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Janek Wasserman. Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918–1938. Ithaca, N.Y.: Cornell University Press, 2014. Pp. ix, 254. $45.00.
This well-written and carefully crafted study delivers both less and more than is suggested by the title. It should really be sub-titled “an intellectual history,” for its key purpose is to analyze the ideological landscape of Black Vienna through the writings of its leading conservative intellectuals. Instead of focusing as usual on Red Vienna, a term first used by the Right in 1927 and then often ascribed to the whole interwar period, Black Vienna: The Radical Right in the Red City, 1918–1938 seeks to rebalance the intellectual history of the era to the advantage of Black Vienna. These authoritarian intellectual circles, who shared a Catholic, German nationalist, and antisemitic outlook, enjoyed their heyday in the unstable interwar city. They dominated official academic spaces such as the university, and effectively underpinned those conservative politicians who f

rom the start challenged the legitimacy of the First Austrian Republic and aspired to replace it with a Catholic authoritarian state. Although Janek Wasserman tells us little about Black Vienna’s politics in action, he is keen to revise the traditional model of three camps (Lager) when describing interwar Austrian politics and culture: socialist, Christian Social (CS), and German nationalist. He proposes instead a two-Lager division, linking up the CS and nationalist categories, and he argues that until 1934 Black Viennese forces were far more coherent and unified than previously imagined. Although many Black 
intellectuals felt irrationally on the defensive against a socialist menace, Wasserman suggests that their institutional bases gave them a real dominance that progressive intellectuals could rarely match. Indeed, his argument is that the ideology of the radical conservatives directly paved the way for Austro-fascism and then the Nazi takeover of 1938.

Aspiring to reassess Black Vienna on its own terms, the book nevertheless is interwoven with three chapters about the intellectual evolution of Red Vienna, revealing well how the city was “a crucible of European ideological debates and a microcosm of interwar historical developments” (5). Leftist intellectuals faced an entrenched Black culture, and they also were viewed suspiciously by some Austro-Marxist party dogmatists. Yet academics from a host of disciplines engaged with socialist politics or at least tried proactively to advance a reformist political agenda via centers of adult education. An example was the Freudian disciple Paul Federn, who felt that the Austro-Marxists’ commitment to democracy and social reform offered the best answer to the authority vacuum left by the Habsburg Monarchy’s collapse. From meticulous archival research in Amsterdam, Wasserman highlights this “hothouse intellectual environment of Red Vienna” (162), suggesting parallels with Carl Schorske’s study of fin-de-siècle vibrancy. Something of a Marxist intellectual synthesis developed, reaching its peak perhaps in the late 1920s despite the many obstacles in its path. In the end it dissipated chiefly when Black Vienna destroyed the socialist movement. But long before 1934 and the advent of the Austro-fascist state, many leftist intellectuals were already disillusioned with the Social Democratic leadership for its tentative or compromising response to Black Vienna.

While this attention to Red Vienna distracts somewhat from the real focus of the book, it acts as a useful foil to the metaphysical and authoritarian outlook of Black Vienna. Wasserman argues steadily that “a relatively unified, ‘black’ bloc existed, spearheaded by radical Viennese thinkers” (46). It was an amalgam of all those who abhorred the socialist trappings of postwar Austria, who saw Austrian “rebirth” rather in terms of an elitist, Catholic, and corporate state that would, via some new kind of German Reich, restore Austria’s rightful hegemonic position in Central Europe. As this suggests, the Black agenda mixed romantic visions of the past, including the Holy Roman Empire, with a radical authoritarian program for the future. It was grounded in a range of academic journals and societies that had major purchase among the Viennese elite. Two of the intellectual groupings are most noteworthy. The Österreichische Aktion (Austrian Action) was the key intellectual circle of Austrian monarchists. They hoped for the restoration of some Austrian federation led by a Habsburg monarch; but by the 1930s, they had shifted with the wind toward creating some kind of German Mitteleuropa where a Catholic Austria would have precedence. A second circle, led by the sociologist and philosopher Othmar Spann was, according to Wasserman, the most influential intellectual group in the whole city, acting as the real “linchpin of Viennese culture and Central European radical conservative politics” (105). However, there are some weaknesses and strengths in this discussion of the Spannkreis. On the one hand, by focusing on intellectual Spannism, we learn little about its actual impact upon Austria’s political class. Errors also creep in when Wasserman discusses Spann’s wider influence on Sudeten German nationalism, implying wrongly that Konrad Henlein was a key acolyte of Spann (75) or that Spannism retained its influence in the Sudetenland until 1938 (104). (Spannism was eclipsed by 1936: see my research in The Devil’s Wall: The Nationalist Youth Mission of Heinz Rutha [2012]). On the other hand, this book forcefully reasserts Spann’s intellectual impact in Austria, revealing how he flirted with both Catholicism and Nazism in order to promote his political vision. Spannism thereby becomes a highly useful touchstone for understanding what united Black Vienna and what ultimately ruptured it after 1934.

The final chapter explores the maneuvering of Black intellectuals under Austro-fascism when the growth of Nazi Germany increasingly divided their loyalties. Some, like Spann, or the widely read Black journal Die schönere Zukunft, took a radical turn toward Nazism; others backed the Ständestaat as embodying their key Black ideals. For Heinrich von Srbik, the historian of Klemens von Metternich, a German Reich seemed to beckon where Austria might indeed find a hegemonic position. Whether this meant that in the circles of Black Vienna there had really been a great shift from unity into disunity might still be questioned. For Wasserman’s evidence reveals through two decades a diversity of views that, although seemingly minor to outsiders, had often set the Black intellectuals at odds with each other. This study nevertheless illuminates well the basic authoritarian and pan-German dream of Black Vienna that made fascism respectable and facilitated the Anschluss in 1938. How the Black intellectuals actually influenced the politicians in interwar Austria requires another history.
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�I have altered this to make it clearer


�The “that” is vague. What broad swathe of political opinion? 


�Or we could capitalize black since it refers to Black Vienna? 





Review Category: Europe: Early Modern and Modern

