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THE CRISIS OF DEMOCRACY

Parliaments were nor the only point of controversy;liberal democracy
was under attack on a much wider front as well. To put it most simply:
how democratically minded was inter-war Europe? Disillusioned
jorists argued tht the problem lay not in an excessof democratism in
the constiruions but rather in a lack of democratic values among the
public. Moritz Bonn echoed the views of many when he said that
behind the crisis of pariamentslay “the crisis of European lfe.”!

‘Angi-lberal and anti-demoeratic creeds had been gaining ground
since the last quarter of the nineteenth century. In the wake of the
Great War, they spread fst, hrough s “gospel of violence” most visi-
blein the fascist movement but common to many members of what a
later historisn s to call the “generation of 1914.” Reared on war,
extremist ideologues preferred violence to reason, action to rhetoric:
from Marinetti to Enst Jinger, many young European males in the
19208 seemed ready to justify and even advocate the poliics of con-
frontation. “Nothing is ever accomplished without bloodshed,” wrote:
the young right-wing Frenchman Drieu ls Rochelle in Le Jeune
Eurapéen. “L ook forward to a bloodbath.” Violence obscssed artists
from the Expressionists o the Surrealiss. Some saw the heritage of
the war in the atmosphere of “internal war” which was polarizing
most countriesin Europe and which achieved is juridical expression
in Lenin's conception of internal civil war and in the Nazi “sate of
cmergency.”

Among the veterans of the front were thinkers like Jinger and
politicians of the Right including Rohm, head of the SA (the Storm
Troopers), Oswald Mosley,the Flemish nationalistJoris van Severen,
the Hungarian Ferenc Szalsi (founder of the extremist Atrow Cross
movement) and, of course, Hitler himself. They assaled democracy
for being “bourgeois”: sluggish, materialistic, vnexciting and inca-
pable of arousing the sympathy of the masse, refleting the aspirs-
tions of an older generation whose polticians dressed in frock coats
and top hats. Bertrand de Jouvenel claimed young people found
democracy unappesling; Henri de Montherlant contrasted the “hag-
gard gaze” of the sedentary bourgeois with the physical vigour of the
discplined young authoriarian, beneficiary of the fascist “revolution
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of the body.” Young Romanian intellecruals like Emile Cioran and
Mircea Eliade hailed Hitler’ ssaulc on “democratic rationalism,” and
the energy of messianic and spiritual totalitarianism. Against liberal-
smis glorification of the selfish individual they proposed the sprit of
slf-sacrifice, obedience and communal duty”>

Nor was it only the confirmed ant-democrats who thought democ-
racy effete and worn out. Robert Musil, author of The Man witbout
Quaite, affrmed: “1 do not fight against fascism, but in democracy
for her furure, thus also against democracy” H. G. Wells urged
Oxford summer-school students to transform themselves into “Lib-
eral Fascisti” and “enlightened Nazis” who would compete in their
enthusiasm and self-sacrifice with the ardent supporters of dictator-
ship. Unless democracy was able to mobilize such advocates, he sew
lide future for it Liberalism seemed too individuslistic t cope with
the demands of a more collectivst age.*

In 1930 Weimar’s Chancellor Hermann Mller warned that *a
democracy without democrats s an internal and external danger; but
the founders of post.war constitutionalism had not given this matter
‘much thought. Kelsen, for instance, had proudly promoted his vision
ofa “legal theory purified ofall plitcal ideologies”s yet such a theory,
by virtue of its detachment from poliics, lacked supporters. Kelsen
critcized Austis Christan Socials and Social Democrats for follow-
ing differen legal raditions, contaminated by politcal Catholicism
or Marxism, bu they at least had large party memberships and he did
not. His position might have been intellecually unassalsble polit-
cally he was sl Living with the comfortable llusions of nincteenth-
century bourgeos culture. Democracy in Europe had becn shored up
briefy after 1915 by an unstable coalition of international and domes-
tic forces which ws now breaking down across much of the conti-
neat. There were, simply,fewer and fewer committed democrats.

In'the frs place, democracy’ international backers were less sup-
portive as time passed. Woodrow Wilson's legacy of messianic liberal-
ism was undermined by American isolationism, while the European
victors—Britain and France—were concerned more about comimu-
nism than dictatorship; so long s the new states of central-castern
Europe held communism at bay, they cared litl about their domes-
ic political arrangements. They made sure that the deposed mon-
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archs and emperors of the Central Powers could not eturn to power,
but were less concerned with other kinds of threar. They faled to
realze that if democracy was identified with the peace imposed at
Versailes, then the abolition of democracy implicd an attack on the
peace seutlement 15 well. Back from Catalonia, Orwell chafed at the
“deep, decp slep of England,” which by the lae 19305 was losing the
batde ofideologies by defat.

Unambiguous support for democracy was thin on the ground
throughout Europe. Guglielmo Ferrero remarked in 1925 that
democracy’ failure in Tuly was chiefly due to the lack of 4 strong
democratic party. But not only in Taly. The core group of old-time
liberals were marginal figures in the incer-war years, their bartles
largely won with the defeat of monarchs and aristocracics. “The posi-
sive argument for being a Liberal,” according o John Maynard
Keynes in 1925, was “very weak.” The declin of Briain’s Liberals
had licle impact pon the stabilicy of the politial system, but this was
Rt true,for instance, of Weimar's Democratic Party and other classic
liberal partis. Mass suffrage threatened them with s marginal politi-
calrol i the face ofthe great partiesof the Lef, of conservatism and
nationalism, and of Catholicism. Fear of communism, in particular,
drew many libersls towards authoritarian solutions. They wer joined
there by other kinds of eliists—the social engineers, business man-
agers and technocrats, who wanted scientifc, apolitcal soutions to
society lls and were impatient with the instability and incompetence
of parliamentary rule.

‘The European Left was seriously weakened by the split beveen
Socisl Democrats and Communists, and was never again a5 strong a5
in 1918-19. The Communists opposed wht they regarded as “bour-
geois formalism’—parliamentary democracy—but could not destroy
it though they tied hard enough, at less before 1934. With the pos-
sible exception of 1930s France,they remained on the margins of pol-
itics and emerged—in the words of one recent historian—'on the
losing side of allelectoral bateles of th inter-war years.” “By any rea-
soned judgement,” concludes Doald Sassoon, “the record of pre-war
communism in Europe must be described as one of fulure.” The
Social Democrats did not want to destroy demoeracy, so long as it
could be transformed into socialism. “Republic, that’ not much/
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Socalism is the goal” was the ditty which summed up SPD atitudes
0 Weimar. This was a very provisional kind of backing, based on
Manxit premises and reservations, especially once it became clear
that many of the socal rights st out in the second part of the Weimar
constitution would remain a dead ltter. At leas one percipientcriic
foresaw the consequences; Hermann Heller warned at the height of
the depression. that either Weimar would realize its promise to
become a sziale Recbtsiaat—a state with social and economic justice
as foreseen in the constitution—or ele it would slide into dictator-
ship. Only where Social Democrats forged a secure aliance with rural
populations—as most notably in Scandinavia—or with conserva-
ives—as in Belgium and Britin—did democracy survive. Elsewhere,
consttutional commitments to socio-economie rights and welfare
benefits were undermined by the depression and mass unemploy-
menc. The healing of the breach on the Lefc through a Popular Front
strategy came to0 late for Germany and Austia, failed to save the
Republic in Spain and ultimately collapsed in its heartand, France,
aswell.

Many conservaives, fortheir prs, were no happier with inter-war
democracy and were keen to see a return to more eliis, aristoeratic
and occasionally even monarchical modes of government. For them
the problem with democracy lay in the power it gave the masses, in
the supposed incompatibliy of democracy and authority. They were
prone tosttack democracy on ¢hical grounds too I placed too much
stress on rights and not enough on duties. It had bred egorism and
sectionl self-interest and had thus contributed toits own downfall by
failing to encourage a civic consciousness or asense of community,or
50 many Catholic, Orthodox and narionalist ritics of democracy in
the 19205 argued. The Spaniard de Madariaga called for libersl
democracy to be replaced with “unanimous organic democracy” the
French social Catholic Emmanuel Mounier greeted the fall of the
“Third Republic in 1940 by calling for “a struggle against individual-
ism, a sense of responsibility, restoration of ladership, sense of com-
munity ... and] a sense of the whole man, flesh and spiric; his
readers were reminded that for years he had ben callng for a re-
jection of the pernicious individualism of “liberal and popular
democracy.™
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Such critcisms marked the filure of democracy to live up to its
‘own boast to have emboied and given voice to the nation as a whole.
Once it had sounded so confident “We, the Czechoslovak Nation, in
order to form a more perfect union of the nation ...” began the pre-
amble to the 1920 Caech constiution, yet it was an open question
whether the country’s Slovaks, Jews, Hungarians and_ Germans
regarded themselves a included in such a phrase. Hugo Preuss had
drawn up his draf of the Weimar constitution noting that “there is
neither a Prussian o Bavarian nation .. there i only one German
nation which is to shape its poliical organization in the German
republic.” And yer facts proved the contrary: Austria was prohibited
from joining the new Germany and Bavaria was prevented from
seceding; the constiution itself was drafied in an armospherc of cvil
‘war. The confident bourgeois claim that iberal constitutions would
both acknowledge and nurture the Nation was belied almost every-
where by cthnic and class cleavages. As a resulr,those whose highest
priority was national unity were increasingly tempted by more inte-
gral and authoritarian forms of government; liberal democracy had
filed the Nation, and might have to be sacrifced i the Nation was to
survive. “When a constitution proves itself to be uscless,” Hitler
wrote to Chancellor Brining in 1931, “the nation does not die—the
consitution i altered."

Ttisthus not surprising that by the 19308 many asked why it should
ever have been expected that democracy would flower in Europe.
“This sort of atitude fitd neatly with the Briish pursuit of appease-
ment. “It may be that the system of parliamentary Government which
suits Great Briain suits few other countries besides,” sniffed The
Times, defending non-intervention in Spain: “Recent Spanish Gov-
emnments have ried to conform to the parliamentary type of republi-
can democracy; but with scant suceess.” From this perspective, the
crisis of democracy in Europe simply proved Britsins superiority.””

But ic was not only Litle England that took such a view. Karl
Loewenstein was just onc of many who pointed out how few Euro-
pean countries had any indigenous tradition of democracy. In few
states, he argued, had the inhabitants  long traditon of fighting for
‘popular ibertie. Did the history of castern Europe not suggest that
democracy had been a last-minute gift—if not an impostion—of the
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victors at Versailles rather than the result of a popular mobilization?
‘Was it then surprising that people should acquiesce so calmly in the
loss of something they had scarcely fought for? Democracy's shallow
roots in Europe’ political tradition helped explain why and-liberal
regimes were established with such ease and so itle protest.

FORMS OF THE RIGHT

Benedetto Croce once described Fascism 1s a parenthesis in Tralian
hisory, implying that liberal democracy was the country's nacural
condition. Many criic of Fascism liked to see Europe’ move to the
Right as a burst of collective insanit; a form of mass maduess over
which reason must eventually prevail. Even today it seems easier for
many people to envisage inter-war Europe asa continent led astray by
insane dictators than as one which opted to abandon democracy. We
ap up books which portray Mussolin as a buffoon, Hidler as 2
demented and disorganized fanaric, Stalin as @ paranoid psychopath.
But whar, for nstance, can Mussolnis lfe really tel us about Fis-
cisms appeal? It was, Michael Oakeshott noted in 1040, 3 characteris-
siclly liberl aling t0 see the enemy of iberty as “the sngle tyrant,
the despot”—first monarchs, then dictators—and to lose sight in the
process of where the real challenge to democracy came from.*!

Oskeshort insists upon the need to take the political doctrines—
and practices—of the Right and Left seriously, for “each of them
belongs to some current of wadition ... in our civilization.” Liberal-
ism had lost “touch with the contemporary world,” unlike fascism,
‘communisn, politieal Catholicism and Nationsl Socilism, and could
learn from them. “Democracy should learm, on the bss of the
extreme exampl of Fascism, how t0 reconcile individual iberty with
the regulation and control of scial affars necessicated by the general
welfare,” obscrved a scudent of Mussolni’s Iraly, “With knowledge of
the Fscist experiment it may come to realise the futility of spplying
nineteenth-century standards in the contemporary world.” “Benevo-
et despoism,”concluded a young American diplomt called George:
Kennan, “had greater possibilities for good” than democracy, and he
went on t0 propose that the USA too travel “along the road which
leads through constitutional change to the authoritarian state. ™
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Given the explicit iracionalism of the Right and its preference for
action and intuition over reason and logic, it might scem strange o
take theoriesof the authoritarian sace seriously: Right.vwing intellec-
sl such as Carl Schumit or Martin Heidegger were invarisbly disap-
pointed inright-wing realites; men such as Mussolini and Hitler took
up and dropped their ideas without hesitation. Conversely, the irra-
tionalism of the Right can easily be cxaggerated. The Right too had
its political theory (or theories) and its own jurisprudence, accepted
by millions of people, and continving carler traditions no less potent
and no less forward-Iooking than liberalism. “In the great laboratory
of the world today,” declared the Portuguese dictator Salazar in 1934,

when the political sstems of the ninetcenth century are gener-
lly breaking down and the need for adapting institutons to the
requirements of new social and economic conditions is being flt
more and more urgently, we may be proud ... because, with our
ideas and our achievements, we have made  serious contribution
10 the understanding of the problems and diffculties which
beset all States .. L am convinced that within twenty years, if
there is not some retrograde movement in politeal evolution,
there will be no legisative assemblics lef n Europe.$

The factis that in most of Europe by the mid-1930s—outsde the
northern fringe—lberalism looked tired, the organized Left had been
smashed and the sole siruggles over idcology and governsnce were
taking place witbin the Right—among authoritarian, trditional con-
servatives, technocrats and radical right.wing extremists. Only France
continued its civil war between Left and Right through the 19305,
unil chat was ended by Vichy. But civil war had already erupted
briefly in Ausria (in 1934) and more protractedly in Spain before
ending in right-wing trumph. In ltaly, central Europe and the
Balkans, the Right held sway. Regimes varied from the royal dictator-
ship of King Carol in Romania, through the military men ruling
Spain, Greece and Hungary to the one-party states in Germany and
Traly. Not all of these were fascsts; indeed, some saw in fascsts their
most threatening enermics,

The crucial difference was between the regimes of the old Right,
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who wanted to turn the clock back t0. pre-democrati citst era, and
the new Right, who seized and sustined power through the inseru-
‘ments of mass policics. The former included General Franco and the
Greek dictator Metaxas, men who feared mass politcs and allied
themsclves with bastions of the established order such as the mon-
archy and the Church. In che Balkans, the Right harked back to
the ninetcenth century, when 2 strong, autocratic monarch picked
his ministers, supervised political parties and ran closely controlled
clections.

‘The new radical Righ, in contrast, ros to power in Italy and Ger-
‘many through elections and the parliamentary process.Is instrument
was the party, which gave it a legitimacy and a power in a era of uni-
versal suffrage that allowe it to ouflank and wesken old-fashioned
conservatives, less used to the new game of mass politics. When
Hider insisted to Chancelor Brining that “the fundsmental thesis of
democracy runs: ‘Al power issuesfrom the People, ™ he ws speaking
s the leader of a major vote-winning party. Catcheall movements ke
the NSDAP (the National Socialist German Workers® Party) were
the real successors to the populist impulses of the 19205, since they
recognized the remendous power embodied in the popular demand
for representative government. The very real tension between old and
new Right could be detected most obviously in countries ke Austria,
Hungary and Romania where, in the 19305, murderous political con-
flcts crupted between conservatives and radical nationaliscs

‘Of course, this new Right, despite its use of the mass party as its
vehicle to power, insisted tha it was not continving the parliamentary
game, and proffered alternatives to parliamentarism t0 satisfy the
post-1918 demand for unifying forms of partcipatory politcs. First
and most lavishly praised, Mussolinis corporatist state evolved amid
much fanfare and international interest in the 1920. Itlian corpo-
raism was publicized s a typicaly fascist means of organizing the
representation of society through sssociations of producers rather
than classes. “The Corporate State i to Mussolni what the New Deal
i t0 Roosevel,”declared Fortune magazine in 1934.

In reality, corporatism was 2 sham, disguising Fascisms taming of
the workers and its collsboration with the managerial elite. But its
appeal stemmed from the fac that it seemed to point the way to 1 less
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divisive and more organic form of politcal representation. Even ts
hierarchical character seemed proof to some ofits essential modem-
ty.“Italy shows us,” wrote one student of Fascit policy in the 19305,
“dhat this centeal authority can itself be a direct emanation of the
existing national syndical structure—a freely chosen elite which,
inspired by new ideals of social right and social justice, i ready and
able o limit, through its dependent organizations, the freedom of the
one i the interestsof the many."

Similar schemes were dopted elsewhere. In 1933, Anténio Salazar
introduced a new Portuguese constitution which declared the country
a corporative and unitary republic. Individual rights were overridden
by the power bestowed upon the government o limit them “for the
common good.” A vestige of parlament survived—as in Nazi Ger-
‘many—but politcal parties were banned, and the Prime Minister
ruled by decree-law. The Upper House became a Corporative Cham.-
ber, and industrial relations were forcibly remodelled along the lines
of Catholic organic thought through the National Labour Starute,
which oudawed strikes and lockouts, destroyed independent unions
and led 1o the creation of national guilds. In this way, class warfare
and capitalis conflic were—at leastin theory—replaced by harmony
and cooperation. As in Italy, however, the theory urned out o be
one-sided—Catholics' ear of communism usually moderated their
hoselity towards capitalists—and businessmen retained much of their
autonomy.*

In depression-torn Austria, Hans Kelsen's democratic constitution
had been regarded with suspicion by the Austro-Mariss, hostilcy by
the Grossdeutsch Volkspartei (pro-German nacional liberals), and
unenthusiasm by the Christan Socials, who were morc interested in
their own Catholic corporatism, Chancellor Dollfuss resolved the
tension between Marist Vienna and the Catholic provinces first by
suspending parliamentary government (on ¢ March 1933, eight days
before Hitlr followed suit in Germany) and then, the following year,
by ordering a military attack pon the great socialist housing estates
i the capital. With the destruction of Red Vicnna—a further tremen-
dous blow to the Left in Europe—came Dollfusss creation of 2
Catholic authoritarian regime, which replaced liberalism and democ-
racy with the doctrine of a “Christian-German corporate state.™"
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Austia thus followed Portugal in pioncering the kind of self
consciously Chrisian nationalism which would later permeate Slova-
ki, Spain, Greece, Croata and Vichy France, as el a right-wing
polities n Poland, Hungary and Romania. Violent anti-Sermitsm was
the corollry. When the philosopher Moritz Schlick was murdered by
a deranged siudent inside the hallofthe Universit of Vieana telf,a
Catholic-narionalis newspapes respondeds

‘We would ke to remind everyone that we are Christans living
in a Christian-German state and that it is we who decide which
philosophy is good and suitable. The Jews should be allowed
their Jewish philosophy in their own Jewish cultural institute!
But in the chairs of philosophy in the Viennese universiy in
Christian-German Avstria, there belong Christian philosophers!
Recently it has been repeatedly explained that a peaceful solu-
tion of the Jewish question in Austria s also in the interest of the
Jeuws, for otheruwise  violent solution is unsvoidable. Hopefully,
the terrible murder in the Viennese university willsrve to bing
about truly satisfactory solution of the Jewish question!*!

“The fact that Schlick was not Jewish himself uas evideatly less
important than that he was associated with “Jewish" movements in
contemporary philosophy! Well bfor the Nazis marched in, there-
fore, Austrofascism was pursuing the goal of a Judenrein community.
‘The 1938 Anschluss may have destroyed Austran independence, but
hardly democracy, since that had already colapsed.

Yet for all the similarities between Austrofacism and National
Socialism, there were diffrences. Austrofasism, under Dollfuss and
later Schuschnigg’s leadership, aimed at a Catholic authoritaranism.
Tewas noles hostile to democracy and parliaments than was Nazism,
but it accepted the Church leading role in society. As a resula split
developed beoveen the regime’ supporters and the proponents of
racialism—a split which needs to be taken seriously in a climate
‘where,increasingly, the Left’s power was on the wane and the major
tensions were within the Right tsel.

Inter-war Austrian conservatve thinkers, who combined German
nationalism and Catholcism, alvays remained ambiguous about
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whether the doctrine of the corporate state was a universal creed, or
designed solely for Catholic Germans. National Socialism was, by
contrast, ant-religious and explicitly nationalist. “National Socialism
opposes the dogma of the intemational universalistic science of iber-
alsm, according to which all human beings are the same, with the
knowledge of racial difference,” stated an Austrian philosopher, Fer-
dinand Weinhandl,in 1940.4"

OF all the right-wing assaults on parliamentary liberalism, there-
fore, National Socialism was the most extreme, the most uncompro-
mising; i parliaments were no longer the site of legitimacy, neither
was the Church, sl les the monarchy. Here was where the differ-
ence lay between Dollfusss Austria, Franco's Spain and Antoneseu's
Romania, all of which acknowledged and coexisted with traditional
bases of authority,and the Third Reich. One kind of Right defended
the old order against the forces of mass politics, the other used those
forces in  revolutionary attempt to reshape society itself. Even Fas-
cist aly allowed King and Church to reside alongside the regime. In
Nazi Germany, however, legitimacy lay solly in the popular will, as
‘manifested in the decrees of the Fihrer.”




