
Spann’s Universalism - 
The Foundation of the 
Neoromantic Theory of 
Corporative State 

TOMAS J.F. RlHA 

Introduction 
The end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth centuries in German- 
speaking countries witnessed a rejuvenation of corporative ideas. Corporatism, 
grounded in social idealism, became a weapon of the Austro-German conservatism 
in the struggle against the atomistic individualism and materialism of capitalistic society 
as well as against Marxian socialism. It reflected a search for a theory of society which 
would represent a viable alternative, a third way, between capitalism and socialism. 
Later, however, corporatism began to degenerate into ad hoc totalitarian collectivism 
under the Nazis, who, unfairly, brought the doctrine into a state of disrepute which 
lasts to this day. 

The theory of corporative state became nowhere so well articulated as in 
universalism, a vast, self-contained system of knowledge in which all parts of human 
life are organically linked with a whole. 

The foundation of modern universalism is usually associated with the teachings 
of the Austrian social philosopher and economist Othmar Spann (1878-1950), ‘the 
most important and the most striking figure of the cultural life of Vienna during 
the interwar period’.’ As a captivating lecturer and highly productive and versatile 
author, with 120 titles including 30 books, Spann must be credited with the successful 
propagation of the doctrine during the 1920s and 1930s in Austria and Germany. 
He renewed the tradition of holistic thought of ancient Greek and Eastern 
philosophies, Bohemian Reform Catholicism and German idealism of Fichte, 
Schleiermacher, Schelling, Hegel and the Romantics - especially Adam Miiller.* 

To indicate his dept to Muller, Spann calls his teaching ‘neoromantic universalism’, 
equivalent to a theory of totality (‘Ganzheitslehre’, ‘Allheitslehre’, ‘Einheitslehre’, 
‘Gan~turn’).~ In developing his doctrine Spann adopts some aspects of Dilthey’s 
‘Lebensphilosophie’ into a framework of idealistic metaphysics and attempts to rebuild 
on the basis of intellectual concepts the foundations of political economy, sociology, 
and philosophy. He contrasts his doctrine with the ‘individualism” of the economic 
liberalism of Adam Smith and David Ricardo, utilitarianism, various social contract 
theories, natural law theories of social life, egalitarianism, anarchism, Machiavellism, 
and Marxism. 

According to Spann, universalism is rooted in romanticism characterized by its 
concern for the objective, aprioristic, intuitive (inner), logical, irrational, metaphysical, 
corporative-organic and moral. 

Universalism explains the world where spiritual ties ‘between individuals exist as 
an independent entity; that it is super-individual and primary, whereas the individual 
is derivative and secondary’. The ‘individual does not derive his intrinsic essence, his 
mental or spiritual being and nature, from himself qua individual; he is only able 
to form himself, to build up his personality, when in close touch with others like 
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unto himself; he can only create and sustain himself as being endowed with mentality 
or spirituality, when he enjoys intimate and multiform communion with other beings 
similarly endowed‘.6 Each mind is a torch that must be lit from outside itself. In every 
spiritual community, mutuality, ‘Gezweiung’, there arise cognitions, feelings, and 
powers which cannot be regarded as the outcome of a purely mechanical exchange.’ 
Mutality is the source of, for example, the enfolding of humanity in the child through 
his mother and at the same time of the motherhood through the child. Similarly, 
the interaction between teacher am! pupil, artist and audience is that of mutality, 
because neither member can play his role without the other.* Mental life arises and 
grows from mutality with another mind, by responding to what others evoke in it, 
‘ein Teil ist nicht ohne den anderen’.’ 

The spiritual community is thus the true source of life for the individual and society 
is a spiritual union ‘among the many in and through which the individual for the 
first time achieves birth as a spiritual being, his real selfhood . . .’lo It is a spiritual 
entity sui generis, a necessary precondition of the life of the individual, and for this 
reason perforce an entirely ethical and not a merely utilitarian structure. Human beings 
are not independent, self-sufficient, mechanistic entities because the energy of their 
existence inheres in their spiritual interconnection in the whole, the universality, the 
totality. 

The ‘True State’ 

Spann was convinced that the defeat and crises of Germandom, which he personally 
experienced during the first decades of the twentieth century, were but temporary 
developments due to the weakening of the national spirit by alien materialistic 
ideologies of economic liberalism and Marxism. 

His political model of universalism expounded in Der wuhre Stud (1920) was meant 
to provide Germans with a viable and the only true German ideology to guide them 
to overcome the chaos, tensions and struggle caused by the state-political crisis in 
the newly created republic; the crisis of the individualism based on the natural rights; 
the crisis of capitalism; and the crisis of Marxian socialism.” 

UniversaIism asserts that for methodologically pure individualism there are only 
three possible forms: anarchism, Machiavellism, and the social contract. Anarchism 
negates the state; its ideal type of society is the union of egoists, a voluntary coalition 
of individuals who associate together in order mutually to enhance their individual 
powers.1z The third solution, the social contract (which comes in three political 
variations: enlightened absolutism, constitutional liberalism and democracy), avowedly 
contradicts the historical experience; thus, the only possibility that remains open for 
individualism is Machiavellism. However, this form of the state, characterized by 
tyranny, cunning and duplicity, is to some extent reflected also in democracy, as one 
of the variations of the social contract, where one section of the populus rules while 
the other section is ruled.” The state as a means of coercion is formed by the decision 
of the majority (quantity and not value) and it is thus its duty to exercise the majority’s 
will over that of the minority. But society is not the sum-total of its members, it is 
the spiritual whole of the community and not only that of the majority. In this way 
the absolute freedom of the individual which stood at the cradle of democracy is 
no longer possible.’‘ 

Capitalism is economic individualism. However, the causes of its crisis are not 
economic but spiritual and social. Capitalism replaced the healthy organic order by 
atomization and externalization of life. It gave rise to insecurity, rootlessness and 
insignificance. Capitalism has made the worker ‘standlos’. It has deprived him of his 
proper place in society. Social insecurity was intensified by economic insecurity and 
even the wealthy, fearing bankruptcy, suffer in the capitalist system the same spiritual 
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ills as the poor.” However, Spann observed some encouraging countercurrents in 
social policy, cartels, trusts, rings, the cooperative movement, and socialism and held 
that all these restrictions of economic freedom underline an unconscious shift from 
capitalism and would contribute toward its transformation into a new corporative 
order.I6 

Spann opposed Marxian socialism. He held that ‘[tlhe abolition of private property 
and the modification of economic life on collectivist lines are, in a sense, universalistic; 
but the insistence upon the right to the whole product of labour, taking the name 
of universalism in vain, is in truth wholly individual is ti^'.^' ‘In general, socialism 
discloses itself as an unorganic hybrid form in which individualistic and universalistic 
ways of thinking are commingled’.I8 This appraisal of socialism in general, and the 
critique of Marxian socialism in particular, is of 1919 vintage” and does not bear 
comparison with the savage attack on Marx in Spann’s Der wahre Staat. There, after 
an attempt to discredit Marxian economic theory, historical materialism, theory of 
the state, and sociology, Spann reflects on the ‘Damon Ma“’.’’ It is perhaps not 
far from the truth to argue that Spann’s fight against Marxism was also motivated 
by fear of the only viable competitor amongst alternatives to the individualistic 
democratic order. 

Both individualism and universalism consider the state as a form of social life, 
but while individualism holds that the state is a consequence of collective interests 
of individuals, universalism views the state as a precondition for social life. While 
individualism holds that the individual is prior to sum-total of individuals, universalism 
attributes the priority to the state. Individualism asserts that the state’s existence is 
determined by wills of individuals acting collectively. Universalism does not claim 
that the individual exists because of the state’s will but that the individual existence 
is possible only through the state and in the state as a form of the higher order of 
totality.z1 

In the field of social theory, particularly the theory of the state, Spann’s universalist 
doctrine was often interpreted as a doctrine of political justification of the social 
totality, which as the primary reality becomes a self-determinate, the true and the 
genuine and primary value. In his political theory, folk represents the totality and 
it is historically prior to all social classes, groups and sub-groups.22 

Spann’s model of the corporative state is built on the principle of justice. To bring 
this principle to life, three structural laws are to be observed: the inequality of 
contribution of different parts (despite their equal indispensability); the value 
difference of different parts for the whole; society composed of the hierarchical system 
of self-governing decentralized functional  estate^.'^ Spann contrasts the principle of 
justice with freedom and holds that freedom in the individualistic sense causes spiritual 
underdevelopment and pushes the individual into isolation by freeing him from others. 
He holds that the glorification of freedom is the cardinal error of modern times, which 
severs man’s line to the true life-giving forces of culture, nature and the past. It 
leads to frustration and disappointment because it prevents man from achieving a 
spiritual comm~nity.’~ 

In the same way as man was created in God’s image, all organic parts are images 
of their wholes. The ruler creates his medium-the state; the artisan his workshop, 
the physician his consulting room or hospital. In their distinct functions in particular 
partial totalities (state, workshop, hospital), and on particular stages - in their 
graduated positions - (president, premier, lord mayor; master, helper, apprentice; 
head-surgeon, assistant surgeon, medical helper), they realize their own designs and 
through the functional medium they also delineate their circles of activity.25 This 
reasoning provides universalism with the solution to the problem of free will. Spann 
holds that dependence and freedom are within an organic framework not opposites, 
only necessary complements, indispensable reciprocities.z6 Every organ within the 
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framework of his partial totality on his stage-level is independent and free. Thus 
freedom is created through depenence and is not absolute but limited by the contents 
of the partial totality and the stage, and both dependence and freedom belong 
ontologically and logically together .*’ In the universalistic system the individual does 
not lose his freedom as a member of the society because the spiritual community 
which is the heart of the organic unity ultimately includes all humanity so that the 
individual may move from one sub-group to another at will. Spann sees the essence 
of the human society in a spiritual community, which is unfolded in behaviour of 
the individual members of the organic unity.*’ 

Spann claims that it is necessary to realize the fact that it is the inequality of 
functions that creates the structure of society. Thus the meaning of justice is to define 
each and everyone’s position in society and assign to him the appropriate 
Structural laws replace the liberal principle of equality. Since it is evident that even 
the best education system cannot hope to establish a mental equality and that human 
beings will always vary in character and abilities, Spann argues that it is undesirable 
to make equality a principle.’’ The best form of state is that which brings the best 
to power.31 Thus the best will rule over the good, the good over the less good,’* etc. 
This system also satisfies the principle of indirectness because any rule can only be 
carried by steps from the top to the bottom, only through the mediation of 
intermediate steps.” There should be equality among equals and obedience of those 
spiritually less gifted toward those who are more endowed. This is the fundamental 
principle of the ‘true state’.34 The top rank, in the hierarchical structure of society, 
includes learned, creative and wise men, followed by leaders of the state, army and 
the church, industrial and business leaders, skilled workers; and the bottom rank 
belongs to workers whose function is to procure the material means of the community. 
However, Spann wishes to keep the social ranks open and thus to ensure that only 
the spiritually best developed individuals (regardless of their social background) will 
lead the society.3s 

The leaders were to be chosen for the quality of their character and their ability 
to govern wisely, and their power would rest in the moral validity of the ends they 
pursue. The formulation of ends is not seen as an act of exercising arbitrary power, 
but it simply results from the knowledge of the potentialities and in the possibility 
of their realization through social organi~ation.’~ In this sense the creative philosopher 
is the true organizer, and the ruler the best man. Thus, the universalist system 
underlines the validity of dominance of the best in a hierarchical order, a principle 
largely lacking in modern society except when faced by the problem of survival, and, 
in consonance with the great minds of the past from Plato to Hegel and from Euripides 
to Goethe, it rejects the principles of demo~racy.~’ 

On the basis of the structural laws Spann developed his hierarchical system of 
estates.’* These estates, small in size, are composed of individuals with common 
interests. The position of each estate in the hierarchical structure would be determined 
by the value of its social function. Spann distinguishes between spiritual and active 
estates, The spiritual estate is the community circle in its capacity as an organic member 
part of the spiritual whole of the society. The purely spiritual estate is in a state of 
chrysalis, it is a latent estate, Tor-Stand’. The community spirit attains its reality, 
its fulfilment, in the action estate, ‘V~ll-Stand’.’~ The spiritual estate is primary to 
the action estates, it is the original estate. Spann bases the whole structure of society 
on two basic elements: spirit and action. Spirit is the purpose for action, and the 
mind, being conscious of the spirit, guides all action. The mode of connecting spirits 
is spirituality. The partial totalities emerging from the connection of spirituality are 
science, art, religion and philosophy. They are considered to be the founding essence 
of every community. Society emerges and is expressed in these partial wholes, which 
are the sub-totalities in which the spiritual totality becomes manifest. They are the 
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‘objectification systems’. Actions can be either cooperative or antagonistic. The 
connection between actions produces only external relationship, and, together with 
the connection of spirituality, makes up the structure of Spann constructs 
a priority ranking between the spiritual partial wholes which provide baisc contents 
of society. Thus religion is prior to science and art, but religion itself comes to life 
in science and in art.41 The partial totalities -religion-philosophy, science and art - 
are primary categories and together they are called spiritually ofiginal 
(‘Geistursprunglichen’). On the same level stands morality. Morality is a building 
substance of the order of priorities of social partial totalities so far as it guides all 
actions in a11 partial totalities towards an ideal - perfection. Morality is neither derived 
from spiritually original partial totalities, nor is it prior to them, but the spiritually 
original partial totalities can through morality attain their fulfilment. Morality is a 
creator of culture in that the partial totalities of religion-philosophy, science, and 
art drive towards perpetual self-purification and new ~rea t ion .~’  

The relationship between spirit and action shows that work is not only a result 
and thus a means of the spiritual, but also the condition of its fulfilment and 
preservation, its last finished form of social reality where it is enclosed. By this token, 
action is not a simple mechanical performance but also the condition where the 
spiritual finds its accomplishment and the place of its final rest.43 

Universalism recognizes the following main types of actions: 1. Constructive or 
accomplishing actions. They are creative or artistic actions, not present in the form 
of particular partial totalities, but usually serving directly for expression of individual 
spirits. 2. Arranging and organizing actions which can bring about other actions. 
They are called actions of the higher order. They assume the first place in the system 
of partial totalities of the social order. The highest social form of these actions is 
the state. Thus the state assumes the highest rung of the social ladder before the church 
and the school. However, by their spiritual contents, these latter partial totalities are 
prior to the state because religion, philosophy, science and art are spiritually original. 
3. Economic actions. They serve purely as means for securing higher social objectives. 
They exist only for the purpose of serving the s p i r i t ~ a l . ~ ~  

Estates in the sphere of action are divided into economic estates which function 
in the stratum of means, and political estates such as the state, army, church, cultural, 
educational and scientific institutions which fulfil organizing functions. These estates 
based on common activity could be subdivided vertically or ho r i z~n ta l ly .~~  

The reorganization of the economic system into estates is considered to be the most 
important The economic estates could be structured according to the nature 
of their activity into agricultural estate and mining estate; industrial estate; commercial 
estate; and transport e ~ t a t e . ~ ’  

In contrast to authoritarian corporatism, many hundreds of independent functional 
estates comprising the socio-economic organizational structure are to be as small and 
decentralized as possible and are not mere transmission levers of the state. The 
members, in these closely-knit communities, would know one another and the 
individual would be in no danger of feeling lost. It can be assumed that the community 
spirit would induce members of the estate to participate directly in all activities and 
to excel in the service of the community. On the other hand, opting out, shirking 
one’s responsibility, and ‘free-riding’ would mark the member not as easy-going, but 
rather it would render him useless to  the community. Estates would include a variety 
of occupations, yet performing the same function. Each estate is sovereign and unique 
within the realm of its activities and comprehensive planning on a large scale would 
not be possible. This sovereignty is not derived from wills or absolute rights of its 
members but it is inherent in the value of an estate’s function, maintaining equality 
among equals, within the whole of society. The state, as the highest estate, could 
step in only when lower estates fail to carry out their duties. 
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Members of the estate are to deal directly with the governing organs of the estate, 
whom they would know well, and only in rare circumstances with organs of the central 
government. Spann was convinced that it would provide for humanization and 
personalization of working relationships, that it would lead to closely knit community 
relationships and also reduce the power of the ~ ta t e .~ ’  

In the hierarchical system of estates, the state is the highest, it is the protector and 
leader of all other estates. However, it is but one among other independent estates. 
The. state’s highest rank in the hierarchical order is given by the unique nature of 
its functions: protection and leadership. The state depends morally neither on election 
results for its formation nor on tax collection for its survival. The uniqueness of the 
state’s functions and the quality of their provision are the only justification for the 
state’s existence. The state is to be financially independent. It is to possess its own 
sources of income such as revenue from public lands, domains and all kinds of state 
monopolies. Some revenues from the state ownership are to be earmarked to 
remunerate leaders of the state. This state is to be much smaller in size in comparison 
with democratic states because many functions will either disappear or be taken over 
by other estates. The ruling principle is decentralization and smallness .49 

The organic totality of society is constantly changing in its form as manifested by 
changes in the nature of the partial wholes such as art, science, religion and philosophy 
which change the spirit and structure of social organization and institutions. Spann 
refers to this as the ‘kinetic universalism’.so Change can be desirable because, in reality, 
the state only realizes part of its full potential; it strives rather than  arrive^.^' Pressure 
for change, therefore, would not be suppressed as in totalitarian regimes. ‘In what 
specific partial totalities society will express itself is a question not to be answered 
a priori by pure deduction but through an investigation of the facts’.3z 

At a somewhat more concrete level, the state’s responsibility was to recognize that 
it was a productive force in the sense that it could provide the non-material factors 
of production to enhance the skills and character of the workforce and create a healthy 
environment within which all parts of economy could operate. (The influence of Adam 
Muller and Friedrich List is clear.) Tariffs, monetary regulation, trade treaties, 
transport facilities and the non-coercive steering of production and consumption are 
legitimate forms of intervention, provided their purpose serves society’s goals.33 
Although private property is preserved, Spann advocates a property form similar to 
the feudal fief tenure system (‘Lehen’). Property cannot be used contrary to the public 
interest. Most of the property would be held in this form and the individual owner 
would be expected to render services to the community in return for benefits he might 
derive from.its use. Property is preferably not owned by individuals but by small 
groups and estates.s4 ‘The greater the limitation of private ownership and 
individualism, the more essential the group is for the community. A group which 
performs a very important function in society ought to be subject to severe regulation 
to curb individualism and the pursuit of private  interest^'.^^ 

Organization of the economic system in the ‘true state’ embraces different estates 
composed of workers and employers in branches of agriculture, manufacturing, and 
transport and they would take over all economic functions and many of the civic 
and legal functions, conducted at present by the state, thus freeing it from the influence 
of material interests and supporting healthy decentralization. Spann suggests the 
establishment of these organizations by industries and uniting them in a central body, 
the economic parliament, ‘Stiindehaus’. There the system of estates and the state would 
be united at the top.s6 

There would be no room for traditional political parties. They would be replaced 
by functional parties dealing with fundamental ideas, cultural issues and problems 
affecting all estates. Relations with the estate, between independent sub-groups of 
employers and employees, and between estates would be based on collective labour 
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agreements covering wages, labour time and conditions. In order to retain economic 
vitality, some competition within the estate as well as between estates would continue, 
but the individuals in the ‘true state’ would be assured security of income and tenure. 
Spann was fully aware that his corporative system would be less efficient than its 
capitalist counterpart but he was prepared to sacrifice the material utility of individuals 
for the sake of peace, greater social harmony, security and stability, introspection 
and spir i t~al i ty .~~ 

This completes the sketch of the social system of univerali~m,~’ an idyllic 
hierarchically structured corporative state, based on decentralization and a large degree 
of autonomy of estates, where everyone would live in peace and security led by a 
group of wise men. 

A Third Way and Political Reality 

Immediately preceding the rise of National Socialism, corporatism was seriously 
considered by intellectuals and politicians in German-speaking lands to be a viable 
alternative, a third way between mass democracy and totalitarian socialism.s9 Spann’s 
‘true state’, ruled by the best rather than by the many, the state where votes were 
to be weighed rather than counted, and where representation was to be on an 
occupational rather than a political basis, was viewed by many as a way of eliminating 
anarchy, the demagogy of political parties and the destructive class struggle plaguing 
democratic society. 

Spann’s teaching ‘exercised a lasting influence on almost the entire non-marxist, 
politically interested younger generation’ and ‘by the 1930s it completely predominated 
among the students with national conviction’.60 It had particular appeal for the 
followers of the Catholic Church who saw in the ‘true state’ an ideology fitting almost 
perfectly their religious orientation. 

The Catholic Church had always occupied itself with the social question; yet it 
was only in the early nineteenth century that it became a distinct movement with a 
program of economic and social reforms to improve the position of the weak and 
disadvantaged in society.*’ One of the first references to the corporative movement 
appeared in the encyclical letter of Leo XI11 ‘Quod Apostolic? (29.12.1878). 
Particularly influential was his famous encyclical letter ‘Rerum novarum’ (1 5.5.1891) 
which opposed individualism, self-help, competition, and the pursuit of profit at all 
costs. It saw the solution of the social question primarily in moral laws and in religion, 
and in the corporative system - vocational groups, composed of employers and of 
employees, regulating in sovereign fashion, and by decrees fitted to each particular 
industry, the conditions of labour; and invested with the rights of property as corporate 
bodies; and with political power through their elected representatives in the parliament. 

The realization of the idea of the corporative state became a social and political 
objective of the Catholic Church particularly after it had been in a very general way 
advanced by the Pope Pius XI  encyclical letters published in 1931 - ‘Quadragesimo 
anno’. 62 

This development made Spann’s concept of the corporative state extremely popular 
and politically influential. In Austria, Federal Chancellor Dollfuss declared his full 
support for a German Christian Austria based on estateP and the ‘Quadragesimo 
anno’ became the official ideology of the ‘Christian Socialists’. However, Spann’s 
doctrine was not the only one favouring this line of thought. Within the Catholic 
Church there had been advanced a rival doctrine- the sotidarisrn of the German Jesuit 
political economist Heinrich P e s ~ h . ~ “  

Solidarism is a ‘social labour’ system completely organic (or corporate) where the 
common weal satisfies the demands of social justice while preserving ends, existence 
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and responsibility of individual economic units as well as of corporations, where the 
market form of economic communication is replaced by agreements between 
vocational associations and industry groups based on close harmony of interests, and 
where the state exercises ‘supervisory’ functions.65 However, in contrast to Spann’s 
universalism, solidarism does not come into open conflict with the basic principles 
of individualism but attempts to appeal, on moral and ethical grounds, to the agents 
of the system to adapt it. Pesch’s corporative economy would socialize men while 
leaving the ownership rights unchanged because private ownership is not a historical 
category but belongs to the natural rights of man.66 

There inevitably arose in controversy between Spann and the followers of 
solidarism. Spann criticizes Pesch for ignoring the views of the romanticists and the 
scholastics and brands solidarism as an individualistic theory, a mixture of liberalism, 
social policy and state-so~ialism.~’ He blamed solidarism for conceiving the corporative 
state within the framework of parliamentary democracy where the estates would be 
state controlled, and where the capitalist form of private ownership would be 
predominant. 

The controversy was not only of theoretical importance but also of political 
significance. It can be argued that, despite the availability of a home-grown 
neoromantic doctrine, the Austrian Christian Socialist party preferred in practice a 
model of the corporative state which was closer to Italian fascism and the principles 
of solidarism. On the other hand, some of Spann’s ideas can be recognized in the 
1934 Second Austrian Constitution which planned seven occupational estates: 
industry, trade and communication, small enterprises, banks and insurance, the 
professions, agriculture, and the public service.6* 

Carsten observes that ‘[tlhe reality, however, was very different from this idealized 
picture of social harmony, of a society with equal rights-and equal shares, in which 
the wolf would lie down with the lambs. No attempt was made to realize this Utopia’.69 

Spann, who never played a prominent political role, surrounded himself with a 
circle of his ablest students who, by the end of the 1920s, had successfully popularized 
his doctrines. His disciples, by ideological infiltration of mass organizations and 
through their appointments in academia, government and private business institutions, 
actively worked to create a ‘true state’ in Central Europe. However, they sought to 
achieve power not by usurpation but by re-education. In Austria the ideology of the 
‘Heimwehren’, a milita hostile to democratic government, was influenced by Spann’s 
teaching; in the Sudetenland, the youth movement and gymnastic clubs came under 
the influence of Spann’s former students; and in Germany, many industrialists became 
interested in the theory of the corporative state.70 

Two of Spann’s students, Walter Heinrich and Hans Riehl, while lecturing to the 
‘Heimwehren’, ‘assiduously made propaganda for Spann’s ideas . . .’71 This rightist 
milita, while hardly understanding the theory of universalism, embraced his state of 
estates and made it together with Italian corporatism into its own ideology. The estates 
were to be created above all party politics to oppose the ‘red’ workers’, peasants’ and 
soldiers’ councils and ‘the plutocracy of the rich by the democracy of the peasants 
and artisans’.7z This was to be however, not a ‘democracy in the vulgar sense’ as it 
was created by the basically ‘plutocratic and ideological‘ French Republic, ‘but a 
genuinely Germanic democracy . . . a democracy permeated through and through 
by aristocratic consciousness of rank. For truly, our genuine peasant or artisan is 
a prouder aristocrat than many a prince or count who does not disdain to protect 
with his coat of arms the doubtful manipulations of some Jewish profiteering company 

In the Sudetenland, Spann’s ideas became popularized among the German youtR 
by Walter Heinrich, who together with Heinz Rutha founded the ‘Arbeitskreis fur 
Gesellschaftswissenschaften’ and its inner leadership became known as 

913 . . .  
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‘Kameradschaftsbund’.’* The ‘Kameradschaftsbund’ infiltrated Henlein’s ‘Deutscher 
Turnerbund’, the greatest mass organization of Germans in Czechoslovakia, and a 
former student of Spann’s (Walter Brand) secured appointment as Henlein’s as~istant.?~ 
The objective of the ‘Kameradschaftsbund’ was to gain influence in numerous 
organizations and actively to work for the creation of a ‘true state’ in Central Europe. 

Different motives led the German captains of industry to pay attention to Spann’s 
ideas. The coarse socialist propaganda of the NSDAP had made the German 
industrialists uneasy, and Spann’s refined model appeared to be a far more attractive 
alternative. Under the sponsorship of Fritz Thyssen, the Spann circle set the ‘Institut 
fur Standewesen’ in Dusseldorf (28.5.1933) under the scientific direction of Spann’s 
former student and closest collaborator, W. Heinrich. The objective of the institute 
was to instruct German leaders of industry in the principles and ways of the corporative 
state order by means of weekend lectures, seminars, conferences and publication 
activities. 76 The curriculum, true to Spann’s spirit, laid emphasis on decentralization, 
autonomy and smallness of the estates. The lecturers were convinced that the present 
centralized system was only a transitory stage and that in the near future the economic 
organization would be broken down into small closely knit sovereign vocational 
groups. However, the political reality had been taking quite the opposite direction. 
The newly promulgated ‘Gesetz uber die Vorbereitung des organischen Aufbaus der 
deutschen Wirtschaft’ (27.2.1934) more or less dismissed any hopes of autonomy for 
small and middle-size vocational groups and instead laid emphasis on large industry- 
wide organizations. The process of political and economic centralization began.” The 
sovereign rights of the Lander were transferred to the Reich and the highest economic 
authorities of the Lander became mere branches of the Reich’s ministry. The ‘New 
Plan’ for the control and expansion of foreign trade was introduced, and state 
intervention increased. Central control of supplies of raw material and investment 
was followed by a general price and wage freeze. 

Spann’s followers in Germany were cautiously critical of these developments, yet 
they were losing support in both industrial and political circles. The Nazi government 
started its drive against Spann and his followers. Already in 1934, Heinrich’s 
lectureship at Diisseldorf had been terminated and the institute was finally closed 
down in 1936.78 

The affinity of Spann’s corporative state and the NSDAP corporative order has 
often been the subject of controversy. It can be argued that Spann might have placed 
his hopes in the Nazi movement because he viewed it as a representation of the 
conservative revolution which would help him to realize his social and political dreams. 
Siegfried reports that one of the founding fathers of National Socialism, Gottfried 
Feder, even stated that Spann’s universalism had been the model for the National 
Socialist state and social However, not only did the Nazi program from the 
very beginning differ fundamentally from that of Spann; it can also be argued that 
National Socialism did not have a coherent political-economic doctrine at all,8o Ropke 
remarked: ‘Treading the literature and the verbose documents of Fascism and National 
Socialism . . . one might be tempted . . . to dismiss it as economic Dadaism. . . . 
In vain we search for an economic programme embodying Fascist Economics. Instead 
of it, we find that loquacious vagueness which irritates the admirer of lucidity in style 
and thought as much as it seems to attract the masses’.” 

It is true that the radical Twenty-Five Point National Socialist Party Programme 
of 1920 was based on the doctrine of the primacy of the general interest over the 
particular interests and that in the economic field the program demanded measures 
such as nationalization of syndicates and trusts, confiscation of war profits, abolition 
of the ‘thralldom of interest’ (‘Zinsknechtschaft’), introduction of profit-sharing in 
industry, land reform through confiscation, prohibition of land speculation, abolition 
of interest on mortgages and improvement in old-age insurance. But it also contained 



264 T. J.F. Riha 

features such as centralization of the state administration and formation of centrally 
directed estates which were supposed to execute the central government’s laws.8z The 
prominent feature of this program was the centralization of all aspects of social life 
and the absolute authority of the political apparatus. 

However, it was not the principle of economic organization but the irreconcilable 
differences on the ideological front which led to the open conflict and hostility between 
Spann and National Socialism. It was particularly the firm opposition of the Spann 
circle to the anti-Semitic and racist ideology of Nazism.” This view was completely 
foreign to Spann’s conception of the nation. Spann had a contempt for racial theories 
a la Gobineau which he considered to be biological and materialistic and completely 
wrong in explaining the phenomenon of nation.84 He held that the fundamental 
mistake of these theories was the concept of race as a representation of physical 
characteristics, irrespective of the dominant role played by the spiritual element .Is 

‘It is the spirit that builds the body’.86 It is wrong to claim that a change in spirit 
is the result of a racial mix because just the reverse is true.” In Spann’s system, there 
is no place for the concept of racial purity as an expression of hereditary physical 
characteristics. Instead, he employs another concept: the style purity of vision 
(‘Stilreinheit des Erscheiningsbildes’).** The ‘noble Nordic race’ possesses this attribute, 
but not because it is physically purer than other races.’9 In Spann’s sociology, 
nationality is not identified with race. It is a representation of the spiritual community 
and thus neither an action community, nor an institution (the state).Po ‘The essence 
and the character of nationality are formed by culture’ which is ’the unity of spiritually 
original partial totalities - philosophy, religion, science, art, and m~rality’.~’ Thus 
what constitutes Germandom is the spiritual organic unity of all German tribes not 
conditioned by race and Spann’s concept of nationality, interpreted as a 
spiritual community, made it possible for all (also Jews), who had the ‘disposition 
and ability’ to absorb the German culture, to become fully-fledged members of the 
German nation.93 

Another source of discord was Spann’s concept of rule by the best and its application 
in the form of the elitist groups which his followers tried to build up inside the right- 
wing organi~ations.~~ 

The Nazis also branded Spann as the theoretical and political representative of 
Austrian Catholicism. 

Moreover, Spann accorded an autonomous status to various German-speaking 
national groups in Europe because of their own separate historical, political and 
religious heritage (which can be best understood by their own elites), and thus 
threatened the central leadership of the Third Reich, which had to be accepted by 
all Germans living outside Germany.9s Had German minorities in Europe adopted 
Spann’s ideas, that would have weakened their desire to join the R e i ~ h . ~ ~  While it 
is a fact that conservative and fascist elements made use of universalist doctrines, 
it must be also pointed out that Spann’s corporative order, due to its affinity to 
Catholic ideology, its leadership by the ‘knights of the spirit’ and its criticism of racial 
theories, was seen not as a potential variant but as a threat to National Socialism 
and the Third Re i~h .~ ’  When the Germans marched into Austria in 1938, Spann and 
other members of his circle were thrown into prison and their writings were banned.” 
Spann’s teaching career was likewise made impossible in post-war Austria where 
leaders of the ruling coalition could not forgive him his pan-Germani~m,~~ his 
opposition to the idea of the Christian corporative state and his fight against Marxism. 
Johnston remarks that Spann’s ‘scholarship cut deeper than Ehrlich’s, while ranging 
wider than Kelsen’s or Schumpeter’s . . . Had he lived a century earlier, Spann would 
have been honoured as a sage; a prodigy born too late, he deserves acclaim for having 
restored a tradition all but lost’.loO Spann’s overall concern was with the future of 
Germandom; he considered the greed for more material possessions and power, and 
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faulty judgements of the majority, to be the destructive forces threatening the 
traditional structure of society with disintegration. Like Plato, Isocrates and Aristotle, 
he wished to stop the rot from within, piacing his faith mainly in education and re- 
education of the intellectual elite, and in the willingness of society to put its future 
into their hands. His ‘true state’ was a blue-print for the formation of a corporative 
society composed of a number of closely knit small and sovereign estates, in which 
social justice would be the basis of an internal harmony, and where through direct 
involvement and sense of purpose the citizens would generate intellectual and artistic 
energy for uplifting Germandom from the moral and spiritual abyss. However, despite, 
the moral courage of Spann and his followers to carry their convictions to their logical 
conclusions, once again events proved that time was not on the side of intellectual 
‘dreamers’, for Hitler moved with greater speed and stronger purpose, taking control 
of Germandom. Instead of universalism, a totalitarian holocaust swept Europe and 
ended the brief history of a third way, a ‘volkisch’ alternative between capitalism and 
socialism . I o 1  
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