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Abstract 

In his Elements of the Philosophy of Right, Georg Hegel describes an ideal state from the 

structure of the government down to the lives of the individuals that comprise the state.  

Hegel argues that the state is “universal” and that individuals are “particular,” and the 

two share a positive relationship with one another. The state posits laws and norms that 

individuals are obliged to follow. When individuals act in accordance with these laws and 

norms, it not only perpetuates the existence of the state but also benefits the individual. 

Hegel attempts to show that when individuals act in accordance with the state’s norms, 

the state grants individuals positive rights. Freedom, Hegel argues, does not exist for 

individuals outside of the universal state. The Hegelian state is patriarchal, and 

philosophers began taking a second look at the concept of a “Hegelian” state during and 

after the Second World War. Critics argue that the Hegelian state and the rhetoric Hegel 

uses to describe it are too eerily similar Hitler’s Germany. Others argue that Hegel 

himself wrote the book under censorship merely to please the Kaiser. In this thesis, 

however, I chose to offer a more modern criticism on the Hegelian state, one that offered 

critique through a literary lens. Through the use of three “aesthetic texts,” I argue that the 

patriarchal Hegelian state ought be dismissed because of the structure of the government 

(monarchy) or because of who Hegel was or the time he was writing in. Instead, I argue 

that the Hegelian state has troublesome implications for the women and children 

occupying the state. The literary texts I have chosen depict children’s lives shortly before 

the First World War in the German Empire. Hegel argues that the state must break 

children of their animal desires and tendencies, however, I argue through the aesthetic 

texts that the suppression of budding teenage sexuality and of childhood folly does not 

create “good” citizens and instead forces children to seek out new outlets to relieve their 

pent-up frustrations. In other words, a state that demands conformity from all, including 

young children, will not yield perfect citizens but instead violent machines seeking out 

any opportunity possible to exert power upon others to relieve suppressed desires.  
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Introduction 

In 1945, the world watched as Hitler’s Germany collapsed. The National Socialist 

German Workers’ Party (NSDAP) dissolved as the Allies divided and occupied the 

former Third Reich. Before his regime fell, however, Hitler and his followers succeeded 

in eradicating millions of human beings from the earth. In response to the Nazi’s brutal 

and intolerant campaign against those Hitler believed to be less than human, the United 

Nations was founded, monuments claiming ‘Never Again’ were erected, and academics 

took to their pens in an effort to somehow capture the brutal reality of fascism on paper.  

The following pages, just as the many books, articles, paintings, and poems that 

inspired them, attempt to resist totalitarianism through ink. Like Paul Klee’s Der 

Zukünftige Mann (1933), my focus in this paper is on the “next” generation: today’s 

children and tomorrow’s fascist leaders. Necessarily intertwined with the concept of 

child-rearing are themes concerning the family, gender roles, punishment, and duties to 

the state, among others. My two-dimensional act of resistance attempts to show not the 

dangers of Nazi Germany but instead of the Kaiserreich, the empire responsible for the 

upbringing of a generation capable of pledging its allegiance to Adolf Hitler.  

My argument is rooted within a product of the Kaiserreich: Georg Wilhelm 

Friedrich Hegel’s 1820 work, Elements of the Philosophy of Right. In 1945, Karl Popper 

wrote in his The Open Society and its Enemies that Hegel’s Philosophy of Right served 

“one aim: to fight against the open society, and thus to service his employer, Frederick 

William of Prussia” (Popper, 32). Within the Philosophy of Right, Hegel constructs what 

has come to be known in academia as the “Hegelian state,” a supposedly ideal 

constitutional monarchy clearly inspired by 19th-century Prussia which Hegel believes to 
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be the foundation necessary for human freedom to be actualized in the world. Hegel 

rejects the liberal conceptions of freedom and the state put forth by Locke, Hobbes, 

Rousseau, etc., and argues that the state is the harbinger of freedom instead of its demise, 

providing individuals with the resources and upbringing necessary to break them of their 

“natural” and animalistic tendencies to instead embrace freedom through rationality. 

When the Hegelian citizen pledges her allegiance to the state, she is capable of becoming 

a truly free human being. Of course, the rhetoric surrounding the Hegelian state and the 

passages within Hegel’s Philosophy of Right appear much more nefarious in the 

aftermath of the Second World War. The idea of a state that gives freedom at the 

apparent expense of the individual instead of one that merely protects personal liberties is 

one of Popper’s salient points of concern in The Open Society and its Enemies.  

The purpose of this paper is neither to agree nor disagree with Popper’s analysis 

of and conclusions regarding Hegel’s Philosophy of Right. Instead, I attempt to provide a 

more modern criticism of the Hegelian state and argue that we ought not to dismiss the 

Hegelian state because of who Hegel was or the manner in which the political apparatus 

of the state is structured, but instead because of the implications the Hegelian state has for 

its citizens, particularly women and children. Hegel’s desire to instill within children the 

universal idea of “ethical life” becomes harrowing when understood within the context of 

the late 19th-century Kaiserreich, just about a half-century after Hegel’s death in 1831. 

The demand for allegiance to a conservative, paternalistic state rooted in sexism and the 

subordination of its citizens in the name of freedom creates a society particularly 

susceptible to fascist ideologies. Hegel’s ideal state is not a fascist society despite its 

sexist and paternalistic characteristics, however. Instead, Hegel has designed a state 
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whose children are conditioned to blindly follow an immense and dangerous power 

invested within the state. The risk of a fascist future for the Hegelian state will be 

explicated throughout this paper, specifically through the lens of three aesthetic texts: 

Michael Haneke’s Das Weiße Band (2009), Frank Wedekind’s Frühlings Erwachen 

(1906), and Robert Musil’s Die Verwirrungen des Zöglings Törless (1906). The purpose 

in looking toward texts such as these instead of theoretical works like Karl Popper’s is to 

formulate a critique of the Hegelian state that that emphasizes the most haunting aspects 

of a “Hegelian state” and situates them within the context of social criticism. I have 

chosen to “set” my critique near the turn of the century, toward the looming downfall of 

the Kaiser, because the connection between the children in the aesthetic texts and the 

monsters they would grow up to be is stronger and more apparent in Germany than other 

countries. Additionally, Hegel was likely envisioning a state quite close to the 

Kaiserreich, which he was writing in at the time. This is further evidenced through the 

political structure of Hegel’s ideal state, a constitutional monarchy resembling the 

German empire at the time. As will be further elaborated throughout the paper and in the 

conclusion, a critque that is “German” in this manner is not merely isolated to or solely 

relevant for understanding the German state; instead, we may look at other worlds, past 

and present, in which a critique of the Hegelian state is relevant for understanding the 

current political situation.  

The paper begins with a section on Hegel’s Philosophy of Right in which I 

provide the background necessary to for my argument to be understood by readers 

unfamiliar with Hegel’s political philosophy. Analyses of Hegel’s Philosophy of Right fill 

entire library shelves, and because this paper is not a mere exegetical engagement with 



4 

Hegel, I have chosen to discuss three specific moments in the text to discuss. The first 

surrounds Hegel’s discussion of the family, gender roles, and child-rearing. The second is 

concerned with Hegel’s understanding of punishment, and the third deals with Hegel’s 

views on freedom and individuals’ duties to the state. These fundamental moments within 

the PoR will be critiqued through the three aesthetic texts listed above in addition to the 

second volume of Klaus Theweleit’s Male Fantasies, a text in which Theweleit theorizes 

about the origins of fascism as rooted within the rearing and conditioning of the “soldier 

male.” I have dedicated one section to each of the aesthetic texts and have incorporated 

Theweleit’s discussion within these sections where appropriate. I conclude with thoughts 

concerning the future of modern states, such as Germany and the United States of 

America, and the relevance of this paper and investigations like it in preventing the rise 

of future fascist regimes. The essay attempts to uncover the roots of fascism so that they 

may never again sprout from this earth. In the end, I hope to have demonstrated that the 

state is no substitute for love and compassion between human beings.  
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Moments of the Hegelian State 

I have chosen to separate my three central topics of interest in the PoR into three sub-

sections so as to make the material easier to follow. My hope is that the inclusion of sub-

sections will remove the need for frivolous transition paragraphs that attempt to indicate 

where in the Philosophy of Right I am currently focused.  

1. Family, Gender, Children 

 We begin with a slew of themes Hegel incorporates under one umbrella phrase, 

“The Family.” For Hegel, the family consists of one man, one woman, and at least one 

child. Despite having an illegitimate son himself, Hegel argues in the Philosophy of Right 

that the institution of marriage is sacred, noting that marriage is an institution in which a 

man and a women “constitute a single person and… give up their natural and individual 

personalities within this union” (§162). To abandon natural inclinations is, for Hegel, to 

become a rational human being. Marriage as an institution accomplishes this quite well 

by binding two individuals together in holy matrimony. Both the man and the woman 

supersede or overcome [aufheben] their natural inclinations and place their individual 

desires aside to embrace a new unity. Marriage, however, is not a sufficient condition for 

a couple to become a family in the Hegelian sense. Hegel notes that, without children, 

married couples are not “objective” (§173). What Hegel means here is that marriage is an 

intangible relationship between two people. However, when a child is born, a physical 

object comes into being that represents, i.e. makes objective, the marriage through the 

constitution of a family. The child is the manifestation of the relationship between the 

man and the woman.  
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 Throughout Hegel's section on the family, he includes paragraphs that argue for 

monogamy, against incest and the like. For the purposes of this paper, however, we will 

not be going into much detail about the majority of passages within “The Family.” We 

will, however, examine Hegel’s envisioned role for women and children in the state and 

the duties each group has, beginning with an analysis of women in the Hegelian state.  

 In a paragraph detailing the differences between the sexes, Hegel notes that 

“Woman… has her substantial vocation [Bestimmung] in the family, and her ethical 

disposition consists in this piety” (§166). Such a traditional interpretation of women’s 

roles should come as no surprise in a book written in the early 19th century. Hegel, 

however, goes beyond mere gender roles and attaches philosophical baggage to each 

gender. Hegel’s argument that it is the “ethical disposition” of women to exist as 

maternal caretakers in the house implies that it is wrong for women to exist otherwise. 

Similarly, in the same paragraph, Hegel argues that the “ethical life” of men is 

intertwined with “work and struggle in the external world.” Hegel’s argument for gender 

roles is not rooted in utilitarian practicality, but instead in ethics; this is how the family 

ought to be, and it is to violate one’s inherent ethical disposition to desire to live 

otherwise.  

 It should at this point be obvious that Hegel believes in inherent differences and 

capabilities between men and women, but Hegel’s sexism is perhaps most notable in the 

in-text addition to §166, in which he argues that “Women may well be educated, but they 

are not made for the higher sciences, for philosophy and certain artistic productions 

which require a universal element. Women may have insights [Einfälle], taste, and 

delicacy, but they do not possess the ideal.” The term Einfälle is especially interesting 
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here because the term connotes more of an “idea” than it does insight, as if Hegel is 

saying that women can have cute and harmless “ideas” but simultaneously lack the 

capacity to say something worthwhile, meaningful, or truly “insightful.” Women lack the 

temperament for the arts and sciences in Hegel’ Philosophy of Right, and the implication 

of this statement is that any woman who does succeed in these fields does so out of luck 

or coincidence, for she lacks the reason needed to understand sophisticated arguments 

and formulas; her understanding does not extend far beyond the household. This is why 

Hegel, in the same paragraph, argues that “When women are in charge of government, 

the state is in danger, for their actions are based not on the demands of universality but on 

contingent inclination and opinion.” Hegel believes that women are not suited for 

positions of power, for he believes that they are incapable of recognizing the universal, 

i.e. the interests of the state, and should thus be left in charge particulars, i.e. maintaining 

the home and rearing children.  

 Hegel argues in the Philosophy of Right that “Children have a right to be brought 

up and supported at the expense of the family” (§174). The mother and father are 

caretakers to the child and have a duty to raise the child so that she may one day 

participate in and prolong the existence of the state. If Hegel’s comments on women are 

appalling, his arguments regarding the rearing of children are terrifying. Hegel believes 

children should be brought up with strict discipline so as to break them of their natural 

tendencies. In §174, he states that “Human beings do not arrive by instinct at what they 

are destined to become,” meaning external forces such as the family are necessary for 

human beings to become persons within the state. The most effective means of 
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accomplishing this, Hegel believes, is to strictly condition the child. In a disturbing set of 

sentences, Hegel argues the following:  

One of the chief moments in a child’s upbringing is discipline, the purpose of 

which is to break the child’s self-will in order to eradicate the merely sensuous 

and natural. One should not imagine that kindness alone is sufficient for this 

purpose; for it is precisely the immediate will which acts according to immediate 

fancies and desires rather than reasons and representations [Vorstellungen]… 

Unless the feeling of subordination, which creates a longing to grow up, is 

nurtured in the children, they become forward and impertinent” (§174).  

 

Hegel believes that children need to have the fantastic and whimsical moments of their 

being quashed, completely eradicated from their internal livelihoods. To raise the next 

generation and perpetuate the state’s existence, there is no room for patience and 

kindness. This is why Hegel argues that “love is a feeling [Empfindung], that is, ethical 

life in its natural form. In the state, it is no longer present. There, one is conscious of 

unity as law” (§158). The state annihilates the loves of the family and turns child-rearing 

into an almost mechanized process with the particular end goals of strengthening and 

prolonging the universal state.  

2. Punishment 

 The concept of punishment is distinct from that of discipline in the child-rearing 

process. Hegel views the state as “universal.” This means that the state is a 

conglomeration of particulars, its citizens, who all work together to prolong the existence 

of the state. In return, the state gives education and “freedom” to the particular people 

who make up its populace. The state is universal, but it is not indefinite, that is, there are 

threats to its continued existence. One such threat comes in the form of crime or law-

breaking, what Hegel will call “wrong.” Because the state is universal, when its 

particulars act in accordance with its laws, the state is affirmed and continues along 
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merrily. When individuals act in manners condoned by the state, the state continues 

existing unchallenged. The breaking of laws, however, does constitute a challenge to the 

state’s authority. When a particular person diverts from the interests of the universal state 

through crime, the illegal act exists as a “negative” to the state’s positive authority, and 

Hegel argues that, for the good of the state, that act must be canceled [aufgehoben] 

through the punishment of the individual who committed the act. Only then, Hegel 

argues, can the state continue to exist unchallenged. Such conceptions of crime and the 

state create a police-state-like obsession with wrongdoing and hunting those who commit 

even the smallest of crimes. This is reflected in Hegel’s argument that “the punishment is 

merely a manifestation of the crime, i.e. it is one half which is necessarily presupposed by 

the other” (§101). In analyzing Hegel’s conception of punishment’s role in the state, we 

will come to recognize a police state that, in theory, need not violate anyone’s “rights,” 

but, in practice, would likely exist as the detriment to individuality and subsume the 

state’s citizens with fear.  

 Within this section on punishment, Hegel states that crimes “exist” in opposition 

to the state’s laws and that “This existence is the true evil which must be removed” (§99). 

The crime is canceled through punishment. Hegel notes that “the criminal gives this 

consent [to be punished] by his very act” (§100). We will focus on two key aspects of 

punishment here. The first is Hegel’s argument that punishment is good for both the 

criminal and the state, and the second is that Hegel believes his ideal state is not 

threatening to its citizens but instead secure.  

 In the Philosophy of Right, Hegel distinguishes between Right and right. The state 

is Right, and the criminal is right. The universal, capital “R” Right comprises the 



10 

institution of the state and all of its laws. When individuals follow and abide by these 

laws, they follow the universal Right. Criminals, however, have posited a second 

conception of right, one that is particular and unfit for a universal plurality of people to 

follow. Hegel believes one of the tenants of rational freedom is that individuals be 

capable of choosing which “right” they would like to follow. Because Right and right are 

mutually exclusive in that one is the law and the other violates it for personal reasons, 

Hegel believes the punishment of the criminal is the utmost recognition of that criminal’s 

rationality. Hegel notes that “In so far as the punishment which this entails is seen as 

embodying the criminal’s own right, the criminal is honoured as a rational being” (§100). 

Unlike a dog which we may spray with water or raise our voice to in the event of an 

accident or a chewed-up couch cushion, the criminal is recognized as having acted 

willfully and rationally and must, therefore, be punished not to prevent the crime from 

happening again, but to cancel it; dogs cannot posit a threat to the state’s existence, but 

rational beings can. This does not mean that Hegel believes in violent, retributive justice. 

On the contrary, Hegel states that “robbery for robbery, an eye for an eye, and a tooth for 

a tooth” are bound up in “absurdity,” preferring instead “fines and imprisonment,” 

(§101), which Hegel believes ought to be adjusted so as to constitute equal value to the 

crime committed. In framing imprisonment as an ode to one’s rationality and necessary to 

“right” the wrongs of others, Hegel establishes a groundwork for which to build a police 

state from, one in which individuals are compelled to seek out other’s crimes and report 

them for the good of the state. However, Hegel, perhaps surprisingly, does not intend for 

this to be threatening.  
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 Hegel fervently argues that punishment should not be retributive or threatening, 

that is, the purpose of punishment is not to prevent the criminal from punishing again. In 

regards to the rationality of punishment, Hegel argues that the criminal “is denied it 

[honor] if he is regarded simply as a harmful animal which must be rendered harmless, or 

punished with a view to deterring or reforming him” (§100). Hegel disagrees with 

Feuerbach’s theory of punishment as a threat to potential wrongdoers. However, Hegel 

argues that such a conception of punishment is incompatible with a society of free 

individuals. Hegel argues that “The threat presupposes that human beings are not free, 

and seeks to coerce them through the representation [Vorstellung] of an evil. But right 

and justice must be grounded in freedom and the will, and not in the lack of freedom at 

which the threat is directed” (§99). Here Hegel argues that the intent to punish cannot be 

threatening; instead, it must be to cancel out the crime. However, this reasoning does not 

create a practical difference for the criminal offender. Punishment is punishment, 

regardless of the supposed reasoning for it.  

Additionally, the enforcement of the state’s laws must naturally be carried out 

through the police. Hegel argues that a crime is a crime regardless of the harm it does if 

any, and it is this “aspect of wrong which is inherent in such actions, and which is 

consequently the ultimate reason [Grund] for penal justice as implemented by the police” 

(§233). Hegel gives a reason for punishment that side-steps that of threat, but such an 

ideal conception of justice that “honors” the criminal’s rationality seems unrealistic and 

utopian in action.  

3. Freedom and Duty  
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 As we moved toward a discussion of freedom and duty, we will begin to 

understand what exactly constitutes Hegel’s critique of liberalism and its tenant that 

individuals are the freest outside of the state when they are capable of doing whatever 

they want without an authority watching over their actions. Hegel believes that a system 

with strict gender norms and a paternalistic government that honors its criminals’ 

rationality is the only one that can grant true freedom to its members.  

 Throughout the text, Hegel is critical of the idea of “negative rights,” choosing 

them “abstract rights.” Negative rights are rights individuals are capable of exercising 

atomistically, that is, alone and without any interference from others. The freedom of 

speech is often regarded as a negative right that the state cannot infringe upon. However, 

Hegel believes these rights are empty, and thus he labels them as “abstract.” Pre-political 

human beings, or human beings in a “state of nature” as many philosophers employ the 

phrase, are not connected with any negative rights, including the freedom of speech. 

Speech itself requires a group or state to have taught one to speak at all, and Hegel argues 

that the liberals put the cart before the horse in assuming that human beings are naturally 

capable of exercising rights that require skills they do not “naturally” come to possess, 

such as language. Hegel argues in the PoR that “The commonest idea we have of freedom 

is that of arbitrariness… When we hear it said that freedom in general consists in being 

able to do as one pleases… it shows not the least awareness of what constitutes the will 

which is free in and for itself” (§15). When Hegel discusses the will which is “free in and 

for itself,” he is talking about the will of people who have been indoctrinated and 

encultured through the state. There is no “free” will amongst animals, for instance, for 

they are subsumed by their desires, Hegel argues. This is why he emphasizes so often the 
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importance of breaking children of their “natural wills” so that they may instead embrace 

the rational, free will. The state allows individuals to have the necessary autonomy to 

walk safely on the streets at night, to look at one another with more than just lust in our 

eyes, and to convey meaning through the languages we speak. Negative rights are, for 

Hegel, meaningless until the state gives them positivity, that is, makes them an actual 

reality for its members. Growing up and living within the state should grant one access to 

these rights, but, as we have seen in the section on punishment, this does not mean that 

individuals are “free” to do whatever it is they please. Individuals have duties to the state, 

and these duties go hand-in-hand with rational freedom for Hegel.  

 This seems, at first, counterintuitive. Hegel notes that “A binding duty can appear 

as a limitation” (§149). To claim that individuals are both free and bound to the state 

seems odd. Hegel attempts to resolve this issue by claiming that “The individual, 

however, finds his liberation in duty… he is liberated from his dependence on mere 

natural drives… In duty, the individual liberates himself so as to attain substantial 

freedom” (§149). Hegel believes that individual or particular duty affirms the universal, 

that is, the state, and allows for its continued existence. The universal of the state, via its 

existence as an institution, gives back to the individual the capacity to act on positive 

rights. In one final hurrah against liberalism, Hegel notes that  

When people say that they want to be free, this means primarily only that they 

want to be free in an abstract sense, and every determination and division 

[Gliederung] within the state is regarded as a limitation of that freedom. To this 

extent, duty is not a limitation of freedom, but only of freedom in the abstract, that 

is, of unfreedom: it is the attainment of essential being, the acquisition of 

affirmative freedom (§149).  

 

In becoming indoctrinated into the “ethical realm,” Hegel believes individuals, 

predominately children, transcend their determined, natural wills and become truly “free” 
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in a positive sense. The state is still capable of punishment, and individuals are not free to 

do whatever they want, but, Hegel argues, that is not a proper understanding of freedom. 

What it means to have the freedom of speech, for example, is to be able to rationally 

communicate with another through a language bestowed upon the individual by the state.  

The Hegelian state is undoubtedly sexist and paternalistic. It is a police state, but, in its 

ideal realm, it’s also quite peaceful. The “ideal” Hegelian state, however, will only exist 

in utopian fantasies. Despite this, Hegel obviously could not have envisioned Hitler’s 

Germany when formulating his conception of the state. Hegel believed in the power of 

the paternalistic state to grant real, substantive freedom to its citizens. Although one 

could argue for the dismissal of the Hegelian state because it is patriarchal or sexist, the 

following paper attempts to link the Hegelian state to fascism, viewing these moments 

within the Hegelian state through the lens of the late 19th-century Kaiserreich. The state 

that Hegel imagined, even if it was not Hitler’s Third Germany, established the 

groundwork for which to build such a state upon. Even if individuals are made free 

through the Hegelian state, the upbringing children receive and the conduct that is 

expected of adults, both men and women, creates citizens willing to throw that freedom 

away at the feet of future fascists. I argue that the Hegelian state ought not to be 

dismissed simply because it is sexist or militaristic, but instead because the paternalism 

and nationalism of the Hegelian state, when incorporated into the rearing of children, 

serve as an incubator for the growth of fascism and the totalitarian domination of people. 

This is why the Hegelian state cannot be allowed to take hold in modern society. 
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Punishment and Deprivation in Das Weiße Band 

Michael Haneke’s Das Weiße Band is a modern interpretation of the origins of 

German fascism. First screened in 2009, the black-and-white film is set in the fictional 

German town of Eichwald just over a year before the outbreak of the First World War. 

Das Weiße Band is unique amongst the aesthetic texts this paper examines in that Haneke 

employs a visual element not inherently present in novels and plays. Haneke, for 

instance, selected from over 7,000 possible child actors to create a “youth” in the film 

that looked as much as possible like German children did in the early 20th century 

(Kapczynski, 162). Das Weiße Band is brimming with violence and suppression, and 

Haneke’s particular use of the physical appearance of children not only tells a story of 

what would become Germany’s fascist generation but also displays that story on screen, 

connecting us with people and not merely characters. When watching Das Weiße Band, 

we look into the eyes of those who, in their youth, experienced such traumatic and 

suppressive events that they were incapable of living humanly. Stripped of love and filled 

with hatred, this generation would go onto elect Adolf Hitler in 1932, an act of resistance 

against the western forces that kept Germany subservient to the former allies after World 

War I and the Treaty of Versailles.  

A thorough study of Das Weiße Band and its relationship to fascism can be found 

in Jennifer Kapczynski’s “Raising Cain? The Logic of Breeding in Michael Haneke's 

‘Das Weiße Band.’” Throughout this section, I will look toward Kapczynski’s analysis of 

Das Weiße Band to formulate a criticism of the Hegelian state through the lens of the 

film. The film is Haneke’s interpretation of the troubling and often mysterious 

happenings in a small town in the Kaiserreich. In employing Kapczynski’s analysis of 
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pivotal moments within the film, I extend Haneke’s criticism of child-rearing in the 

Kaiserreich to that of the Hegelian state.  

Of the utmost importance for this paper is the relationship between the child and 

her parent. Although raising children is generally understood as being quite subjective, 

within the Hegelian state, the structure is more rigid. It is the duty of the parent in the 

Philosophy of Right to raise an “ethical” child, one who exists in a truly human sphere 

separate from the natural world. As noted in the Hegel, the parent must break the child of 

her animalistic nature and instill values within her that are consistent with the 

perpetuation of the state. To do so, the child must be put down and strict rules must be 

enforced dictating how the child is to live her life. Figure 1 below is a still frame from 

Das Weiße Band, capturing a moment when Eichwald’s pastor confronts his eldest son 

regarding his repeated “inappropriate touching.” The pastor, in confronting his son, 

attempts to break his child of this habit.  

Fig. 1: Pastor and Son. From Das Weiße Band (2009). Directed by Michael Haneke.  
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Within this short scene, the pastor is aware that his son has been masturbating, 

and the pastor attempts to both guilt and frighten his son by telling him a story about a 

boy whose body rapidly aged and deteriorated as a result of his inappropriate 

masturbation habits. The pastor notes that God has created a sacred barrier between the 

human and his flesh and that the act of masturbation is inherently diseased and sinful. As 

we move past the dialogue and examine the visual aspects of the scene, we notice white 

curtains in the background, reinforcing the “hidden” aspect of this conversation and the 

taboo surrounding sexuality, demanding that sexual acts and their discussion are to be 

kept behind “closed curtains.” The curtains’ white color and clean appearance mask a 

discussion of genitalia and sin, an attempt to impress upon anyone walking by that the 

pastor and his family live a pure life despite the events that occur inside the home. The 

boy is ashamed, looking up at his father with tears streaming down his face. He has been 

made to feel guilty for the act of masturbation. In assigning an ethical weight to the act, 

the pastor is successful in devaluing his son. The act of masturbating makes the son less 

human in the eyes of his father. Due to the placement of the camera, the child is also less 

human in our eyes, for we assume a position similar to that of the father, that is, above 

the child and looking directly into his teary eyes. The pastor’s reaction to his son’s 

natural tendencies is to break the child of his will to repeat the action, and this is 

consistent with Hegel’s argument that the animal-like nature of children must be 

eradicated. To ensure success in this regard, the pastor binds his son’s arms to his bed 

frame at night to prevent him from masturbating. Kapczynski notes that such a response 

“reads as an act of bondage, even torture” (160). The pastor’s act is evil, masked as a 

necessary measure for the child to become “good” in the eyes of the surrounding Judeo-
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Christian society. The act of ridding the child of her natural tendencies is an ethical act 

for Hegel, but for the modern viewer of Das Weiße Band, it is an act of domination and 

torment on those least deserving of such treatment. In assigning a moral value to the act 

of masturbation, the pastor acts to suppress his son’s natural tendencies so as to “save” 

him in the future, whether that be when the child stands before God or the state. In either 

case, the pastor acts to make him an “ethical” being in the Hegelian sense. Although 

Hegel argues that education is an ethical art, the concept of ‘ethics’ that Hegel is working 

with is similar to that of the pastor’s morality. In framing the ethical as necessarily 

contrary to the natural, the pastor suppresses his son’s sexual desire.  

The imposition of morality upon the body’s natural functions, tendencies and 

desires is further criticized in Klaus Theweleit’s discussion of the soldier male’s sexual 

repression in Male Fantasies. The text is Theweleit’s response to the militarization of 

Germany’s youth and the implications of the treatment young men received during the 

time of the Freikorps. Theweleit notes in the text that “The soldier male is forced to turn 

the periphery of his body into a cage for the beast within… he perceives it only as an evil 

(‘bestial’) interior” (22). We can understand the pastor as believing that he must insert 

himself into his son’s growing sexual life in an attempt to nip it in the bud. In tying the 

son’s hands to the bed, the pastor confirms for his son that the body must be restrained. 

However, Theweleit proceeds to argue that the suppression of desire in the name of 

ethical good results in those desires “rising from the grave” (24) and returning as violent 

urges. The child in the scene becomes the soldier male, seeking satisfaction through 

brutality instead of the act of masturbation. Theweleit argues that “they [desires] remain 

unrealized, reflected only in massacres of monstrous proportions, great mountains of 
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corpses. For every desire that had been put to death, a Jew or a… a communist, a woman, 

a child was made to die” (25). The suppression of desire is the death of the child, who 

may go onto live only as an artificial machine programmed for devastation on the state’s 

behalf. Arms once bound to a bed are given rifles and told to shoot for the good of 

humanity, two concepts separated from natural existence. We ultimately see this in Das 

Weiße Band when another one of the pastor’s children, Klara, kills her father’s pet bird 

with a pair of scissors. In analyzing the relationship between the pastor, his children, and 

the bird, Kapczynski writes that “The pastor nurtures his pet while systematically 

dismantling his own child’s psyche” (167). The bird, because it is an animal and poses no 

real threat to God or the state, is left to live life however it pleases within the confines of 

its cage. The children, however, trapped within the home, are not free to act as they wish 

or even in manners that their bodies may compel them. In response to this, they revolt.  

 The distinction between suppression and violence through punishment becomes 

clear in yet another scene concerning the pastor and his children. In Figure 2, we are 

presented with the image of a closed white door, illuminated by a single wall lamp. When 

situated out of context, the still frame encapsulates the hallway of a normal looking home 

for the period. From a modern perspective, a colorized version of this photo could appear 

in someone's Airbnb listing. However, the scene conveys no sense of welcoming or joy. 

Before this shot was captured, it is implied that the pastor and his daughter are behind the 

door. In the seconds leading up to this moment, the same child that is crying in the 

previous image is seen walking down the hallway, toward, the door, with his father’s 

whip in hand like a soldier digging his own grave. Violence toward children in the film is 

often “displayed” behind closed doors, leaving the beatings to be heard but not seen. The 
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effect of this is that we focus on the sheer sounds of pain that the children omit. There is 

no human face to be seen but instead only animal-like yelps and squeals of pain. We can 

see this as being both the removal of the animal from the child but also the instillation of 

ethical human ideas through repeated punishment.  

Fig. 2: Hallway and Door. From Das Weiße Band (2009). Directed by Michael Haneke.  

 Throughout Das Weiße Band, children are constantly subjected to harsh 

punishment and forced to endure both physical and mental torment at the hands of their 

parents and elders. The pastor, a symbol of divine authority and ethical idealism, is 

tasked with the job of making children “see” and fear God so that they may grow up to 

become productive and pious citizens of the state. The pastor is not only complicit within 

but a necessary component of the Hegelian process of breaking children and molding 

them into ethical beings. In response to the pastor, Kapczynski notes that “it is he who 

implements the most draconian measures to school his own children in proper conduct, 

caning them regularly for small infractions, sending them to bed without supper, and 
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withholding even the smallest gesture of affection” (160). Within this particular scene, 

we “witness” the caning. The authoritative figures in Das Weiße Band (the pastor, baron, 

and the doctor) have substituted love for punishment as a means of early childhood 

development. Children are beaten instead of held, scolded instead of nurtured, and 

physically punished instead of corrected or made aware of their mistakes through gentler 

means. This combination constituting the brutal treatment of children in Eichwald 

“punishes” the youth so as to break them. Hegel believed that children ought to be 

disciplined so as to detach the animal from their otherwise human spirit. In doing so, we 

create the ethical human being through physical violence, and punishment is seen as a 

means of retaining this universal ethical spirit within the state.  

Fig. 3: Baron and Crowd. From Das Weiße Band. Directed by Michael Haneke.  

Punishment within the Hegelian state is necessary so as to prolong the state’s 

existence. However, there is a distinction between “punishing” children for bad behavior 

to form them into acceptable citizens and the concept of punishment Hegel believes to be 

necessary for intercepting unlawful crime. The state is universally good, and crimes are 
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particular acts of evil that stand opposed to the goals of the state. For Hegel, the 

“criminal” must be punished so as to “cancel out” [aufheben] the particular evil. Unless 

this is done, the criminal will pose a threat to the Hegelian state, and the state and its 

citizens will be unable to relax until things “go back to normal” and all becomes “well” 

again. Figure 3 shows the baron facing the people of Eichwald. Within this scene, the 

baron faces not only the children of the town but also its adult populace who occupy the 

seats closest to the baron, including the schoolteacher who narrates the story.  

Similar to the scene with the pastor and his son, we observe from the perspective 

of the authoritative figure in this scene. We notice that the collective mass is dressed 

similarly, and the bodies of all but the schoolteacher seem to blend together, leaving only 

the faces of Eichwald’s citizens prominently visible. The baron remains convinced that 

the malicious and mysterious acts occurring in Eichwald were committed by one of the 

individuals sitting in that room. Throughout the film, he and the pastor remain 

unconvinced that their children are capable of committing such heinous acts as stringing 

the wire between a tree and fencepost that severely injured the town’s doctor and killed 

his horse or torturing the boy with mental disabilities, despite the schoolteacher’s 

hunches and findings that suggest the children may be the ones causing these events to 

happen. Meanwhile, while the pastor scolds the town, the children in the back of the 

scene seem to blend in and are assimilated by the adults surrounding them.  

 These violent acts make Eichwald uneasy. Just a few isolated incidents have 

created an eerie feeling of distrust and anxiety amongst Eichwald’s citizens. Within the 

Hegelian state, crimes threaten the state’s existence for this reason; particular actions 

have universal consequences. The punishment the baron speaks of in this scene is distinct 
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from the physical abuse the pastor inflicts upon his children in that the adults don’t 

actually believe the children are capable of the kinds of acts occurring in the town. They 

are not yet, in the Hegelian sense, taken to be rational creatures capable of such 

misconduct. The pastor believes that if the individual responsible for the acts is 

apprehended, the town will return to normal and things will go as they always did. This is 

Hegel’s vision, as well. Once the crime is canceled through the punishment of the 

perpetrator, the state continues to exist as the unchallenged universal good and citizens 

may continue to live as free. Neither the pastor nor Hegel, however, view crime as a 

symptom of injustice or tyranny within the state. The crimes occurring in Eichwald are 

symptomatic of a larger issue at hand concerning the manner in which the children are 

raised. The state is taken to be good and that which is against it is evil, but in this 

instance, those responsible for the crimes against the state are those brought up by its 

representatives. The children’s acts of violence are an attempt to resist the state’s 

overwhelming paternalism. The children reject a Hegelian conception of freedom and 

instead conflate freedom with power over another. When disobedience becomes a crime, 

the Hegelian idea of “canceling” crime and returning back to the previous state and all 

that life was like before becomes a myth. Eichwald can never return to its former 

existence. Even if the children responsible for the crimes were discovered or revealed in 

the film, the town would remain uneasy after their punishment because the acts were 

rooted in the social structure of the town and must live within the town’s future pastors, 

nurses, schoolteachers, and representatives forever. The concept of Aufheben becomes an 

impossibility in Eichwald and the methods by which the state is supposed to preserve 
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itself instead become emblematic of larger issues within the state, such as those 

concerning the treatment of children and spouses.  

 Eichwald, whose very name is a combination of the notorious Nazi official Adolf 

‘Eichmann’ and the concentration camp ‘Buchenwald,’ is a fictional town that tells a very 

real story concerning the rise of fascism in Germany. The film, however, is a lesson in 

morality and not merely an isolated telling of the happenings in a small town whose 

children would become adults in Hitler’s Germany. In assessing the treatment of children, 

especially in regards to discipline and sexual suppression, we recognize the suppression 

of the natural within the human body. In attempting to separate sexual desires and child 

folly from the human condition, Eichwald’s leaders unknowingly rear a generation 

capable of great evil. As will be seen in Törleß and Melchior, the suppression of sexual 

desires is released in more violent manners later in life.  
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Militarized Youth: Musil’s Törleß 

Whereas Das Weiße Band examines the origins of fascism after the fact, Robert 

Musil, in his Die Verwirrungen des zöglings Törleß (1906), describes a moment in the 

education of those who would become Hitler’s leading government officials and most 

devoted followers. Set in a military academy for boys in the Kaiserreich, Musil’s novel 

tells an eerie tale reminiscent of his own time spent growing up in these boarding schools. 

Törleß is a young boy in his teenage years, and he and his friends, Beineberg and Reiting, 

appear to be ordinary, normal students. However, the military academy is strict and 

demands subordination from its students. The three boys, though satisfactory pupils in the 

eyes of their teachers, release their repressed desires under the cover of nightfall. The 

students visit prostitutes, booby-trap parts of the academy, and torment one of their 

fellow students, another young boy named Basini. Basini becomes an object for the boys, 

especially Beineberg, whose violence toward Basinini is motivated by intentions that 

often appear scientific and calculated as if Basinini’s torture is an insight into the human 

condition. Throughout the novel, Basini becomes a mere means for the boys’ various 

ends. This section will first examine the military academy as an institution that educates 

through oppression. In attempting to cast away the animal-like nature within the boys, the 

academy forces the boys to act violently toward others and themselves to release pent-up 

desires and frustrations. The relationship between Törleß, Beineberg, and Reiting on one 

hand and Basini on the other will come under scrutiny, and I will argue that Beineberg 

and Reiting are only able to constitute themselves as individuals within the academy 

against an other, Basini in this case. The implications of these moments regarding the 

Hegelian state, which constitutes itself as a collective, lend to the necessary creation of an 
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other to form a single, coherent identity, a volk. Törleß and his friends attempt to posit 

and affirm their individualities through tormenting the other. The collective group, then, 

demands violence toward an other to reaffirm its own identity and continue existing. 

Within Musil's novel, we experience the nefarious outcomes of an institution which 

replaces love with order and domination as a means to assert a collective identity. 

Within this section, I will examine three moments within Die Verwirrungen des 

zöglings Törleß through the lens of Theweleit’s Male Fantasies. The bulk of the second 

volume of Male Fantasies is concerned with the military academy as a hostile institution 

of violence and deprivation toward the youth. Similar in regards to his thoughts on the 

repression of sexual desires, Theweleit roots some forms of violence within this treatment 

of the youth. As Törleß, Beineberg, and Reiting’s situation at the academy develops and 

the three begin to torment Basini, we will notice the root of the violence exerted upon 

Basini as existing within the military academy and not necessarily the individual boys 

themselves. This does not mean to excuse the boys of their actions, but merely to identify 

the origins and logic of them. Especially in regards to the characters Beineberg and 

Reiting, a proto-fascist framework is cultivated within the academy, one that is obsessed 

with both the ideas of punishment and sexuality despite being deprived of the latter 

through the academy’s elites. Because the identity of the boys as strong, culturally 

normative young men within the academy is intertwined with the existence of Basini as 

other, the boys rape and beat Basini to ensure he exists below them in the social 

hierarchy. The military academies exist to expel weakness from future officers and 

intellectuals, but the result is a false, corrupted image of purity that perpetuates its 

existence through violence upon the other. The Hegelian state constitutes itself in this 
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regard, and cannot exist so as a paternalistic community without an other to define the 

self’s contingency through; for example, Hegel argues in the Philosophy of Right that the 

state should go to war so that the citizens have a cause to rally behind and a common 

enemy to despise. Hegel writes that the state “will be all the more inclined to take offence 

if it possesses a strong individuality which is encouraged, as a result of a long period of 

internal peace, to seek and create an occasion [Stoff] for action abroad” (§334). For 

Hegel, individuals have a duty to that state because the state gives the individual all that 

she needs to become “an individual,” and this duty extends to wartime service. The 

constitution of identity through violence enacted upon another is made explicit through 

the boys' actions in the novel. The demand for conformity from the boys by the boarding 

school creates a cohesive group that must be hostile to the other to posit an identity of its 

own.  

When we first encounter Törleß in the text, he and his friends are at the train 

station close to the boarding school. Herr and Frau Törleß are saying goodbye to their son 

as they wait for the train to arrive and take them home, leaving Törleß in the boarding 

school’s rural setting “built on the site of an old monastery, presumably to shield the 

growing boys from the pernicious influence of the big city” (Musil, 6). Within this 

moment, Frau Törleß is obviously uncomfortable and upset, as she pulls her veil over her 

eyes to hide her tears (14). As the train departs with his parents aboard, Törleß and his 

friends are left in the care of the academy and one another. Parental love and guidance 

end up being substituted with discipline and peer pressure in the academy. Törleß has 

loving parents, but the academy replaces the connection Törleß has with them with a 

strict regimen of classes and rules designed to make Törleß and his classmates conform. 
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Frau Törleß feels the impact of this separation more than her husband seems to, despite 

both parents missing Törleß in his absence. The narrator of the text notes that Herr and 

Frau Törleß “love him [Törleß] with a strong, unthinkable, animal affection [tierischen 

Zärtlichkeit]. Every time he went back to the school after a holiday, the house once more 

seemed empty and desolate to Frau Törless… And both of them would have laid down 

their lives for him” (8). Törleß does not have the safety or security of his parents’ 

guidance and watchfulness while he’s away from home at school. During this critical 

moment in his personal development, the unconditional, tierische Liebe a child needs is 

absent from his life. Frau Törleß must “abandon her only child for so long to strangers, 

unable to watch over her darling and protect him herself” (5). Törleß has become a pupil 

of the school where he is the son of no one but the state, and his purpose there is to 

receive an education that will allow him to productively contribute to the Kaiserreich. 

His purpose is to ultimately enter the army, university, or the civil service (6). The 

boarding school breaks Törleß of his attachment to his family and conditions him to 

become a servant of the state. Citizenship and the family, then, are contradictory ideas. 

When the state is of the utmost concern, personal connections are broken in preference 

for the universal.  

Before departing on the train, Herr Törleß asks “my dear Beineberg, [you] will 

keep an eye on my boy, won’t you?” (13). In doing so, the parents relinquish their grasp 

on Törleß and leave him in the care of the academy and its students. Törleß is an 

impressionable boy, and his character will be shaped through his interactions with 

Beineberg and Reiting. Musil writes that “puberty was beginning its dark, gradual rise 

inside [Törleß]” (10), conveying a sense of longing within Törleß to fit in. Törleß is at a 
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crucial point in his moral and personal development, and, more so than his two friends, 

Törleß is insecure about his position in the boarding school. Beineberg and Reiting are 

strong, ambitious young men, and Musil writes “That it was they of all the boys who 

drew Törless to them was presumably due to his own insecurity… the nature of his other 

classmates stood out as healthy, robust, and life-affirming" (10). Törleß has two parental 

figures just a train ride away, but at the boarding school, he is unsure that he will have a 

supportive foundation of friendship and kindness to stand upon and grow as a person. At 

the academy, he is left to fend for himself, and he succeeds in doing so by joining 

Beineberg and Reiting. “Törless abandoned himself entirely to their influence” (11). The 

exchange of parental love for the military academy leaves Törleß to join the strongest 

individuals around him. In doing so, Törleß does not grow as an individual but instead as 

part of a collective; his existence at the academy necessitates the likes of Beineberg and 

Reiting. Within the Hegelian state, the family plays a similar role to that of the academy 

in terms of its role in exterminating the animal from within the child. However, the 

family is only the first step in doing so. When the child is ready, as the young men in 

Musil’s novel are, the children are physically handed over to the state so that they may 

become indoctrinated into the state's customs and norms and learn to serve the state. As 

we will come to see with Törleß, the substitution of love for discipline on part of the 

parents embeds brooding violence within the youth that has no peaceful means of 

resolving itself within the academy.  

 Conflict arises in the novel when Beineberg and Reiting discover that Basini has 

stolen money from Beineberg. Basini was a notorious borrower and used the money he 

stole from Beineberg’s locker to pay back his debts to Reiting. We will first examine the 
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boys’ contemplations regarding what, exactly, to do with Basini, and then closely 

examine the torment Törleß partakes in subjecting to Basini alongside Beineberg and 

Reiting. After Beineberg and Reiting discover that Basini has stolen money from 

Beineberg, Reiting confronts Basini about the matter. Although we do not witness this 

scene in the moment, Reiting recounts his interactions with Basini to Beineberg and 

Törleß in their secret hideout, which has been booby-trapped and contains a secret exit in 

case the boys are to be found during the night. Upon approaching Basini regarding the 

stolen money, Reiting recounts the terrified look in Basini’s face and Basini’s attempt to 

smooth things over. It doesn’t work. Reiting threatens Basini and demands that “You 

must obey me unconditionally in everything I undertake… show me blind obedience” 

(44-45). The narrator recounts how unforgiving and ruthless Reiting is. He “liked nothing 

more than to set people against each other” (41), and, to Reiting, Basini was merely an 

object symbolizing Reiting’s power and domination over him. Reiting has an insatiable 

desire to assert his power over the other students, and he is furthermore described as “a 

tyrant and merciless towards any who resisted him. His followers changed from day to 

day, but he always had the majority on his side. That was his talent” (42). Within the 

confines of the boarding school, the students are subordinate to the adults present. There 

are curfews, watchmen, and rules about wandering around unsupervised. The boys never 

attempt to directly confront the adults in the text, however, their desires are capable of 

manifesting themselves through the other, in this case, Basini. Reiting establishes the 

power dynamic between himself, Beineberg, and Törleß against Basini apparent when he 

writes that Basini was trying “to wriggle out of my clutches, to be on par with me again” 

(45). Once a student has become other, there is no hope for that student, and the others 
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will act nearly out of necessity to keep that student down. Törleß describes the incident 

with Basini as having opened up a “trap door” beneath his feet, noting that “a sudden 

change, and the whole person is different” (48).  

 In the establishment of Basini as other, the narrator notes that “there really was 

something one had to look out for… that can suddenly leap out of the silent mirrors… 

Reiting and Beineberg were possible” (48). The boys become through the other. 

Beineberg, unlike Reiting, is more nuanced and contemplative, but just as dangerous and 

destructive. “[Beineberg’s] composure, and the way everything he said was steeped in his 

philosophy, meant that almost all the pupils distrusted him” (42). Beineberg does not 

have the prowess to garner the allegiance of his fellow peers, but he does play a behind-

the-scenes role that is perhaps more terrifying than his counterpart’s. Beineberg notes the 

following: 

To start with Basini: it doesn’t really matter what we do with him, as far as I’m 

concerned, whether we report him now or beat him or torture him half to death 

purely for fun. I can’t imagine a person like that is of any significance in the 

wonderful piece of machinery that is the world… If the world soul wants one of 

its parts to be preserved, it expresses itself more clearly (60).  

 

Whereas Reiting wants to take Basini as a slave, Beineberg argues that Basini is an 

inconsequential being; his existence in the universe does not matter. The language 

Beineberg employs, especially regarding terms and phrases such as calling the world a 

machine and referring to a “world soul,” resonate with Hegel’s language surrounding the 

state. Both Hegel and Beineberg take the “universal” collection of people to be greater 

than the particular individual, and that individuals who fail to meet the standards that the 

universal has set for its citizens have become useless eaters within an otherwise 

productive and powerful society. Basini exists for Beineberg to be the example of what it 
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is to lack power. Basini is not worth any moral consideration; instead, Basini exists as the 

weakest individual to serve as a frame of reference for the others to constitute 

themselves.  

 Törleß, unlike Beineberg, Reiting, and Basini, struggles to understand his own 

identity. He follows power so as to not end up in Basini’s situation. After Beineberg 

makes his statement regarding Basini’s worth, “Törless did not feel any disagreement” 

(60). He “only went along with this because he was determined to keep up with the 

others” (41). Existence and life become a game for the boys in their attempt to assert 

themselves in a world that is designed to suppress the individual. Reiting and Beineberg 

are potentially one-offs, power-hungry individuals who seek to bully others. However, 

Törleß is both interesting and yet also terrifying for the novel in that he is rather typical. 

It is students like Törleß and Reiting’s other followers that make him a proto-fascist, that 

give Reiting the power he needs to dominate others. Törleß pledges his allegiance to 

Beineberg and Reiting’s ideals when he finally utters the words “Basini’s a thief… and 

people like that are punished” (49). The ability to seize followers for Reiting and 

Beineberg means that “it was… possible that there was a gate leading from the bright, 

everyday world, which was all he had known until now, to another stifling, surging, 

passionate, naked, destructive one” (48-49). This destructive world comes to fruition 

within the dark hideout the boys have created for their own pleasure and Basini’s 

torment.  

 Because Musil wrote the text in the early 1900s before the First World War, the 

language of fascism had not yet emerged; the world would have to wait another three 

decades to witness the rise of German fascism and the appointment of Adolf Hitler to 
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Reichskanzler by President Pual von Hindenburg in January of 1933. Despite the concept 

of a fascist regime not yet in place during the time of his writing, Musil was capable of 

anticipating what Matthias Luserke-Jaqui terms "the fascist mindset" (165). After-the-

fact, in the ruins of a broken and war-torn Europe, Musil writes in a letter cited by 

Luserke-Jaqui that “Vom Törleß… hat ein kluger Mann vor nicht langem gesagt, daß er 

den Menschenschlag, der heute die Welt in Verwirrung bringt, in seiner imaginären 

Jugend dargestellt hat; und so etwas fast vierzig Jahre vorher zu beschreiben, hätte schon 

etwas von einer Prophezeiung” (Briefe I, 1417, Luserke-Jaqui, 165). In the aftermath of 

the Second World War, the Menschenschlag, der heute die Welt in Verwirrung bringt is 

the type of human being capable of not only allowing but also condoning and following 

along with Adolf Hitler’s rise to power. Basini and Beineberg are the fascist leaders of 

tomorrow; Törleß is their follower, and Basini is the other whom the boys identify 

themselves in opposition to.  

 The manner in which the boys go about punishing Basini is truly terrifying. In 

“punishing” Basini for his crimes, the boys affirm their superiority over him. The boys 

bring Basini to their hideout and proceed to beat and rape him. Beineberg reads a list of 

Basini’s “misdeeds” to him before Reiting punches Basini in the jaw (76). In reading 

Basini’s misdeeds to him, the boys, much to Hegel’s pleasure, treat Basini as a rational 

being, one who is capable of understanding the wrongs he has committed, and not merely 

an animal to be abused, though he is treated as such in the end. Törleß takes a great 

interest in this beastly treatment of Basini. As Törleß listens to Beineberg assaulting 

Basini, he is "gripped by a bestial desire to jump up and join in the beating… To his 

astonishment, Törless discovered that he was in a state of sexual arousal” (77). Basini’s 
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rape is lustful to Törleß. He is excited by the sound of Beineberg’s breath, Basini’s 

moans, and the power present in the situation. Desiring to follow Reiting and Beineberg 

and assert his power over Basini, Törleß compels Basini to say ‘I’m a thief’ (79). Basini’s 

willingness to do so places Törleß above him in the present power dynamic; Basini has 

become what Törleß demands him to be. At the academy, Törleß and the boys are all 

what the Kaiserreich demands of them; each individual is absorbed within the universal 

of the German state. Within the hideout, however, Törleß, Beineberg, and Reiting shape 

Basini into the object of their desire. They no longer become the lowest in the society and 

affirm their power and position within a greater universal through torturing Basini. 

 The structure of the military academy demands of the boys that they seek out an 

other or perish. Within the novel, Musil writes that “We all come to terms with what we 

are, the danger is only present in the period of transition” (11). Both Musil and Theweleit 

identify the age of puberty as one integral to the moral development of the young man or 

“soldier male.” Theweleit’s project in Male Fantasies in part attempts to make explicit 

the importance of love in rearing a child for love is not something that young men are 

accustomed to receiving, especially during the time of the Freikorps. Musil elaborates 

upon a similar theme in the novel when he claims that “For the first passion of a young 

man as he grows up is not love… but hatred of all. The feeling that no one understands 

him and that he doesn’t understand the world is not something that accompanies his first 

passion but is its sole, and not random, cause” (31). The young men within the academy 

must work to maintain their individuality within a crushing collective. Within Törleß, this 

individuality exists through Basini, whose petty crimes the others use as a reason to 

torture him. For the young boys, it was never about the money, but instead, the power 
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that they are able to assert upon Basini. Each affirms his own individuality and strength 

through beating Basini. When the sun rises in the morning, and all returns to “normal,” 

Törleß, Reiting, and Beineberg are able to nonchalantly return to their place within the 

universal, ensured of their rightful place within the “world spirit.” Beating and raping 

Basini momentarily satisfies Törleß, Beineberg, and Reiting’s demand for subordination. 

However, much like the young boys’ sexual desires, the demand for recognition is not 

resolved in a one-time encounter, but is instead insatiable; the boys, like Hegel’s state, 

must constantly have the other if they are to be anybody.  

Theweleit speaks to the soldier male’s education in the academies in Male 

Fantasies. Theweleit argues that the academies are so repressive that the soldier male 

must seek different outlets to release his pent-up desire. He asks "What processes in the 

act of killing give him [the soldier male] the pleasure he can apparently no longer find 

elsewhere?” (143), and we can see the strict rules of the boarding school Törleß attends 

as subjecting its students to similar processes that result in them taking out their sexual 

frustration and aggression upon prostitutes and one another. Theweleit further notes that 

the military academy is an “‘institution’ (Anstalt), a place where the cadet lives behind 

prison bars. He has no right of exit from the prison; it is granted only in reward for strict 

adherence to its governing laws" (143). In other words, the individual is only capable of 

leaving the academy when his existence has been transformed from one of the individuals 

to that of the universal. When the soldier male exists for the state and is willing to die for 

the state, he may be released from its confines to perform the “duty” bestowed to him by 

his own country. His existence within the academy, however, is an attempt to escape this 

fate. Reiting dismisses Törleß for being a “goody-goody” when Törleß suggests that they 
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ought to simply turn Basini in (50); the proto-fascists refuse to allow a moment to assert 

their dominance over an other be taken away. In his desire to become the universal for 

which others exist, Reiting demands of Törleß that he keep quiet so that they may torture 

Basini. This is reminiscent of Theweleit's observation that "Relationships between the 

inmates are, without exception, hierarchical" (143). Although the state demands 

subordination from all of its individuals, the logic of the state itself does not function 

without the dissolution of the individual, and children, more so than both adults and 

animals, are willing to act so as to preserve their individuality when it comes under 

threat. The purpose of the academy is to rid them of this individuality, much like the 

purpose of the family in the Hegelian state is not to love but instead to rid the child of its 

animal-like nature, which, in this instance, means her individuality. As noticed in Das 

Weiße Band, the suppression of sexuality and a demand for subordination in children 

causes the rise of a rebellious attitude and the fetishization of violence. Theweleit notes 

of the pupils within the academy that “Each has the power to command and punish those 

below and the duty to obey those above. The occupant of the lowest position in the 

hierarchy must find another whom even he can dominate or he is finished” (144). In this 

instance, Basini’s inability to find someone even lower than himself results in the 

complete dissolution of his character. He begins to exist for an other instead of himself.  

The Hegelian state demands of its occupants their allegiance and conformity to 

the state’s laws and customs. In return, the state offers “freedom.” Hegel argues that the 

child cannot be free without the state, for the state gives the child all it needs to exercise 

negative rights, such as speech. However, Hegel’s conception of freedom devolves into 

violence when presented within a state so paternalistic and conservative. Without the 
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freedom to exist as a child, as a natural human being, the young pupil pursues violent 

outlets for which she can assert her dominance. This is seen several times over in Das 

Weiße Band, such as the beating of the disabled boy or the killing of the pastor’s bird. In 

Törless, this comes from beating Basini. The children cannot conceptualize their freedom 

as conformity to standards and instead demand the freedom to be themselves. Within the 

paternalistic Hegelian state, the only manner in which this is possible is through violence 

upon an other. The other cannot be stronger than the individual seeking freedom, so it 

must come in the form of a Basini. When carried through into adult life, we begin to 

recognize why Beineberg, Reiting, and Törleß are capable of being viewed after-the-fact 

as the fascists of tomorrow.  
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Shunned Sexuality: Wedekind’s Frühlings Erwachen  
 

Throughout the three aesthetic texts I focus on in this paper, parents struggle to 

raise their children in an “appropriate” manner. This is seen most explicitly in parents’ 

dealing with their children’s developing sexual feelings and desires. Törleß may have 

loving parents who cry over his absence at home, but they also abandon Törleß at an age 

in which he literally begs for help and recognition in the letters he sends home. Törleß 

says goodbye to his parents and immediately visits a prostitute afterward. Parents, in both 

Törleß and Das Weiße Band, act to suppress or, at the very least, distance themselves 

from their children's natural developments. Sex is too taboo to be tolerated, and parents 

either confront their children to suppress it or, in the case of Törleß, push it to the back of 

their minds by literally placing the child in someone else's care. The bridge between these 

two extremes, physical abuse in Das Weiße Band and abandonment in Törleß, can be 

found in Frank Wedekind’s Frühlings Erwachen. Within this play, children experiment 

sexually at the horror of their parents, ultimately resulting in Melchior being sent away to 

a military academy for impregnating Wendla. This act compels Melchior’s mother to 

send her son away from home to a boarding school. In doing so, Melchior’s parents 

recognize their failure to act in a Hegelian manner toward their child; they have not 

broken Melchior of his animal spirit, and so must send him to an academy in which life 

becomes mechanized, an artificial answer to a natural “problem.”  

 The full title of the play is Frühlings Erwachen: eine Kindertragödie. The play 

intimately connects the audience to the young characters on stage as their growing sexual 

interests and relationships with one another become a “tragedy.” Within this section, we 

will first examine some reasons for critically examining a play to critique Hegel’s 
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philosophical position and theoretical construction of the state. The play, like the film and 

the novel, is capable of critique in a more grounded and human manner than the 

theoretical, philosophical text. The play in particular forces the audience to see the 

individuals in a way that the Philosophy of Right simply cannot. The play removes the 

barrier between the audience and the content while simultaneously forcing an intimate 

connection to form between the two. Although the play does not break the fourth wall, 

the audience is compelled to connect with the characters in a manner that the film is 

incapable of. The play is, in a way, inescapable. The film can be turned off, but the 

audience loses that autonomy in the act of watching the play. The audience must, in a 

way, stand up and physically exit the structure as if to say “I have given up. This is too 

much for me.” Wedekind’s Frühlings Erwachen, written in the conservative context of 

the Kaiserreich and the time of the proliferation of the Freikorps, forces an audience that 

looks and acts like the adults in Das Weiße Band to come to terms with their own actions 

and the manners in which they rear their children. The play shakes the foundation of the 

Hegelian family structure and the beliefs of many in the Kaiserreich just one generation 

after Hegel’s death. The manner in which the Hegelian state attempts to suppress teenage 

sexuality forces children to act against the state in reactive defiance. The outlet from 

which children’s suppressed sexuality flows is violent and demands to be superseded 

[aufheben] by the state, a vicious cycle in which crime and punishment emerge from 

abuse, neglect, and the withdrawal of parental love.  

 As we are first introduced to Wendla in the play, she is just turning fourteen years 

old and yet the taboo nature of sexual and reproductive discourse is evident in Wendla’s 

discussions with her mother. Frau Bergmann, Wendla’s mother, tells her to take a basket 
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to Ina after she has had a baby, but she does so in a childish and innocent manner, 

unwilling to convey to Wendla any sense of how babies actually come about. Frau 

Bergmann states “Denke dir, Wendla, diese Nacht war der Storch bei ihr und hat ihr 

einen kleinen Jungen gebracht” (Wedekind 35, 2.2.3-4). Despite her daughter going 

through puberty and developing into a young adult, Frau Bergmann is both 

uncomfortable and unwilling to speak to Wendla about sexuality or any topics regarding 

it, including pregnancy and the birthing process. In an effort to keep children “pure” and 

focus their minds on becoming good citizens, parents choose to forego speaking about 

sex with their children both for the parents’ comfort, the society’s expectations, and the 

notion of sexuality as sin in the Judeo-Christian concept. Adrian del Caro, in his essay 

titled "The Beast, the Bad, and the Body: Moral Entanglement in Wedekind's ‘Frühlings 

Erwachen," presents a similar view as he writes that Wedekind "intensifies the ludicrous 

aspects of adulthood to illustrate the timidity of man when confronted with his own 

nature” (8). Wendla’s mother cannot come to terms with her child’s natural existence, 

which is inherently sexual. Frau Bergmann’s attempt to rid Wendla of her animal nature 

actually manifests as a poor attempt to cover up the truth about a reproductive process.  

 However, this does not mean that children are actually blissfully unaware of their 

developing bodies or haven’t explored their budding sexual urges. Wendla confronts her 

mother in this same scene by stating “Du kannst doch im Ernst nicht verlange, daß ich bei 

meinen vierzehn Jahren noch an den Storch glaube” (36, 2.2.29-31). The emphasis 

parents and prominent figures within the township or state place on sexual abstinence and 

puritan-like values constitutes a belittlement of children. Del Caro’s reading of the text 

supports this interpretation as he writes that “the mother [Frau Bergmann] wants her 
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daughter as far from the animal as possible” (10); In other words, the life of a child is not 

one to be valued but instead transcended and quickly “forgotten” about; sexual urges, an 

aspect of animal nature, become suppressed by the weight of the community’s normative 

values that the adults adhere to. Wendla, at fourteen years old, is obviously somewhat 

aware of her body, its functions, and its capabilities; she certainly knows where babies 

come from, but parents refuse to acknowledge the inevitable and prevent her from 

learning about bodily processes that the surrounding society interprets as inappropriate. 

The result is not that children exist as good, pure citizens of the state whose behavior 

conforms to that of the standard they have been taught. Instead, the children explore 

different outlets for rebellion, constituting a strange, often violent self-taught education. 

In Frühlings Erwachen, the education children receive from the adults is for the state. We 

will later see this through an examination of Melchior and his time spent in boarding 

school. First, however, we will look toward the acts that result in his being sent to the 

boarding school. Melchior and Wendla’s relationship is strange and violent. As we move 

into this discussion, we see an example of the response to sexual suppression that 

Theweleit notes in Male Fantasies and was noted early in the paper.  

In the play’s first act, one of Wendla’s friends, Martha, explains to Wendla that 

her parents beat her. Wendla offers to cut Martha’s hair, but she responds by saying “Um 

Gotteswillen, Wendla! Papa schlägt mich krumm, und Mama sperrt mich drei Nächte ins 

Kohlenloch” (18, 1.3.10-11). Wendla, however, takes an immediate interest in how 

Martha’s parents beat her. Wendla immediately responds by asking, “Womit schlägt er 

dich, Martha?” (18, 1.3.12), and she will go on to ask this exact same question to Martha 

one more time in this scene (19, 1.3.14). In an act of almost fetishization, Wendla’s 
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curiosity in Martha’s pain and the manner in which Martha’s parents abuse her grows 

throughout the scene. Martha tells her “Ich lag auf der Erde und schrie und heulte. Dam 

kommt Papa. Ritsch –– das Hemd herunter” (18, 1.3.35-36). These descriptions of the 

physical pain interest Wendla the most, and she diverts the conversation to specifically 

ask questions that prompt these sorts of responses from Martha.  

Martha’s parents force her to the ground from her bed to pray and keep her hair 

up high in a pink bow for religious purposes. In beating Martha, her parents hope to 

“correct” her behavior and teach her to obey authority, both from her parents and God. 

However, Martha obeys not because her parents have taught her to be “good” in their 

own twisted sense of the term, but rather because she fears pain; she has been 

conditioned. Wendla, a sheltered child who has never been hit, takes interest in Martha’s 

pain and begins to fetishize it. Wendla does not know much about sexuality and 

intercourse, so her mind is left to wander and discover it for herself, and she does so 

through Martha’s experiences with her abusive parents. This escalates two scenes later in 

which Wendla’s interest in pain manifests itself in reality through interaction with 

Melchior. 

Wendla’s interest in pain and sexuality is not limited to that one encounter with 

Martha. Instead, Wendla brings the topic up in conversation with Melchior. Melchior, 

however, is opposed to physical punishment for wrongdoings. Melchior responds to 

Wendla’s description of Martha’s suffering by stating “Ich glaube nicht, daß je ein Kind 

dadurch besser wird” (27, 1.5.26-27). However, Wendla seems to miss the point entirely. 

Her interest is fixated on experiencing that feeling that Martha does when she is hit. 

Wendla finds a thin twig [Gerte] just after Melchior claims that physical abuse does not 
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make children better, Wendla asks Melchior “Würdest du mich nicht einmal damit 

schlagen?” (27, 1.5.33). At first, Melchior is opposed and seemingly caught off guard. 

Wendla begs him "Bitte –– bitte" (28, 1.5.8), and finally, Melchior strikes Wendla's legs 

with the twig. The stage notes state "er schlägt sie stärker" (28, 1.5.14). At this moment, 

the audience is forced to watch as a young child physically beats the other at the other’s 

request. Initially opposed because he knows or has reasoned the beating to be 

meaningless and unnecessary, Melchior ends up striking Wendla, yelling “Wart’ Hexe, 

ich will dir den Satan austreiben!” (28, 1.5.16). Wendla is interested in the experience of 

pain, so although she is interested in the physical feeling of the beating, the moment has 

been rationalized and is far from animalistic. Melchior, on the other hand, engages in the 

beating because he reverts to his natural desires; the beating is a sexualized act and an 

exposition of masculine authority. Alexander Mathäs, in his “The End of Pathos and of 

Youthful Innocence: Schiller, Wedekind, and Schnitzler,” argues that Melchior “has to 

succumb to his drives… when he beats Wendla… [this] shows that education does not 

necessarily keep the instincts in check" (9). Such a view is supported by the stage notes 

following this scene, in which Wedekind writes "Plötzlich springt er [Melchior] empor, 

faßt sich mit beiden Händen an die Schläfen und stürzt, aus tiefster Seele jammervoll 

aufschluchzend, in den Wald hinein" (28, 1.5.21-23). Melchior, though masculine and 

domineering at the moment, reverts back to his rational self and immediately begins to 

sob, indicating that he is either terrified by, feels remorse for, or simply does not fully 

understand the ramifications of what just happened.  

This shared moment between Wendla and Melchior presents several challenges to 

Hegel’s conceptions of gender roles, the family, and the education of children. The sexual 
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act within the state is a tool for the state's continued existence; when for pleasure, it is not 

an act condoned by the state, as witnessed through its adult populace's taboo conceptions 

of the act, such as Wendla's mother or the pastor in Das Weiße Band. However, at this 

moment Wendla has rationalized her sexual desires; Melchior does not force himself 

upon her in this situation, but instead initially refuses to touch Wendla at all. Wendla is 

specific in what she wants in this situation, and the transition between hearing about her 

friend’s abuse and attempting to, in a way, recreate this feeling for herself with Melchior 

shows a deep amount of thought and consideration regarding sexuality, pleasure, and pain 

on Wendla’s part. Wendla’s ignorance regarding sexual acts due in large part to her 

upbringing does not mean she cannot rationalize her desires and create the types of 

situations she wishes to explore. Melchior, on the other hand, shows that a “moral” 

education only does so much to suppress the animal within. Melchior has thought about 

and considered the morality of exerting violence upon children and tells Wendla that he is 

opposed, but this does not mean that Melchior will not himself engage in these acts, 

especially when the context is sexual. Melchior’s beating Wendla, then, is a sexualized 

act, one in which Melchior’s desires overcome his “moral” education. Both Wendla and 

Melchior are issues for the state in these regards. Wendla has found a way to rationalize a 

sexual desire, even one as taboo as being hit. Melchior, on the other hand, engages in 

animalistic behavior because he is incapable of fully repressing his sexual desires and 

they end up becoming manifest through violence. Wendla, a woman, wishes to engage in 

the act for the experience in itself. In asking Melchior to perform an act that is both 

sexual but also has no reproductive use, the two children pose a significant challenge for 

the Hegelian state’s emphasis on strict gender roles and moral education. The faults of an 
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abstinence-based moral education are further witnessed when Melchior's ambiguous 

raping of Wendla. 

Wendla is an especially interesting and important figure to consider because she is 

a young woman. When discussing the rearing of children within the state, Hegel is most 

certainly thinking of young men being raised for positions of power, both in society and 

the household. As noted in Hegel’s discussion of women, he believes that women are the 

incubators of the state; the state does not exist without them, but it may as well seem that 

way. Wendla’s relationship with Melchior is especially interesting in that we witness a 

bastardized conception of the male-female relationship in the form of two children. In a 

very short scene in the Second Act, it is implied that Melchior rapes Wendla. Before 

doing so, Melchior tells Wendla “O glaub mir, es gibt keine Liebe! –– Alles Eigennutz, 

alless Egoismus!” (2.4.25-26). At this moment, we see a dramatic shift in mood as neither 

child has condoned or requested the act from the other, as was the case in the beating. 

Melchior’s denial of love leads him to deny that there is compassion in the world. In 

asserting that everything is egoism, Melchior attempts to affirm his individuality within 

the plurality of the surrounding society or state. In his refusal to become absolved into the 

universal and remain a free-thinking particular, Melchior now asserts his dominance over 

Wendla, something that he could not fully do before when Wendla specifically requested 

to be hit. Whereas Wendla begged to be struck on the legs, she explicitly tells Melchior 

"Nicht!... Nicht, Melchior!" (41, 2.4.28) several times. Wendla gave momentary control 

of her body to Melchior in the earlier scene, but at this moment, Wendla is utterly 

powerless, and her body becomes a tool for Melchior to both pleasure himself with and 

assert his individuality through the other. Melchior is controlled by those above him in 



46 

the society, especially his parents, so Wendla becomes an object for which he can express 

his feelings and attitude through further exploration of his sexual desires. Although the 

circumstances of the attack are ambiguous, it is clear that the state has failed to prevent 

an intense act of violence: rape. Indeed, the state prompts the action, as Melchior forces 

himself onto Wendla in defiance of the state’s moral norms in order to exert his power in 

the world, even if the only power he has is over a young girl.  

Of course, these in-the-moment feelings of Melchior’s, once they are discovered 

by his parents in a letter he has written, end up being the tipping point for Melchior’s 

mother to decide to send him to an academy for school. Melchior’s mother, Frau Gabor, 

who initially states that the letter and its authenticity are “Unmöglich!!” (66, 3.3.12). 

However, Melchior’s dad is convinced that he and his wife can no longer control 

Melchior and must instead send him away to receive a proper education in both the sense 

of school and of morality. Finally, after hearing the letter implicitly describing Melchior’s 

actions toward Wendla, Herr Gabor asks “Sag’ mir, Fanny, wo soll ich hin mit dem 

Jungen?!”, to which Frau Gabor responds “In die Korrektionsanstalt” (66, 3.3.28-30). 

The utterance of the word ‘Korrektionsanstalt’ by Frau Gabor confirms that Melchior 

will, like Törleß, attend a boarding school far from home to reform and educate him so 

that he may hopefully one day become a productive member of society. The parents, 

recognizing their failures to prevent this from happening, must turn Melchior over to the 

state so that he may receive a “proper” education.  

Wendla, however, becomes pregnant with Melchior’s child. Without any 

knowledge or awareness of her reproductive capacities and a mother who still attempts to 

convince her of the stork’s existence, Wendla becomes pregnant herself. Upon realizing 
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this, Frau Bergmann takes Wendla to a doctor’s office so that Wendla may have an 

abortion. The abortion ends up botched, and Wendla becomes ill. During this time, 

however, Wendla’s mother is so embarrassed that she is still focused on the fact that her 

daughter became pregnant out of wedlock. Frau Bergmann states “Großer, gewaltiger 

Gott ––, das ist’s ja, daß du nicht verheiratet bist! Das ist ja das Fürchterliche! –– 

Wendla, Wendla, Wendla, was hast du getan!!” (71-72, 3.5.37-2). Frau Bergmann places 

the blame on Wendla as if it is Wendla’s fault for her rape. Del Caro has moments such 

as this in mind when he writes that “Adults in Frühlings Erwachen are morally outraged 

at their children, but by the same token they are morally outclassed" (7). How can we 

hold children fully responsible for actions that are prompted in response to a despotic 

upbringing? Within the Hegelian state, the act of the rape is a crime that the state must 

negate, but we are left wondering in Frühlings Erwachen if the state has, in this instance, 

created the very conditions for that rape to occur in defiance to the state's moral norms. 

Additionally, the natural processes that Wendla's body must undergo as a result of her 

assault are too natural, and so must also be dealt with. In philosophical discourse, the 

body is generally considered irrational, but in the Hegelian state, the female body is 

especially irrational, confined to deliver children like all other animals in the world. 

Although Melchior’s action would be considered a crime, it is the victim who suffers the 

greatest; it becomes Wendla’s fault that she is pregnant, and as a pregnant child out of 

wedlock, she presents a threat to the state’s conservative and paternalistic existence. The 

existence of children outside of wedlock is animalistic; it is the fate of brutes to have such 

children, but not the sophisticated and intelligible state. In this manner, Wendla’s 

abortion, and therefore her death, are necessitated by factors that are entirely outside of 
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her own control. The Hegelian state cannot adequately deal with or conceptualize of an 

individual like Wendla without subjecting her to undo violence. If punishment is the 

rational response to a crime, Wendla is subjected to rational torment for being the victim 

of one. Canceling the effects of the crime necessitates the removal of Wendla’s child, 

complicit in and created by the rape.  

There is no freedom within the Hegelian state for Wendla. The precarious role of women 

within the state does not allow them to experience freedom in the manner in which Hegel 

thinks autonomy is manifested within the state. While it is true that women are at least 

somewhat educated and protected by the state, sexuality becomes an issue for the state’s 

conception of aufheben to work with, given that women are so often the victims of sexual 

assault within a society that does not value their opinion or view them as equal to men. In 

becoming a victim, like Wendla, the man may be punished but the woman is the one who 

ends up dying. Punishment may “honor” the perpetrator for his rational mind and ability 

to recognize his wrongdoing, but the “irrational” female body cannot help but change as a 

result of the domination that has been forced upon it. The state can let the body carry out 

its nine-month voyage through pregnancy or, in the case of Wendla, attempt to remove 

the results of the crime from the body forcefully. To honor the male’s rationality, the 

female body is destroyed. Of course, for Frau Bergmann, Wendla’s abortion has more to 

do with the social stigma surrounding pregnancy out of wedlock. Frau Bergmann places 

others’ views of the Bergmann family above Wendla’s health. Frau Bergmann’s daughter 

was supposed to be an innocent young girl, but Wendla turned out to be a blemish on the 

family’s name and reputation. This is so, however, because of the manner in which the 

state surrounding the family is construed. What has been labeled and thought of as 
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socially acceptable is inconsistent with Wendla’s existence. This compels Wendla’s 

mother to elicit such a radical response to Wendla’s pregnancy. As social stigma 

constitutes the views of the plurality and, in the Hegelian state, makes up the “universal,” 

the not-actually-so-peculiar situation of Wendla in Frühlings Erwachen ends up 

condoning the theft of liberties on the woman’s part. Those above the particular woman 

determine her illegitimate child’s fate, and therefore the fate of the woman in regards to 

the happenings of her body before the child is ever born and the body is ever subjected to 

the force of carrying another human being inside of itself for nine months. Within the 

Hegelian state, deviation from norms is not condoned, especially for those norms that one 

“just doesn’t talk about,” and uses of euphemisms, such as that of the stork, serve to keep 

children "children" during their adolescent years. This, however, does not achieve 

Hegel's goal of breaking the child. Instead, the state will be the one to break the child's 

body, either in the academy or on the surgery table during a botched abortion. 
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Conclusion 

One can simply read Hegel’s Philosophy of Right and dismiss the text as outdated 

or blatantly sexist, but to do so would be to avoid engaging with more pragmatic aspects 

of the Hegelian state and its implications for the modern world. Likewise, one could 

approach the text as Karl Popper does from a philosophical and largely theoretical 

standpoint rooted in an understanding of who Hegel was as a person and his intentions to 

serve the Kaiser. However, in examining these three “aesthetic texts,” we observe the 

implications of Hegel’s text in a much different light and offer social criticism in this 

manner. In critiquing the Hegelian state through literary and film analysis, we are forced 

to think about the implications of the Hegelian state and the future it promises for its 

citizens. Theoretically speaking, turning the human child into a citizen of the state is not 

very controversial, especially in light of the time period in which Hegel is writing. This is 

why it is difficult to engage with the Philosophy of Right on its own terms. An apt 

critique of the text must look past the pages and into a world like those pages actually 

describe. Although none of the texts I have examined within this paper were created with 

any intention of depicting the “Hegelian state,” each text does constitute a problem for 

the implications of a state like Hegel’s, one that accepts Hegel’s arguments regarding 

children and women within society, for example. To buy into Hegel’s positive conception 

of freedom (as opposed to the negative conception of rights put forth by the classic liberal 

thinkers) is to accept the universal notion of the state and the reliance upon the state that 

the individuals that collectively constitute it abide by. The state may grant the 

preconditions for freedom through education, but it is through that very education that 

children become consumed by and indoctrinated into a conservative and traditionalist 
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state framework. Such a state, however, does not persist unchallenged. The Hegelian 

notion of resolving [aufheben] crimes through punishment attempts to keep the state in 

perfect equilibrium. However, the state faces a larger problem in terms of the youth that it 

rears. Hegel’s framework for rearing children presents a new type of challenge to the 

state that the state is unwilling or largely incapable of dealing with. The rebellion of 

children takes place in many forms, as seen through the aesthetic texts, however, the 

punishment of these children is the punishment of the state’s future. Upon initial reading, 

one might think that Hegel has written the perfect mechanized “formula” to create a state 

in which the individuals within it conform to the state’s expectations and demands of its 

citizens. However, children are a unique problem for the state in that, in one sense, 

children are not rational enough to punish in the sense that Hegel wants, and, at the same 

time, their upbringing within such a state prompts rebellion against and a release from the 

repression, sexual and otherwise, that the state imposes upon its young, future citizens.  

In an attempt to create a just and conservative society, Hegel creates the breeding 

ground for followers of fascism. The generation that went on to become followers of 

Adolf Hitler and prominent Nazis themselves grew up searching for an alternative, for 

something different. This search compels children to seek out others they are capable of 

dominating. The rise of Adolf Hitler in the 1930s gave these former children, now adults, 

the opportunity to absolutely dominate an other through the state. The very institution 

that was supposed to keep law and order and promote a civilized society becomes the tool 

for domination of the other as the youth it once repressed are granted political power. The 

organism that granted “freedom” to its citizens becomes, in turn, the apparatus for 

absolute, total domination of the other.  
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This is not merely an issue of the past, however. One of the most dangerous thoughts 

leaders and influential thinkers can have today is that the Holocaust is incapable of 

repeating itself or that the world is now tolerant enough to avoid the domination of others 

on such a scale as we witnessed during the Second World War. It is comforting to believe 

that, despite our political divides within the modern world, countries like the United 

States and Germany are progressive enough to ensure that individuals are treated with 

dignity and respect, regardless of where they come from or what their religion is. Such a 

series of beliefs, however, cannot easily be held in the surge of “alt-right” groups in the 

United States and Germany, for example. The fear that children are growing up 

“sexualized” in a world of growing progressive sexual education systems or that 

countries are beginning to lose their “culture” with an influx of migration in the face of a 

globalized world has created severe backlash from certain groups and the forming of new 

political factions whose purpose is to revert back to the “good old days,” to, for example, 

“Make America Great Again.” This backlash is entrenched with hatred for the other, for a 

group that is somehow different than the self that posits and shares these thoughts. When 

we examine the political climate in the United States, we recognize parties drifting 

further and further apart from one another ideologically. On one side of the issue, we find 

a group dedicated to the sexual suppression of children, an extension of the "abstinence-

only" sexual education curriculum advocated for many on this side. Alongside this belief, 

we also find a desire to construct rather than destroy barriers between human beings. 

Such rhetoric is limited not just to the Republican Party within the United States but is 

also found in European political discourse, such as Germany's far-right party, Alternative 

für Deutschland, whose goal is to halt the influx of migrants into Germany to preserve its 
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historic “culture.” When such beliefs are passed from adult to child and instilled within 

the country’s youth, we create a situation not unlike that witnessed in the three aesthetic 

texts explored in this paper. The “other” is no longer the Jew, but instead one of many 

groups lumped together as "foreign." Mexicans, Palestinians, and countless other groups 

of human beings have become other to the predominately white, "European" world. This 

need not always remain the case, however. To teach love and tolerance to children is 

potentially the alternative to a world just a few decades away in which total domination 

of the other once again becomes a possibility. 
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