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Paul Nolte

Beyond Resilience, Beyond Redemption

Introducing a Complicated History of Transatlantic Democracy

One and a half decades into the 21st century, the present state and the future of democracy look gloomy at best. Gone is the spirit of historical triumph in which the 20th century, according to political scientists and public opinion makers like Francis Fukuyama, had ended. Back in the 1990s, after the peaceful collapse of Soviet-style communism and the victory of democratic revolutions in the former Soviet “cordon sanitaire”, it seemed as though the challenges posed to the American model of free government and free life in an age of ideologies had finally been overcome. Liberal democracy, after having defeated its illiberal enemies in the shape of fascist and communist dictatorships, would from now on reign uncontested, ushering in an almost timeless era of democratic consenses – “the end of history”, as Fukuyama buoyantly called it.1 In a transatlantic, Euro-American context, the narrative was that the United States, over the course of the 20th century, had successfully ended its double mission as refuge and resuscitator for a beleaguered European democracy: through two World Wars in which anti-democratic empires and coalitions, under German leadership, had embarked on an ideological warfare against Western civilization and European democracies; through two postwar periods, in the 1920s and since 1945, in which the American quest to bring democracy to the post-violent landscapes of the old continent had, albeit in different ways, only partially been successful.

The failures of those two bitter experiences were not to be experienced again. Contrary to the 1920s, the establishment of democratic regimes would be long-lasting and permanent, instead of falling apart within just a decade. Contrary to the Cold War situation, democracy would not end at the Iron Curtain, effectively limiting its scope to the Western half of the continent. And even more than that – on a global scale, too, the era of aggressive counter-models to the democratic paradigm of the North Atlantic seemed over. Even if empirical evidence showed countries in Africa and Asia still captivated by bizarre forms of authoritarianism and dictatorship, their governments seemed to lack a consistent rationale, at least apart from those cases in which, as in the People’s Republic of China and North Korea, communism was fighting its last stand. Hence, the post-1989 constellation reaffirmed a view of 20th-century democracy, its transatlantic core and its deep rootings in the enlightenment and revolutionary eras of the 18th century, that not only impacted upon public discourse, but also on scholarly narratives. It reaffirmed a vision of democracy as an original idea, constantly fighting against its old and new adversaries, making progress in the 19th century, being thrown back in the 20th, but proving resilient, and eventually fulfilling its rationalist and universalist promise.

“Optimism about democracy is today under a cloud”, John Dewey had mused in his 1927 treatise on “The Public and Its Problems”, in the midst of what would soon turn out to become the most severe crisis of democracy, both intellectually and institutionally, so far.2 Yet his diagnosis has begun to resonate four score years later, as the hopes and certainties of the 1990s have given way to a profound new skepticism. The reasons for democratic disillusionment are manifold. In the Balkan wars, as well as later in Ukraine, it turned out that the breakdown of communism is far from equivalent to the rise of democracy, much less a civilized organization of society, governed by human rights, respect for minorities, and the rule of law. The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 have had a traumatic effect on American society, politics, and culture, and are sure to be interpreted by future generations of historians as one of the most dramatic caesuras in United States history since 1776.

The rise of militant and terrorist Islamic fundamentalism has sometimes been characterized as a third totalitarian challenge to liberal democracy, in the wake of fascism and communism. This may be an inadequate comparison, but the short era that saw the Western paradigm of life and governance uncontested has undoubtedly come to an end. And the history of the 20th century did not lend itself to easy repetition, as the renewed American attempt to bring democracy into violent Middle Eastern territories largely failed in the post-9/11 wars in Irak and Afghanistan. For a brief moment, it seemed as though the Arab Spring would rehabilitate the Western narrative of democratic progress and its territorial expansion. While the liberalizing legacy of those revolutions must not be underestimated in some regions, the Syrian civil war, the rise of ISIS, and a refugee crisis that threatens to undermine the core of European integration and democratic consensus had become the most visible consequences of the Middle Eastern revolutions by 2015.

Yet it would be one-sided and misleading to picture the clouds of democracy as hanging over foreign territories only, thus leaving Western democracies alone in their joyful experience of free government and post-ideological popular consensus. The current crisis of democracy is much less a crisis of its expansion beyond North America plus two thirds of Europe than it has turned out to be a crisis at the heart of Western democracy itself. Like in Dewey’s depiction from the late 1920s, it is more than a crisis in institutions or processes, but a crisis of attitudes vis-à-vis democracy and its promises, a crisis in trust and optimism. The global financial crisis since 2008 has brought socio-economic tensions in the United States as well as in Europe to the fore, highlighting dramatic inequalities that threaten to undermine not just the credibility of capitalism and market economies, but the legitimacy of representative democracy, and the historical marriage, however conflicted it has been lived for more than two centuries, between democracy and capitalism.

Leftist critics of both capitalism and liberal, “bourgeois” democracy have increasingly pointed to this linkage of socio-economic and political conditions in an age of “neoliberalism”, and have portrayed the course of Western democracy since the 1970s not as expansion of participation in the wake of (mostly leftist) social movements, but as decline and erosion, with democratic institutions remaining as a hollow façade, its inner life severely weakened or already extinguished by the forces of global capitalism – an age of “post-democracy”, as British political scientist Colin Crouch has influentially called it.3 While this phrase has quickly become colloquial usage not just in circles of political theory and philosophy, but also has witnessed a striking career in public discourse (probably more in Europe, especially in Germany, than in North America) in recent years, it is difficult to imagine a more blatant contradiction to the widely established historical narratives of democracy: If the age of liberal democracy is drawing to a close in the early 21st century, its history in the preceding century would likely have to be rewritten; even more, if the end of democracy as we knew it in earnest began in the mid-1970s, that is, with the advent of the post-Keynesian and post-social-democratic phase in North Atlantic societies. This is but one example of the possible ramifications of current crises of democracy – be they institutional or discursive – for the rewriting of its history in the past century and beyond.

At the same time, the phenomenology and historical origins of the current crisis of Western democracy appear to be more complicated than the Post-Marxist narrative suggests. The rhetoric of a fundamental shift, or even of an end of democracy, is much more widespread in (Western) European countries than in the United States and may, in a historical perspective, at least partially be understood as a new cycle in the patterns of intellectual and cultural critique of liberal democracy that had accompanied its development in Europe at least since the late 19th century. These forms of critique, mistrust, or prognosis about the upcoming failure of democracy – both from the Right and from the Left – have themselves contributed to illiberal and authoritarian developments, especially in the 1920s and 1930s. Not only in patterns of discourse, but in many other aspects the current situation of democracy differs on the two shores of the Atlantic. European political cultures and party systems have gone through a period of de-ideologization, rendering previous differences between the Left and the Right, between progressive and conservative, between social and Christian democratic less effective.

Ideological opposites have given way to new pragmatism, centrism, and consensus, be it in Tony Blair’s Britain or in Gerhard Schröder’s and Angela Merkel’s Germany. Longlasting party allegiances, often inherited through generations, have been significantly weakened with the erosion of party “milieus”, i. e., the dissolution of socio-cultural lifeworlds that used to organize not just voting behavior, but many aspects of everyday life for socialists and communists vis-à-vis liberals or conservatives, for industrial workers vis-à-vis petty-bourgeois artisans and shopkeepers, or for catholics vis-à-vis protestants.4 As a result of citizens becoming more individualistic and voters more free-roaming, party systems that not long ago had been considered a fixture of national cultures began to melt down, or ended in outright collapse, as in Italy or the Netherlands during the 1990s. Across Europe, “old” (pre-1989 Western) and “new” (post-communist), right-wing nationalist and populist parties (or often rather, movement-parties under a charismatic leader) have emerged, banking on anxieties associated with globalization, immigration, multi-religious situations, and liberal politics of gender and sexuality. Germany, for reasons often associated with the traumas of its Nazi past, seemed to evade this pattern until recently, when the anti-Islamic and anti-immigrant Pegida movement took those anxieties to the streets, and the right-wing populism and nationalism of the newly-founded party Alternative für Deutschland (AfD) succeeded dramatically in several state elections in March 2016.

The United States, apparently, had embarked on a different trajectory in its political culture and party system since the 1980s.5 While the profound wave of new conservatism that had emerged on a grassroots level since the 1960s and ultimately led into the Reagan presidency6 was shared by many European countries, albeit, with the exception of Margaret Thatcher’s Britain, often in a milder form, American political culture and party system took a different path. Re-ideologization came instead of de-ideologization, and political polarization instead of a new centrism. Despite the usual third-party or independent-candidate challenges that the U.S. had seen since the 19th century (e. g., with Texan billionaire Ross Perot figuring prominently in the 1992, and environmentalist Ralph Nader in the 2000 presidential election), the two-party system of Democrats and Republicans remained intact, only with the difference that the ideological overlap between them faded away, spelling the end of conservative Democrats and liberal Republicans alike.

However, political polarization and ideological principledness in the 2000s reached a degree at which it became dysfunctional for political institutions, namely for the ability to compromise across party lines between the President and the Legislative Majorities, but also between the parties in both legislative chambers, in the House and, even more, in the Senate. Under the surface of polarization and ideologization, and as a reaction to the increasing dysfunctionality of Congress, anti-establishment and anti-elite attitudes have been nurtured which certainly may be seen as a continuation of a persistent localism and anti-centralism in American political culture, but by 2016 seem to have entered a new dimension. The amazing success of Donald Trump’s campaign for the Republican presidential nomination and, to a lesser degree, the equally surprising strength of Bernard Sanders in the Democratic competition with Hillary Clinton demonstrate that populism, in recent decades more often associated with European politics, has made its way to America – or rather, that populism has returned to the country from which it originated in the last third of the 19th century.7

From this perspective, American and European transformations of democracy have more in common than it looked like just a few years ago. They share a profound crisis of representation and a massive distrust of conventional democratic politics, and in the elites who have traditionally been in charge of it. Even more, “Trumpism” in the United States and European-style populism have flourished amidst social changes that are linked to economic disparities, but perhaps more importantly, reflect a cultural dichotomy: a fundamental split between those who have trust in the system and those who don’t; a cleavage between those who are comfortable not just with economic changes, but also with the new cultural revolutions, e. g., in the politics of migration and sexuality, and those who disagree; a distinction between those who adhere to the classical rationality of enlightened, democratic politics and those who favor anger, emotions, and disregard for rules and manners that they view as a dictate of “political correctness”.

The current crisis in transatlantic democracy hardly signals a breakdown of the system, or a transition into a new state of “post-democracy”. But that does not make it less significant, or less profound in a historical perspective. The current crisis of democracy is continuing trends in the decline of classical, representative, and electoral mechanisms that have characterized Western political systems since the 1960s, with the advent of “participatory democracy”.8 And yet, paradoxically, it may also be seen as a reaction, even as a cultural backlash to the mechanisms and the agendas, to the politics and the policies of late 20th-century participatory democracy, and therefore to a major expansion in democratic political culture that remained socially selective and biased towards the educated and liberal middle classes.

As institutions, social practices, and cultural understandings of democracy are being redefined in our own times, long-established narratives that have been taken for granted through the better part of the 20th century, if not much longer, are becoming unsatisfactory. How would we, both conceptually and empirically, account for the current crises if, until only a few years ago, democracy appeared to be the ever-rising star, the avenue to a better future, the ever-expanding arena of participation, equality, and transparency? The history of Western democracy has long been written in a Whiggish manner;9 indeed, it may be argued that a strong bias toward progress and fulfillment was constituent part of the democracy project since the late 18th century, and that the very idea of political and social progress had been framed in languages of democracy, by a variety of different actors at different times: be it revolutionary artisans in Philadephia in the 1770s, German radicals in the Vormärz period, the socialist labor movement, the American Civil Rights movement, up until contemporary transatlantic movements in opposition to global financial capitalism and inequality such as “Occupy”.10

Despite this overarching narrative of progress that fundamentally characterizes public images as well as scholarly discourses on democracy, it is important to note the differences between the North American and European stories. National trajectories have powerfully shaped our understanding of democratic progress and problems, and indeed, the best-known cultural constructions of such trajectories in modern history are closely linked to stories of democracy: “American exceptionalism” as the idea that the United States represents a nation singular in world history for its never-relenting commitment to freedom, and the deutscher Sonderweg, originally the idea of Germany’s pride about being different from the democratic West and its allegedly material and superficial culture; swifty redefined after 1945 as the story of (West) Germany finally realizing that it should be on the right side of history, an learning to become an ever-stronger democracy in the footsteps of the Western allies, not least the United States. The story of American democracy has been cast as a story of resilience, whereas the story of German democracy has been framed as a narrative of redemption.

The trope of resilience in American discourse and historiography rests on the idea of a founding moment in the democratic birth of the nation: in the American Revolution, in the declaration of republican states as being independent of Britain’s monarchy and empire, and in the making of the Federal Constitution of 1787. Although much recent research on the Revolution and the Early Republic has pointed to the fact that republican beginnings in the late 18th century are not to be conflated with democracy (even within the limits of white European settler societies), and that democracy in both institutions and mentalités only emerged through a series of struggles lasting into the Jacksonian era,11 the notion of democratic seeds that had been planted earlier and came to fruition in due course of history remains pervasive to this day. Recent cultural and political trends such as the conservative emphasis on “constitutional originalism” may even have solidified the core argument that everything was there in the very beginning, and hence only had to be expanded and defended in the course of the ensuing decades, as it still has today.12

In American historiography, the political and interpretive schism between “Consensus” and “Progressive” historians that had dominated the postwar decades, into the 1980s, has given way to some kind of meta-consensus in which even historians from the critical, leftist tradition join in the story of gradual democratic expansion, regardless of class or race conflicts that may have been necessary for its eventual success.13 The Founding Fathers certainly did not establish, or even envisage, the relatively egalitarian democracy that Alexis de Tocqueville famously described after his journeys in the 1820s and 1830s, much less the race-inclusvive, color-blind democracy that Martin Luther King, Jr. dreamt of in the 1960s. But somehow they had endowed the system they had created with the potential and promise to make good on the original shortcomings, making it possible for former slaves and working people, the women and minorities to call upon the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution in their quest for personal liberty and inclusion into the great American democracy.14 Obviously, the expansion and fulfillment of that promise did not come without serious setbacks, as in the Jim Crow South from the 1890s into the 1950s or, to a lesser degree, in the domestic and global challenges of the late 20th century, from the rise of new conservatism to the severe wounds on battlefields and new global marketplaces. But still, standard textbook accounts tend to portray those difficult times as chances for defending original standards, as a recurring litmus test for the strength of “a resilient people”.15

Only few scholars have deviated from that master narrative with more complicated and less “consensus-progressivist” arguments, especially Robert H. Wiebe, who painted the Progressive period of the 1890s to 1920s as an era that brought new hierarchies and organizational elitism, thus spelling the end to the people’s democracy that had been created in the 1820s.16 According to Wiebe’s tripartite storyline, American democracy has never quite recovered from the hierarchical transformation of a century ago and remains stuck in the “long-term, class-biased decline in popular participation”.17 But the historical contingency of American democracy that he emphasizes has remained an exception, although the two decades since the original publication of his book have not seen reasons for a narrative of contingency fade away.

Not surprisingly in the light of the breakdown of the Weimar Republic, the Nazi dictatorship, and the Holocaust, Germany presents a different story, albeit one that eventually, in a more dialectical way than the rather straight American case, has strengthened a liberal-progressivist interpretation of 20th-century democracy. Also, in a historiographical parallel to the United States, the scholarly views on German democratization, and on the larger course of modern German history in general, have abandoned the ideological camps of “conservative” versus “critical” views behind them that had shaped the profession from the Fischer-Kontroverse in the early 1960s through the Historikerstreit in the late 1980s.18 A new consensus, even a new orthodoxy may be said to have taken reign since the 1990s. It includes the repudiation of a blunt version of the Sonderweg thesis, thus allowing for more differentiation and for the acknowledgment of more German “normality” within European political and social development in the times of the Kaiserreich, and even during the 1920s and early 1930s.19 In fact, German politics and society in much of the 19th century are now less under the verdict of authoritarian deviation, but appear as a part of a larger European and transatlantic network of revolutionary movements, ideologization and party formation, and grassroots democratization20 – including their limits, which were also shared by the supposed model democracies of Britain and the U.S.

At the same time, however, this new consensus also entails a larger-than-ever realization of the wounds and scars of the Nazi era and its violent, mass-murderous impact on German and, indeed, all of European history. And yet, as historians widely agree about, despite new research on Nazi continuities in West German elites, the Federal Republik embarked on a clear and successful course of democratization far beyond the establishment of an institutional and legal framework of representative democracy through the Grundgesetz of 1949. Democratization, instead, in a deeper sense was only brought about by conflicted negotiations over several decades, and was becoming permanently institutionalized only through a major rearrangement of cultural habits and mentalities, in what recent research has often described as a process of “learning”.21

It is striking how many interpretations and syntheses of German history have followed this track in the past fifteen years – essentially, with the scholarly fallout of reunification – and how the metaphors used by various historians vary the theme of postcatastrophic learning, of a crooked story eventually, and luckily, coming straight in the German adaptation to Western liberal democracy. Heinrich August Winkler’s Der lange Weg nach Westen has set the tone; German-American historian Konrad H. Jarausch has seen Germans as “recivilizing” from Nazi Barbarism, and the title of Edgar Wolfrum’s account of the history of the Federal Republic has been, Die geglückte Demokratie, with the adjective deliberately oscillating between unintentional, felicitious luck and success by intentional making, in the light of earlier failure.22 Redemption after the deepest possible crisis, stabilization and success as a historical and moral compensation of the Nazi and Holocaust legacy, progress as an approximation of a transatlantic model of democracy: These are the cornerstones of the current German narrative of democratization in the 20th century. Progress and success were basically achieved, according to this interpretation, in the Federal Republic by the mid-1980s, transposed onto a still higher level in the process of reunification that gave Germany its “second chance”, in Fritz Stern’s words, to bear responsibility of a democratic leader in and for a peaceful Europe.23

One and a half decades into the 21st century, those narratives appear increasingly unsatisfactory, for a variety of empirical and conceptual reasons. They have difficulties accounting for changes in political societies and democratic processes that do not easily lend themselves to perspectives of progress through resilience or redemption. In the broad consensus that they have achieved in the respective historical professions, they serve as a limitation, rather than as a stimulation, to dissenting viewpoints and heterodox interpretations. In the case of Germany, the explanation of democratic “progress” as still a further step in overcoming the Nazi legacy, despite its transnational framework of adaptation to the West, unduly supports a chain of national causation, instead of placing Germany in the mainstream of broader trends in liberalization or post-representative politics. Even for the early postwar decades of the 1950s and 1960s, arguments about West German liberalization as an overcoming of authoritarian traits that were part of Nazi ideology, or supportive of it in its formative phase,24 have to be placed in a wider context, in which patriarchal cultures, anti-feminism, racism, or the use of violence against unduly behavior of minors have been co-existing with democracy elsewhere, and certainly in the United States. The search for the post-Nazi legacy in German political culture remains a valid undertaking, as there are, to give just one example, many points to be made about the unusual strength of the Green Party, in electoral politics and even more in its shaping of a moral milieu of the middle classes, as a profound reaction to the amoral and technocratic voluntarism of the Unbedingtheit of Nazi mentality.25 But the 68-ers already were more than anti-Fascists, and more recent advances or experiments in liberal or participatory politics may be traced to the 1933–45 years even less. Reversely, it remains difficult not to fall back easily into a pattern of “haunting ghosts of Nazism” when it comes to explaining German populism around the turn of the 21st century.

The limitations in the American narrative of democracy, although they are linked to an overall similar framework of progress and expansion, are of a different sort. This is one more counterpoint to the colloquial talk about “Western” or “transatlantic” democracy. The American and European storylines are much more difficult to reconcile than it has seemed in the postwar decades. Germany and, for that matter, other European nations have had their democratic catastrophes. The United States has not experienced them since the founding of the nation – or perhaps, it has never been used to interpreting its own past, like the history of the American South between Reconstruction and Civil Rights Act, as a severe challenge to the very core of the democratic system. The idea of failure does not really have a place in American historiography, and the larger historical culture of the country.26 Even the memory that party systems have been volatile and shifting in the late 18th and for the better part of the 19th century has faded, making the current anti-establishment and Trumpian challenge to the very existence of Abraham Lincoln’s party sound more unreal than it perhaps is.

American self-images of democracy, as well as any attempt at transatlantic and transnational perspectives, also suffer from a massive tradition of historiographical nationalism, or, to be more precise, from the predominance of domestic perspectives, as they have been sketched a few pages earlier. The rise of social and cultural history since the 1960s has strengthened domestic perspectives on American society and politics, and it did so for many good reasons, and for important effects, e. g., in highlighting the struggle of African Americans, or the working classes, for their fair share of democracy.27 There have been few efforts to bridge the gap between what may be called the “domestic” and the “imperial” perspectives on the history of American democracy, that is, between the inner conflicts in American society and the transnational web of democratic (or anti-democratic) actors. This is true even for the 20th century, in which the imperial dimension of American democracy, from its entry into World War I and Woodrow Wilson’s politics of “making the world safe for democracy” through its post-World War II-efforts at European democratization vis-à-vis Soviet communism, has been salient, at least until the post-Cold War settlement of 1990 – or even beyond, if one includes the American (and NATO) democracy projects on the Balkans and in the Middle East, in the wake of 9/11. This domestic-imperial split does not accidentally align with ideological divisions, with Liberals and Leftists concentrating on the expansion of domestic democracy, while being critical or skeptical of its “export” to the world; and Conservatives vice versa.

Therefore, several asymmetries have to be accounted for in approaching the topic of this volume: Progressivist narratives of democratization, on both sides of the Atlantic, are increasingly out of touch with recent experience and empirical evidence, as well as with the more skeptical narratives of 20th-century modernity that have been suggested by other topics. American and European, and especially German, histories of democracy are more different that it may appear at first glance, especially from a European vantage point in which the utter dominance of American influence in the “American century” goes without saying. This is not so, however, in the American perspective, in which a domestic storyline continues to prevail in standard accounts, including college textbooks, with the imperial outreach often a mere addition, more closely linked to wars and diplomatic affairs than to vital problems of democratization itself. Empirically, it seems difficult to evade the impression of a fundamental asymmetry, that is, an asymmetry of causation and influence. There have been some innovative attempts at describing the diffusion of Western politics and culture in the 20th century, especially after 1945, beyond the usual one-way-street of “Americanization” – such as in Anselm Doering-Manteuffel’s concept of “Westernization”.28 And yet, the most recent examples of transatlantic histories in the 20th century continue to adhere to the primary idea of “America’s advance through 20th-century Europe”,29 or to find the “Transatlantic Century” shaped by American dominance.

Even the notion of the “West” itself remains highly asymmetrical in American and German usage, both academic and general. German scholars, like Heinrich August Winkler, have taken the “West” as a concept that – conflicts and negotiations notwithstanding – quite evidently unites Western and Central Europe (the Europe of Western Christianity, in Winkler’s definition) with the United States and Canada,30 or they are trying to historicize the notion of the West in its relational meanings for German history, not least in its relation to America.31 In the United States, however, the “West”, in a tradition that goes back to colonial times and the Monroe Doctrine, mostly continues to be understood as the “Western Hemisphere” in the geographical sense, i. e., encompassing the two American half-continents and, perhaps, Britain.

In many ways, therefore, the history of 20th-century democracy will have to be reconceptualized and rewritten in the years to come. For the first time, indeed, it will truly become historical, as the political and moral urgency that had enveloped the topic in the Cold War era in particular is retreating. Questions marks rather than imperatives will characterize the new approaches. A new history of democracy will look more complicated than before, as it should allow for a multi-layered web of narratives instead of focusing on a single and unified story. Three such narratives may be characterized as stories of fulfillment, of trial and error, and of crisis.32 First, we probably cannot, and should not, completely shed the idea of democratic progress along the lines of programs and promises that are firmly rooted in the 18th and 19th centuries. Despite its catastrophes and setbacks, the 20th century has been an amazing period of fulfillment for such promises, an era of realization and institutionalization of ideas that had often started out as unreal, as bizarre fringe ideas that were only popular with small minorities of intellectuals or radical movements. Modern democracy certainly may not be understood as the result of some genetic code planted in the Enlightenment and revolutionary period of the 18th century. But it remains striking, also in contrast with visions for the future for other aspects of human life, how clear-cut and “modern” programs of democratic government and society often have been during that time. The concept of universal and equal suffrage, regardless of class, race, or gender, is but one example for this.

For two more reasons, the fulfillment narrative remains a valid perspective on the 20th century. It has powerfully guided contemporary actors – individuals, movements, and organizations – to a degree that any history that is sensitive for the subjective side of worldview and experience must not fail to acknowledge. And although it may be too early to tell, it seems as though the era of fulfillment has come to an end in the postwar decades, somewhere around the 1970s. The great reform movements of the 1960s in many ways have been the last heroic stands in this tradition of fulfillment of promises, in the United States as well as in Europe, including the Federal Republic. Indeed, the greater uncertainty about the future of democracy that has risen since then and continues to shape the current situation is an expression of this large-scale loss of promise and program. The institutional framework of democracy – at least in its classical, electoral-representative variant – has been finished. Certainly, smaller construction work is always going on, and some of the cornerstones of that building continue to be contested, as has been the case recently with conflicts about voting rights and the access to the ballot box in the United States. The task of fundamentally realizing democracy has shifted from the domestic spheres of Western societies to a global level, with efforts at “democracy promotion” beyond the West. This is indeed paradoxical: While the classical democracies support the globalization of their tradition, they have become uncertain about democracy’s future at home.

A second way of looking at the history of democracy may be called the narrative of trial and error. The development, or even the “progress”, of democracy never stuck to some original ideas, but moved ahead in an open, contingent, and even erratic manner. New ideas were brought up that extended or altered previous meanings of democracy. Many of them resulted from historical changes that some “Founding Fathers” of democracy certainly could not have foreseen, especially with the dramatic economic changes in the era of industrial capitalism. It can be regarded as one the great riddles of modern democracy that its advance through the 19th and 20th centuries seemed so smooth and “natural” not because of the coming of industrial mass society, but rather despite the fact that the institutional core of electoral democracy and republican government was invented – and at least in the United States, also put into practice – in the era of horses and gentlemen. Industrial capitalism posed serious challenges to democracy, as new modes of financial capitalism continue to do in the 21st century. It prompted, among others, the quest for “industrial democracy”, for expanding the “rule of the people” beyond the sphere of government and politics into the capitalist enterprise and its workplaces. This project, pursued by democratic socialism and the trade union movement, was only partially successful – more so in Europe, and particularly in Germany with its institutionalization of economic democracy as Mitbestimmung, than in the United States.

Finally, the history of democracy has always been a history of crisis, and that is, in many facets, underscored by all the essays in this volume. Even if current changes in party systems, political legitimacy, or participative behavior do represent a historically significant transformation of democracy, it is important to remember that democracy has hardly ever had a period of uncontested stability.33 Modern democracy contains an utopian longing for timeless duration into the future, and it has managed to build institutions, e. g., national constitutions as fundamental laws, that claim an existence above history – or rather, have been interpreted and culturally stylized to do so. Yet at the same time, it was born in an era of movement and represents, even into its semantic structures and traditions, a category of transformation and volatility.34 While the future of democracy was often seen as wide open, its end, the coming of age of the democratic era, also had seemed imminent to contemporaries, and not least in the 20th century. Its beginning decades, especially the interwar period of the 1920s and 1930s, may be regarded as the Great Crisis of democracy, a time when democratic regime broke down in Europe and gave way to authoritarian rule or totalitarian dictatorship, and when the trust in the potentials of democracy was at a nadir throughout the Western world, including the United States – the time of John Dewey’s clouds over democratic optimism. Periods of crisis have given way to times of renewed self-assuredness, and even democratic euphoria, as can be seen in the post-World War II constellation. But overall, the narrative of 20th-century democracy would benefit from less progressivism and more attention to dark sides and crises, as Mark Mazower’s history of the “Dark Continent” has superbly demonstrated. However, this shadowed story would also have to include the United States.35

Beyond a differentiation of narratives and perspectives along those lines, a more complicated history of 20th-century democracy would have to accomplish at least two more things. It should account for fundamental transformations in the concept and realization of democracy; and it must move beyond the limitations of the North Atlantic world. In terms of transformation and caesuras, recent work in the social sciences and in history alike has pointed to a major transition in the second half of the 20th century in which the standard or classical model of electoral and representative democracy has gradually been substituted by a more complex pattern of “post-classical” democratic politics. Emerging from the almost-deadly crisis of the interwar period, the postwar years, especially in Europe, were characterized by a reconstruction of electoral democracies based on representative systems, in order to assure to basic functioning of the people’s rule on the one hand, without, on the other hand, giving them too much direct or plebiscitary leverage. However, in the 1950s already, the American Civil Rights movement inaugurated new styles of participation, especially in their practices of peaceful protest, that certainly served as vehicles for achieving classical democratic rights, not least voting rights, but quickly turned out to take on a life of their own. Participation and protest turned from instrument to institution, and had become a core element of new, more heterogeneous political styles in Western societies by the 1980s.

The rise of a new “civil society democracy” entailed other changes in the democratic arena, too. Self-interested political engagement retreated at the expense of advocacy politics, i. e., the petitioning of behalf of others. Material interests, as they had been fought for in the movements of the classical era, particularly the labor movement, gave way to a major concern for moral issues, as the ecological and consumer movements, but also the new moral politics of gender and sexuality have demonstrated since then. Citizens often were less interested in running for elected positions themselves, but rather concentrated on the quest for control of elected democratic elites, and for transparency in their institutional surroundings. In his wide-ranging history of global democracy since ancient Athens, Australian political scientist John Keane has therefore suggested the term “monitory democracy” for what he sees as a third stage after ancient “assembly democracy” of the Mediterranean and the Middle East, and modern “representative democracy” that reigned supreme in the transatlantic West between the mid-18th and the mid-20th century.36 Transitional models like this do not suggest that the patterns and institutions of classical democracy have been discarded. Neither, however, do they argue, along the lines of theories of “post-democracy”, for a wholesale decline and erosion of democracy. As concepts such as “participatory” or “monitory” democracy capture only aspects of a larger, but indeed substantial and historically significant transition of Western political systems and political societies, “post-classical democracy” may serve as an interim term for the new state of affairs.

It also expresses the uncertainty about the meanings and directions of democracy in the post-teleological, post-fulfillment era. This uncertainty, in turn, is more than a subjective condition of attitude or experience. For it is one of the most significant features of the new democracy that its institutions have lost much of their unambiguity. The result of democratic processes may not be predicted from textbook designs any more, as the legitimacy of institutions and decision-making has often become subject to democratic negotiation itself: a parliamentary decision may stand, or be contested in court after a citizens’ appeal, or may be subverted in protest movements, or even transferred from the national sphere to transnational instutions. The latter has, in recent decades, markedly shaped the transformation of democracy in the European Union, and the difference between the relative persistence of a national frame and its dissolution is increasingly distinguishing democracy in the United States and in EU-Europe. As boundaries of institutions, processes, and legitimacy have been blurred in the post-classical world, it may be described as more much diffuse, as a fuzzy democracy to which the binary rules of clarity often do no longer apply.37

The transformative forces of the European Union are but one example of a major trend towards transnationalization that increasingly reaches beyond the transatlantic world of North America and Western Europe. While Euro-American transfers of ideas and institutions in the 20th century are still far from explored,38 the next historiographical challenge – beyond what this collection of essays can achieve – will clearly be the interaction between “Western” and “non-Western” societies in negotiating modern democracy.39 Again, research will have to account for fundamental asymmetries, without limiting itself to notions of a one-way-street on which packages of Western democracy were delivered, more or less successfully, to other parts of the world. John Keane has modeled his notion of “monitory democracy” neither on the United States nor on Europe, but on India, the most populous democracy in the world. Significant elements of the new, post-classical democracy in recent decades have originated on the non-Western, less-developed, colonial or postcolonical “periphery”, and have been imported into Western societies from there, effectively reversing traditional expectations about global political change that still inform our everyday worldviews. The American Civil Rights Movement’s adaptation of Mahatma Gandhi’s antiracist and anticolonial protests in South Africa and India may be seen as an early starting point. Practices of “monitory democracy” as well as new attitudes and movements of “insurgent democracy” in Western societies often emulate patterns of protest that have developed in more hierarchical, elitist societies in Asia or Latin America.40 “Post-colonial” democracy41 is coming to the West and has influenced movements on the Left as well as on the Right, from “Occupy” and other recent protests against capitalism and inequality in the name of democracy to the new, anti-elitist populism that is currently sweeping the United States and much of Europe. The history of transatlantic democracy, therefore, will become ever more complicated, and more fascinating than before.



Volker Berghahn

Political Democracy and the Shaping of Capitalism in pre-1914 America and Germany

If, as Paul Nolte argues in his introduction to this volume, the “History of Trans-Atlantic Democracy” is becoming more complicated, it may be said that it was already complicated enough in the decades before 1914, which are the focus of this contribution. In light of this complexity, what follows is no more than an attempt to deal with a number of issues and to reignite debate and research on questions that many younger-generation scholars consider to have been settled once and for all. This applies in particular to the debate on whether Germany’s political system diverged from the Western path of democracy by adopting solutions to the problems of modern urban and industrial societies that paved the way to the Nazi seizure of power, World War II, and the industrialized murder of millions of innocent people, the so-called Sonderweg.42 It was only after the defeat of the Third Reich in 1945 – so the well-known Sonderweg argument went – that a parliamentary-democratic system was finally established in West Germany with the help of the British and American occupying powers. To quote one of the loci classici of this view in Gordon Craig’s influential history of modern Germany:

“Adolf Hitler was nothing if not thorough. He destroyed the basis of the traditional resistance to modernity and liberalism just as completely as he destroyed the structure of the Rechtsstaat and democracy. Because his work of demolition was so complete, he left the German people nothing that could be repaired or built upon. They had to begin all over again, a hard task perhaps, but a challenging one, in the facing of which they were not entirely bereft of guidance. For Hitler only restored to them the options they had had a century earlier, but had also bequeathed to them the memory of horror to help them with their choice.” 43

This notion of Germany’s backwardness, which needed to be overcome after the defeat of Nazism, certainly became a widely accepted interpretation in the English-speaking world after 1945, albeit in different variations. It was adopted by a younger generation of West German historians who were largely clustered around what has been called the Bielefeld and the Hamburg Schools.44 By the 1960s, its protagonists had begun to challenge the early postwar explanations of modern German history advanced by an older generation, among whom Gerhard Ritter was arguably the most influential scholar. However, it did not take long for the next generation to come along who questioned the nostrums of the Sonderweg paradigm. This generation was partially inspired by a more general shift in the historiography of the West from a top-down methodology to approaches that proposed to study human society from the bottom up. There is no space here to elaborate on this shift, except to say that it enormously enriched historical studies and was very probably related to the further democratization of society and culture in the West through the spread of a more active civil society in the wake of the youth rebellions of the late 1960s and 1970s.

At the same time, and more directly related to the topic of this article, there was also an increasingly vigorous criticism of the Sonderweg concept that claimed that these notions used an idealized, and therefore warped, interpretation of British history as the model modern parliamentary democracy as a yardstick for judging the “aberrant” path of Germany into the 20th century. It is significant that this particular criticism of the Sonderweg hypothesis was first advanced by a group of British historians who had more closely studied the history of their country before moving into modern German historiography. These historians found that the British political system did not make a good point of comparison with the German democratic tradition and its weaknesses, which American scholars, the Hamburgians around Fritz Fischer, and the Bielefelders around Hans-Ulrich Wehler had claimed produced National Socialism. Scholars such as Geoff Eley, David Blackbourn, and Richard Evans no doubt rightly pointed to the role of strategic elites and the power structures of 19th-century Britain with its empire as well as the peculiarly piecemeal ways in which suffrage and broader political participation had come about in Britain as contra-indications for the Sonderweg thesis. After all, the universal manhood suffrage that Bismarck introduced in the 1860s and then extended to the newly founded Kaiserreich was evidently more “modern” than the British one. Comparisons such as these formed the basis of the criticism that Eley, Blackbourn, Evans and others began to launch against the alleged divergence and “backwardness” of the German political system.45

However, there was another fundamental difference between the two constitutional orders of Britain and Germany that has been pinpointed only more recently: By the 19th century, the British system had already been transformed into a constitutional monarchy in which the power center was squarely located in the Parliament at Westminster. The monarch had essentially become a figure head. The Bismarckian constitution of 1871, however, was structured very differently in that it kept key decision-making powers in the hands of the Kaiser and his court. The Reichstag, though elected by means of universal manhood suffrage and hence a democratic body (even if women remained disenfranchised until the Revolution of 1918), had very limited constitutional rights in terms of passing of legislation and it was certainly not the center of power within Prusso-German Constitutionalism.46

However, a British-style power shift from the Crown to the representative assembly never occurred in peacetime in Germany as part of a reformist measure aiming to parliamentarize the political system. The shift came only in 1918 when, after much resistance by the monarch in previous years, a violent revolution toppled all the hereditary monarchs of Central Europe. The Kaiser’s extensive political powers, such as his constitutional rights to nominate the Reich chancellor or to declare war, were abolished. They were replaced by democratically-elected representative assemblies and a Reichstag that had now become the constitutionally sanctioned seat of political power. Thomas Kühne was among the first to point out the peculiarities of this road toward democracy.47 He argued that this sequence of events (i. e., the introduction of universal manhood suffrage before the power shift from the monarchy to a representative assembly) greatly complicated – as will be shown later on – the capacity of the Prusso-German constitutional order to parliamentarize itself. However, he only looks at the German context without making explicit comparisons of the kind to be found in the rest of this article.

For the purposes of illustrating the significance of the sequence between parliamentarization and democracy in this article, I will not draw a comparison between the British and the German political developments, but rather I shall move the comparison across the Atlantic and bring the democratic experience of the United States into the picture.
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