Romanticism
Romantik. Eine deutsche Affäre

review
When Rüdiger Safranski had completed his doctorate at the Freie
Unversität, Berlin, he wished to write a habilitation thesis on the topic
of the German Romantic E.T.A. Hoffman. The editor at Hanser to
whom he offered the idea replied: ‘If you write a readable book about
E.T.A. Hoffman we shall print it, and if you write a habilitation thesis
for the university, we shan’t’. Safranski chose the former course,
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what György Lukács called ‘the German malaise’ and Helmuth
Plessner ‘the belated nation’; and from this follows an important
debate on whether Romanticism contributed to preparing the ground
for Nazism. He finds that Romanticism contained no traces of the
biologism and racism of the Nazi Movement, but sees to what extent
a romantic mentality can fall prey to political extremism, so that even
the students’ revolt of 1968 is to some extent a manifestation of it. He
concludes that the Romantic Movement as an epoch is past, but
romanticism as a mindset has remained – adding as a warning that
whenever it flows into politics, it should contain a strong admixture of
realism. A warning to be heeded, and perhaps not by Germans alone,
on a theme with still topical and unsettling ramifications.
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