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Nihilism and the Cold War: the Catholic reception of nihilism
between Nietzsche and Adenauer

James Chappel*

Department of History, Duke University, 327 Carr Building, Durham, NC 27708, USA

The discourse of ‘nihilism’ was of central ideological significance during the
Cold War. The Soviet Union, argued many politicians and intellectuals, was
inherently nihilistic and could only be overcome through a retrenchment of
fundamentally Western ‘values.’ This article historicizes this emphasis on
nihilism, suggesting that German Catholicism was one of the conduits that
ferried the concept from the dark corners of Nietzsche’s posthumous writings
intomainstreamColdWar culture. I begin by staging a debate over Catholicism
and nihilism in the works of Friedrich Nietzsche and one of his most important
early interlocutors: the Catholic philosopher, Max Scheler. Drawing on
suggestions that Nietzsche himself had provided, Scheler argued that only
certain forms of Christianity were subject to the nihilist temptation;
Catholicism, in particular, was robust enough to stand up to Nietzsche’s
challenge. I then turn to the Weimar journalism of Waldemar Gurian, one of
Scheler’s students.Guriancarried the concept a step closer to itsColdWar usage
when he theorized that both Nazism and Communism represented forms of
‘conservative nihilism.’ In the early years of the ColdWar,Adenauer and others
had a ready-made rhetorical strategy to draw upon: the traditions of the Catholic
West against the creeping nihilism of Bolshevism. In this way, paradoxically
enough, the theory of nihilism that Nietzsche had formulated as a weapon
against Christian moralizing was reformulated and used in its service.

Keywords: Catholicism; nihilism; Friedrich Nietzsche; Cold War;
intellectual history; history of political discourse

Attempts to escape nihilism without revaluating our values so far: they produce the
opposite, make the problem more acute. (Nietzsche 1967, 19)

Introduction

As Nitzan Lebovic and the other authors in this issue have demonstrated,

‘nihilism’ is an unstable signifier that might be better understood as a symptom of
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particular social-political configurations than as a coherent analysis. Specifically,

Lebovic suggests, the discourse tends to be mobilized in moments of political

stasis as a strategy for foreclosing, or announcing, radical political critique.

Nowhere was this more true than in the Western Europe of the early Cold War, in

which a form of conservative liberalism, as espoused by newly hegemonic

Christian Democratic parties, oversaw the region’s economic and political

reconstruction. ‘Nihilism’ in these years was brandished as the fundamental

feature of Nazism and Communism – the latent content, to use Freudian

terminology, of the nightmare from which Europeans had recently awoken.

The notion that Europe’s catastrophic century had something to do with

‘nihilism’ is still with us, and an analysis of a recent example shows how this

critique tends to lead towards a particular form of liberal, or anti-, politics. Elbe

(2000), in a recent article for Totalitarianism and Political Religions, suggests

that Nietzsche’s diagnosis of nihilism helps us to understand the various

authoritarian movements of twentieth-century Europe. The collapse of

transcendent values, Elbe argues with Nietzsche, had led Europeans to seek

meaning elsewhere, primarily in immanent historical processes such as the state,

race, or class. The solution to nihilism cannot be a simple return to the stable

order of the distant past, as Nietzsche had shown such a return to be both

impossible and undesirable. Instead, Elbe concludes, ‘the experience of nihilism’

should be ‘welcomed and confronted.’ Only this confrontation will allow for ‘the

acceptance of the ambiguity and diversity of human experience,’ alongside a

rejection of ‘greater meaning underlying European existence’ (69). These are

familiar watchwords: ambiguity, anti-utopianism, acceptance, diversity. Elbe

suggests that it is only through a confrontation of nihilism, with Nietzsche, that

one can become a liberal.

This is characteristic of the discourse of nihilism as it developed in the post-

1945 period: Elbe is at the endpoint of a long process that has been provocatively

referred to as ‘the banalization of nihilism’ (Carr 1992). In this essay, we will

explore the intellectual history of nihilism in the early decades of the early

twentieth century, tracing a path from Nietzsche’s notebooks into the hegemonic

political discourse of post-1945 Europe. How was it that nihilism traveled from

Nietzsche’s incandescent critique to the conventional pieties of Cold War liberal

politics? There are doubtless multiple trajectories here. This essay will focus on

one of the most important and the most overlooked: the German Catholic

reception of Nietzsche. In the guise of the new Christian Democratic Union

(CDU), Catholics dominated the political structure, and to a large extent the

public discourse, of the West German state. When they came to power after 1945,

they had been prepared, through decades of confrontation with Nietzsche’s

works, to understand European crisis using the language of nihilism.

Catholics were profoundly interested in, and even compelled by, Nietzsche’s

theory of nihilism. But whereas Nietzsche saw nihilism as the result of

Christianity, his Catholic respondents saw it as the result of secularization –

indeed, as the result of Nietzsche himself. By turning the philosopher’s theories on
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their head, Catholics were able to transform Nietzsche’s Kulturkritik into a

defense of the very same Christian metaphysics that Nietzsche had spent much of

his career fulminating against, amplifying and popularizing a phenomenon that

had been going on since the 1890s (Aschheim 1992, 31). After a brief

consideration of Nietzsche’s thoughts on nihilism and Christianity, I will turn to a

consideration of two major Catholic responses to Nietzsche in Wilhelmine and

Weimar Germany: those of Max Scheler and one of his students, Waldemar

Gurian. Together, albeit from different perspectives, they argued that certain

forms of Catholic spirituality could stand up to Nietzsche’s challenge. They

agreed with Nietzsche that European modernity had fallen away from God and

become nihilistic. But while Nietzsche saw nihilism as the antechamber to a

radically new order, Scheler and Gurian believed that a retrieval of the past was

possible through a reformulation of Catholicism in amoremuscular key. In the last

part of the essay, we will see how German Catholics, in the wake ofWorldWar II,

built upon the groundwork of Scheler and Gurian, deploying ‘anti-nihilism’ as an

ideological buttress for their conservative, Christian political project.

Nihilism and Christianity: Nietzsche and Scheler

‘What I relate,’ Nietzsche wrote in the late 1880s, ‘is the history of the next two

centuries. I describe what is coming, what can no longer come differently: the

advent of nihilism’ (1967, 3). Although other figures, particularly in the Russian

tradition, had toyed with nihilism before, scholars recognize that it was

Nietzsche’s explosive theories that inaugurated nihilism as a significant cultural

and philosophical discourse (Goudsblom 1980, 10). For our purposes, it is

important to recapture what nihilism meant for Nietzsche; indeed, his entire

intellectual project can be seen as an attempt to overcome it (Reginster 2006).

This understanding will allow us to appreciate the true irony of what was to come.

Whereas Nietzsche thought that the confrontation with nihilism would lead

forward, out of the culture of compassion and Christianity and towards ‘new

values,’ the discourse he founded became much more interested in defending

Europe’s traditional bourgeois virtues against Nietzsche’s assault. Nietzsche

himself, and not Christianity, came to be tarred with the brush of nihilism.

Nietzsche was clear throughout his career that nihilism was, and could only

be, the endpoint of the Christian tradition. He did not see nihilism as the

consequence of secularization or of liberal exhaustion: Christianity itself was to

blame. Europe’s ancient religion, Nietzsche believed, had a great contradiction

embedded within itself. On the one hand, Christianity supplied a complete

Weltanschauung, including a cosmology, an eschatology, a set of moral values,

and a meaning for human life. There is nothing necessarily wrong with this from

Nietzsche’s perspective: such myths are necessary to healthy communal life, as

they had been present in the ancient Greek tradition, too (Young 2006).

Christianity, however, contains something else, absent from the Greek tradition,

which accounts for its eventual collapse into nihilism: the ‘will to truth.’

Rethinking History 3
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Christianity not only presented a worldview, it also asserted constantly that the

worldview was the truth, and that this truth could set one free. This forced

Christianity, and the Europe that it held hostage, into a massive contradiction.

As the centuries wore on, it became obvious that the Christian interpretation was,

in fact, untenable.

The sense of truthfulness, developed highly by Christianity, is nauseated by the
falseness and mendaciousness of all Christian interpretations of the world and of
history; rebound from “God is truth” to the fanatical faith “All is false.”

Christianity taught Europe to obsess over the truth and to believe that there

exists such a thing as ‘being’ and as ‘value’ and that these ontological certainties

are necessary to living well. It then betrayed the same people it had cowed by

providing them with ontological and theological accounts that are clearly untrue.

It is this dialectic, and only this one, that can lead to the phenomenon of nihilism.

The advent of nihilism requires first that man posit a ‘totality, a systematization,

indeed any organization in all events,’ followed by the painful realization that

‘there is no such universal.’ Nihilism is not, then, simply the condition of

valuelessness: it is the recognition of valuelessness, only possible after having

succumbed for centuries to the illusion of its existence (Nietzsche 1967, 7, 12).

Nietzsche’s critique of Christianity was primarily aimed at his native

Protestantism. Although he certainly had no kind words for the Roman curia, the

Catholic religion, with its art and festivals, was bound to appeal to Nietzsche’s

aesthetic sensibility more than German Protestantism, which he referred to as

‘that spiritually unclean and boring form of decadence in which Christianity has

been able so far to preserve itself in the mediocre north.’ Although Nietzsche was

often scathing toward the particular moral ideals recommended by Christianity,

there are also passages in which he points to the numerous ‘advantages of the

Christian moral hypothesis,’ and he goes so far as to compare the pre-

Reformation ‘Christian centuries’ with his beloved ‘tragic era of the Greeks.’

Unsurprisingly, in the decades after Nietzsche’s death, a bevy of Catholic

thinkers, in their interpretation of Nietzsche, agreed with the philosopher’s own

belief in ‘the actual superiority of Catholicism’ (1967, 9, 54, 55, 65).

It was, perhaps, this occasional nostalgia for a virile Christianity – along with

Nietzsche’s decidedly ambivalent attitude towards Christ himself – that led to

fruitful engagement between Nietzsche and Catholicism in the decades after his

death. The main figure in this confrontation was Max Scheler, a philosopher born

into a Jewish family in 1874.He converted toCatholicismas a teenager andbecame

a dominant figure in Catholic philosophical and political discourse betweenWorld

War I and the mid-1920s, when he left the Church and was abandoned by most of

his former theological comrades-in-arms. Although largely forgotten today,

Scheler was one of themost prominent philosophers inWeimar Germany; after his

premature passing in 1928, Martin Heidegger lamented the loss of ‘the most

powerful philosophical force in contemporary Germany – no, in contemporary

Europe, and even in modern philosophy in general’ (Henckmann 1998, 9).
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Scheler had been trained in Jena by Rudolf Eucken, whose philosophical

commitments were somewhat ancillary to the intellectual mainstream (whether

represented by Haeckel’s positivism or the various schools of neo-Kantianism).

Eucken was convinced of the primacy of the spirit, and the philosopher’s social

task as a prophet, recalling a decadent civilization to the transcendence of value and

the duty to spiritualize life (Staude 1967). Scheler’s dissertation, published in

1899, both echoed his mentor’s Kulturkritik and prefigured the rest of his own

career: it was predicated on a rigorous distinction between logic and ethics and

posited a faculty of value-feeling [Wertgefühl ] as the means throughwhich ethical

values are non-rationally perceived. He had begun, however, to chafe against

certain of Eucken’s pieties. A 1901 encounter with Husserl, among other factors,

led Scheler toward the phenomenological analysis of emotional life-as-perceived

that marked, or some would say marred, the rest of his philosophical output.

Scheler’s basic project, in his new iteration, was to overturn the Kantian

ethics then dominant in German philosophy (Spader 2002). His central work of

the period was Formalism in Ethics and Non-Formal Ethics of Values, which

appeared in Husserl’s Jahrbuch für Philosophie und phänomenologische

Forschung in 1913 and 1916. This is not the place for a rehearsal of Scheler’s

intricate ethical theories: suffice it to say that Scheler objected to merely

formalistic approaches to ethics, as he charged Kant’s to be. He sought to replace

a method-centered morality with a value-centered ethics, predicated on the

impersonal existence of a certain hierarchy of human values, independent of

human cognition but only realizable through human praxis. The agent of this

newly refurbished value morality was named the ‘person’: an innovation that was

profoundly influential and will remain constant throughout the intellectual

history sketched here. The ‘person’ differed from the ‘individual’ in that she

orients her actions toward the objective hierarchy of value, allowing value to be

expressed through her individual, and communal, practices. This distinguishes

her from the Kantian individual, who seeks to methodically develop a universal

morality from the dictates of pure reason.

Scheler believed that the sort of non-utilitarian ethics he cherished had become

all but impossible in modern society; Nietzsche’s nightmarish vision of European

modernity thus rang true for him. It was not for nothing that Ernst Troeltsch

referred to Scheler as the ‘Catholic Nietzsche,’ and Scheler had been reading

Nietzsche since his youth (Henckmann 1998, 17). As was the case with many late

Wilhelmine intellectuals, Scheler wrote in Nietzsche’s long shadow. This was an

era in which, as Aschheim has demonstrated, ‘an encounter with Nietzsche – at

least for the intelligentsia – was virtually mandatory’ (1992, 19). His engagement

with Nietzsche was profound and not merely that of the hidebound Catholic

moralist. On the contrary, Scheler believed thatWestern civilization could only be

saved by passing through and overcoming the Nietzschean critique. Although

Nietzsche’s presence can be felt between the lines of Scheler’s corpus, his most

serious engagement appeared in his 1915TheRole of Ressentiment in theMake-Up

of Morals (a revised edition of a volume originally from 1912).

Rethinking History 5
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Fundamentally, the work is a vindication of Nietzsche’s insights, tempered by

the belief that a certain form of muscular Catholicism could answer Nietzsche’s

devastating charges. Much of the language in the work is, indeed, Nietzschean.

As Scheler makes clear in the preface, he chose the titular Ressentiment following

Nietzsche’s example from the Genealogy of Morals. Moreover, the opening lines

of the main text praise Nietzsche’s discovery of ressentiment as ‘the most

profound’ moral discovery of recent times. The first several pages of his account

are made up of a series of quotations from Nietzsche, with whose analysis

Scheler, like Elbe, largely agrees. Ressentiment, for both of them, was a form of

self-hatred born from the inability to realize certain positive values: a ‘repression’

leading to ‘value delusions’ and the pathological growth of ‘revenge, hatred,

malice,’ and other negative characteristics. Like Nietzsche, Scheler saw

ressentiment as a peculiar feature of modern society and as preparatory to

nihilism. Fruitless and repressed feelings of revenge are cultivated by situations

in which for reasons of formal and civic equality, everyone compares themselves

with everyone else, but for reasons of practical inequality, most people will come

up wanting. These are, he believed, precisely the conditions of modern capitalist

society. Moreover, ressentiment leads modern man to ‘slander’ and reject all

values that seem to him unattainable and beyond the scope of his limited, material

desires. Modern man’s focus on desire and utilitarian pleasures, which appears in

contemporary life as the decadent ethics of humanitarianism, is a sham form of

love. ‘Nietzsche is perfectly right,’ Scheler thunders, ‘in pointing out that this

way of living and feeling is [ . . . ] a sign of declining life and hidden nihilism’

(1994, 25, 27, 29, 33, 40–42, 53, 67, 70, 102).

Nonetheless, Scheler believes that Nietzsche’s diagnosis is incomplete:

‘Nietzsche is wrong,’ he writes, ‘in thinking that genuine morality springs from

ressentiment. It rests on an eternal hierarchy of values.’ Nietzsche had believed

that morality itself was called into question by his analysis, but in fact only a

certain, admittedly decadent, form of morality stood condemned as ressentiment.

The hierarchy Scheler referred to is, of course, perfectly represented in

Christianity: ‘the root of Christian love is entirely free of ressentiment.’ Christian

interest in the lowly and the meek – St Francis’s self-abasement, for instance – is

neither a decadent rejection of the body nor a repudiation of virile strength in the

name of illness, but rather a celebration of ‘life and vigor’ that comes through the

performance of love. Scheler completely rejects, like Nietzsche, the humanitarian

love expressed in democracy or socialism: properly understood, love is

something virile and divine, aimed not at the misery of our fellows but at our own

‘spiritual core.’ Scheler is committed to disproving the common notion of Jesus

as a ‘common man,’ attuned to the miseries of the workers. Although this image

of Jesus was Nietzsche’s, due to the pernicious influence of generations of

Christian socialists, it is not the Jesus of the gospels, whose non-utilitarian ethics

provide no resources for modern humanitarianism. Scheler’s Christianity enjoins

not a negative morality, but a positive ethics of self-formation through the love

commanded by God. We stoop to the weak and the poor from a desire to replicate
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the divine in the expectation that this will make us, in the end, stronger. Christian

love is a spiritual exercise and not a decadent concern for the well-being of

others, much less a fetishization of the weak (Scheler 1994, 53, 67, 70, 87).

Scheler sought also to undercut Nietzsche’s diagnosis of the great

contradiction at the heart of Christian religion: that between the ‘will to truth’

and its essential falsity. Nietzsche, Scheler thought, had seen Christianity

primarily as a ‘mere “morality” with a religious “justification”’, instead of

primarily as a religion. Christian ethics, Scheler writes, is indissolubly connected

to a ‘religious conception of God and the world’ and is ‘meaningless without this

foundation’ (Scheler 1994, 82, 84). Nietzsche had denied this, which had made

his critique possible: he had not deemed the event of grace, or God’s self-giving,

as the primary axis of Christian spirituality. Only when morality is uncoupled

from ontology can the former undermine the latter. If our ethical sensibilities are

continually and necessarily nourished by our belief in a divine, eternal hierarchy,

Christianity’s autonegation in the name of nihilism cannot take place. Perhaps,

Scheler may have thought, this is what Nietzsche had in mind when he referred to

the ‘actual superiority of Catholicism’ (for another version of this thesis, from a

second-generation Scheler student, see Wolff 1940).

Scheler certainly felt that Catholicism was ‘actually superior’ to the Judaism

in which he had been raised: the Scheler of the Ressentiment volume, like the

Nietzsche of the Genealogy, saw Judaism as a particularly fertile hothouse for

slave morality. Scheler agrees with his predecessor that ‘Jewish ressentiment’ is

‘enormous,’ and he foregrounds an anti-Zionist position: the ‘social and political

utopia’ that was evinced in efforts ‘to establish an independent Jewish state’ were

regressive ideals, counter to the universality of Christian love. Moreover,

Scheler registered his agreement with his controversial friend, Werner Sombart,

that the ‘[Jewish] spirit, which has had a lien on ressentiment for a long time,

plays a major role’ in the ‘development of the capitalist social structure’ (Scheler

1994, 33, 85, 165). Here, Scheler appropriates borderline anti-Semitic tropes

from Nietzsche and Sombart, suggesting a genealogical link between the

Catholic critique of nihilism and Nietzsche’s strictures on the ‘slave morality’ of

the Jews. The Catholic critique, in other words, requires a theorization of a

weakened and decadent Christian ethics as its own other; although this does not

logically require an introduction of Judaism, or the Jewish people, as the root

cause of this decadence, it does open the door for this aspersion by announcing

the need for a scapegoat. While this angle soon dropped out of nihilism discourse,

it is striking that the student of Scheler’s who most directly picked up on his

mentor’s theories of nihilism, and transmitted them into the new context of the

Cold War, was another Jewish convert: Waldemar Gurian.

Gurian and conservative nihilism

Gurian, who studied with Scheler in the 1920s before emigrating to America and

becoming a leading Cold Warrior, is the most important link in the chain between
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Nietzsche and the Catholic mobilization of nihilism discourse after 1945. Born

into a Russian Jewish family in 1902, he had fled the pogroms to Germany, where

he was baptized in 1914. He was schooled in Düsseldorf before moving to the

Universities of Cologne and Bonn, where he spent most of the 1920s in the

company of Scheler and his disciples. He is important here for two reasons: first,

he mobilized Scheler’s critique of nihilism, concocting a theory of ‘conservative

nihilism’ that he publicized throughout Catholic Germany in the later 1920s.

He then turned this into ‘totalitarianism theory,’ of which he was one of the

founding fathers, around 1932 (Chappel 2011). Each of these phenomena will be

discussed in this section. He went on to become a consummate Cold Warrior

from his post in America, where he employed his older theories of nihilism in a

new context. He thus provides an excellent example of the continuity of the

Catholic critique of nihilism in the decades after Scheler and, through his

founding of totalitarianism theory, suggests that this narrative has consequences

beyond the narrow circle of German Catholicism.

Gurian’s early work demonstrates his allegiance to Scheler’s political

theories. His first book, called simply The German Youth Movement and

published in 1923, can be read as a defense of the youth movements from

Scheler’s personalist perspective. Its epigraph, from Scheler’s On the Eternal in

Man, called for the return of the spiritual Person to the center of the world and the

devaluation of mere things. Whereas the individual relies on the categorical

imperative to arrive at an abstract, formal truth, the Person relies on his

community to ascend to objective values. For Gurian, as for Scheler, these values

are not merely passed down to us: they exist, objectively, and the task of tradition

is to acculturate us to the forms of spirituality and praxis that allow us to attain

them. Although Gurian’s book partakes of the furious Weimar-critique

fashionable at the time, and even assumes the label of völkisch for itself, it

remains tied to a personalist metaphysics that would take Gurian on a different

course from his völksich colleagues. He was highly critical of other youth

movements – be they liberal, nationalist, or Protestant – for neglecting to posit a

realm of objective value beyond history, or the nation, and thus remaining mired

in the very immanence they purported to reject. ‘The only thing worse than a truly

philistine bourgeois’ Gurian warns, ‘is a man who believes himself not to be

bourgeois, but is yet a philistine’ (1923, 33n, 55). Implicitly following the theory

of ‘creative obedience’ proferred by Guardini (1921), another of Gurian’s

mentors, he held that only the Catholic youth groups were able to simultaneously

be creative and adhere to a stable realm of value. Liberalism, Gurian would hold

for decades, refused to properly commit to any values at all, while the

Communists, nationalists, and socialists made the decision but based it upon

nothing properly ontological, remaining wed to a bankrupt formalism and a

heretical metaphysics of becoming (1923, 61 passim).

By the late 1920s, though, it was no longer the non-Catholic youth

movements that Gurian chastized as bastions of ‘Nietzschean paganism,’ but

rather Fascism and Bolshevism, which Gurian brought together under the rubric
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of ‘conservative nihilism’ (1929b, 251). Gurian’s turn was predetermined by two

phenomena. The first was the continuing resonance of Nietzsche in the Rhenish

Catholic circles in which Gurian moved (see, for instance, Guardini 1925, 43–44;

Sindermann 1928, 76). The second was Gurian’s turn towards explicitly political

topics under the influence of his magnetic professor, Carl Schmitt, from whom

Gurian took courses in 1924–1925.

Gurian was a frenetically active writer, and he publicized his new theory

across the German Catholic public sphere. His first essay on the topic appeared in

1926, in Germania, the Berlin-based organ of the Zentrum, Germany’s Catholic

parliamentary party. One of the party’s Reichstag members published a response

a few weeks later, hoping that Gurian’s essay ‘might be read and considered in

the widest circles,’ and heartily agreeing with Gurian’s hypothesis that the far

right had no more to offer than a warmed-over Nietzscheanism (Gurian 1926;

Röder 1926). The next year, he publicized it in Rhein-Mainische Volkszeitung,

the Zentrum’s other major newspaper (1927a). It appeared the following year in

Heilige Feuer, a prominent journal linked with the left-wing of the Zentrum and

the youth movements in which Gurian had been raised (1927b). After publishing

his fullest account in a 1928 issue of the same journal, he brought it to the pages

of Abendland, one of Catholic Germany’s most prestigious journals, in 1929

(1928, 1929a).

The Abendland essay, entitled ‘The spiritual face of our time,’ owes a great

deal to the pessimism and Kulturkritik of Nietzsche and Scheler. ‘The present,’

Gurian laments, ‘is anarchy grown tired. It has lost the belief in the advent of a

new order. It loves neither liberalism nor revolution. It loves only the moment,

the now.’ This necessarily leads to a modern abandonment of the Church, ‘which

is not of this world.’ So far, there is nothing especially novel in this critique: it

might have appeared in the 1890s or, indeed, the 1990s. But in the wake of the

Catholic critique of nihilism, Gurian gives these clichés a further twist: the

collapse of values has not led simply to exhaustion, but to furious activity (what

Nietzsche called ‘active nihilism,’ and which Scheler diagnosed in his accounts

of modern democracy and socialism). ‘The present,’ he continues, ‘is, unlike the

nineteenth century, an age of belief. It has discovered that one cannot live without

traditions.’ These beliefs take multiple forms: socialism, Bolshevism,

humanitarianism, nationalism, and so on. The problem with all of these – like

the problem of the non-Catholic youth groups – is that they are all secular,

meaning that they presuppose the very nihilism they are trying to unravel. These

modern ideologies preach belief for the sake of belief because belief seems

sociologically important and not because they pledge allegiance to a robust

ontology of value. The present ‘believes despite its disbelief, while the nineteenth

century believed in its disbelief.’ This leads to a dangerous and violent situation,

in which we act furiously in the name of society, without any belief in stable

value or political representation which makes this action meaningful. This differs

from liberalism only in that there is no longer a belief in a closed system – ‘the

world [ . . . ] never exists, it always becomes new’ – and in the ‘skepticism
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towards everything private’ in the name of a ‘love for the political.’ We have

entered, in short, a situation of ‘ordered nihilism [Ordnungsnihilismus ]’: a

nihilism made flesh (1929a, 53–56). Elsewhere, and more typically, Gurian

called this ‘conservative nihilism, which might be named theWeltanschauung of

the twentieth century, as liberalism was named that of the nineteenth’ (1927b,

344). He saw Oswald Spengler as Weimar’s premier theorist of ‘conservative

nihilism,’ which he demonstrates by showing how Spengler, like modernity in

general, asks us to believe, and vigorously act on that belief, while

simultaneously disenchanting the world (Gurian 1927a).

In a 1928 essay on Fascism and Bolshevism, which represents one of the

earliest attempts to bring them into the same political typology, he grounds this

metaphysical analysis in political reality. The nineteenth century, Gurian writes,

had disenchanted the universe and turned man into something abstract and

rootless. Fascism and Bolshevism move dialectically beyond this, in that both

ideologies attempt to see in man something more than an abstraction and return to

concrete reality. But they can only do this through recourse to myths – the myth

of class, the myth of the nation – fostered by an all-powerful elite. These

movements remain secular and thus abstract: despite their intentions, they end up

abolishing all natural human communities – the church, the family – and turning

the citizen into an even more abstract atom than she had been before. Thus

Fascism and Bolshevism ‘still remain [ . . . ] in the modern age, for which the

secularization of all spiritual realities beyond mankind is characteristic’ (1928,

203). This is, once again, the theory of ‘conservative nihilism’: these movements

are conservative because they seek to conserve values that have putatively been

abolished by modernity, but they are nihilist because they simultaneously

enshrine the mythical and fictional qualities of those same values.

Like Nietzsche and Scheler, Gurian did not locate nihilism solely, or even

primarily, in those countries that had experienced political crisis or political

reaction. In addition to being genetically linked, Fascism and Bolshevism are ‘the

two most active political ideologies in the modern world’ precisely because they

respond to tensions inherent to modernity as a theological-political project.

‘Fascism and Bolshevism should not be understood as Italian and Russian

phenomena,’ Gurian argues, ‘but rather as symptoms of the European present that

solve some European riddles and that give an extreme and therefore discernible

expression to hidden currents and tendencies’ (1928, 198).

Gurian would soon abandon ‘conservative nihilism’ as the privileged name of

heretical modern politics. It would be replaced by ‘totalitarianism,’ an important

theory of which, as I have shown elsewhere, Gurian was the unheralded father

(Chappel 2011). That is to say, he was the first figure to prominently and

consistently apply the notion of the ‘total state’ to both Nazism and Communism,

as a means of equating the two. Gurian took the term from his former mentor,

Schmitt (1931), who had had introduced the notion into modern political

discourse with an article in Europäische Revue in 1931. By this point, Schmitt

and Gurian had broken off their relationship, as Gurian balked at the radicality
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and impiety of Schmitt’s politics apparent in Concept of the Political and

subsequent writings. Just as Scheler used Nietzsche while rejecting his

conclusions, however, Gurian’s analysis continued to rely heavily on Schmitt,

whom he continued to respect greatly. While Schmitt used the term ‘total state’ in

a positive sense, to denote the only kind of state that could stave off civil war,

Gurian used it in the more familiar, negative sense. Gurian’s totalitarianism

theory was clearly rooted in his earlier theory of conservative nihilism. The total

state, like the nihilist one, imagines itself to be the overcoming of secular

liberalism, but is in fact its apotheosis. ‘Antiliberalism,’ Gurian suggests in an

early discussion of the total state, ‘proves itself to be the completion of

liberalism’ (1932, 119, 201). Nihilism, as always, involves the auto-subversion of

a certain set of values. But for Gurian, and for the tradition of Cold War

liberalism after him, it was liberal humanism, and not Christianity, that was

unmasked as nihilist.

By 1932, then, Gurian had taken his mentor’s reading of Nietzsche and

transformed it into the ‘conservative nihilism’ hypothesis and, finally,

totalitarianism theory. For the rest of his career, he spread the theory from a

renewed exile. In 1934, he fled to Switzerland, where he edited a resistance

journal called Deutsche Briefe; a few years later, with the help of his friend

Jacques Maritain, he assumed a post at the University of Notre Dame. He

founded the Review of Politics, which went on to become a highly influential

journal of political theory from the 1940s onward, and became an influential

Cold Warrior himself. While Gurian became most famous as a theorist of

totalitarianism, which ratified the Cold War far more centrally than

‘conservative nihilism’ ever did, the critique of liberal humanism qua nihilist

was also a central feature of Cold War rhetoric, particularly in America and

West Germany.

Conclusion: nihilism in the Cold War

‘The concept of nihilism’ judged one Protestant writer in the wake of World War

II, ‘has become a much-used slogan [Schlagwort] in the contemporary discussion

about the world’s spiritual situation’ (Benz, n.d., 5). The trope was used by Cold

Warriors across Europe; Ignazio Silone, for instance, declared in 1947 that the

‘terrible scourge’ of nihilism could ‘be found in a more or less acute form in all

countries,’ while Alfred Weber referred to Europe’s task as the ‘conquest of

nihilism’ (as he titled his postwar volume on the subject) (Goudsblom 1980, 17;

Weber 1947). This Cold War usage marks an important step in the ‘banalization

of nihilism’: Nietzsche’s codeword for the bankruptcy of liberal humanism was

reinscribed as a defense of that same system. The Cold War was, as multiple

scholars have recognized, largely a religious phenomenon, as Christianity

broadly reasserted itself as the antidote to Bolshevist nihilism (Inboden 2008;

Kirby 2000). Clearly, there were multiple genealogies behind this explosion of

interest: Protestants and atheists were as wont to critique the present as nihilist as
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were Catholics. The influence of the latter, though, remained significant, and in

this section, the ColdWar Catholic mobilization of the older tradition of nihilism-

critique will be explored.

In West Germany, the discourse of nihilism, with Gurian’s particular twist,

remained important after 1945, particularly among Christian Democrats. Konrad

Adenauer, of course, was central: for instance, he spoke to a CDU audience in

1951 of the modern age and its ‘inclination to materialism that passes over into

nihilism’ (quoted on Ermarth 2005, 44). As with Gurian, Scheler, and Nietzsche,

Adenauer saw this tendency to nihilism as inherent in modernity itself, and not as

a pathology of certain states. Adenauer, it is worthwhile to note, had been an

active player in the same Rhenish Catholic circles as Gurian himself: as head of

the newly refounded University of Cologne after the First World War, it had been

Adenauer who brought Scheler to the Rhineland, and thus into Gurian’s field of

vision, in the first place (he was also friendly with Hermann Platz, the editor of

Abendland).

Adenauer was far from the only one: the postwar Catholic press was full of

vitriol against Nietzsche and nihilism. In the first article of the new Catholic

journal, Die Besinnung, Walter Weidner diagnosed the ‘rampage of nihilism’

that had overtaken Germany during the Third Reich. Weidner’s language is

lifted straight from Weimar: the Third Reich was populated by ‘the man of the

purely economic age,’ who ‘was overwhelmed by the impersonal powers of

social and political life.’ What is needed, Weidner writes, is a rediscovery of

man as a ‘person’: that is, an ethical agent defined by relation to the

transcendent, and not only to the immanent forces of society and politics

(1946, 3–5). The same sensibility is apparent in one of the first postwar issues

of Hochland, Catholic Germany’s most prestigious cultural journal and one in

which Scheler had published often. ‘What has been accomplished in the

concentration camps, those laboratories of ferocity,’ wrote Heinz Flügel, ‘was

nothing other than an enormous experiment of nihilism.’ He went on to argue

that they had denied ‘the personality of men’ (1946–7, 265, 267).

One central locus for this discourse was Alfred von Martin, a friend of

Gurian’s who had begun publishing on Nietzsche during the war (1941). ‘In

the secularization of the Western spirit,’ Martin argued in another postwar

issue of Hochland, ‘Nietzsche, above all, represents the second-to-last phase’

(reserving the last for Spengler, another target of Gurian’s ‘conservative

nihilism’ critique from the 1920s). They were both, like Hitler, nihilist and are

both responsible for the ‘totalitarian’ regime of the Third Reich (1946–7, 118,

236). In a 1948 work, dedicated largely to Ernst Jünger and entitled Heroic

Nihilism and Its Overcoming, Martin portrays Nietzsche as ‘already a man of

the twentieth century,’ seeing the Nazi disaster as a transformation of the ‘will

to power’ from ‘aesthetic dream to political reality’ (1948, 243). This was not

at all an elitist discourse; it traversed the political imaginary of postwar West

Germany. For instance, in the fifth issue of Süddeutsche Zeitung, one of

Bavaria’s central postwar newspapers, and one that leaned strongly Catholic,
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Poeschel wrote about Nazism as nihilism (1945, 5). It also appears in a

document entitled ‘The Catholic Church during the Nazi Regime,’ prepared by

an official in the office of Church Affairs in Berlin. ‘The Catholic Church,’ he

wrote, ‘is convinced that the nihilism favoured and supported by the national

socialism [sic] remains to signify [sic] a very serious danger for the German

people.’1

Nor was the Catholic critique of nihilism restricted to West Germany: the

realities of exile had scattered it across the Cold War West. A major player here

was Gurian himself, who had assumed a prominent role in American social

sciences, as founder and editor of The Review of Politics and president of the

American Catholic Historical Association. ‘The position of the national nihilist,’

one of his contributors wrote in 1945, ‘bears some striking resemblances to that

of the revolutionary socialist’ (Gürster-Steinhausen 1945, 206). Gurian wrote in

1940 that ‘[t]he totalitarian regimes oppose this tired and static skepticism [of the

older generation] by activistic and dynamic nihilism’ (1940, 335). Dietrich von

Hildebrand, a friend of Gurian’s and another student of Scheler’s, delivered a

lecture in Bogota in the early 1950s on the subject of ‘Modern Collectivism.’ He

diagnosed nationalism, particularly in its Nazi form, as a kind of ‘nihilism’ that

would need to be overcome before ‘the metaphysical dignity of the person’ could

be re-established (von Hildebrand, n.d.).

A 1945 article in Gurian’s Review, and a response to it, provides an

opportunity to reflect on the possible consequences of nihilism’s intellectual

journey between Nietzsche and the Cold War. In an essay entitled simply ‘On

contemporary nihilism,’ Gurwitsch argued that totalitarianism is simply ‘the

culmination of nihilism: all its elements and all the tendencies originating therein

may be found again in the totalitarian ideology’ (1945, 187). This is nothing new

to us: the nexus between nihilism and totalitarianism is clear already from

Gurian’s work of the early 1930s, and Gurwitsch’s syntax, which evokes a

nihilism that morphs into totalitarianism, reproduces in miniature Gurian’s own

intellectual journey. At the time he made this discovery, though, Gurian had been

writing as a Catholic, and without expectation that non-Catholics would take his

work or ideas seriously. Gurwitsch was decidedly non-Catholic, and the Review

of Politics, unlike Gurian’s publishing homes of the 1930s, was putatively non-

confessional and non-Christian (Gurwitsch was one of many non-Catholics to

publish there).

Rudolf Carnap, then at the University of Chicago, did not believe that the

‘nihilism as totalitarianism’ theory had been properly secularized. He wrote

angrily to Gurian about Gurwitsch’s article, complaining that Gurian’s journal

parroted ‘the philosophy of Catholicism’ while ignoring the reality of the

Church’s support for reactionary politics.2 Gurian rejected this, and doubtless the

Review would not have had the impact that it did if it had worn its Catholicism on

its sleeve, like Commonweal: doubtless Gurwitsch, Carl Joachim Friedrich,

Hannah Arendt, and the other non-Catholic authors among Gurian’s stable did

not imagine themselves to be propping up Catholic theology. But does Carnap
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have a point? Was the Review, and its house-philosophy of anti-nihilism, a vessel

for Christian theology?

Nietzsche doubtless would have thought so, and he might have been

disheartened, if not surprised, at the resilience of Christian dogma. Christianity

had proven remarkably adaptive – enough that it was able to take Nietzsche’s pet

idea and turn it into a justification of the very order he had spent his life

fulminating against. Whereas Nietzsche had seen Christianity as nihilism’s

cause, Christians saw it as nihilism’s solution. Paul-Ludwig Landsberg, an

influential Catholic philosopher and friend of Gurian’s, wrote in the early 1920s

that Catholics must learn, from Nietzsche in particular, to reject the more

spiritualistic elements of their tradition in favor of energetic worldly activity.

‘The Church,’ Landsberg proclaimed, ‘must become the inheritor of heresy’

(1923–4, 63). By learning from Nietzsche – in this case, learning a specific

language in which to critique the course of modern society – Christianity could

save itself. Is this, though, the end of the story? Is Nietzsche’s theory of nihilism

doomed to remain banal, translated as it was into a buttress for both Catholicism

and liberal skepticism? While it is too soon to tell, it remains possible that

Nietzsche may yet have the last laugh. He claimed that his Will to Power

prophesied the history of the next two centuries. Living just over a century in

Nietzsche’s wake, there is room to believe – to dread? to hope? – that his

prophecies might yet come true.

Notes

1. Memo from Headquarters of European Civil Affairs Division, OMGUS; Subject:
Comprehensive Religious Affairs Report, 25 August 1945, Records of OMGUS,
National Archives, College Park, Maryland, Records of the Education and Cultural
Relations Division, 26-/390/46/14/4, Box 104, Folder 3.

2. Carnap to Gurian, 2 June 1945, Gurian Papers, Library of Congress, Box 2, Folder 13.
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Weg durch die Krise [Heroic Nihilism and its Overcoming: Ernst Jünger’s Path
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