational center, historical 

knowledge is important, but merely as context, not in its own right. The 

narrator consequently emphasizes the importance of overcoming the mindset 

induced by the crisis and focusing on the present again: 

Wir spürten Sehnsucht nach Präsenz, nach Wirklichkeit und wären in 
das Eis, das Feuer und den Äther eingedrungen, um uns der 
Langeweile zu entziehen. Wie immer, wo der Zweifel sich mit Fülle 
paart, bekehrten wir uns zur Gewalt – und ist nicht sie das ewige 
Pendel, das die Zeiger vorwärtstreibt, sei es bei Tage, sei es in der 
Nacht? Also begannen wir, von Macht und Übermacht zu träumen und 
von den Formen, die sich kühn geordnet im tödlichen Gefecht des 
Lebens aufeinander zubewegen, sei es zum Untergange, sei es zum 
Triumph. (MK 266) 

It surely does not come as a surprise that Jünger’s narrator turns to violence 

and longs for a resolution that overcomes the smoldering conflict. He 

considers Gewalt the locomotive of historical progress; and progress is all that 

counts: Whereas the Mauritanians’ battle cry is “Semper victrix” (MK 267), the 

brothers long for the existential situation of the battle for its own sake and 

because it would resolve the tension – no matter who wins and who loses. At 

the same time, the narrator is aware of the downside of his inclination towards 

violence: it clouds his vision. This is why the brothers stay with the 

Mauritanians for a while, as they can learn from them how to keep level-

headed even in the midst of chaos:  

Wenn der Mensch den Halt verliert, beginnt die Furcht ihn zu regieren, 
und in ihren Wirbeln treibt er blind dahin. Bei den Mauretaniern aber 
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herrschte unberührte Stille wie im Zentrum des Zyklons. Wenn man in 
den Abgrund stürzt, soll man die Dinge in dem letzten Grad der 
Klarheit wie durch überschärfte Gläser sehen. Diesen Blick, doch ohne 
Furcht, gewann man in der Luft der Mauretania, die von Grund auf 
böse war. (MK 267) 

The novel extends the orbital metaphor of center and periphery – which we 

have already discussed in relation to the different spatio-temporal dimensions 

– to epistemology. By going into the eye of the hurricane, the narrator and his 

brother not only manage to escape their fear but also to sharpen their vision in 

the presence of existential danger. The power center is located both at the 

spatio-temporal core of the novel and in the eye of the storm. But while the 

Mauritanians are praised for their fearlessness, the story leaves no doubt that 

they are doomed: they are fundamentally evil, and they are falling into the 

abyss. In fact, their fate is the consequence of their moral failure. The 

correspondence of morality and fate reflects in (and is highlighted by) the 

German formulations used to capture this situation: Being “von Grund auf 

böse,” the Mauritanians are falling “in den Abgrund” (MK 267).  

Two things stand out here: First, Jünger uses the same metaphor used 

by several German observers of defeat and failure, such as Heinrich Mann in 

1918 and Thomas Mann in Doktor Faustus (1947). Second, Auf den 

Marmorklippen distinguishes sharply between the fundamentally evil 

Mauritanians and the rest of the population, notably the narrator and his 

brother Otho. In fact, it is precisely their evilness that separates the 

Mauritanians from the people of the Marina, and even the less “cultivated” 

inhabitants of more remote areas. And while the novel accounts for the 

corrupting influence of the chief ranger and his men on other characters – 
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especially the mercenaries and their leader Biedenhorn who negotiate with 

both sides as they seek to maximize their profits (MK 281) – it maintains a 

rigid division between those on the right side of history and those on the 

wrong. At the same time, when the narrator distances himself and his brother 

from the chief ranger and seeks to show that his morally corrupting influence 

did not affect them, he maintains that their time with the Mauritanians taught 

them how to live in face of existential danger. This is illustrated in a scene in 

which the narrator reflects on a conversation with one of the leaders of the 

Mauritanians:  

Einmal, als wir mit dem Capitano tranken, blickte er in den betauten 
Kelch wie in ein Glas, in dem vergangene Zeiten sich erschließen, und 
er meinte träumend: „Kein Glas Sekt war köstlicher als jenes, das man 
uns an die Maschinen reichte in der Nacht, da wir Sagunt zu Asche 
brannten.“ Und wir dachten: „Lieber noch mit diesem stürzen, als mit 
jenen leben, die die Furcht im Staub zu kriechen zwingt.“ (MK 267) 

The paragraph– though part of a longer passage about the importance of 

escaping the epistemological chaos of fear and of facing danger and evil in the 

most rational way – juxtaposes two quite distinct philosophies whose 

connection is not immediately clear. The brothers’ reaction reflects Jünger’s 

theory of the lost cause (Verlorener Posten) which I have discussed in the 

previous chapter, whereas the Capitano’s memory seems to foreshadow 

Jünger’s famous 1944 diary entry from Paris. Five years after writing Auf den 

Marmorklippen, while serving as an occupation officer of the German army in 

Paris, Jünger had witnessed Allied bombers attacking targets in the French 

capital. On May 27, 1944, he noted:  
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Alarme, Überfliegungen. Vom Dache des “Raphael” sah ich zweimal in 
Richtung von Saint-Germain gewaltige Sprengwolken aufsteigen, 
während Geschwader in großer Höhe davonflogen. Ihr Ziel waren die 
Flußbrücken. Art und Aufeinanderfolge der gegen den Nachschub 
gerichteten Maßnahmen deuten auf einen feinen Kopf. Beim zweiten 
Mal, bei Sonnenuntergang, hielt ich ein Glas Burgunder, in dem 
Erdbeeren schwammen, in der Hand. Die Stadt mit ihren roten 
Türmchen und Kuppeln lag in gewaltiger Schönheit, gleich einem 
Kelche, der zu tödlicher Befruchtung überflogen wird. Alles war 
Schauspiel, war reine, von Schmerz bejahte und erhöhte Macht. 
(Jünger, Strahlungen III, 271) 

The philosophy of the lost cause is a philosophy of radical defeat, an 

existentialist perspective on situations of deadly danger. The Capitano’s 

memory as well as Jünger’s diary entry from Paris, by contrast, shift the 

perspective to an observer who witnesses the destruction of an enemy city 

while enjoying a glass of wine. Jünger’s Burgundy scene – though composed 

five years after Auf den Marmorklippen – can serve as a clue for how to read the 

passage from his 1939 novel as well. The two seemingly unrelated sentences in 

the scene provide an insight both into the Capitano’s mind and into the 

narrator’s point of view – that is not of the dangerous situation itself but of the 

Capitano’s perspective on it. The narrator thus becomes an observer of the 

second order who sharpens his perspective neither on the battlefield nor by 

directly engaging with the evil Mauritanians, but by exposing himself to them 

and living among them. He explicitly refers to the time spent with the 

Mauritanians as a learning experience: “Bei den Mauretaniern konnte man die 

Spiele lernen, die den Geist, den nichts mehr bindet und der selbst des Spottes 

müde wurde, noch erfreuen” (MK 267). The narrator and his brother thus find 

themselves in an atmosphere of radical ideological and moral openness, a 
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situation where a “Geist, den nichts mehr bindet” can thrive. But this 

openness is vulnerable to relativism and, worse, to being highjacked by 

someone like the chief ranger. In fact, the aristocratic intellectual atmosphere 

provides a fertile ground for the “autochthon” (MK 268) chief ranger, who 

erects his tyranny on the foundations of the Mauretania. This is not to say that 

the Mauritanians are considered innocent victims of the chief ranger’s plot, 

but that it takes a “Kenner der Macht” (MK 268) like him to unleash the full 

evil potential of this society and channel it to serve its interests, culminating in 

the bloody attack on the Marina.  

More important, however, is the fact that the two brothers see through 

all this. They learn resilience by spending time with the Mauritanians, but 

they do not fall for the chief ranger’s attempts at intimidation: “Wie im 

Gebirge ein dichter Nebel die Wetter kündet, ging dem Oberförster eine 

Wolke von Furcht voraus. Die Furcht verhüllte ihn, und ich bin sicher, daß 

darin seine Kraft weit mehr als in ihm selbst zu suchen war” (MK 269). 

Considering that even the Mauritanians fall for the chief ranger, this leaves the 

brothers and a few characters from the Marina community (who are later 

killed) the only ones who see through the chief ranger’s plot. Their reaction – 

admittedly after the Marina has been destroyed and many people have been 

killed – is to leave the community and seek refuge on the other side of the 

lake, at Alta Plana (= Plan B?).  

Despite the brothers’ successful escape, it looks as if their world view 

has not been fundamentally shattered. While visiting the islands in the lake 

earlier, the narrator had reflected on the fact that the islands’ microclimate 
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does not support viticulture: “Es fehlen dort die Nächte im Herbst, in denen 

der Tau sich auf die Trauben schlägt und so ihr Feuer durch eine Ahnung des 

Unterganges an Geist gewinnt” (MK 271). And even as it becomes obvious 

that the community of the Marina is in great danger, the narrator justifies the 

upcoming war with reference to the cosmological need for violent renewal: 

“die Festen wankten, und die Zeit war für den Fürchterlichen [= the chief 

ranger; M.M.] reif. Die Menschenordnung gleicht dem Kosmos darin, daß sie 

von Zeit zu Zeiten, um sich von neuem zu gebären, ins Feuer tauchen muß” 

(MK 288). The parallels to Jünger’s 1923 essay “Der Kampf als inneres 

Erlebnis” are astonishing. More importantly, the novel provides another 

justification for the acceptance of human evil in society. Whereas the narrator 

had distanced himself from the evil Mauritanians and the chief ranger in the 

previous sections of the novel (and continues to do so throughout the story), 

here their evilness is presented as a necessity that brings forth a renewed, 

stronger order.  

When the narrator later overlooks the burning Marina from atop the marble 

cliffs, he still takes in the beauty of the landscape. The burning cities provide a 

unique, dark aesthetic pleasure when they are engulfed in the purple coat of 

destruction (“im Purpurmantel der Vernichtung”, MK 341). Moreover, he 

considers the flames as the blazing indicators of the fundamental corruption 

brought about by the chief ranger: “Nun war die Tiefe des Verderbens in 

hohen Flammen offenbar geworden, und weithin leuchteten die alten und 

schönen Städte am Rande der Marina im Untergange auf” (MK 341). The 
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aesthetic pleasure of the situation is enhanced by the fact that it is a purely 

visual spectacle as no sound reaches the narrator’s ears on the marble cliffs:  

Als ob der Raum ganz luftleer wäre, drang nicht ein Laut herauf; das 
Schauspiel dehnte sich in fürchterlicher Stille aus. Ich hörte dort unten 
nicht die Kinder weinen und die Mütter klagen, auch nicht das 
Kampfgeschrei der Sittenbünde und das Brüllen des Viehes, das in den 
Ställen stand. Von allen Schrecken der Vernichtung stieg zu den 
Marmorklippen einzig der goldene Schimmer empor. So flammen ferne 
Welten zur Lust der Augen in der Schönheit des Unterganges auf. (MK 
342) 

It is, however, a reflected aesthetic pleasure that maintains a distance to the 

spectacle. The narrator is aware that it is precisely his removed position that 

allows him to experience only the visual dimension of the destruction of the 

marina, the golden glow of the fires which have set the Marina ablaze. The 

implications of this radically reduced, almost minimalistic aesthetic experience 

are quite disturbing: while in the company of the Mauritanians, the narrator 

and his brother had hoped to prepare for the case of emergency. Their goal 

had been to learn from the Mauritanians how to remain level-headed in the 

face of imminent danger and how to make rational decisions when chaos 

threatens the political and moral order. However, already shortly after their 

return from the Mauritanians they realized that the chief ranger poses an 

existential threat to their lives and the lives of their friends and allies. Before 

they decide to escape, they witness torturers and murderers of the 

Köppelsbleek camp, the knowledge of which more than justifies their decision 

to leave the Marina. The narrator’s reaction to the attack on the Marina is thus 

all the more remarkable. Karl Heinz Bohrer has addressed the relation 
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between “Jüngers privatem Eskapismus und seiner ungewöhnlichen 

Wahrnehmungsschärfe” (436) in his seminal study on Jünger’s early work (Die 

Ästhetik des Schreckens, 1978). Bohrer argues that any interpretation of Jünger’s 

disturbing aestheticism on the eve of World War II must consider his work not 

simply as the literary implementation of the “Totale Mobilmachung” of Nazi 

Germany: “Was uns nunmehr interessieren muß, ist die kognitive Leistung 

der Wahrnehmungs-Ästhetik im Kontext der geschilderten 

Wirklichkeitsflucht” (436). It is in this context that Bohrer seeks to subordinate 

the political dimension to Jünger’s aesthetic project of the 1930s. It should be 

noted, Bohrer claims, that here “ein singulärer deutscher Schriftsteller, der 

bewußt am europäischen Ästhetizismus die eigene Gestalt entwarf, auch die 

politische Thematik benutzte, um eben dieser Politik zu entkommen” (436). 

Elliot Y. Neaman, by contrast, seeks to hold Ernst Jünger politically 

accountable for his “fascist aesthetics” (119), for example by criticizing the 

authors “morbid obsession with the cannibalistic spectacle” (120) at 

Köppelsbleek. As Daniel Morat shows, Auf den Marmorklippen can be 

considered “[e]in zentrales Dokument dieses [Jünger’s; M.M.] Übergangs von 

der Dynamik zur Kontemplation” (216). This shows in an exemplary way in 

the two brothers’ behavior in light of the unavoidable defeat: whereas they 

join the fight with the citizens of the Marina, they soon realize that they do not 

stand a chance against the Mauritanians around the chief ranger, and decide 

to flee to Alta Plana. While Jünger had argued for the superior vantage point 

of the Verlorener Posten in the second edition of Das Abenteuerliche Herz” (1938), 
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the protagonists of Auf den Marmorklippen abandon the community of the 

Marina to save their lives and to be able to begin a new life.  

 

Even though Jünger’s novel escapes every attempt to reduce it to a 

biographical or metaphorical reading, it maintains a Schmittian friend-enemy 

distinction between the narrator and his brother on the one hand, and the 

Mauritanians on the other. Just as Jünger had never accounted for the 

possibility of survival in his piece “Historia in Nuce: Der Verlorene Posten” in 

Das Abenteuerliche Herz (1938) and thus simply ignored the fundamentally 

more complex question of how to deal with defeat that does not end with the 

death of the vanquished, Auf den Marmorklippen avoids the problem by 

sending the brothers away to new shores. This becomes particularly 

meaningful when we consider that Jünger did not go into exile and survived 

World War II. Even if we read Auf den Marmorklippen not as a biographical or 

metaphorical novel about Ernst Jünger or Nazi Germany – even though there 

are some good reasons to do so74 – the simple, seemingly objective friend-

enemy distinction glosses over rather complex social relations. For one thing, 

the narrator and Otho are welcomed at Alta Plana by the ruler Ansgar the 

older and his son, against which they had waged war earlier. More 

importantly, the schematic distinction between the evilness of the chief ranger 

and his henchmen on the one hand and the goodness of the remaining social 

groups in the novel obstructs the perspective on the potential internal moral 

 
74 For example, Jünger’s letter to Carl Schmitt in which he claims that his new novel contains a 
“Geheim-Ansicht unserer Zeit” (Jünger and Schmitt 88). For a nuanced discussion see 
Schöningh 2014; for a powerful critique of a metaphorical reading Hohendahl 2013. 
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complexity of the protagonist-narrator. Similar to his proclivity for the 

ambiguous phrase “Besiegte Erde schenkt euch die Sterne” from Boethius’ De 

Consolatione Philosophiae in his diaries Strahlungen, Jünger’s portrayal of the 

first-person narrator in Auf den Marmorklippen systematically eludes 

unambiguous interpretation. The character seems to slip through all 

interpretative categories again and again. In one sense, the novel is thus truly 

escapist: not because it avoids direct attacks on the National Socialist regime (a 

fact which made it possible for the text to be published in the first place), but 

because it shies away from committing to any moral principle. The evil in the 

novel is depicted as an external threat that creeps into the geographical and 

temporal center of the fictional world, but at the same time the narrator 

maintains a strict distinction between the two sides. Unaffected by the 

invasion of evil into the community of the Marina, the brothers leave the 

sinking ship and establish a new life in a different country. Considered from 

this vantage point, Karl Heinz Bohrer’s analysis that Jünger used the political 

sphere in his novel precisely in order to escape it makes sense: Politics enters 

the stage as an external threat against which one must protect oneself. Jünger’s 

stoic philosophy conceives of the individual as a bulwark against this threat. 

The brothers escape the intrusion of politics into the apolitical social world of 

the Marina once it has become clear that the conflict cannot be resolved in 

their favor by violent means. The decision to flee is the condition for the 

narrator’s ability to later tell his story, especially since the totalitarian system 

of the chief ranger would not have allowed anyone to remember the death of a 

victim of the regime as a sacrifice.  
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The question of survival – though it is central to our discussion of the 

epistemological and aesthetic potential of defeat – is not what is primarily at 

stake both in Jünger’s Auf den Marmorklippen and Mann’s Doktor Faustus. Their 

respective engagements with defeat rather center around the very concept of 

defeat itself: whereas Jünger is interested in the appropriate behavior in facing 

and overcoming defeat, Mann seeks to excavate the historical and 

philosophical roots of the German demise. In other words, Jünger 

conceptualizes defeat as an existential obstacle the individual must overcome, 

Mann conceives of the collapse of Germany as the result of a deep-seated 

moral corruption that must be exposed and overcome before the question of 

how to reconstruct Germany after World War II can be considered. Mann’s 

radical call to face defeat as fundamental defeat, which is the only way 

forward, includes the acknowledgment that a separation between “good” and 

“evil” Germany is not possible. Even if we bracket out the question of German 

“collective guilt”, Mann’s and Jünger’s novels seem to have little in common. 

However, it is precisely their opposing diagnoses of defeat that allow us to 

unravel the complexities of this question before, during, and after World War 

II.  

 

Thomas Mann: Doktor Faustus. Das Leben des deutschen Tonsetzers 

Adrian Leverkühn, erzählt von einem Freunde (1947) 

Thomas Mann had actually embarked on a ship and set sail to the new world 

– albeit without aesthetically appreciating the view of his homeland engulfed 
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in flames as Jünger’s protagonists in Auf den Marmorklippen. Mann and his 

family had already been forced into exile in 1933 and decided not to return to 

Germany after 1945.75 When the Manns, who had been naturalized as 

American citizens in 1944, decided to move back to Europe because of the 

increasing political pressure Thomas was facing during the McCarthy era in 

the United States, they settled in Switzerland where they had already spent 

the first years of exile. 

The explanatory power of biographical readings of literary works on 

the one hand, and of literary readings of writers’ lives on the other, is very 

limited. However, in the cases of Jünger and Mann, it is quite enlightening to 

study the threads between lives and novels. Doing so reveals a chiasmus: 

Ernst Jünger remained in Germany throughout the Nazi period and served in 

Hitler’s army until the fall of 1944, but the protagonists of Auf den 

Marmorklippen escape the tyrannical regime of the chief ranger and go into 

exile. Thomas Mann, by contrast, was not only in exile but also decided 

against returning to Germany, yet the protagonist and the narrator of Doktor 

Faustus remain in Germany and witness the horrors of National Socialism and 

the war. It would be easy to explain Mann’s and Jünger’s respective literary 

choices as the results of their lived experiences, as living out a different reality 

in their writings. Yet while this is certainly true for Thomas Mann – but not for 

Ernst Jünger – our observation points us to a deeper problem at the nexus of 

lived experience and literature. Ernst Jünger entertained the idea of exile as a 

last resort only to be realized in the aesthetic realm, and even the atrocities 
 

75 Mann explains his decision in the letter to Walther von Molo that I have discussed briefly in 
the previous chapter.  
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committed by his fellow soldiers on the Eastern Front (of which he was well 

aware, as his diaries show) did not change his mind about his duty to serve in 

the Wehrmacht. He also did not support the assassination of Hitler by the 

conspirators’ around Stauffenberg, although he was in loose contact with 

people involved in the plot, who considered Jünger trustworthy enough to be 

informed about the plan. The narrator of Auf den Marmorklippen and his 

brother Otho, by contrast, do conjure up the courage to fight the chief ranger, 

but soon they realize that they do not stand a chance and so they escape. They 

do so not without taking the head of the murdered prince Sunmyra with 

them. The prince’s skull will later be integrated into the headstone of the new 

cathedral that “the Christians” are erecting at the shore of the Marina, as the 

narrator reports in one of the few instances in the novel that hint at the 

possibility of a peaceful future.  

 

Doktor Faustus, written between 1943 and 1947, does not end with an 

optimistic vision of the future, but with the narrator Serenus Zeitblom 

witnessing Germany’s moral and military collapse. In Formative Fictions, 

Tobias Boes has convincingly argued that the author of Doktor Faustus was 

indeed much more concerned with endings than with new beginnings: 

The basic dilemma that informed Mann’s thinking during this period – 
the realization that everything that presently existed in Germany would 
have to come to an end in order to allow Germany to once again live – 
finds expression in a powerful temporal metaphor in the novel: that of 
the apocalypse, alluded to again and again over the course of the work, 
and most obviously inscribed in the title of Adrian Leverkühn’s 
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polyphonic masterpiece, the Apocalipsis cum figuris. (Boes, Formative 
Fictions 157) 

But even if it is precisely the apocalypse that opens up a new horizon of 

expectation, it should be kept in mind that this is secondary to the novel’s 

primary message. The metaphorical apocalypse does mark the endpoint of the 

novel and, simultaneously, of Thomas Mann’s artistic representation of 

German history since Martin Luther. It may be the necessary prerequisite of a 

new beginning, but it would be hard to argue that this is what the novel is 

about. To call the future possibility afforded by the total destruction of 

Germany optimistic would thus not only mean missing the point of Thomas 

Mann’s insistence on the apocalypse, it would also be cynical as it would 

ignore the horrible price that was paid for this possibility. More precisely, it 

would run into danger of declaring the Holocaust and the war the necessary 

preconditions of future peace.  

I would rather like to suggest that Thomas Mann’s Doktor Faustus does 

indeed share a “fundamental inclination to the apocalyptic worldview” 

(Vondung 4) with many German writers and thinkers of his generation, but 

that Mann resists the temptation to attach a historical or epistemological 

surplus value to the collapse. In other words, Mann’s novel is apocalyptic in a 

radical sense: it ends with the gaze into an abyss. There is no way out. In that 

sense, the novel is probably the most sincere and faithful engagement with the 

causes for and the significance of the German defeat in 1945 (defeat 

understood in a broad sense here). The military, political, and ideological 



 

179 

collapse of the “Third Reich” marks thus the conclusion of a fateful historical 

trajectory, but it does not open a new perspective on the future.  

Taken seriously, this reading of the novel places Thomas Mann outside 

of most discourses about the significance of the year 1945 for Germany, and 

even runs counter to some of Mann’s own remarks, for example in his BBC 

speeches and his essays of the time. Reading Doktor Faustus as a truly 

apocalyptic novel means neither placing it in a trajectory that considers the 

year 1945 as the Zero Hour (Stunde Null) in German history nor as a 

transitional phase in the longue durée spanning from the “European Civil War” 

to the Cold War. Tobias Boes argues along the same lines and connects this 

historical dimension to formal questions, when he reads Doktor Faustus as “an 

attack on the formative novel’s characteristic structure of temporal unfolding” 

and claims that “Mann’s apocalypse of the novel is an apocalypse also of 

historicism” (Boes, Formative Fictions 157), citing the historian Friedrich 

Meinecke’s 1946 Die deutsche Katastrophe as the crown witness for this thesis. It 

seems that most critics who acknowledge these apocalyptic features of the 

novel however fail to account for its specific aesthetic treatment of the 

apocalyptic – its “apocalypticness” – and tend to consider Doktor Faustus the 

exemplary representative of larger, more general developments. Read in this 

way, the novel transcends itself. Not simply depicting and showing an end, it 

points to something beyond. Different authors have ascribed a different 

epistemological indexicality to Doktor Faustus, but many of them center their 

interpretation around the “finality” of the novel: the end of the bourgeoisie 
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(Lukács), the end of the Bildungsroman (Mayer), the end of historicism (Boes), 

the end of everything (Kahler).76 

 

Hans Mayer counts Doktor Faustus among the great modern novels 

which have “dissolved the form of the bourgeois novel” (“die Form des 

bürgerlichen Romans aufgelöst”, Mayer 312), but emphasizes that Mann’s 

work is conscious of its own status and even reflects it formally: “Tatsächlich 

sind alle Auflösungstendenzen der bürgerlichen Epik hier einbezogen, aber 

als Auflösungstendenzen gestaltet und enthüllt” (Mayer 313). Mayer concludes 

the passage quoted here with a surprising remark about the scope of this 

diagnosis, claiming that Mann’s novel portrays “die Endzeit der bürgerlichen 

Kultur, ohne vorgeben zu wollen, nun sei überhaupt das Schicksal des 

Menschen sinnlos geworden” (Mayer 313). In this attempt to salvage Doktor 

Faustus for his Marxist literary history, Mayer then goes so far as to suggest 

that the problem to which the novel responds is essentially an aesthetic one, 

namely the entanglement of bourgeois aesthetics with what Mayer calls 

barbarism: “Denn nicht alles ist zusammengebrochen. Bedroht ist nur eine 

endzeitliche Ästhetik, die sich mit der Barbarei gemein machte; todkrank ist 

nur der in sich zersetzte, aller realistischen Erzählung beraubte Roman” 

(Mayer 313). Notwithstanding the disturbing interpretation of the situation in 

postwar Europe that reduces “barbarism” to a marginal factor that inhibited 

 
76 Erich von Kahler, professor of German Studies at Cornell University in the 1940s, was in 
correspondence with Thomas Mann. Thomas Mann used Kahler’s Der deutsche Charakter in der 
Geschichte Europas (1937) as a source for Doktor Faustus. In his 1948 review of the novel – first 
published in Neue Rundschau under the title “Säkularisierung des Teufels” – Kahler writes: 
“Das Faustbuch, sagte ich, ist das Endbuch des Endwerks, die ‘Endschrift der Endschriften,’ 
und dies in jedem Hinblick.” (Kahler 165) 
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the development of a post-bourgeois aesthetics, Mayer’s assessment ignores 

the dialectic nature of Doktor Faustus, the most important insight of which is 

that a neat distinction between good and evil – between aesthetics and 

barbarism – is simply not possible. It is of course conceivable that Mayer – 

who was still teaching at the University of Leipzig in the GDR when his 

Thomas Mann book was first published in 1955 (he left Leipzig for Hannover 

in 1963) – was not just talking about Mann’s novel, but was at the same time 

trying to accommodate the position of East German Cultural Politics that 

based its raison d’être on the belief that the “good Germany” lived on in the 

socialist part of the country.  

But Hans Mayer was not the only Marxist critic who saw in the finality of 

Doktor Faustus the potential of a new beginning. Georg Lukács, in his essay 

“Tragödie der modernen Kunst,” praises Doktor Faustus for paving the way to 

a new future through a radical reckoning with the German present and past:  

Thomas Mann gestaltet also die deutsche Wirklichkeit bis 1945, aber 
nur die Ergebnisse, nicht den Gang der Gesamtentwicklung, er gibt 
einen Epilog zur kulturellen Entwicklung, zur politisch-sozialen 
Fehlentwicklung Deutschlands. Dieser Epilog ist insofern ein Prolog, 
als eine derart radikale Abrechnung mit der Gegenwart, wie sie in 
diesem Roman gegeben ist, schon immanent, durch die Wucht der 
Selbstkritik notwendig Elemente der Zukunft enthalten muß. (Lukács 
249) 

Lukács’s interpretation is more restrained than Mayer’s attempt to fit the 

novel into a certain philosophy of history. This has to do with Lukács’s insight 

into the constitutive role of the novel’s double time (Doppelzeit), the time of 

Adrian Leverkühn’s life on the one hand and the time of his biographer 
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Serenus Zeitblom on the other. As Lukács rightly points out, “Der Roman hat 

also zwei Zeitrechnungen, ja zwei Zeitabläufe, die sich ununterbrochen 

ineinander verschlingen, die sich ununterbrochen wechselseitig beleuchten” 

(Lukács 266). When Lukács writes that the novel “gives” (gibt) an epilogue to 

the cultural development of Germany, he means that the novel is the epilogue, 

not that the epilogue is to be found somewhere in the text. If the whole novel 

is, however, an epilogue, then it is also simultaneously a prologue for Lukács 

insofar as it performs the initial critical historical work that is the precondition 

for “coming to terms with the past.” However, for the critic this is simply a 

question of our perspective on the novel. Read in this way, Doktor Faustus 

performs a double role: it serves as an exemplary work of art that depicts and 

criticizes the historical-cultural development of Germany, and it provides an 

analytical lens on this development that allows its audience to relate the novel 

itself to the process with which it is concerned. In other words, Doktor Faustus 

provides not only the critique of a phenomenon but also the tools to critique 

this critique. This structure is built into the narrative form of the novel with 

the double perspective on the narrator Serenus Zeitblom and the composer 

Adrian, both of which are in turn directed by the implied author.  

Tobias Boes, in his discussion of Doktor Faustus vis-à-vis the tradition of 

the Bildungsroman, also addresses the question of futurity raised by Lukács 

and states that “Doktor Faustus breaks with the ‘aesthetic ideology’ supposedly 

at work in the classical Bildungsroman by not moving toward a vision of 

plenitude and fulfillment, but rather one of madness and catastrophe” (Boes, 

Formative Fictions 179). Boes nevertheless ascertains that the text “looks as 
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resolutely into the future as any other Bildungsroman did before it” (Boes 179) 

when it is judged in aesthetic terms, as an allegorical narrative that anticipates 

aesthetic strategies most often associated with postmodernism (Boes 179).  

 

While it is true that Doktor Faustus leaves open the possibility of a new 

beginning, the narrator relegates this option to a higher instance again and 

again. The final sentence of the novel could not make it clearer when the 

narrator folds his hands for prayer and exclaims: “Gott sei euerer armen Seele 

gnädig, mein Freund, mein Vaterland” (Mann, Doktor Faustus 738). But it is 

not only Serenus Zeitblom who prays for God’s grace (Gnade). Adrian 

Leverkühn’s Apocalipsis cum figuris ends on a suspended high G played by a 

cello, evoking the idea of Gnade in a moment of hopelessness. Zeitblom reads 

the ending of Leverkühn’s cantata against the double horizon of the former’s 

suffering and Germany’s demise. The only consolation it can provide, it 

seems, is giving expression to this suffering. But in doing so the possibility of 

renewed hope emerges: 

Nein, dieses dunkle Tongedicht läßt bis zuletzt keine Vertröstung, 
Versöhnung, Verklärung zu. Aber wie, wenn der künstlerischen 
Paradoxie, daß aus der totalen Konstruktion sich der Ausdruck – der 
Ausdruck als Klage – gebiert, das religiöse Paradoxon entspräche, daß 
aus tiefster Heillosigkeit, wenn auch als leiseste Frage nur, die 
Hoffnung keimte? Es wäre die Hoffnung jenseits der 
Hoffnungslosigkeit, die Transzendenz der Verzweiflung, – nicht der 
Verrat an ihr, sondern das Wunder, das über den Glauben geht. (Doktor 
Faustus 711) 

The crucial point in this possibility of renewed hope is that it cannot be a 

result of intention or calculation. It can only come as a wonder in the true 
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sense of the word. Adrian Leverkühn is much better qualified to explain this 

than our narrator. In his debate with the devil, Leverkühn accuses him of 

offering him a “watered-down theology” (“eine gewisse Seichtheit eurer 

Theologie”, Doktor Faustus 360), and spells out how he sees the complex 

relation of contrition to sin and its connection to the possibility of grace:  

Ihr verlaßt euch darauf, daß der Stolz mich an der zur Rettung 
notwendigen Zerknirschung hindern wird und stellt dabei nicht in 
Rechnung, daß es eine stolze Zerknirschung gibt. Die Zerknirschung 
Kains, der der festen Meinung war, seine Sünde sei größer, als daß ihm 
je verziehen werden möchte. Die contritio ohne jede Hoffnung und als 
völliger Unglaube an die Möglichkeit der Gnade und Verzeihung, als 
die felsenfeste Überzeugung des Sünders, er habe es zu grob gemacht, 
und selbst die unendliche Güte reiche nicht aus, seine Sünde zu 
verzeihen, – erst das ist die wahre Zerknirschung, und ich mache euch 
darauf aufmerksam, daß sie der Erlösung am allernächsten, für die 
Güte am allerunwiderstehlichsten ist. Ihr werdet zugeben, daß der 
alltäglich-mäßige Sünder der Gnade nur mäßig interessant sein kann. 
In seinem Fall hat der Gnadenakt wenig Impetus, er ist nur eine matte 
Bestätigung. Die Mittelmäßigkeit führt überhaupt kein theologisches 
Leben. Eine Sündhaftigkeit, so heillos, daß sie ihren Mann von Grund 
auf verzweifeln läßt, ist der wahrhaft theologische Weg zum Heil. 
(Doktor Faustus 360–361) 

As Leverkühn’s interlocutor is quick to point out, this kind of speculation 

shows a degree of reflection on the very possibility of grace that renders 

impossible the naivete which is the condition for this “heillosen Weg zum 

Heil” (Doktor Faustus 361). Leverkühn disagrees and claims that it is precisely 

his reflected stance toward grace – “dies Non plus ultra” (Doktor Faustus 361) – 

that makes him the perfect candidate for salvation. The devil concedes the 

wicked ingenuity of the composer’s argument, but only before he calmly 

explains that “genau Köpfe von deiner Art die Population der Hölle bilden” 
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(Doktor Faustus 361). Adding that it is in fact not that easy to go to hell as there 

is not that much space: “Aber dein theologischer Typ, so ein abgefeimter 

Erzvogel, der auf die Spekulation spekuliert, weil er das Spekulieren schon 

von Vaters Seite im Blut hat, – das müßte mit Kräutern zugehen, wenn der 

nicht des Teufels wäre” (Doktor Faustus 361).77  

Serenus Zeitblom does neither have the intellectual capacity nor the 

theological slyness of Leverkühn. All the more meaningful is the fact that he, 

too, hopes and prays for grace at the very end of the novel. Whereas 

Leverkühn’s calculated approach to grace undermines the very idea of it, 

Zeitblom has abandoned hope for the salvation of his friend and his 

fatherland. It may be true that he considers the possibility of the idea of hope 

beyond hopelessness, but at no point does he count on this. More importantly, 

he understands that this kind of hope must not be speculated for but can only 

be achieved through God’s grace.  

Relating this discourse about sin, contrition, and grace to the situation 

at the time when Thomas Mann was composing the novel is not so easy. 

Scholarship on Doktor Faustus has pointed out that the pact with the devil 

“implies an externality of evil” (Boes, Formative Fictions 166). In a parallel 

fashion, Serenus Zeitblom’s Stoßgebet at the end of the novel seems to 

externalize the responsibility of dealing with the question of German guilt. But 

this is a one-sided perspective because it overlooks two things: First, Thomas 

Mann’s dialectic aesthetics in Doktor Faustus that rested on his diagnosis from 

Deutschland und die Deutschen that there are not two Germanys – a good 

 
77 For a detailed discussion of this scene see Rohls 2013. 
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Germany and an evil Germany – but only one: the evil Germany is the good 

Germany gone astray. Eberhard Bahr points out that Mann’s  

allegory of Germany [in the last paragraph of the novel; M.M.] was to 
be read as an antinomy, not as the equation Leverkühn = Germany. The 
antinomy of the allegory meant that the allegorical composer was not to 
be identified with imperialist or fascist Germany or with modernist art 
as such, but instead to be related dialectically against this background. 
(Bahr 263) 

This is important because it reminds us that the idea of the externality of evil 

only makes sense if Leverkühn is equated with Germany. If we, however, 

accept Mann’s diagnosis thesis of Germany’ Janus-faced character, we can see 

the dialectics of it. In other words, Mann’s Faust (and Mann’s Germany, by 

extension) embodies the dialectics of enlightenment.  

The second feature that proponents of the externalization thesis overlook is 

the novel’s perspective on the German catastrophe. The narrator Serenus 

Zeitblom has much to say about the German defeat, and it is clear that his 

usage of the term Niederlage refers to a broad concept of catastrophic failure 

even when it seems to be focused only on the military losses in World War II. 

In what follows, I will discuss Zeitblom’s remarks on defeat against the 

background of the novel’s larger concerns with guilt/sin, contrition, and 

grace. 

 

The first-person narrator of Doktor Faustus, Serenus Zeitblom, writes the 

biography of his friend Adrian Leverkühn (1885–1940) in the years between 

1943 and 1945. Zeitblom makes frequent allusions to the time of his writing 
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and repeatedly reflects on the end of the war. It is important to keep in mind 

that Zeitblom starts writing at a point in World War II when a German victory 

was no longer likely. After the military and psychological turning point of the 

war – namely the defeat of the German 6th Army in the battle of Stalingrad in 

the winter of 1942/43 – the question was no longer if Germany would be 

defeated, but only how and when. Zeitblom shares Thomas Mann’s belief that 

a German victory must be prevented at all costs, but as a representative of 

“innere Emigration” he is less clear about his position on Germany’s defeat:  

Die nimmer rastende öffentliche Meinung hat uns ja allen die 
zermalmenden, in ihrer Schrecklichkeit endgültigen Folgen einer 
deutschen Niederlage tief ins Bewußtsein gesenkt, so daß wir gar nicht 
umhin können, sie mehr zu fürchten, als alles auf der Welt. Dennoch 
gibt es etwas, was einige von uns in Augenblicken, die Ihnen selbst als 
verbrecherisch erscheinen, andere aber sogar frank und permanent, 
mehr fürchten als die deutsche Niederlage, und das ist der deutsche 
Sieg. Ich wage kaum, mich zu fragen, zu welcher dieser beiden 
Kategorien ich gehöre. Vielleicht zu einer dritten, in der man die 
Niederlage zwar klaren und dauernden Bewußtseins, aber eben auch 
unter dauernden Gewissensqualen ersehnt. (Doktor Faustus 50) 

The pangs of conscience Zeitblom experiences because he hopes for the 

German defeat are caused by two different considerations. First, he fears that 

his friend Leverkühn’s oeuvre will be buried under the rubble and will have 

to be rediscovered by future generations. This is a fear which is shared by only 

a handful of people. The second consideration concerns all of Germany. While 

Zeitblom is aware that people fear for the fate of their own nation much 

stronger than for that of others, he is nevertheless convinced that Germany is 

in extreme danger as the country has alienated completely from its values. 

There is, at the same time, a disturbing passage in Zeitblom’s reflection. It is 
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not only the fact that the narrator voices his wrath against those who put 

Germany in this situation – and thus externalizes the evil in the fashion of 

many Germans – but that he claims that the German people have an especially 

hard time enduring this spiritually challenging condition:  

Aber bei der Biederkeit, der Gläubigkeit, dem Treue- und 
Ergebenheitsbedürfnis des deutschen Charakters möchte ich doch 
wahrhaben, daß das Dilemma in unserem Falle eine einzigartige 
Zuspitzung erfährt, und kann mich tiefen Ingrimms nicht erwehren 
gegen diejenigen, die ein so gutes Volk in eine seelische Lage brachten, 
die ihm meiner Meinung nach schwerer fällt als jedem anderen, und es 
sich selber heillos entfremdet. (Doktor Faustus 51). 

Zeitblom’s self-pity appears cynical in light of the deep entanglement of 

“ordinary” Germans in the Holocaust,78 but in that sense, the novel captures 

the mentality of Germans during and after the war. Only a few pages later, 

Zeitblom acknowledges his and his fellow Germans’ guilt when he anticipates 

that “wir nur empfangen, was wir ausgeteilt haben, und sollten wir 

schrecklicher büßen, als wir gesündigt haben, so mag uns das Wort in den 

Ohren klingen, daß, wer da Wind säet, Sturm ernten wird“ (56). But while he 

seems to be ready to acknowledge some general guilt, the passage shows no 

consciousness of Zeitblom’s individual responsibility if not as a collaborator, 

then as a follower (Mitläufer) or “Ofenhocker des Unglücks,” as Thomas Mann 

referred to them (Tagebücher 1944–46, 255). More importantly, Zeitbloms 

assumes that the punishment will be worse than the deed and so displays his 

 
78 On this topic see Daniel Goldhagen: Hitler’s Willing Executioners – Ordinary Germans and the 
Holocaust (1996), and Götz Aly: Hitlers Volksstaat. Raub, Rassenkrieg und nationaler Sozialismus 
(2005).  
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inability or unwillingness to acknowledge the monstrous dimension of the 

German atrocities.  

Throughout the novel, Serenus Zeitblom’s comments and reflections 

leave no doubt that the narrator of Doktor Faustus is by no means the alter ego 

of its author, but rather a lens through which the dialectics of good and evil in 

the German character become visible. Thomas Mann appreciated Sebastian 

Haffner’s 1940 study Germany: Jekyll and Hyde and had taken this literary 

metaphor as an inspiration for his engagement with the considerably older 

Faust myth.79 Whereas recent scholarship has highlighted the unreliability and 

conceptual overload of the Faustus narrator (Kindt 353), I would like to 

highlight Zeitblom’s “diagnostic” function for the narrative logic if the novel. 

Tim Lörke rightly points out that the narrator is not capable of understanding 

Mann’s romantic philosophy of history: “Zeitblom weiß an keiner Stelle zu 

differenzieren zwischen der falschen und der richtigen Kultur, zwischen 

reaktionärer Hoffnungslosigkeit und zukunftsträchtiger Bindung” (Lörke 

240). But this perspective is the only one that is acceptable on both aesthetic 

and political terms. When Zeitblom bemoans “die Nachbarschaft von 

Ästhetizismus und Barbarei, den Ästhetizismus als Wegbereiter der Barbarei” 

(Doktor Faustus 541), he takes an opposing standpoint to his friend Adrian’s 

effort to re-barbarize culture in an attempt to unite the two poles. Indeed, 

Zeitblom does not have the same dialectic skills as Mann’s friend Adorno or 

 
79 Despite Thomas Mann’s elective affinity with Goethe, the story Doktor Faustus is not 
adapted from the latter’s well-known drama, but from the 1587 edition of the “Volksbuch” 
Historia von D. Johann Fausten.  
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as Benjamin,80 but it is only his intellectual averageness that enables him to 

witness the German catastrophe with the melancholic perplexity that is the 

precondition of a real engagement with the causes of the fundamental 

intellectual, political, and aesthetic demise. In other words, Zeitblom must not 

see through the complexities of the tragedy of which he is a part because that 

would remove him from the problem and, in turn, externalize the observer. 

Zeitblom’s analysis of the situation is emblematic of the challenges Germany 

was facing in the year 1945: aware of the fact that the end of Nazi Germany 

and the lost war mark a historical turning point, but utterly clueless as to how 

to proceed. Comparing the situation to the defeat in World War I in 1918, 

Zeitblom remarks:  

Die Zeit, von der ich schreibe, war für uns Deutsche eine Aera des 
staatlichen Zusammenbruchs, der Kapitulation, der 
Erschöpfungsrevolte und des hilflosen Dahingegebenseins in die 
Hände der Fremden. Die Zeit, in der ich schreibe, die mir dienen muß, 
in stiller Abgeschiedenheit diese Erinnerungen zu Papier zu bringen, 
trägt, gräßlich schwellenden Bauches, eine vaterländische Katastrophe 
im Schoß, mit der verglichen die Niederlage von damals als mäßiges 
Mißgeschick, als verständige Liquidierung eines verfehlten 
Unternehmens erscheint. Ein schmähliches Ende bleibt immer etwas 
anderes, Normaleres noch, als ein Strafgericht, wie es anjetzo über uns 
schwebt, wie es einst auf Sodom und Gomorra fiel, und wie wir es jenes 
erste Mal denn doch nicht heraufbeschworen hatten. (Doktor Faustus 
488) 

The fact that Zeitblom is writing with the German defeat on the horizon 

cannot be overemphasized. He is writing in the midst of the situation, not 

reflecting on it retrospectively. Zeitblom cannot make his peace with 

 
80 Who famously wrote in the theses Über den Begriff der Geschichte: “Es ist niemals ein 
Dokument der Kultur, ohne zugleich ein solches der Barbarei zu sein.” (Benjamin, GS I.2 696) 
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Germany, he knows that he cannot simply atone for his and his people’s sins, 

and thus his state of mind at the end of the novel is not different from the 

beginning. He knows that he is implicated in the fate of Germany, but he 

realizes it at a point where – he believes – it is too late to change that and too 

early to “work through” or “come to terms” with the past. This leaves him in a 

state where he can only lament the state in which he finds himself. This may 

be dissatisfying for a reader of Mann’s novel, but it may be the only way to 

acknowledge the role played by many Germans in the twelve years between 

1933 and 1945 without “cashing in” on this experience by declaring it the 

precondition for a better future.  

Ja, Monsignore Hinterpförtner hat recht: wir sind verloren. Will sagen: 
der Krieg ist verloren, aber das bedeutet mehr, als einen verlorenen 
Feldzug, es bedeutet tatsächlich, daß wir verloren sind, verloren unsere 
Sache und unsere Seele, unser Glaube und unsere Geschichte. Es ist aus 
mit Deutschland, wird aus mit ihm sein, ein unnennbarer 
Zusammenbruch, ökonomisch, politisch, moralisch und geistig, kurz 
allumfassend, zeichnet sich ab, – ich will es nicht gewünscht haben, 
was droht, denn es ist die Verzweiflung, ist der Wahnsinn. Ich will es 
nicht gewünscht haben, weil viel zu tief mein Mitleid, mein 
jammervolles Erbarmen mit diesem Volk, und wenn ich an seine 
Erhebung und blinde Inbrunst, den Aufstand, den Aufbruch, Ausbruch 
und Umbruch, den vermeintlich reinigenden Neubeginn, die völkische 
Wiedergeburt vor zehn Jahren denke, – diesen scheinbar heiligen 
Taumel, in den sich freilich, zum warnenden Zeichen seiner Falschheit, 
viel wüste Roheit, viel Schlagetot-Gemeinheit, viel schmutzige Lust am 
Schänden, Quälen, Erniedrigen mischte, und der, jedem Wissen 
unverkennbar, den Krieg, diesen ganzen Krieg schon in sich trug – so 
krampft sich mir das Herz zusammen vor der ungeheuren Investition 
an Glauben, Begeisterung, historischem Hoch-Affekt, die damals 
getätigt wurde und nun in einem Bankerott ohnegleichen verpuffen 
soll. Nein, ich will’s nicht gewünscht haben – und hab‘ es doch 
wünschen müssen – und weiß auch, daß ich’s gewünscht habe, es heute 
wünsche und begrüßen werde: aus Haß auf die frevlerische 
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Vernunftverachtung, die sündhafte Renitenz gegen die Wahrheit, den 
ordinär schwelgerischen Kult eines Hintertreppenmythus, die sträfliche 
Verwechslung des Heruntergekommenen mit dem, was es einmal war, 
den schmierenhaften Mißbrauch und elenden Ausverkauf des Alt- und 
Echten, des Treulich-Traulichen, des Ur-Deutschen, woraus Laffen und 
Lügner uns einen sinnberaubenden Giftfusel bereitet. Der 
Riesenrausch, den wir immer Rauschlüsternen uns daran tranken, und 
in dem wir durch Jahre trügerischen Hoch-Lebens ein Übermaß des 
Schmählichen verübten, – er muß bezahlt sein. Womit? Ich habe das 
Wort schon genannt, in Verbindung mit dem Worte „Verzweiflung“ 
sprach ich es aus. Ich werde es nicht wiederholen. Nicht zweimal 
überwindet man das Grauen, mit dem ich es dort weiter oben, unter 
einem bedauerlichen Ausfahren des Buchstaben, niederschrieb. (Doktor 
Faustus 255–256) 

The rift between Heinrich Mann’s diagnosis of 1918 and Thomas Mann’s 

diagnosis of 1945 could not be greater. Serenus Zeitblom’s despair is not only 

a result of his intellectual inability to square the proverbial dialectical circle of 

good and evil – as Leverkühn attempted – but it is also a consequence of 

Germany’s defeat, which enables him to face the inescapable abyss in which 

the nation finds itself.  
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CONCLUSION 

When I started, I conceived of the experience of defeat as a disruptive 

experience, as a radical change that dashes the hopes of the vanquished and 

requires them to adapt their biographical and historical narratives to this 

experience. Reinhart Koselleck makes this argument for historians on the side 

of the losers when he identifies the experience that things have turned out 

different from how they were planned or hoped as their epistemological 

advantage. And while it is certainly right to assume that the experience of 

being vanquished exposes a fundamental gap between experience and 

language, this dissertation has shown that the German defeats in the twentieth 

century unfold not as instantaneous, shock-like events that unexpectedly 

overturn the old order, but that they announce themselves in advance. In this 

respect, they are different from revolutions and allow historians and writers to 

integrate them into larger narratives, even before they manifest as peace 

treaties or unconditional surrenders. Koselleck argues along the same lines: 

the failed plans of the past require the vanquished to reflect critically on them 

and to take mid- and long-term explanations for their failure into account. The 

insight into the long-term continuities that span across defeats and political 

systems, as well as into the slow-paced change of historical and biographical 

narratives is important, not only because it further challenges the idea of 

historical turning points and highlights the fundamental continuities of even 

the most extreme political and social change. More important for the authors 

under consideration here, this perspective reveals a lesser-known dimension 
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of writers such as Ernst Jünger whose philosophical and theoretical writings 

are often discussed vis-à-vis notions of rupture or shock (or choc).81 

What my reading of literary and historiographical narratives concerned 

with the German defeats of 1918 and 1945 has shown, however, is that the 

element of surprise is of much smaller importance than Koselleck believes. 

There are two possible reasons for that: First, the epistemological potential of 

defeat has not been realized by the authors under consideration. Second, the 

actual epistemological potential of defeat is not as big as Koselleck assumes. I 

believe that both explanations are partly correct. My readings of Heinrich 

Mann and Alfred Döblin as well as of Ernst Jünger and Thomas Mann show 

that the notion of defeat figures prominently in all their works under 

consideration here. At the end of the First World War, Germany’s defeat 

marked the precondition for the way forward into a brighter future or, in the 

case of Döblin, offered a glimpse of the possible futures of Germany, just 

before the horizon of expectation collapsed into the reality of the early Weimar 

Republic. Twenty years later, both Jünger and Thomas Mann reflected on the 

epistemology of defeat, albeit from quite different perspectives: Jünger in 

existential terms, Mann in order to identify the root causes of the German 

catastrophe. 

Neither of these authors needed the reality of defeat to convince them of 

the right political or moral path after the two wars. If there is an example of a 

literary writer who substantially changed his political position after a military 

 
81 On the notion of “the Instant” in German modernism, see Humberto Beck’s The Moment of 
Rupture. Beck notably concludes similarly when he states that the „instantaneist chronotope is 
not useful, moreover, for analyzing the history of Germany itself after the end of the period 
between 1914 and 1940. Even though postwar German history begins, after a disastrous defeat 
and the first prospects of reconstruction, with a discourse on the Stunde Null moment of 1945, 
the idea of radical sudden change lost its appeal during the second half of the twentieth 
century and became marginal to German intellectual life.” (163) 
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defeat, it is Thomas Mann. During and after World War I, the author of 

Betrachtungen eines Unpolitischen had vividly criticized his brother Heinrich’s 

engagement for a democratic Germany. But one would be hard-pressed to 

explain his turn into a democrat in the early 1920s only as a result of the lost 

war. In his 1922 speech Von deutscher Republik, Thomas Mann addressed the 

potential rift between political reality and spiritual reality, and remarked: “Es 

ist löblich, ist ein Zeichen von Geist, äußere Tatsachen zu bekämpfen, sofern 

sie mit den inneren nicht übereinstimmen und also zwar Wirklichkeit, aber 

nicht Wahrheit sind” (524). However, he hastens to add, it is not laudable to 

fight reality if it coincides or is identical with truth, as is the case with the 

republic: “Es ist dagegen absurd und nichts weiter, Tatsachen zu leugnen und 

sich im Wirklichen nicht ausprägen lassen zu wollen, die es für jedermann 

innerlich sind, auch für die Leugner und Opponenten” (524). Democracy, we 

learn, is already an inner truth. This is surprising, given that the opposite 

claim would be expected: democracy is an outer reality, a political fact, so it is 

about time we accept it. But Mann claimed the opposite: even if something is 

not a political fact yet, it is an inner truth – “eine innerliche Wahrheit” – that 

will have to be acknowledged and that will actualize: for Mann it was about 

time to see that this was the case with the republic. At this point, Mann reads 

like an inversion of Marx, and to paraphrase the famous quote from the 

preface to the critique of political economy, we could say, with Thomas Mann: 

It is not the social being of men that determines their consciousness, but, on 

the contrary, their consciousness that determines their social being: Das 

Bewusstsein bestimmt das Sein. This is, of course, Marx’s definition of idealism. 

Mann’s position as articulated four years after the end of the war and three 

years after the Treaty of Versailles does not preclude the possibility that the 
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defeat and the collapse of the German Empire affected his decision to embrace 

the republic, but it puts into question Koselleck’s thesis that the experience of 

being vanquished actually set in motion a process of reflection. But even if 

literature from the Weimar period is uncannily absent from this dissertation, it 

is important to keep in mind that some of the major novels of the time – 

Thomas Mann’s Der Zauberberg (1924), Alfred Döblin’s Berlin Alexanderplatz 

(1929), and Hermann Broch’s trilogy Die Schlafwandler (1930–1932) – conclude 

with the next war on the horizon. In that respect, my thesis that for many 

Germans World War I was only concluded in 1940 echoes in the literature of 

the time.82  

If we consider the defeat of Nazi Germany in the spring of 1945 as the 

conclusion of a long tragic historical trajectory, the question remains how to 

grasp the implications of this event. It is obvious that Walter Benjamin’s 

critique of historicism as formulated in the theses On the Concept of History – 

namely that historicism adapts the perspective of the victors – is of no use in 

the context of the German crimes committed since 1933. Reinhart Koselleck’s 

position – though appealing to the vanquished and demanding from them to 

work through their past – is based on the assumption that historians can “use” 

defeat to “get it right”, but doesn’t account for Germany’s obsession with 

victory as described by Thomas Mann, an obsession which prevented any real 

engagement with defeat. This obsession had already found its most visible 

expression before World War I in the Monument to the Battle of the Nations 

(Völkerschlachtdenkmal) in Leipzig, a huge construction completed in 1913 to 

 
82 A similar argument could be made for Austrian writers such as Hermann Broch and Robert 
Musil, though their belief that another war was on the horizon was not directly related to the 
Treaty of Versailles, even though the end of the Habsburg Empire left Austrians with a 
similarly traumatic experience. Joseph Roth’s and Hugo von Hofmannsthal’s works of the 
time also testify to this.    
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commemorate the one-hundredth anniversary of the victory of the Sixth 

Coalition over Napoleon.83 

But Koselleck’s insistence on the experience of the vanquished remains 

intriguing – even if it cannot account for many of the literary engagements 

with defeat discussed here – because it prompts us to probe the conceptual 

underpinnings of his methodological intervention: What exactly comprises the 

experience of defeat? In other words, who counts as vanquished? The answer to 

this question, I believe, fundamentally affects how we talk about the 

experience of defeat in the German case. It would be easy to reject any 

engagement with the perspective of the loser for moral reasons. I am, 

however, not convinced that engaging with the perspective of the vanquished 

is bound to reproduce the point of view of the oppressor. If we take the 

experience of defeat seriously, and if we believe that existential experiences 

such as defeat can affect how people orient themselves in the world, it would 

be negligent to ignore this aspect. In an interview with the Berliner Zeitung, 

shortly before his death in 2006, Koselleck said “Ich war weder Opfer noch 

befreit” (Esch), highlighting the historical fact that – as a German and as a 

soldier in the German army – he belonged to the vanquished. Heinrich Mann, 

though not suspicious of trying to hide any sympathies for the Kaiserreich, 

had made a similar remark in 1918 when he proclaimed “Alle sind wir heute 

Söhne der Niederlage” (“Sinn und Idee der Revolution” 18). Rather than 

pitting victims, witnesses, perpetrators, followers, or exiles against each other 

in our scholarship, or declaring that focusing on one perspective inevitably 

entails the “violent silencing” of another, I would like to point our attention to 

 
83 The victory in the Battle of the Nations was, in turn, interpreted as the German revenge for 
Prussia’s defeat in the battle of Jena and Auerstedt in 1806.  
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the simple fact that Germany was not only liberated in 1945, but also utterly 

defeated. It is indeed very difficult, if not impossible, to analyze this 

experience of national defeat separately from the entanglement of most 

Germans in the crimes committed in the twelve years between 1933 and 1945. 

But it would be naïve to assume that this experience did not cause a massive 

trauma – a trauma only documented in the complete absence of explicit 

engagement with the experience of defeat in German literature written after 

1945, aside from nauseating revisionist accounts by some irredeemable Nazis 

such as Herbert Grabert (Sieger und Besiegte, 1966).  

The historian Christian Meier has asked whether the historiographic 

potential of the defeat of 1945 could ever be realized. With regard to the first 

postwar years, he points out that such a history of Germany could not be 

written “weil einerseits die Verdrängungen zu stark waren, auch die 

apologetischen Tendenzen, andererseits war der Bruch zu tief” (142). After 

Weizsäcker’s 1985 speech, the precarious role of the vanquished was replaced 

by the role of the liberated: “Wo sich die Zugänge zu den Quellen reichlich 

auftaten, deckte der Schutzschild schuldbeflissener Betroffenheit die offenen 

Flanken ab” (Meier 143). This statement still accurately captures the 

mainstream not only of historiography, but also of public opinion in Germany 

today.  

The complex and messy situation of the postwar period is the main 

reason for which I have focused on Jünger’s and Mann’s perspectives on 

defeat around 1945. Both authors are “eccentrical” observers: Jünger because 

he was writing before the war (and - to some extent – because he maintained a 

relative cognitive distance to Nazi ideology), Mann because of his double role 

as a German writer in exile and an American citizen. Their respective accounts 
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highlight the role of defeat both as a narrative device and as a concept to think 

through possible futures. There is certainly more to be said about some of the 

positive effects of Germany’s attempts to come to terms with the past 

(Vergangenheitsbewältigung or Vergangenheitsaufarbeitung), but the defeat of 

Nazi Germany was only one necessary precondition for facing the Holocaust, 

it was not the trigger for this process spanning over generations. Susan 

Neiman, in her study Learning from the Germans, has recently offered a 

provocative comparative perspective on Germany and the United States 

concerning their approaches to work through their history and presence of 

racism and racialized violence.  

 

The fall of the Berlin Wall and German reunification thirty years ago have 

added another chapter to German history. The great literary scholar Hans 

Mayer has reflected on the significance of the end of the German Democratic 

Republic already in 1991. Contrasting two texts by Johannes R. Becher from 

the early years of the GDR, he points out the “Verstrickung der maßlosen 

Zuversicht mit der geheimen Verzweiflung” (Mayer, Der Turm von Babel 15) which 

characterized Becher’s perspective on the new state at the time: The national 

anthem with the opening verse “Auferstanden aus Ruinen und der Zukunft 

zugewandt” evoked a utopian dream, whereas the poem “Der Turm von 

Babel” in its final verses already imagined the future collapse of the ambitious 

project: “Das Wort wird zur Vokabel / Um sinnlos zu verhallen. / Es wird der 

Turm zu Babel / Im Sturz zu Nichts zerfallen” (quoted in Mayer, Der Turm 

von Babel 11). Looking back from 1991, Mayer cautions us to interpret the 

history of the GDR from the end (vom Ende her zu deuten, 17). The fundamental 

difference to the collapse of the “Third Reich” becomes visible when Mayer 



 

200 

states “Das schlechte Ende widerlegt nicht einen – möglicherweise – guten Anfang” 

(15–16). And though Mayer acknowledges the injustices and fundamental 

problems of the socialist regime – after all, he had left Leipzig for West 

Germany himself in 1963 – he points to the flawed logic of success that 

celebrates the winner and forgets about the losers:  

Nichts ist so erfolgreich wie der Erfolg. Die Amerikaner haben recht 
mit diesem Spruch. Doch nur innerhalb des Kategoriensystems ihrer 
eigenen Gesellschaft. Nichts ist so verächtlich wie der Mißerfolg? An 
diese Maxime sollten sich gerade die Deutschen nicht halten, als 
Besiegte zweier Weltkriege. (Mayer, Der Turm von Babel 17) 

The rejection of the “American” ideology of success can not only be read as a 

rejection of the logic of capitalism but also as a self-critique that originates in 

the trauma of defeat that followed upon German victory fetishism. But what is 

at stake in the case of the GDR – and, by extension, in all other cases discussed 

in this dissertation – is “failure” in the sense of an obstacle that must be 

overcome. I should emphasize once again that the focus on the epistemological 

dimension of defeat seeks to avoid the tautological operation of ascribing an 

existential surplus value to the experience of screwing up. The prevalence of 

such attempts to redeem failure can be seen even in contributions to the 

discussion by thinkers such as J. Halberstam, who makes the case for “queer 

failure” by framing it as a way to succeed in different ways:  

Rather than just arguing for a reevaluation of these standards of 
passing and failing, The Queer Art of Failure dismantles the logics of 
success and failure with which we currently live. Under certain 
circumstances failing, losing, forgetting, unmaking, undoing, 
unbecoming, not knowing may in fact offer more creative, more 
cooperative, more surprising ways of being in the world. Failing is 
something queers do and have always done exceptionally well; for 
queers failure can be a style, to cite Quentin Crisp, or a way of life, to 
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cite Foucault, and it can stand in contrast to the grim scenarios of 
success that depend upon “trying and trying again.” In fact if success 
requires so much effort, then maybe failure is easier in the long run and 
offers different rewards. (Halberstam 2011) 

And while Halberstam’s book does important work as it discloses the 

systemic and structural obstacles that prevent queer people from succeeding 

in contemporary society (at least measured by mainstream standards of 

success), and offers a reevaluation of the concepts of success and failure in 

contemporary American capitalism, it is less helpful for our attempt to think 

through the existential dimensions of the radical historical ruptures discussed 

here.  

Christopher Baethge’s essay “Zweiter werden” provides a useful 

heuristic for distinguishing between different ways in which “losers” make 

sense of – or come to terms with – defeat. Baethge distinguishes between 

“Verlierer” and “Loser.” In contemporary German, according to Baethge, a 

“Verlierer” is someone who has suffered defeat (possibly in a war, or also in a 

match of soccer). A “Loser,” by contrast, is “ein Verlierertyp, keineswegs ohne 

Schuld am eigenen Scheitern, das bei Losern eher ein Versagen ist” (557).84 

 
84 The German term “Loser” corresponds to the English term “failure” as described by Adorno 
and Horkheimer in Dialektik der Aufklärung. In the miniature “Zwei Welten,” in the appendix 
of the Dialektik, the authors analyze the reaction of an American to the experience of failure. 
Describing how value is assigned to people in American society, they remark:  

Die wirtschaftliche Charaktermaske und das, was darunter ist, decken sich im 
Bewußtsein der Menschen, den Betroffenen eingeschlossen, bis aufs kleinste Fältchen. 
Jeder ist so viel wert wie er verdient, jeder verdient so viel er wert ist. Was er ist, 
erfährt er durch die Wechselfälle seiner wirtschaftlichen Existenz. Er kennt sich nicht 
als ein anderes. (238) 

They conclude the short piece by contrasting the respective reactions to failure by a Chinese 
and an American: 

Der Chinese, der Abschied nahm, 
„Sprach mit umflorter Stimme: Du mein Freund 
Mir war das Glück in dieser Welt nicht hold. 
Wohin ich geh? Ich wandere in die Berge, 
Ich suche Ruhe für mein einsam Herz.“ 

I am a failure, sagt der Amerikaner. – And that is that. (238) 
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While many scholarly engagements with defeat and failure focus on the 

individual dimension of the experience – even if they also consider its social or 

structural dimensions – the German case in the twentieth century makes it 

almost impossible to make neat distinctions between the individual and the 

collective dimensions of national defeat. There have certainly been many 

groups that cannot be easily subsumed under the categories of victors and 

vanquished, and the analysis provided here may not apply to them. But at the 

same time the category of the vanquished does not only refer to a certain 

group of Germans after the wars or after the end of the GDR, but it points to 

collective traumata which cannot easily be dismissed or ignored. In other 

words, defeat is intersectional and affects even those who opposed the losing 

regime from the inside.  

Baethge distinguishes three different ways of making sense of defeat: 

The first way is to accept defeat and to declare it a necessity retrospectively: 

“Aus dieser Perspektive ist eine Niederlage allein durch ihre Existenz immer 

gerecht, verdienen und verlieren befinden sich in tautologischer 

Verschmelzung” (564). Baethge calls proponents of the second way of dealing 

with defeat the romantics of failure (565): “Sich im Vollbad des Scheiterns 

berauschend, glauben die Romantiker an die heilende Kraft des Debakels, an 

eine charakterliche Adelung des Untergangs” (565). The third group Baethge 

calls the melancholics: “Dieser dritten Gruppe ist die Niederlage vor allem 

Bestätigung der eigenen Lebenserfahrung: Am Ende verliert man ja doch, das 

Gute siegt nie” (566). Baethge’s taxonomy of dealing with defeat is 

illuminating for two reasons: first, because he highlights that defeat cannot 

automatically turned into victory and often leaves the vanquished with 

nothing but trauma (565). Secondly, and more importantly, Baethge’s 
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discussion of common reactions to defeat highlights our insistence on the 

epistemological dimension. Rather than ascribing a future-oriented potential 

to the experience of losing, our discussion of Germany’s history and literature 

in the twentieth century has shown that the existential experience of defeat 

may contain the potential of understanding one’s own mistakes and failures 

and – possibly – avoid them in the future. But defeat itself does not provide a 

way forward. It is a moment of radical presence in the twofold sense sketched 

in the introduction: it severs the ties to both past and future and requires the 

losers to renegotiate the relation between the different temporal spheres, but 

also between experience and language. In that respect, defeat destroys 

historical and biographical continuity. The double role of the spectator of the 

shipwreck is reflected in even darker colors in the metaphor of the abyss. The 

vanquished find themselves in the abyss, gazing at the stars; but, at the same 

time, they look into the abyss of their own history. Nietzsche’s famous line 

from Jenseits von Gut und Böse comes to mind: “Und wenn Du lange in einen 

Abgrund blickst, dann blickt der Abgrund auch in Dich hinein” (Jenseits von 

Gut und Böse 146). This is not a future-oriented scene, but one of reflection and 

meditation. It is, however, based on experience, and that is the crucial point 

which distinguishes it from pure contemplation.  

With that in mind, we can return to the end of the GDR. Christian 

Meier spells out the conditions for a yet-to-be-written history of the GDR that 

cashes in on the promise of the epistemological potential of defeat: 

Das Scheitern dieses Staates, der sich ironischerweise zu den „Siegern 
der Geschichte“ zählte, zu verstehen, ist vermutlich nur unter 
Niederringung zahlreicher Illusionen – oder besser: in offener 
Auseinandersetzung mit ihnen–möglich, die sich noch heute mit seiner 
Idee verbinden. Zumal die Sieger ja keineswegs in allem überzeugend 
sind. Will man sich wie einst Thukydides dazu durchkämpfen, die 
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Niederlage zu verstehen, so muß man nicht nur in der Lage sein, sich 
selbst in Frage zu stellen, ganz und gar auf Erkenntnis statt auf das 
Hegen liebgewordener Abwehrmechanismen zu setzen, sondern auch 
Mittel und Wege zu finden, um im großen wie im kleinen (ganz 
entsprechend der Struktur dieser Gesellschaft) nachzuweisen, warum 
es 1989 mit rechten Dingen zuging. Freilich, der Besiegtenstatus muß 
als große Herausforderung in einem arbeiten. Dazu darf man nicht von 
außen kommen. Eine Geschichte der DDR, die die Vorzüge der 
Besiegtengeschichte voll ausschöpfen könnte, dürfte nicht vom 
Standpunkt der westdeutschen Sieger geschrieben werden. (Meier 143) 

What Meier’s short reflection brings out is that history written from the 

vantage point of the vanquished requires extreme methodological discipline 

from the historian. These requirements read like the attempt to square the 

proverbial circle: the historian must be able to question himself or herself and 

attempt to assess the sources in a way that is as objective as possible, while she 

or he should at the same time maintain the mindset of the vanquished which 

is the indispensable methodological trigger for the whole enterprise. 

Literature may indeed have to offer a slightly different perspective on defeat, 

a perspective which favors a specific, even fragmentary point of view and – in 

doing so – reveals the entanglement of individual experience and national 

defeat. But whereas contemporary historiography and intellectual history 

employ similar narrative devices, literature may be able to leave behind the 

urge to capitalize on the experience of defeat, to enter the lessons learned into 

the books, and instead to offer a panorama of the abyss. The literary debate 

after 1945 was, of course, much more concerned with the question of what 

aesthetic consequences to draw from the Holocaust. The wave of 

autobiographical literature in East and West Germany in the 1970s also did 

not openly engage with the question of the lost war, although the fact that the 
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previous generation (often the parents of authors such as Christa Wolf, Verena 

Stefan, Karin Struck, or Bernward Vesper) had been defeated was the material 

precondition for these authors’ literary projects. If we take the methodological 

premises of the idea that the vantage point contains an epistemological 

potential seriously, however, we must not forget the central role which 

experience plays in this process. 

Christian Meier, when considering the possibility of a history of the 

GDR that is written from the vantage point of the vanquished, points out the 

possible limitations to such an account: “Aber vielleicht ist eine derart 

existentiell bestimmte Geschichtsschreibung heute zu schwer und sind die 

Historiker zu sehr in ihren Diskursen befangen, um sich noch solchen 

Herausforderungen ausgesetzt zu sehen?” (144) This is a crucial observation 

which extends beyond the academic discipline of history. Considered against 

the backdrop of the moral impetus of humanistic scholarship in the twenty-

first century – where intellectual inquiry is increasingly expected to go hand in 

hand with activism for social justice – the vantage point of the vanquished is 

simply no longer attractive and has become rather suspicious.  

A failed academic career based on such untimely meditations on defeat 

may, however, provide the existential backdrop for a narrative that sublates 

the dialectics of victory and defeat. The great theoretician and practitioner of 

failure Franz Jung has provided the – perhaps – most elaborated attempt of 

such a narrative in his autobiography. I would like to close with a quote from 

Jung’s chapter on the “torpedo beetle,” which reminds us that even if we may 



 

206 

not learn from experience, we may learn to accept that failure is something 

that we do and not something we are: 

Der Torpedokäfer ist wissenschaftlich nicht genügend beschrieben, um 
in seiner Art für die Einordnung in einem fachlich zuständigen 
Nachschlagewerk reif zu sein. Der Käfer hat etwa die Länge einer 
Gewehrpatrone, auch die Form. Zu beiden Seiten des Körpers sind die 
Platten, hart wie Panzerplatten, zum Schutz gegen Feinde am Boden. 
Die Platten decken die Flügel, die nach innen gefaltet sind. Sie klappen 
nach unten, wenn die Flügel auseinanderschwingen, zugleich der 
Stabilisierung des Fluges dienend, als Tragfläche. Der Kopf ist 
eingehüllt in einen Kranz kleinerer und zugespitzter Platten, die sich 
nach vorn schieben, sobald der Käfer dem Flugziel sich nähert, Kanzel 
des Piloten, in die hinein sich die Fühler einziehen – diese sind nicht zu 
lang, eher kurz; sie tasten nicht so sehr das Ungewisse einer Richtung, 
sie halten das Gleichgewicht, sie steuern. Die Beine sind im Flug in die 
Bauchseite hochgefaltet, in die Tragflächen geborgen. Der Rücken ist 
mit weichem Pelz bedeckt. Das Besondere an diesem Käfer ist die Kraft, 
mit der er das Ziel anfliegt, vorwärtsgetrieben wird, wie ein Torpedo. 
Der Antrieb dieser Kraft ist am Körper selbst nicht zu finden, im 
koordinierenden System der Nerven vielleicht, in der Ausscheidung 
von Wärmetropfen in den Gelenken. Der Käfer hebt sich vom Boden, 
scheints schwerfällig und ungeschickt und beinahe, würde man sagen, 
mit einigem Widerwillen. Und dann setzt die Triebkraft ein. Der Käfer 
kommt in Fahrt, schnellt nach vorwärts, ständig akzellerierend dem 
Ziel entgegen. Die Flugkraft wird zu einer selbständigen Wesenheit, 
vibrierend mit eigenen Empfindungen von Lust und Widerspruch, 
Angst, und der Triumph über Enge und Weite . . . ich erinnere mich, 
daß es weh tut, selbst im Jubel der Ungewißheit, wie das so im Leben 
ist und sein wird. Ablauf der Zeit in einer panikgeladenen Spannung, 
die Augen geschlossen. Stoß gegen den Widerstand – und dann der 
Sturz. Das Ziel ist groß genug. Das Ziel ist geradezu drohend, in 
abschreckender Klarheit, überdimensionale Präzision. Es wird sein, daß 
mehr Anziehungskraft ausgeht von diesem Ziel, als in dem 
motorisierten Antrieb des Fluges sich umsetzen ließe . . . Ein sehr 
schmaler Eingang, der Durchgang zum Ziel, der verdeckt ist und sich 
wahrscheinlich verschiebt, in der Blitzsekunde des Anpralls; daher der 
Sturz. Dieser Sturz wird sich wiederholen. Es ist die biologische 
Eigenschaft des Torpedokäfers, daß er das Ziel anfliegt und stürzt. 
Einmal am Boden, ist dann alle Kraft gewichen. Es ist Schaden 
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entstanden. Der weiche Rücken ist im Sturz verletzt. Die Platten sind 
angeschlagen, später auch gebrochen. Am Boden klaubt sich der Käfer 
zusammen, bewegt, was sich noch bewegen läßt, schleppt sich zurück 
und kriecht – für den Beobachter steht es bereits fest: der Käfer wird es 
nicht schaffen. Aber er schafft es. Wieder zurück zu dem Punkt, von wo 
aus er startete. Der Start muß warten. Die Verletzungen müssen heilen, 
die Schäden auswachsen. Leben schwingt bereits wieder in 
vorbestimmtem Rhythmus. Der Körper pulst und wird sich weiter 
straffen. Der pflaumig weiche, der ungeschützte Rücken, würde 
jemand die Hand darüber streichen lassen, ist warm – und würden aus 
dieser Liebkosung Worte sich bilden können, so wären sie voller 
Zutrauen und Zuversicht. Ich habe den Flug unzählige Male in mir 
selbst erlebt, bei Tag und bei Nacht. Das Ende ist immer das gleiche 
gewesen: Anprall, Sturz, Kriechen am Boden, sich zurückzubewegen 
zum Ausgangspunkt, zum Startplatz – mit Mühe und jedesmal unter 
größeren Anstrengungen. Die Wand, gegen die der Käfer anfliegt, ist 
solide gebaut. Generationen von Menschheit stehen dahinter. 
Möglicherweise ist die schmale Öffnung, die angepeilt wird und die 
noch von Zeit zu Zeit aufleuchtet, vorher wie nachher, nur ein Trugbild 
und sie besteht in Wirklichkeit nicht. In der Folge von Generationen 
wird sie erst geschaffen, in Opfern herausgemeißelt und aufgesprengt 
werden Es ist nicht die Frage der Zweckmäßigkeit, der besseren 
Vorbereitung, der Erfahrung, aus der etwas zu lernen wäre – es ist das 
Ziel, und das Ziel wird immer das gleiche sein: nichts zu verbessern, 
nichts zu lernen. Ich habe oft den Käfer dann in der Hand gehalten. Er 
bewegte sich in einem engen Kreis und war noch nicht fähig, ein Ziel 
anzunehmen. Er war stark angeschlagen. Dazu kam die Panik, daß 
alles noch einmal begonnen werden muß und daß es weitergeht. Ich 
habe die Wärme des Körpers gespürt, der entspannt gewesen ist, das 
Weiche dieser Hülle von Pelz, etwas von einem Zutrauen zwischen mir 
und einem Etwas, das nicht mehr zu den Menschen ringsum gehört. 
Die Mißerfolge sind leichter zu tragen. Es gibt die Hoffnung: eines 
Tages wird es dem Käfer nicht mehr möglich sein, sich wieder 
zusammenzuklauben und zurückzukriechen. Trotzdem wird dann die 
Sonne weiter über den Horizont ziehen. (405–407) 
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