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"The Man In the Middle"

A prominent industrialist and statesman whose assassination marked aturning point in the turbulent life of the Weimar Republic.

by Ian Brunskill

Industrialist, thinker, politician, Walther Rathenau has fascinated and puzzled biographers ever since he was shot dead outside his Berlin home in June 1922. At the time of his assassination he was foreign minister of the Weimar Republic, the fragile democracy that had emerged from the ruins of imperial Germany after wartime defeat and revolution in the streets. Rathenau was an intellectual, moderate if often unorthodox in his political views, and he was a Jew. That such a man could have come to occupy a great office of state in Germany showed the social and political aspirations of the new republic. That he was murderously prevented from keeping his position showed, no less, that such aspirations were doomed. Shulamit Volkov, professor emerita of European history at Tel Aviv University, has written an illuminating, thoroughly researched and sympathetic account of this intriguing, enigmatic life.

Born in 1867 in Berlin, Walther Rathenau was in his teens when his father, Emil, an engineer who had acquired the European patent for Edison's electric light bulb, began to build up the Allgemeine Elekrizitaets-gesellschaft (AEG) into one of Germany's leading industrial conglomerates. Walther's early instincts and talents were literary and artistic—he wrote poems and plays and was an accomplished draftsman—but he diligently pursued university studies in science, mathematics and technical subjects before embarking on an apprenticeship. He soon showed his aptitude for business and industry. Over the course of little more than a decade, he became a board member not only at AEG but also at more than 80 other German companies and 20 foreign concerns.

It made him rich. It brought access to power and a degree of influence. Rathenau knew the leading writers and artists of the day, from Hugo von Hofmannsthal and Stefan Zweig to Edvard Munch. He frequented political circles that, in the prewar years, brought him into contact with the kaiser himself. During World War I, he organized the supply of raw materials for the German military and after the war went on to serve in government. But all this accomplishment won him few friends, Ms. Volkov notes, and he was never entirely comfortable with himself.

Rathenau was a man not merely of parts but of paradox. Gregarious almost to a fault, he was at heart profoundly solitary and seemingly shy of intimacy with either sex. He was a successful practical industrialist, yet he wanted above all to be admired as a writer and thinker, for his reflections and polemics on spiritual or cultural values and matters of the soul. In the myriad essays, pamphlets and books that he somehow found time to publish—works that his father unkindly but perhaps with some justice said were "far easier to write than to read"—he was apt to veer between progressive and conservative points of view, from patriotism to internationalism, from a materialist's enthusiasm for modernity to reactionary nostalgia for an idealized past.

This striking multiplicity of interests, activities and opinions aroused suspicion as well as admiration. Thomas Mann wrote in his diary of a "strange saint—half true, half false, half pure, half turbid." Rathenau's obituary in the London Times described him (a little unfairly) as "a man whose versatility probably exceeded his ability." The novelist Robert Musil, who detested him, went further, caricaturing Rathenau in his epic "The Man Without Qualities" as the dubious industrialist and writer Paul Arnheim, a man with too many qualities for his own and others' good. A more sympathetic view came from one of Rathenau's earliest biographers, his sometime friend Count Harry Kessler, who thought it would take a Dostoevsky to do full justice to this complex personality.

Rathenau was distant in his personal relationships, Ms. Volkov says, but "he was sometimes breathtakingly open in public." In a speech on his birthday, she says, he confessed that since his youth "he had been aware of being handed by nature two contradictory talents: that of observing and that of acting, and it was this double-sidedness that made him so enigmatic to others and that so often led to their hostility."

Ms. Volkov's "Walter Rathenau: Weimar's Fallen Statesman" is published in Yale's series of Jewish Lives. For the author (as for too many of Rathenau's contemporaries and to a significant degree for Rathenau himself), it is her subject's Jewishness that defined and governed his being. His attitude toward his faith was complex. Rathenau was a firm believer in assimilation, insisting that German Jews were Germans first and Jews second. Yet while never particularly observant, and always indifferent or actively hostile to Zionism, he refused to countenance the idea of conversion to Christianity, a step then common in the circles in which he moved and one that might have smoothed his social and professional path.

Whatever its role in his life, Rathenau's Jewishness was a factor in his death. His assassination, by extremists of the Weimar Republic's right-wing underground, followed a long string of political murders. The earlier victims had clearly been targeted for their left-wing or pacifist political beliefs. Rathenau, however, was essentially a moderate conservative. The explanation, as the future German President Theodor Heuss expressed it, was stark: Rathenau was murdered simply "weil er Jude war," because he was a Jew.

His death, not least for that reason, marked a turning point in the turbulent life of Weimar, the moment at which it became clear that escalating political brutalization would destroy the republic itself. Crowds took to the streets, protesting Rathenau's murder and urging support for democracy. The chancellor, Joseph Wirth, denounced the elected politicians who lent a veneer of respectability to the beliefs of Rathenau's murderers. Thomas Mann, long inclined to an apolitical conservatism, came with Rathenau's death to see that he would have to join those standing up for liberal values if his beloved German culture was to survive. Walther Rathenau in death had attained the significance, the place in German hearts, that in life had eluded him.

Mr. Brunskill is a senior editor at the Times of London.
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