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In this innovative cultural history of World War I, Modris Eksteins links international political conflicts during the twentieth century to the “motif of liberation” that helped define that century.  Thus movements aimed at social reform, the avant-garde in the arts, and militarism—particularly in Germany—become intertwined.  “Introspection, primitivism, abstraction, and myth making in the arts  and introspection, primitivism, abstraction, and myth making in politics may be,” writes Eksteins,  “related manifestations” (xv-xvi).  In three “acts,” Eksteins places Germany at center-stage of the previous century, when art and life blended.  


Act One discusses Paris and Berlin prior to and at the outset of the war, and it provides an analysis of the famous 1914 Christmas truce. The premeire of Le Sacre du printemps in May 1913 caused an uproar in Parisian society.  Its flouting of conventions and its divisive effect on artists, intellectuals, and  social elites made it a “milestone in the development of 'modernism'” (16).  It represented a romantic rebellion against rationalism, questioning the notion of objective knowledge and stressing the individual's access to intuitive knowledge.  It also coincided with the artistic quest to fuse popular and high culture in search of a whole culture.  Such art focused on a theme of cultural regeneration or rebirth.  However, the avant-garde fascination with lower classes and the socially marginal came less from motivations toward social justice than from a symbolism aimed at eliminating social distinctions in search of individual freedom (42-43).  Eksteins argues that productions such as Le Sacre did not produce the social tensions that surrounded it as much as it exploited existing tensions.  


Germany's rapid industrialization in the late nineteenth century produced a large urban middle class and hence a profound psychological reaction to modern life.  Unlike other European capitals, Berlin's population displayed a fascination with urbanism as an idea and with technology (75).  Furturism took hold of the imagination, and a preference for the spiritual over the social being made itself known.  The preoccupation with inner freedom—with authenticity—opposed the rationalism, empiricism and ultimately the superficiality and hypocrisy of Anglo-French liberalism.  Just as the pre-1914 avant-garde sought an image of the whole, Germans viewed their nation as the engine for change in the twentieth century, as the embodiment of the Hegelian World Spirit.  Germany sought “a synthesis of monarchy and democracy, centralism and federalism.”  Active movements of socialists, women, homosexuals, and youths aimed to restructure the very values of modern life (80).  


The Christmas truce of 1914 was a unique moment in the early part of the war.  Subsequent events destroyed the psychological disposition that made a recurrence of such large-scale fraternization by enemies impossible.  The Germans viewed the war as a spiritual conflict.  Above all, the war was an idea—an abstract vision of cultural expansion, but not in terms of territory.  It represented a struggle of liberation “from vulgarity, constraint, and convention” and from bourgeois “pettiness” and “narrowness” (92-93).  The British saw the war as a struggle to preserve dignity, justice, restraint, and the other values against which the prewar avant-garde had struggled.  Although the values of the British persisted, the onslaught of the war after 1914 began to shift them toward the narcissism and fantasy of the prewar avant-garde (98, 118).  Also, the concern with history and tradition that underlay the largely non-Prussian participation in the truce was absent in the Prussian-led drive for modernity (133).


Act Two describes life in the trenches, the German conduct of the war, the reasons that men fought, and the alienation of the soldier.  The most poignant part of this section is the attempt to explain German soldiers' execution of large numbers of civilians in Belgium, France, and Britain.  They disregarded, writes Eksteins, conventions against such brutality because the historic and conventional did not apply to their efforts to behave honestly and efficiently in such an important moment.  The revolt against convention sanctioned such brutality, which the Germans practiced more extensively than either the British or the French.  German scholars denied the facts of the war's first events and subsequent atrocities committed by Germany.  The German introduction of much war technology and many new tactics fit the mission of victory in what Germany viewed as its revolution.  


Socialization and education proved vital in propelling soldiers to the front.  The Great War was “the first great war of the bourgeoisie” (177).  Eksteins cites the high enlistment of middle-class professionals.  As such, middle class values dominated the motivations for war.  For example, comporting oneself appropriately in the face of death became an important value.  Duty and service occupied a central place in the conduct of battle.  Among German soldiers especially, morale remained generally intact until the end of the war.  However, soldiers became alienated and disillusioned in a variety of ways—often upon returning home, where civilians could not relate to the profound psychological changes that soldiers underwent at the front.  Words such as “honor” and “courage” ceased to convey anything meaningful.  Intellectuals expressed their reservations about an increasingly unstable language, which seemed inadequate to describe the experience of war.  The net result was an internalization of experience and an anarchical view of liberal institutions and authority.  “The soldier became . . . not just the harbinger but the very agent of the modern aesthetic, the progenitor of destruction but also the embodiment of the future” (213).  


Act Three discusses the American role in postwar disillusionment and the reformulation of the prewar spirit in Hitler's Germany.  Charles Lindbergh's 1927 solo transatlantic flight caused a sensation in Europe.  British, French, and German officials treated him like a dignitary; the people treated him like a god.  Lindbergh raised America's image in Europe as no one else did.  And he “seemed to satisfy two worlds.”  One was the declining world of “decorum, of positive accomplishment, of grace,” courage, and effort that corresponded to “family, religion, nature, and the good and moral life” (250).  The other, the modern world, adored the deed Lindbergh accomplished through flight, which modernists romanticized.  Eksteins follows the events surrounding Lindbergh's arrival to show that the war was the thread that linked Europe's various expressions of enthusiasm for Lindbergh.  


After the war, people tried to repress the war.  But it lurked beneath the surface of things, particularly in the political realm.  A new political polarization between a surge in the left and a hard reaction on the right (the “new conservatism”) indicated a struggle to understand the meaning of the war.  Repression led to the denial of repression and the growth of narcissism and hedonism during the 1920s.  “A profound sense of spiritual crisis was the hallmark of that decade”; the mind had sustained serious wounds (257).  The prewar German desire for newness became the postwar obsession of the West.  The youth of the 1920s cultivated a deep cynicism about conventional politics and its deceptions; this ushered in a new cult of the youth.  Jazz, cinema, and fashion spread throughout the West.  Prewar modernism had shifted to postwar America.  And Germany in turn showed the least resistance to Americanization.  


Eksteins devotes the last chapter, “Spring Without End,” to a description of fascism, particularly Nazism.  He describes National Socialism as a futuristic orientation that desired a new international order.  The Nazi “sensibility was rooted in superficiality, falsity, plagiarism, and forgery” (304).  It expressed the same values on a popular level that the avant-garde had in the realm of “'high art.'  Above all, it, like the moderns it claimed to despise, tried to marry subjectivism and technicism” (311).  It transformed the modernist tendency toward objectification of the subjective into a philosophy of society (314).  Propaganda for Hitler was an art.  Technique applied to all of life.  Thus art and life combined to produce the most narcissistic and destructive example of tyranny in modernity.  


Rites of Spring emphasizes the importance of ideas and ideology to politics and to the ways in which societies operate during and after war.  When ideas become the topic of wars—when they are seen in the roots of armed conflict—causes for the two world wars of the twentieth century obtain greater clarity than many diplomatic and military studies of turn-of-the-century Europe allow.  A strange rationality behind the seemingly irrational post-World War II arms race also comes more into view.  If war is a medium of cultural exchange, the medium totalizes the exchange in a period of total war; war transforms both sides in the synthesis that follows it.  Although they lie at the root of conflict, ideas do not have agency of their own; and they do not appear to die as soldiers and civilians die.  Rather, they change form, travel, and show up in new places—often in the cultural and political realms of those who initially fought against their defenders.  Total war also lessens the effectiveness of language to not only describe the experience of war but also to interact meaningfully with those not directly engaged in war.  Modern war is thus difficult to rationally imagine.  It is steeped in conflict over the meaning and value of rational engagement and over the preferred values of modernity.  Thus the modern, total war is fundamentally irrational, ultimately unwinnable, but also seemingly perpetual.  Unprecedented scales of industrialized carnage, made possible by technological advances, seemed to be the surest way to end such wars.  Perhaps the postwar development of such an image in the popular imagination, aided by stockpiles of nuclear weapons, provided the most rational means of preventing future wars as large as the two world wars.  In any case, it would seem that ideas, art, politics, war, and “life” ought not be considered separately if we are to understand the rest of the twentieth century.  

