THE LONG
NINETEENTH
CENTURY

A History of Germany, 1780-1918

‘l‘ v
T §

20 A
) A A
2 Y

I- ' - "l
A A os ¥} !
J R et 4 ' ?
\ "._:.w‘ - ‘.-
' e _‘ ™ f R '.I s I

N
Lo ‘!
vy &

David Blackbourn




The Long
Nineteenth Century






The Long
Nineteenth Century

A History of Germany,
1780-1918

DAVID BLACKBOURN

New York  Oxford
OXFORD UNIVERSITY PRESS
1998



Oxford University Press

Oxford New York
Athens Auckland Bangkok Bogota Bombay
Buenos Aires Calcutta Cape Town Dar es Salaam
Delhi Florence Hong Kong Istanbul Karachi
Kuala Lumpur Madras Madrid Melbourne
Mexico City Nairobi Paris Singapore
Taipei Tokyo Toronto Warsaw

and associated companies in
Berlin Ibadan

Copyright © 1997 by David Blackbourn

Maps by Leslie Robinson

Originally published in Great Britain in 1997 by Fontana Press,
an imprint of HarperCollins Publishers

First published in the United States in 1998 by Oxford University Press, Inc.
198 Madison Avenue, New York, New York 10016

Oxford is a registered trademark of Oxford University Press

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise,
without the prior permission of Oxford University Press.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Blackbourn, David, 1949-
[Fontana history of Germany, 1780-1918]
The long nineteenth century: a history of Germany, 1780-1918/
David Blackbourn.
p. cm.

Originally published in Great Britain in 1997 by Fontana Press
under the title: Fontana history of Germany, 1780-1918.
ISBN 0-19-507671-0 (alk. paper)—

ISBN 0-19-507672-9 (pbk.: alk. paper)

1. Germany—History—1789-1900.

2. Germany—History—1871-1918.

3. Germany—Intellectual life—19th century.

4. Germany—Social conditions—19th century.

5. Germany—Social conditions—1871-1918. 1. Title.
DD203.B59 1998 943’.07—dc21 97-29535

5791086 4

Printed in the United States of America



For Fack Plumb






CONTENTS

List of Maps

List of Tables and Figures
List of Plates

Preface
Acknowledgements

PROLOGUE: Germany in the Late Eighteenth Century

Small Worlds
Political Fragmentation and the Territorial State
The Forces of Soctal and Cultural Change

PART ONE: The Age of Revolutions, 17891848
CHAPTER ONE In the Shadow of France

The French Revolution in Germany
The Inpact of War

Reform from Above

CHAPTER TWO Germany in Transition
Rulers, States, Identities

A Changing Society

The Development of Political Life

cHAPTER THREE The Revolutions of 1848-9

From Spring to Autumn
Counter-Revolution and ‘Second Revolution’
The Causes of Failure

PART TWO: The Age of Progress, 1849—80
CHAPTER FOUR Economy and Society Transformed

Industrialization
Emigration, Migration, Urbanization
A New Class Structure

EEEE.% 5=

13
26

45
47

47
57
70

91

91
106
120

138
150
164

175
177

177
191
207



viii Contents
CcHAPTER FIVE From Reaction to Unification
The Age of Reaction and the New Era

The Making of a United Germany
Division and Consolidation

CHAPTER sIx Progress and its Discontents
The Culture of Progress

Religion ‘

Doubts and Anxieties

PART THREE: The Age of Modernity, 1880—1914

CHAPTER SEVEN ‘Made in Germany’: A New
Economic Order

Agriculture, Industry, Small Business
Germany and the International Economy
Organized Interests, Politics and the State

CHAPTER EIGHT Society and Culture
For Better, For Worse

Order and Discipline

Culture and Revolt

cHAPTER NINE The Old Politics and the New
Elites, Parties and Popular Politics
Nationalism, Imperialism, Racism
Germany and the Coming of War

EPILOGUE: Germany at War, 1914-18

Front and Home Front
War Aims and Domestic Politics
Revolution and Beyond

Notes \
Select Bibliography of English-Language Works
Index

225

225

243
259

270

270
283
302

3I1

313
313
330
337

351

351
370
385

400
400
424
441

461
461
478
489

499
527
549



wv bW N e

MAPS

‘The Electorate of Mainz in the Eighteenth Century

The German Confederation of 1815

" The Ruhr Industrial Region, 1850-70 "

Unified Germany
The Western Front, 1914~-18

15

94-5
182-3
246-7
464-5



TABLE 1
TABLE 2

TABLE 3

TABLE 4

FIGURE 1
FIGURE 2

FIGURE 3
FIGURE 4

FIGURE §

TABLES AND FIGURES

Forms of Protest in Germany, 1848~9
Germany’s Largest Cities, '
1850, 1870/71, 1910

The Structure of Landholding

in Imperial Germany

Convictions for Murder in Germany,
Prussia and Berlin, 1882-1914

Food Prices and Crime in Prussia, 1836-50
Miners and Coal Production in '
the Saarland, 1849-78

Overseas Emigration from
Nineteenth-Century Germany

Index of German Industrial Production,
1870-1913

Infant Mortality in Prussia and

Saxony, 1840-1920

171

200

314

373

114

179

195

319

353



LIST OF PLATES

A seigneur inflicts corporal punishment.
‘Cranioscopical Manipulations’, a caricature of 1795. .
A middle-class nursery around 1840.

Gagged intellectuals in “The Thinkers’ Club’ discuss the question of
how much longer they will still be allowed to think.

A sardonic view of women’s emancipation in the revolution of r848
The Prussian General Wrangel’s ‘Street-Cleaning Machine’.
The Execution of Robert Blum.

Construction of a railway engine, 1849.

A shanty-town on the outskirts of Berlin, 1871.

A Bavarian peasant family displays jts four-legged assets.

A construction gang working on the new Paul Wallot Reichstag.
The Blacherplatz, Belle-Alliance Bridge and Hallesches Tor.

A cellar room in south-west Berlin.

A telephone exchange.

Two proletarians relieve an exhausted Atlas of his burden.

A cartoon from Eduard Thoeny’s 1899 collection, Der Leutnant.
The private room of a postal official in German East Africa.
German First World War dugout, with former occupant.
Women performing heavy manual labour.






PREFACE

In 1807 the great theorist of modern war, Carl von Clausewitz,
wrote an article called “The Germans and the French’ in which
he compared the two nations. One was militaristic, and the
subject-mentality of its people doomed them to political ‘obedi-
ence’; the other had a more literary bent, and its hypercritical
inhabitants would be unlikely to submit to tyranny.' The obedi-
ent militarists were, of course, the French, the critically minded
literary types the Germans. So much for ‘national character’.
Clausewitz’s judgment was no doubt affected by his recent
experiences as a French prisoner of war. But his was not an
exceptional contemporary view, or a peculiarly German one.
For another sixty years, many in Britain still saw France as the
archetype of a bureaucratic police society and militarist power.
Germany, on the other hand, long enjoyed a reputation as a
quaint, half-timbered land - and a country whose industrial
goods were still regarded, even in the 1870s, as cheap and nasty.
Times change, and so do clichés. The book that follows will try
to show why new political, cultural and economic stereotypes
of the Germans arose in the course of the nineteenth century.
It will also suggest that some of those stereotypes need to be
viewed with scepticism.

This is a book about Germany in the ‘long nineteenth cen-
tury’. The term is widely used by European historians to describe
the period between the ‘double revolution’ of the late eighteenth
century (the French Revolution of 1789, the Industrial Revol-
ution in Britain) and the First World War. The French Revol-
ution and the armies it spawned destroyed the centuries-old
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. German-speaking
Central Europe was reshaped, on the map and internally. True,
Germany was no political backwater in the late eighteenth cen-
tury: modern research has demonstrated that. But the ideas and
institutions of the French Revolution - revolution itself, citizen-
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ship, the sovereign state, nationalism — did create a new grammar
of politics. In Germany, as in other parts of Europe, the nine-
teenth century was a period of coming to terms with that legacy
— accepting, adapting, or rejecting it.

The case for the Industrial Revolution as a starting point
raises more questions. Historians are generally less willing now
than they once were to accept a big-bang theory of industrializ-
ation, and more likely to propose a later date for the emergence
of industrial economies. But there are still at least two good
reasons to begin this account in the late eighteenth century. That
was when the forces driving the process of economic change in
Germany first made themselves felt: a sharp population increase,
more commercialized agriculture, expanded manufacturing for
the market. Furthermore, even if we drop the ‘revolution’ tag,
industrial transformation must be a major theme in any history
of mneteenth—century Germany; and Germans themselves were
very aware even in the 1780s that Britain was the pioneer, hence
the efforts to attract inventors and copy machinery. In the early
chapters of this book we find Germans seeking to emulate and
catch up; by the end of the nineteenth century Germany had
overtaken Britain in key areas of industry, with consequences
that were not just economic. |

There is a final reason to begin this account in the late eigh-
teenth century. It concerns not politics or economics, but cul-
ture. The Enlightenment and its critics offered a dress-rehearsal
of arguments that would run through the nineteenth century:
about the past, about nature, about religion, about progress.
The late eighteenth century also saw the bcgmnmg of one of the
most important developments described in this book. Growing
numbers of books, newspapers and clubs began to stitch together
a reading pubhc, even something that could be described as
public opinion. The self-conscious literary and philosophical
debates of these years did something else. They sounded the
idea that Germany was the ‘land of poets and thinkers’. A major
strand in the cultural history of the nineteenth century consisted
of the debate between Germans who wanted to throw off this
reputation, and those who insisted that it described a special
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German virtue. When the German intelligentsia went to war in
1914, it was the supposedly superior depth of German culture
that it brandished against the enemy.

If there are grounds for argument about where a history of
nineteenth-century Germany should begin, few are likely to
disagree that it should end with the First World War. There
were certainly continuities even across the great divide of 1914-
18, but there is a powerful case for seeing these years as a
watershed. More than one and a half million Germans were
among the 10 million killed in the conflict, not counting the
millions more who died of malnutrition and the influenza epi-
demic that arrived with the end of hostilities. Total war magni-
fied every strain and tension in prewar Germany: social,
generational, political. It led to revolution, and left its mark on
everything from painting and literature to the subsequent era
of mechanized human destruction in which Germany played
such a large part. The Great War ripped the fabric of society
for those who lived through it. Eighty years later it continues
to stand out as a turning point in modern history, the first great
catastrophe of our century, from which so much else flowed.

That is the ‘When’ - the long nineteenth century of the title.
The ‘Where’ — Germany — may seem more obvious, but is not. In
1797 the writers Goethe and Schiller posed a famous question:
‘Germany? But where is it? I don’t know how to find such a
country.” The difficulty begins at the most basic level, with
lines drawn in the ground, or borders. The Holy Roman Empire,
still in existence when Goethe and Schiller wrote (but only just),
was not a territorial state in the modern sense. It consisted of
hundreds of separate entities, whose inhabitants owed loyalty to
an even larger number of people — not just local rulers, but
church, guild and feudal lord. In so far as there were clear
territorial boundaries in the Empire, they divided it internally
as much as they defined it externally. That is the point at which
this book begins.

The nineteenth century gave a series of answers to the ques-
tion asked by Goethe and Schiller. Napoleon’s success on the
battlefield simplified German geography. It turned hundreds of
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separate states into mere dozens, and gave those states a stronger
sense of their own borders. Two of them, Austria and Prussia,
already rivals in the eighteenth century, now pursued their inter-
ests within the German Confederation that replaced the Holy
Roman Empire. What contemporaries increasingly called the
German Question was posed again in 1848-9 against a back-
ground of revolution and nationalist demands. But the revol-
ution produced no German nation-state, and its defeat restored
the loose Confederation. It was Bismarck and the Prussian army
which provided the decisive nineteenth-century answer to the
question ‘where is Germany?’, by defeating Austria in 1866 and
paving the way for the German Empire established in 1871.
Nationalist historians writing at the time not only lionized Bis-
marck and his achievement. They projected Prussia’s ‘German
mission’ back into the past, making the form taken by German
unification seem natural and inevitable. It was neither. Austria
remained a major actor in German history until 1866. Together
with other states like Saxony and Bavaria, Austria was proposing
alternative arrangements right up to the moment when the Ger-
man Question was answered on the battlefield — an engagement
that was no foregone conclusion, and one which pitted Prussia
against every other major German state. What we call the unifi-
cation of Germany was actually a partition. Austrian history is
therefore treated in this book as a part of German history until
1866. o

Unification meant that there was now a Germany on the map
as well as a Germany in the head. This had paradoxical results.
On the one hand, the characteristic nineteenth-century process
of state-building worked after 1871 to create Germans, rather
than Prussians, or Bavarians, or Saxons. A common flag, anthem
and currency fostered German identity within the boundaries
of the new nation-state, even if other identities - religious,
regional, dynastic — did not disappear. On the other hand, Ger-
man national sentiment could not be neatly contained within the
particular form of ‘Lesser Germany’ established under Bismarck.
Before that time, many nationalists had found it hard to envisage
a future German nation that would not include Austrians who
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spoke the same tongue. Afterwards, the rise of hypernationalism
in the late nineteenth century threatened to spill over the boun-
daries of 1871. If Germany was defined in terms of language,
culture or even race, how could it end at the borders created
by Bismarck? Should it not include Germans in Austria, in
White Russia, in the Americas and the African colonies? Argu-
ments of this kind extended beyond the lunatic fringe of the
Pan-German League. A new nationality law in 1913 emphasized
the importance of ethnic German bloodlines over place of birth.
There were enormous implications in all this for the twentieth
century. For the purposes of the present book, it means that any
history of Germany in the age of mass migration and imperialist
thinking has to include some consideration of ‘Germany abroad’,
from Marienbad to Milwaukee.

So much for the chronological and geographical bearings of
the book. But what kind of history can readers expect? History
is an intrinsically wide-ranging subject: every aspect of human
life is potentially grist to its mill. It is also a generous discipline,
in the sense that almost no approach is ever ‘falsified’ or com-
pletely discarded. (Even work done by conformist historians in
the Third Reich - on peasant society and on settlement patterns,
for example — turned out to have permanent value independent
of the racialist nonsense that originally brought it into being.)
History, then, is capacious, and becoming more so as newer
approaches demand attention. Its practitioners, invoking the
muse of history, sometimes refer rather pompously to ‘Clio’s
many mansions’. Perhaps we should imagine instead a large
hotel, where new guests constantly check in but old residents
are never asked to leave. This particular hotel is in Germany -
but it might be anywhere. The diplomatic and military historians
are among the oldest residents, although they have recently been
joined by some young bloods. Mostly they ignore the other
guests, although they have been known to mutter when they
overhear the words social science. Experts on the press and
historians of elections, on the other hand, get on well together.
So do the many subspecies of social historians, although the
transport specialists sometimes gather among themselves to talk
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about counterfactual conditional analysis, and the historians of
housing have an irritating habit of tapping the walls and
flourishing their damp-meters. It is hard to know who is more
disturbed by this — the historians of ideas gathered in the reading
room, or the psychohistorians interrupted at their habit of peer-
ing through keyholes at the other guests. Not all the residents
are what you might expect. The historians of crime and violence
are always genial; and the same applies to those who devote
themselves entrely to the history of army barracks. But you
would be unlikely to confuse either group with the cultural
history set, who are younger, more brightly dressed, and can
often be found standing around the lobby talking about webs
of signification. It is worth adding that none of these, or the
scores of other subgroups who inhabit the Hotel History, ever
have cause to complain about the standards of catering - the
historians of food and drink see to that. |

The Hotel History, it should be clear, is a stimulating place
to visit. The problem is that no one can get the residents to
agree on what they are doing: they seem to speak different
languages. And the problem with writing a general history of
Germany - or anywhere else - is the same. Fragmentation and
subspecialisms have eroded any common understanding of what
history is, or ought to be. On the one hand, the experts go
their own way and some historians influenced by postmodernism
argue that there can be no more ‘grand narratives’. On the other
hand, there is a trend among those who bave written general
histories to try to put everything in, with predictable effects on
the size of their offerings. Two rightly heralded recent histories
of nineteenth-century Germany both take three volumes and
several thousand pages to complete the task.’ The book that
follows is more modest in scale. It is concerned with historical
developments at three levels: politics, economy and society, and
culture. I want to say a few words about what I understand by
each, then indicate the sort of connections between the three
that this book tries to establish.

Modern professional history originated in nineteenth-century
Germany, where its practitioners placed great-power relations
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and high politics at the centre of their accounts. That remained
true, in Germany more than most countries, well into our own
century. My book is concerned with politics in the broader idiom
of what might be called mainstream modern political history.
War and diplomacy receive the consideration they demand; but
the rise of the modern state, with its legal, fiscal, police and
welfare functions, is also a central theme; so are revolution and
counter-revolution, parties and popular politics. This emphasis
does not mean, as is sometimes believed, substituting the history
of ‘ordinary people’ for the history of ‘kings and battles’. The
old staples of high political history themselves acquire an extra
dimension if we look at, say, the domestic impact of conscript
armies, or at the ways in which ruling élites tried (and sometimes
failed) to establish their legitimacy. Court society and the
decision-making of aristocratic politicians become more inter-
esting, not less, when we stop treating them as events that
occurred in a self-contained world.

This book is therefore about power and how it was exercised
and distributed in the realm that we call politics. It is also about
the great brute facts of material and social life: birth rates and
death rates, production and consumption. Economic and social
history took longer to establish themselves in Germany than in
Britain, America or France. Within the narrow ‘guild’ of Ger-
man historians, the subject was often looked down upon even
through the 1950s. That changed in the following two decades,
when the contours of modern German history were redrawn. A
generation of scholars, reacting against a narrowly conceived
political history and often drawing on the social sciences, put
economy and society at the centre of their accounts. Their
efforts and those of German historians in other countries drove
research forward into previously neglected fields: social mobility,
migration, urbanization, housing, diet, crime, medicine. Central
to most of this work was a belief in the importance of class as
a tool of historical analysis. These subjects have a large place in
my book, which also - unapologetically - takes class as a major
theme in the great social transformation of nineteenth-century
Germany. In order to avoid misunderstanding: I do not believe
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that transformation can simply be reduced to the shorthand of
‘industrialization’ or ‘urbanization’. The German material world
and its social relations were being fundamentally changed before
the railway and iron rolling mill arrived, and before the great
movement into the cities during the second half of the nine-
teenth century. Land reclamation projects and rural manufactur-
ing were among the developments already reshaping the
German landscape in the eighteenth century. Even after the
advent of the factory and big city, agriculture and small business,
countryside and market town, continued to have an importance
that is often overlooked. But their relative position had changed.
The latter part of this book describes the emergence of a
modern, urban-industrial class society. It is a society whose out-
lines are now all the more clear in retrospect because we have
watched them blur and dissolve in Germany, as in other parts
of the postindustrial world.

What has also dissolved over the same period is the once
confident belief that social-science history with its hard facts
could (any more than political history) tell the whole story. We
have witnessed a move away from | quantiﬁcation and a larger
dissatisfaction with structural, socioeconomic history. These
gave us new ways of understanding the past, but also left a lot
out: the human dimension, for one thing, local variation, for
another, the fact that societies consist of women as well as men,
for a third. In Germany, as elsewhere, there has been a shift in
historical interest from structures to experiences, from the
abstract to the specific. Nowadays we are more likely to read
about riots, or poaching, or the policing of a particular locality,
than about aggregate crime statistics. The trend can be seen in
almost every area of historical enquiry. One sign of change is
the use that many historians now make of concepts drawn from
anthropology or the humanities, rather than the social sciences.
The common denominator here is culture — the magic word
that is nowadays dropped like a good-luck charm into so much
historical writing. Culture, in this context, means not so much
literacy and education, subjects that social historians have long
written about, but culture in the anthropological sense: the sym-
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bols and practices that inform everyday life. Like earlier shifts
of perspective, this one opens up new ways of looking at history.
It has brought us closer to how those we write about understood
their own lives, and made us more alert to the existence of
multiple, overlapping identities in society: not just whether
someone was a worker or a bourgeois, say, but whether they
were Westphalian or Bavarian, Protestant or Catholic, young
or old, male or female, and why these things mattered. From
the rediscovery of religion to the discovery of gender, both
largely absent from general histories of Germany written a gen-
eration ago, the new cultural history has shaken the kaleidoscope
and let the past settle into new patterns. There has been a price
to pay. Attention to the local and immediate can become an
end in itself, and modern cultural historians sometimes seem to
celebrate the fragment at the expense of the larger whole. Dis-
trust of overarching generalizations has led some German his-
torians of Alltagsgeschichte, or everyday life, to reject the ‘cold
abstraction’ of theory altogether. This retreat into rapt contem-
plation or sentimentality is an abdication of the historian’s job,
which involves explaining as well as describing. We should offer
something better than the showman’s refrain of the heritage
industry, which invites its customers to ‘step into the past’.
Politics, economy and society, culture — these are three slices
through the German long nineteenth century. Since total history
is desirable but impossible to write, we need some broad analyti-
cal or descriptive categories of this kind — and I know of none
better. As a confirmed lumper rather than splitter, I none the
less hope my book shows why it is essential not to treat these
spheres of life in isolation from each another. Politics has a
powerful symbolic and ritual dimension — we refer, after all, to
political culture. That is one thread running through the follow-
ing chapters, from the cockades and festivities of democrats to
the efforts made by monarchs to find — or manufacture — usable
‘traditions’. But wielding or seeking power is also about
resources, and the question ‘who benefits?’ should always be
asked. The economic transformation of Germany, in turn, can
be properly understood only in the context of political decisions
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over matters like tariffs and taxes, while the symbols of that
transformation — the steam engine, the factory chimney, €lec-
tricity — had a profound effect on the imagination of German
society. Finally, by any definition, culture is anything but self-
contained. That will be obvious enough when readers encounter,
say, ‘the culture of progress’ (see Chapter Six); but even culture
in the narrower, formal sense cannot usefully be separated from
the forces that shaped it — education and hteracy, patrons and
markets. The three categories that figure in the headings and
subheadings of this book should not be regarded as fixed, like
triangulation points. They are a way of giving shape to a potenti-
ally overwhelmmg mass of material. I am aware, none the less,
that many topics have had to be covered with almost indecent
brevity. The decision not to have separate chapters dealing with
‘the arts’ and ‘science’ brings the advantage that these subjects
are not left dangling in limbo, separated from the ‘real’ history,
but the disadvantage that less attention can be given to internal
developments within painting, or music, or physics. The same
applies to the history of ideas: Kant, Hegel, Marx, Nietzsche
and Weber have their place in this book, the last especially, but
readers will not find a detailed account of their thinking. Fmally,
in a book that necessarily has a lot to say about wars, there is
relatively little on military strategy or individual battles. In
making these and other decisions, I have tried to console myself
with a useful German phrase: that one must have die Mut zur
Liicke ~ the courage to leave things out.

* * *

The debts incurred in writing a general book are more numerous
and widespread than they are with a more specialized study.
This book is based on twenty-five years of working on modern
German history. It draws on research and reading in many
archives and libraries, German, British and American. I have
thanked these institutions individually in previous books, and
hope that on this occasion they will accept a collective acknowl-
edgement. I want to express my particular gratitude to an insti-
tution that was my mainstay in writing this book, the Widener
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Library at Harvard. I am also grateful to the Dean of the Faculty
of Arts and Sciences at Harvard for granting me a year of leave,
part of which was used to complete this book, and to colleagues
in the History Department and the Center for European Studies,
for the support and encouragement they have invariably shown.

This book owes a great deal to friends and colleagues too
numerous to list individually who have provided encouragement
and criticism. Over the years I have benefited repeatedly from
acts of intellectual generosity that contrast sharply with popular
stereotypes of the academic world. I should like to thank those
who read parts of the book in draft and offered valuable assist-
ance: Dirk Bonker, John Czaplicka (who also gave helpful advice
over the choice of illustrations), Charles Ingrao, Jennifer Jenkins
and Susan Pedersen. Special thanks go to John Breuilly, who
commented on the entire manuscript. It would be hard to exag-
gerate how much a general book like this rests on the prior
labours of others, and I want to acknowledge my debt to all those
whose work I have used with profit. The customary disclaimer
applies: I alone am responsible for any errors of fact or wrong-
headed interpretations the book may contain.

I want to thank Annette Schlagenhauff and Gina Fried-Miller,
my staff assistants during the period when the book was being
written. My editors at Fontana Press and HarperCollms proved
patient in waiting for the manuscript and exemplary in editing
it. I should also like to thank my agents Maggie Hanbury and
Robin Straus for their continuing support. My wife, Debbie,
and our children, Ellen and Matthew, sustained me with their
love and placed everything else in life into true perspective.

There are two final debts of gratitude it is a pleasure to dis-
charge. The first is owed to the undergraduates of four universi-
ties — Cambridge, London, Stanford and Harvard — who have
taken my courses on German history over the last twenty years.
Academics learn as much by teaching as they impart. By thinking
about what we want to say, we define our own views. Finally, I
want to express my thanks to Jack Plumb, who first opened the
door that led to my becoming a historian. I shall always be
grateful. He believes strongly in professional scholars writing
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books for a wider public. I hope he will be pleased with this
one, which is dedicated to him.

Davip BLACKBOURN
Lexington, Massachusetts, January 1996.
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PROLOGUE

Germany in

the Late Eighteenth Century

Small Worlds

Many who have read little German history will know the folk
tales collected by the brothers Grimm, the first two volumes of
which were published in 1812 and 1815. Their stories are set
in a landscape of dense woods where wolves are never far away.
They depict a world shaped by bereavement, peopled with
orphans, stepmothers and widowed women believed to be
witches. Beggars are commonplace and most people are hungry,
except for princes or a fortunate miller. Life is hard and filled
with toil: children are valuable for the work they perform but
a potential burden when they eat more than they produce. The
stepmother of the folk tale often cruelly exploits the step-
children; sometimes she and her husband abandon them
altogether.

These tales, recorded and reworked by two middle-class aca-
demics, are infused with elements of violence and the supernatu-
ral typical of German Romanticism in the early nineteenth
century. They cannot be seen as a simple reflection of everyday
life in German-speaking Europe under the old regime.! Even
passed through the filter of their collectors, however, the sub-
jects and attitudes depicted in these stories offer some insight
into the world that contemporaries experienced, and how they
tried to make sense of their lot. It was a world in which wolves
did frequent the forests that the following century would
idealize, and women were executed for witchcraft into the 1780s.
Life was, by our standards, short and precarious. It was threat-



2 ‘ The Long Nineteenth Century

ened by inadequate diet, poor hygiene, and disease. The twin
spectres were epidemic disease (dysentery, measles, smallpox,
typhus), and harvest failure that created widespread starvation,
such as occurred in Saxony, Bohemia, Berlin and southern Ger-
many in 1771—4. Between a quarter and a third of all infants
failed to survive their first year; half would die by the age of
ten. At a time of plague, even more children would be culled.
Small wonder that fatalism was so common. It is true that we
have to be careful here not to take at face value everything
educated contemporaries said about parental ‘indifference’
among the rural lower classes. The rare instances of direct diary
testimony suggest that peasants did mourn dead infants. But
there is also evidence that when times were especially hard,
‘superfluous’ children were the victims of infanticide, or of that
semideliberate neglect known in Bavaria as himmeln lassen —
letting children be taken up to heaven.?

To survive childhood was an achievement, and life expectancy
remained low even for those who survived. At a time when men
typically married at twenty-eight, and women at twenty-five,
less than half of a given generation would normally reach mar-
riage age. In Koblenz during the 1770s and 1780s it was 45 per
cent. The average marriage around 1800 lasted just twenty years,
and was ended by death, not divorce. This grim statistic explains
why step-parents were so common — stepmothers especially, for
a new wife was essential on the land, and widowers remarried
more often than widows. The centrality of remarriage in peasant
life is nicely brought out in a land transaction conducted by one
Hans Michael Dalm in the Wiirttemberg village of Neckar-
hausen, with his brother’s wife’s previous husband’s previous
wife’s father’s brother’s son’s wife’s previous husband.’ It was
normal for a working child of fourteen to have lost one or both
natural parents, and it would have been unusual if more than
one grandparcnt was still alive. The supposedly ‘traditional’
three- generauon family was actually rather rare. Less than one
German in ten lived beyond the age of sixty, and those over
sixty-five made up just 4-5 per cent of the populanon (the
proportion is more than three times as great in present-day
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Germany). Attitudes towards age reveal as much as the brute
numbers. The old enjoyed greater respect in the eighteenth
century than they did in the periods before or after, and this
was in many ways a gerontocratic society run by old men - but
these ‘old men’ were in their 4os and §os.*

The prospect of illness or early death faced all Germans of
the period, but it did not face all equally. Where you lived and
who you were made a huge difference. We might expect that
town-dwellers would fare best. Doctors were concentrated in
urban centres — there were twice as many per head in Berlin
around 1800 as there were in the surrounding Mark Branden-
burg - and enlightened circles in the towns despaired of the
‘backward’ rural areas where three-quarters of Germans lived.
In his Health-Catechism for the Rural Population and the Common
Man (1781), the doctor Adam Senfft describes a day labourer
who failed to follow his instructions, concluding bitterly that
‘he died, as was fitting’.’ But towns were more deadly, and main-
tained their populations only by a regular influx of migrants. In
Bremen deaths exceeded live births in every decade from 1740
to 1799. Urban centres were filthy and noxious: the botanist
Linnaeus likened Hamburg to an open sewer. Doctors served
the nobility, officials and merchants, and might be called in by
a better-off tradesman; they would not be consulted by members
of the underclass who made up a third to a half of the typical
urban population. In Prussia, a doctor’s visit would cost twenty
days’ wages for a labourer or cook, twice as much if an infectious
disease was involved. It should be said that in this period con-
sulting the doctor was not necessarily beneficial. Contemporary
handbooks on dealing with patients were revealing in more ways
than one when they emphasized attributes such as mastery of
French, dancing and the avoidance of swearing, rather than
diagnostic skills. Doctors seldom examined their patients physi-
cally. As for the various classes of surgeon who dealt with ‘exter-
nal’ ailments or injuries, they were rightly regarded with fear
and suspicion. The shepherd bonesetter or ‘old maid’ herbalist
to whom the peasantry resorted may have done less harm, per-
haps even more good, than many doctors. In the end, differences



4 The Long Nineteenth Century

in the demands made by work, in diet, housing conditions and
hygiene had a greater impact on sickness and mortality rates
than differences in medical provision. Thete is certainly no
doubt about the inequalities in basic matters of life and death,
as studies from urban Giessen to rural Bavaria have shown.®

Inequalities of this kind were not specific to late eighteenth-
century society. As we shall see, ill-health and susceptibility to
epidemic diseases were strongly linked in the nineteenth century
to social position. But medical provision in the eighteenth cen-
tury gives a pointer to the fact that we are dealing with some-
thing other than a modern class society. The most obvious
feature of this provision was its highly segmented character,
which matched the many subgroups of medical practitioners
(doctors, surgeons, barber-surgeons) to the social groups they
were expected to serve. There was more to this than simply the
length of one’s purse. As Claudia Huerkamp has argued, such
segmentation was characteristic of eighteenth-century corporate
society, a society of ‘orders’ or ‘estates’ rather than classes.’
What this meant is even more obvious if we turn our attention
from medicine to law. In class societies, such as Germany
became in the course of the nineteenth century, it is a common-
place that formal equality before the law exists alongside actual
inequality: in practice, not everyone has equal access to the law.
The point about the German states of the eighteenth century
is that their inhabitants were not equal before the law in the
first place. There was no single law, but instead a complex patch-
work of legal jurisdictions exercised by rulers, the church, the
nobility, guilds, municipalities, and others. Nobles, clergy, bur-
ghers, craftsmen, peasants: all enjoyed different rights (rights
that were limited and highly specific) and were subject to differ-
ent jurisdictions, according to the ‘estate’ to which they
belonged. Again, it is the segmented quality of this soc1ety that
we need to grasp.

German corporate society worked on the principle of ‘a place
for everyone, and everyone in his (and her) place’. Take the
relationship of lord and peasant. Under the prevailing seigneur-
ial system, the majority of peasants were personally subject to
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one or more lords. Details varied, but one of the most firmly
established generalizations of modern German history is the
difference between east and west. In Prussia east of the river
Elbe (and the Habsburg lands east of the Bohemian forest),
under the so-called Gutsherrschaft system, the lord enjoyed direct
control over the peasant. In exchange for the land they worked,
peasants provided labour services and made other payments in
cash or kind: the lord could prescribe where they milled their
grain or sold their own produce; they were not free to move
without his permission. The East Elbian lord had other powers,
including police authority and rights of ‘patrimonial’ justice over
the peasants on his estate, control over local government, and
often the right to nominate to church livings. In the regions to
the west and south the prevailing Grundberrschaft system was
less stlﬂmg Labour services had often been commuted over
time into cash payments, so that peasants were in effect tenants.
In some cases tenant rights had even become hereditary. This
distinction was first established in the late nineteenth century
by the liberal G. F. Knapp and his students, who believed their
scholarship showed the gulf between vigorous ‘western’ and ser-
vile ‘eastern’ peasants. It has remained as a powerful argument
ever since, buttressing claims that developments in East Elbian
Prussia helped to set the catastrophic course of twentieth-
century German history. The east-west distinction is not false,
but recent research suggests that it needs some qualification. As
far as western Grundberrschaft is concerned, everyone agrees
that, while the peasantry was not personally dependent to the
same degree, noble and clerical lords not only remained legal
owners of the land but retained some seigneurial privileges,
typically involving hunting. The real question is whether seign-
eurialism in the east amounted (or still amounted) to fully
fledged serfdom. Before the population rise of the mid eigh-
teenth century peasants had exploited labour shortages to
improve their conditions; and as the rural social structure
became more differentiated they hired others to perform labour
services on their behalf. By 1800 the East Elbian countryside
contained a complicated pecking order of domination and subor-
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dination, not a straightforward clash between powerful lords
and servile peasants. The peasantry also had two other weapons,
in addition to becoming runaways: revolt, and resort to law.
Both were frequently used, as they were in western regions.
Lawsuits became so common in the eighteenth century that
historians refer to a ‘juridification’ of peasant protest. It was
fostered in Prussia by the state, which established arbitration
registers of peasant rents and obligations. As a result there was,
at least in some places, a ‘breakdown of serfdom’.? Of course,
seugneurial powers remained formidable, even if stronger in
some provinces (Mecklenburg, Pomerania) than others (Brand-
enburg, East Prussia). Nor does the revisionist historiography
give us any reason to accept the idealized picture of lord-peasant
relations promoted during the wave of nostalgia for ‘Old Prussia’
that has washed over Germany in recent years. A few landowners
lived up to the ‘father’ image; most did not. When ng Fred-
erick William ITI was told about a genuinely patemahst selgncur,
he was ‘heartily cheered by it, the more so as it is so rare’.’
What of social relations in urban centres? ‘City air makes
free’ was a phrase that went back to an earlier period of German
feudalism, and in the late eighteenth century there were still
many privileges that expressed the distinction between country
and town. Town walls, the right to hold markets, the monopoly
of craft guilds: all were jealously maintained by urban dwellers
against potential challenges from outsiders, whether territorial
rulers or non-guild producers in the countryside. The defence
of urban rights was common to cities and towns alike. It found
its apotheosis in what Mack Walker has dubbed Germany’s
‘home towns’, the small towns with up to 10,000 inhabitants
that were prevalent in the central, western and southwestern
areas between Westphalia and the Danube, the Rhine and Upper
Saxony.' However, preserving town or city prerogatives did not
have the same meaning for all. These privileges would have
meant more to master craftsmen than to the journeymen whose
riots punctuated the eighteenth century, and they would have
meant nothing at all to the labourers, servants and poor who
were often recent arrivals from the countryside. Once again,



Prologue 7

these social divisions went beyond class - or, rather, they were
pre-class divisions. Towns also had a corporate structure
anchored in legal distinctions. At the top was a ‘patriciate’ whose
composition was based on birth and rank. Urban dwellers were
further divided into full citizens, who exercised all the rights
possessed by the community, residents such as Schutzbiirger
(‘denizens’), who enjoyed some rights, and the rest, who had no
rights. These divisions partly overlapped with, partly cut across,
other divisions such as those enforced by the craft guild. The
guild was a classic institution of corporate society. It was based
on a specific privilege (the monopoly production of certain
goods within a particular area); it made highly elaborate distinc-
tions between masters, journeymen and apprentices; and to pre-
serve this internal order and the standing of the guild it aimed
to regulate how its members should behave beyond the work-
shop. Just as the guilds tried to maintain control over prices and
quality, and to guarantee each master a suitable pool of cus-
tomers (neither too few, nor too many), so it prescribed the
conduct appropriate to masters, journeymen and apprentices in
matters ranging from sleeping hours to marriage.

When we look at seigneurialism, urban corporations or guilds,
we see institutions that regulated many different spheres of exist-
ence. Their prescriptions and proscriptions transcended what
we (and nineteenth-century Germans) would be inclined to view
as separate areas of life: economic, social, legal, moral. Their
role was also political, where matters such as citizenship or the
composition of a patrician élite were concerned. The same point
could be made about the churches, especially the Catholic
church, which was richer and more laden with privileges than
any of the Protestant denominations or sects (Lutherans,
Calvinists, Pietists). The Catholic church of the late eighteenth
century was at once seigneurial lord, employer, purveyor of
charity and wielder of spiritual authority, while prelates were
political rulers in the ecclesiastical principalities. There were
two sides to these corporations, therefore. While their authority
cut across many divisions we take for granted, they also main-
tained distinctions and asserted prerogatives that seem as alien
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to us as they increasingly did to nineteenth-century Germans.
The ‘home town’ defended guild monopolies and citizenship
restrictions, Prussian nobles their tax exemptions and exclusive
right to entail property, nobles everywhere their hunting rights,
the clergy their seigneurial claims and the privileges that had
accrued to cathedral chapters and religious foundations, univer-
sity professors their rights to firewood and food from land owned
by the university corporation, or their licences to maintain beer
and wine cellars for public sales.

It was this patchwork of rights, privileges, exemptions and
prerogatives — to display a coat of arms or put servants in livery,
to make and sell furniture, to be free from certain taxes or dues,
even to operate a monopoly postal service (like the Thurn und
Taxis family) — that underpinned, at least in theory, the corpor-
ate social order. Similar distinctions applied to aspects of every-
day life like forms of address, or apparel. The fine gradations
between Wobigeboren and Hochwobigeboren, Frau and gnidige
Frau were as well understood by contemporaries as the more
obvious distinctions between citizen and denizen, master and
apprentice. When it came to dress, some privileges had clearly
become a dead letter (like the exclusive right of nobles to wear
a sword), but nobles and commoners reportedly fought duels
over the wearing of plumed hats. Nor are we dealing just with
residues of an earlier age: the eighteenth century was rich in
new sumptuary codes (regulations on dress). In Braunschweig
servant girls were forbidden to use silk dress materials or to
wear shoes made of anything other than plain black leather. In
the Prussian province of Posen burghers’ wives were not per-
mitted to wear their hair loose down their backs."" When we
add to all of these distinctions the numerous internal markers
that divided the 50,000 noble families, for example, into
‘imperial’, ‘territorial’, ‘court’, ‘country’, ‘patent’, it is not sur-
prising that foreign visitors like Lady Mary Montagu and
Madame de Staél referred to the German ‘caste’ system. Perhaps
the most famous satire on this was Voltaire’s Candide, depicting
the Baron von Thundersten-Tronckh, who had supposedly
rejected one of his sister’s suitors because the man could demon-
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strate only 71 quarterings. Candide was caricature, of course —
and written by an effortlessly superior Frenchman, at that. As
we shall see below, the success of men like educated officials
tells a different story. Formally, however, this remained a society
in which birth and inherited privilege were crucially important.

Was it also a geographically immobile society? One would
certainly expect so, given the abject state of contemporary com-
munications. German-speaking Europe was richly endowed with
rivers that were only partly navigable. True, these arteries had
long been important for moving many goods around, from the
salt dug out of the Bavarian state mines to the wood that was
rafted down the Rhine and Elbe. There was also canalization in
the eighteenth century, especially in Prussia. But it was not until
the 1820s and 1830s that the course of major rivers, including
the Rhine, Neckar, Mosel and Danube, was straightened to make
season-round river traffic easier (and to reduce flooding). Travel
by water remained hazardous and slow. Overland routes were
hardly preferable. They may have been a little better in the
south than the north, but properly constructed highways were
a rarity everywhere: Prussian travellers routinely complained
about sandy roads that turned to churning mud when it rained,
creating ruts that swallowed carriages up to the axles. That
was why Prussian regulations insisted on so many horses per
passenger — four horses for three people, as many as eight for
a vehicle containing four passengers and heavy luggage. These
obstacles made progress painfully slow. It took at least nine days
to travel from Frankfurt to Berlin; even the modest distance
from the garrison town of Potsdam to Berlin required six hours
on the coach that made the journey just once a day. Travel was
also dangerous, on four wheels as well as two legs. The late
eighteenth century was a last golden age of banditry and highway
robbery. Brazen and well-organized gangs like that of Matthius
Klostermaier, the notorious ‘Bavarian HiasP, preyed on the
mobile in the Rhineland and Bavaria, Hessen and Thuringia."

Given these problems, it is striking how many Germans were
on the move in the second half of the eighteenth century. Young
nobles made the grand tour, studying local conditions, making
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notes and sketches, perhaps bringing back ideas for an ornamen-
tal garden. England, the Netherlands, France and Italy were
favoured destinations. Men of good birth might take a man-
servant, perhaps a tutor; young princes, of which the Holy
Roman Empire had so many, would travel with a larger retinue.
On the first of his two grand tours, Frederick III of Gotha took
a steward, two. gendemen-m-wamng, a secretary, a chaplain, a
treasurer, a doctor, two pages, a groom, a lackey, a cook and
two other servants. Travel became something of a mania in this
period among the upper ranks of society and the educated, and
I want to return later to the importance of this. But they made
up a small proportion of eighteenth-century travellers. Much
more important numerically were those such as emigrants, trav-
elling on foot or in rudimentary wagons. Many came from areas
of partible inheritance in the south and west where holdings
became too small to support a family — Baden, Witrttemberg,
the Palatinate, the Westerwald and the Hunsrtick. Up to 300,000
migrated to Prussia in the course of the century, many being
settled on reclaimed land at the mouths of the Oder and Vistula.
Others made the longer journey to areas where the Habsburgs
were encouraging settlement in the east, such as the Banat,
Galicia and Bukowina, adding a potentially explosive element
to the history of modern ‘Germany’. The numbers involved were
large. In 1789 it was estimated that in the Rhenish administrative
districts of Bad Kreuznach, Stromberg and Bacharach (which
included the Hunsriick) a twelfth of the total population had
departed for Hungary or Poland in the previous decade. Just to
the west, the area around Tholey and Lebach was known as
“Turkey’ because so many of its inhabitants had left to settle
there, moving from the western to the southeastern margin of
central Europe."” Similar areas provided most of what was
already a considerable transatlantic emigration. Others went to
America for a different purpose: over 30,000 German soldiers
served with the British forces during the American revolution.
Migrants and soldiers were joined on Germany’s suspect but
crowded roads by the many other travellers of the late eighteenth
century. As much as 10 per cent of the German population was
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itinerant at this time. Shepherds all over the southwest took
their flocks down from the high meadows to winter over in the
Danube, Rhine and Main valleys, then made the return journey
to the Swabian or Franconian Alps in March. These routes could
be hundreds of miles long; some Franconian flocks were driven
north to Thuringia, occasionally even to the mouth of the Weser
and the Dutch border."* Journeymen went ‘on the tramp’ in
search of work after serving their apprenticeships, typically for
two years. Pilgrims journeyed to shrines and other devotional
sites, despite the best efforts of the Catholic Enlightenment to
discourage them. Pedlars, hawkers, gypsies, knackers, charcoal-
burners, knife-grinders, prostitutes, troupes of players and
musicians travelled around purveying their goods and services.
Some of these groups merged imperceptibly into the ranks of
the beggars and thieves who made such a powerful, hostile
impression on the nonitinerant majority.

That, of course, is the central point about Germany’s moving
or floating population. It confirmed the immobility of the larger
society, of those whose lives were bound to one place. Some
forms of mobility were strictly temporary, journeys between two
fixed points. Peasants might leave Swabia or the Eifel, but they
remained peasants when they reached the Vistula or the Banat.
Journeymen wandered, but normally returned to their workshop
for two further years before seeking a mastership, just as young
aristocrats went back from the grand tour to their estates. Here,
mobility was generation-specific, a part of the life cycle. Corpor-
ate society as a whole was defined by opposmon to the itinerant.
Gypsies and hawkers aroused dislike and suspicion, beggars out-
right fear and hostility among peasants and hometownsmen;
shepherds and knackers belonged to what were deemed ‘dis-
honourable’ occupations. It is true that the legal statutes on
dishonourable status were removed during the seventeenth and
eighteenth centuries, but communities were slow to accept the
change. Jurists were still concerned in the late eighteenth cen-
tury with the case of a young man denied admission to a tailors’
guild because his maternal grandfather had been a shepherd."
The activities of these ‘outcasts’ served to establish the boun-
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daries of the corporate social order to which they were marginal.
Like the upside-down world of the annual carnival, itinerant
Germany was ‘the exception that proved the rule. For most
inhabitants of the old regime were neither geographically nor
socially mobile. They lived and died where they had been born,
locked into a series of small worlds. It is worth recalling that
there was not even a standard time in German lands to unify
these separate worlds: that would come only with the railway.
A similar patchwork of small worlds provided the framework
for production, consumption and trade. Perhaps 8o per cent of
Germans were engaged in agriculture, and most of what they
produced was geared to subsistence and consumed locally. That
was why famines such as those in the 1770s struck so hard -
because food could not be transported easily from area to area.
The markets for most manufactured goods were equally limited.
Almost all of those engaged in manufacturing were craftsmen
serving local needs: shoemakers, tailors, carpenters, masons,
coopers. Even in towns where trade was more diversified and
sophisticated, the gold-beater, hatter, bookbinder and skilled
furniture-maker would generally be working for bespoke cus-
tomers, servicing members of court, patriciate or some other
corporation. This was the pattern of old-regime production.
The relative isolation of these self-sufficient worlds was
reinforced by a luxuriant structure of tariffs and excises both
between and within the individual German territories. This
made moving goods frustrating, and helps to explain why
smuggling — the black economy of the period ~ was so extensive.
'The smuggler had much in common with the hawker and other
itinerants. All were revealingly characteristic figures of the old
regime, for they crossed the boundaries that divided Germany’s
small worlds, yet remained outside a bounded, corporate society.
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Political Fragmentation and
the Territorial State

The countless borders on which smugglers operated were a
product of Germany’s political fragmentation. There was, in
fact, no ‘Germany’ at the end of the eighteenth century,
although there was something that sounded as if it might be:
the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. But this ram-
shackle, invertebrate entity neither was, nor aspired to be, a
German nation-state. It excluded many German-speakers (in
Switzerland, Greater Hungary and East Prussia), while including
non-Germans within its boundaries (Czechs, Poles, Slovenes,
Italians, Walloons and Flemings). This is not so extraordinary
in itself, given the fluid linguistic boundaries and countless ‘lan-
guage islands’, German and non-German, to be found in central
Europe. The united Germany created in the nineteenth century
also excluded Germans and included non-Germans. What is
more striking in the Holy Roman Empire is that, because Ger-
man princes ruled in countries such as Denmark, Sweden and
Britain, ‘foreign’ sovereigns had a role in the Empire’s affairs.
Thus the British monarch, as a Hanoverian, helped to elect the
emperor. The Empire was neither a nation-state, nor indeed a
modern, territorial state of any kind. It was a product of histori-
cal accretion, loosely draped over an array of independent,
highly diverse territories. Some of the dynastic states within the
Empire were, had been, or aspired to become major players on
the European stage. They included Prussia, Austria, Saxony,
Bavaria, Hanover, and Wiirttemberg. Others, such as Lippe or
Lichtenberg, were tiny statelets, mere specks on the map. These
motley principalities existed alongside ecclesiastical territories
that were equally varied in size and influence, from the important
prince-bishoprics of Mainz or Cologne, through relatively sub-
stantial abbeys such as St Blasien or Weingarten, to tiny entities
numbering a few hundred souls. The fifty-one imperial cities
were no less diverse. Some were economic powerhouses like
Hamburg and Frankfurt; others, like Nuremberg, had seen
better days but still possessed territory more extensive than that
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of many nominal states; most were small communities like
Weiflenburg or Leutkirch with populations in the thousands.
These last, the classic ‘home towns’, were especially prevalent
in the southwestern regions of Swabia and Franconia. The same
was true of a final category, the imperial nobility, more than a
thousand knights and counts whose family estates were theoreti-
cally sovereign territories, and who jealously guarded the legal
status that made them subject to no ruler other than the
emperor.'®

Look at a map of late eighteenth-century Germany, and the
most striking feature is the very large number of very small
political units. The reason for this, and the central issue to grasp,
is that sovereignty did not go together with compact blocs of
territory in the way that we take for granted. This can be seen
by looking from the bottom up, or the top down. If we start at
ground level, we find that an area like the Palatinate contained
37 different jurisdictions in 127 different parcels of land. The
lords included the Archduke of Austria and the King of France
as well as local princes, church foundations and imperial knights.
One village of 5o families had 4 different lords. If we turn
the telescope around and ask what a given political sovereignty
consisted of, the answer is predictable — a jumble of rights and
privileges all over the map, very much like an estate with land
here, woods in the next valley, and rental property in a distant
town. These were more like estates than states in the modern
sense. Prussia was physically divided between east and west;
the Electorate of Mainz consisted (simplifying a little) of seven
separate pockets of lands. The old-regime state was not a terri-
torial unity, but an archipelago of jurisdictions.

The institutions of the Empire were as complex and, to
modern eyes, as disconcerting as its constituent parts. Thus, the
emperor himself was the feudal overlord of the Empire, and
represented executive authority within it; but he was also one of
the leading territorial princes, as ruler of the Austrian Habsburg
lands. These two roles often came into conflict. The powers
and revenues of the emperor as emperor had been reduced over
the centuries by the electors. We get an idea of the difficulties
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this created by looking at the classic problem facing eighteenth-
century rulers: raising and equipping an army. For administrat-
ive purposes the Empire was divided into ten circles, units that
excluded important areas like Silesia and Bohemia, and cut across
the boundaries of individual territories. A law of 1681 obliged
these circles to recruit and provision troops for the imperial
army on request. This produced a fighting force stronger on
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paper than in the field. When the system worked, the result was
a disjointed army, officered by men chosen by quota from the
different imperial estates. But the system rarely worked, because
the more powerful rulers provided soldiers, or failed to provide
them, according to their own interests. The shortcomings of
the imperial army were harshly revealed in the Seven Years
War (1756-63), fought significantly enough against Prussia, a
nominal member of the Empire.

The imperial legislature, or Reichstag, was equally ineffectual.
It met in Regensburg, an assembly of ambassadors from the
150-plus territories, institutions and families possessing the right
to representation. In practice, the number of ambassadors pre-
sent was smaller than this, sometimes no more than two dozen:
some failed to attend, others were delegated to speak for several
different interests. The parliament itself was divided into three
houses or councils representing the imperial electors, princes,
and cities. Although the Reichstag was in permanent session
from 1663 to 1806, its legislative accomplishments were few.
The procedural sloth of the parliament was not a result of its
creaking machinery. That was symptom, not cause. The compo-
sition of the Reichstag faithfully mirrored the many divisions
within and between the diverse constituent parts of the Empire.
One of the most important fault lines continued to divide Cath-
olic and Protestant rulers, a legacy of the Reformation that also
played itself out within individual territories. In the imperial
city of Augsburg, for example, an ‘invisible border’ separated
the two communities.'” Further divisions arose from the princes’
territorial ambitions. The checks and balances of the Reichstag
only reflected mutual rivalries and suspicions.

Finally, the Empire had two separate superior courts. The
so-called Aulic Council in Vienna functioned relatively well.
The same could not be said of the Imperial Cameral Tribunal
in Wetzlar, which had a backlog of 60,000 cases pending by the
1770s. Its inefficiency owed much to nepotism (a characteristic
vice of eighteenth-century institutions), as jobs went to a tight-
ening circle of ‘Cameral families’.'"® Appellants therefore found
themselves ground between the wheels of a slow-moving justice.
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At the same time, individual states also claimed ultimate jurisdic-
tion, and the imperial courts often found it difficult to enforce
their judgments. Parties to a decision had the right of appeal to
the Reichstag; sometimes they simply ignored judgments they
disliked. Like the Law on Military Organization, court decisions
were most likely to be flouted by powerful territorial rulers.

In Goethe’s Faust, Part I, Frosch begins his drinking song
with an often-quoted couplet: ‘Das liebe heil’ge rom’sche Reich,
Wie hilt’s nur noch zusammen?’ (The dear old Holy Roman
Empire, How does it hold together?) Brander, one of his com-
panions in Auerbach’s cellar, responds:

... A nasty song! Thank God in constant prayer
The Roman Empire isn’t your affair.
I thank my stars, and think myself the wiser,

That no one calls me Chancellor or Kaiser.

The Empire certainly did not lack contemporary critics, and
nineteenth-century historians were even more caustic in their
judgments. They were contemptuous of its convoluted and
seemingly haphazard institutions, scorned its overlapping juris-
dictions and weak notion of sovereignty; above all they deplored
the role that it allowed to the rulers of England, Denmark and
Sweden in German affairs. Hence they saw its collapse not only
as welcome, but as inevitable. Many modern historians have
conveyed a similar impression through their language,
peppering their texts with adjectives like ‘ridiculous’ and (a
favourite) ‘anachronistic’. Recent revisionist accounts have
resisted the temptation to judge by later standards. They have
noted that the administrative circles had real achievements to
their name in Swabia and Franconia, and rightly underlined the
point that the Empire was not a centralized state that failed, but
a loosely articulated institution that allowed its members a large
degree of sovereignty and held the ring between them.” Its
importance lay in its symbolic and legal functions. The emperor
played the role of broker, as when he eased the resettlement in
Prussia of 20,000 Protestants expelled from the Archbishopric
of Salzburg.”® Weak members of the Empire looked to insti-
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tutions like the Aulic Council for protection against ambitious
and more powerful neighbours. The existence of the court as a
forum for conciliation prevented the principality of Anhalt from
being absorbed into Prussia, kept the imperial counties of Isen-
burg and Solms from falling into the hands of Hesse-Darmstadt,
and offered some protection to the knights and free cities of
the southwest against the electors of Bavaria and the dukes of
Wiirttemberg. Contemporaries understood this well enough,
which explains why there were so many attempts to reform the
Empire as an institution capable of containing aggression. After
the Seven Years War there was an almost millenarian temper
to the dream of ‘German renewal’. The election and pomp-laden
coronation of Emperor Joseph II symbolized these hopes. The
literature on the Empire written after 1763 was affectionately
critical and virtually unanimous that the institution should be
preserved, albeit in modernized form.

The point is well taken. The institutional virtues of the
Empire were largely negative — they were the virtues of pro-
crastination, obstruction, and the lesser evil. Historians are
agreed that imperial enthusiasm among constituent members
was inversely related to their size and strength. The Empire
protected the particular in the name of the universal. It suc-
ceeded, up to a point, in acting as a counterbalance to ambitious
princes. The guilds, a thorn in the side of those princes, looked
to the Empire for redress — and guild issues were among the
few that could stir the Reichstag to legislate in the eighteenth
century. Under the imperial umbrella minuscule territories jeal-
ously defended their rights, especially to administer justice.
Thanks to the Empire, imperial counts or cities continued to
assert their sovereignty even when physically surrounded by
much larger states. The Empire was an ‘incubator’ (Mack
Walker), keeping alive what might otherwise have died. It is not
difficult to see why modern historians, less enamoured of power
and progress than many of their nineteenth-century prede-
cessors, have been less quick to dismiss these attributes.

Yet the Empire failed, in the end, to maintain a balance
between weak and strong. It could not hold back the growing
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power of larger member-states whose policies threatened the
basis on which the Empire rested. The institutional dynamism
in Germany was to be found in the rising territorial states.
Profound changes were taking place within the political shell of
the Empire. They can be summarized in the phrase state-
building. This had two meanings. It applied, first, to the physical
expansion of a given territory through peaceful or nonpeaceful
methods. Thus the Protestant Margrave of Baden-Durlach
doubled his lands at a stroke in 1771 when he inherited Baden-
Baden from the extinguished Catholic branch of the family.
Secondly, it meant attempts by individual rulers to construct
more centralized, rationalized states within their territorial
borders. These efforts, part of a European-wide phenomenon
of absolutism, involved the enlargement of state bureaucracies
and were directed against intermediate institutions that stood
between ruler and subject: nobility, churches, guilds, parliamen-
tary estates. Princes asserted their authority in areas ranging
from material production to expressions of piety, but their prin-
cipal concerns were taxation, policing, the dispensing of justice,
and conscription. In states with large standing armies (a develop-
ment dating from the mid seventeenth century), conscription
was potentially the greatest challenge to the Empire, for it
threatened the status quo the latter existed to preserve. As the
Thirty Years War, the ‘potato war’ and other late eighteenth-
century hostilities showed, this challenge was by no means
abstract. Assaults on guild autonomy and the promulgation of
state legal codes were hardly less subversive of what the Empire
stood for. The same was true, at a symbolic level, of the growing
princely courts that were such a feature of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Often, it is true, they were designed to corral and domesti-
cate the local nobility, but these burgeoning mini-Versailles in
Mannheim, Berlin, Dresden, Munich, Hanover, Dresden and
elsewhere also amounted to an assertion of power and prestige
that challenged the authority of the emperor.

Even this abbreviated list of courts suggests how widely
princely power was asserted across the German lands. A similar
list could be compiled of universities founded, in large part, to
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train the growing ranks of state officials in useful skills such as
the law and cameralism, the German version of political econ-
omy which emphasized the importance of economic manage-
ment in the interest of state treasuries. It would include Halle
(1694), Gottingen (1737), Erlangen (1743), Miinster (1780) and
Bonn (1786), not counting existing institutions that were
reformed in the eighteenth century. In Bavaria and Wiirttem-
berg, Hesse and Saxony, standing armies grew, officials multi-
plied, and rulers tried to regulate and tax their subjects more
effectively, against the inevitable opposition of estates and cor-
porations. The phenomenon was not confined to secular rulers.
Similar developments can be seen in the ecclesiastical territories.
To take a prominent example, from the 1740s onwards a series of
electors in Mainz pursued administrative, economic, educational
and ecclesiastical reforms that challenged the prerogatives of
cathedral canons, monasteries and imperial knights.”!

The most important cases of state-building occurred in the
two largest German states, Austria and Prussia. In Austria —
strictly speaking, the agglomeration of lands belonging to the
Habsburg dynasty - efforts to create a new, more centralized
basis for rule were underway from the mid eighteenth century.
They came in a series of waves, driven by military imperatives.
After the shock of defeat in war and territorial losses during the
1740s, the young Empress Maria Theresa instituted a series of
reforms in 1748-55. The main objective was a better-trained
standing army of 100,000 men. Achieving this required Vienna
to exploit the resources of its far-flung realm more effectively,
and led not only to restrictions on guild powers and the encour-
agement of efficient enterprises, but to more centralized admin-
istration and tax-gathering. This policy entered a new phase
after the Seven Years War, a conflict that recent German histori-
ans have emphasized as a turning point in stimulating internal
political reforms.”” To finance the army, the new chief minister,
Kaunitz, tried to extend the fiscal reach of the state still further,
against the vested interests of feudal landlords, provincial estates
and a Catholic church that enjoyed widespread tax exemptions.
Central administration was reorganized in 1760-62 and a state
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council created whose competence extended throughout the
monarchy. Educational reforms that cut across clerical privileges
and a newly codified civil law in 1766 were steering in the same
direction. \

Under Maria Theresa’s impatient and austerely rational son,
who ruled as Joseph II from 1780-9o0, this policy was pursued
more single-mindedly. Josephinism’ was a frontal assault against
seigneurialism, guild restrictions, urban patriciates, ecclesiastical
privilege and provincial rights. These corporate prerogatives
offended the tidy-minded emperor; they were also obstacles to
the raising of revenues sufficient to support the standing army
of 300,000 men which Joseph deemed necessary. The drive for
administrative uniformity embraced administrative, fiscal,
ecclesiastical and legal reform, as well as more efficient mechan-
isms of policing under Interior Minister Pergen. Its chief instru-
ment was a centralizing bureaucracy which, after 1784, was
required to use German as a common official language. That
should not be confused with any ambition on Joseph’s part to
infuse new meaning into his role as head of the Holy Roman
Empire of the German Nation. When he called the German
states ‘provinces’ of the Empire he was speaking as a Habsburg.
Joseph toyed with the idea of renouncing the imperial title
altogether, and his ambitions to strengthen the Austrian position
in German affairs (notably his designs on Bavaria in 1777) were
those of a predatory territorial ruler.

Austrian aspirations were resented by many other German
princes, but they were challenged by one other German power
in particular - the power that seized Silesia from Austria, fought
against her in the Seven Years War, frustrated her in the War
of Bavarian Succession, and blocked her further German
ambitions in the 1780s by leading the League of Princes. That
power was Prussia. Historians rightly consider Prussia the classic
example of the new type of state. From the mid seventeenth
century through to the death of Frederick II (‘the Great’) in
1786, a series of energetic rulers turned a modest margraviate
in Brandenburg-Prussia into an extensive kingdom that became
the major power of northern Germany. Territorial expansion
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came about by means of judicious marriages, strategic land pur-
chases, and - above all in the Frederician period - military
conquest. Prussia grew phenomenally during the eighteenth
century: the Polish partitions alone almost doubled its size and
population. This was a constantly changing, protean state, and
its growth posed novel administrative problems (the same prob-
lems faced by the Margrave of Baden-Durlach, but on a much
larger scale). The new territories, especially New East Prussia,
became something of a laboratory for Prussian administration,
as royal power at the centre looked for ways to digest new
land and subjects. We should remember this need to integrate
diverse, often recently acquired provinces when we consider the
state-building drive that was one of the two great hallmarks of
the Hohenzollern state.

The other hallmark was militarism. ‘Prussia was hatched from
a cannon ball,’ said Napoleon, something of an expert on the
subject.”’ The rise of the Prussian army is, in fact, hard to separ-
ate from the larger process of bureaucratic state-building. The
administrative machinery built up by the Hohenzollerns blended
the management of military and civil affairs. Under successive
rulers who steadily expanded the standing army, in a society
where military drill reached down into the villages and officers
enjoyed a high status, ways had to be found to pay for and
provision the soldiers. That meant maximizing the flow of royal
revenue, against opposition from privileged estates and corpor-
ations. The institutions designed to achieve this included the
General Directory in Berlin and the provincial War and
Domains Chambers, the centrepieces of a growing apparatus of
career officials or ‘dynastic servants’ who concerned themselves
with military, judicial and fiscal affairs. These officials were
trained and examined (after 1770 all applicants underwent writ-
ten and oral examinations); they were expected to devote them-
selves exclusively to their jobs; and they began to develop a
marked esprit de corps. The permanent hunger for revenue
explains efforts to exploit Prussia’s human and economic
resources fully and promote self-sufficiency, through coloniz-
ation, subsidies to manufacturers, and measures to control trade.
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State treasury income doubled during Frederick’s reign, while
state foresters, mining officials and excise agents proliferated,
alongside regional administrators and tax commissars. The
needs of the army drove this activity. As Friedrich von Schrotter
mordantly observed a few years later: ‘Prussia was not a country
with an army, but an army with a country’.**

The urge to maintain a strong army, to centralize, codify and
remove barriers between ruler and subjects, provides the context
of what historians call Enlightened Absolutism (once known as
Enlightened Despotism).” The term is not self-contradictory,
nor does it indicate bad faith or hypocrisy on the part of rulers.
Take Frederick the Great, the Philosopher of Sans-Souci, as an
example. A celebrated correspondent of Voltaire and author of
philosophy, poetry and music, he advocated religious toleration
and employed enlightened jurists. In both cases there was a
genuine commitment to the dictates of reason, but it is hard to
unscramble from °‘reason of state’. As Frederician Prussia
acquired new Catholic subjects in Silesia and elsewhere, toler-
ation served the interests of state-building. With similar flexi-
bility, earlier Hohenzollerns had sponsored the Pietist
movement as a Trojan horse inside the Lutheran church, to
weaken the nobility’s powers of patronage and to encourage
the creation of a more productive citizenry. Pietism called for
Protestant spiritual renewal, emphasizing the importance of
direct religious experience, rebirth, and meetings in small groups
for Bible reading and prayer. Its spread through Prussia’s scat-
tered provinces, carried by men with relatively uniform cultural
backgrounds, helped to break down provincial isolation and fos-
tered centralization. Like religious toleration, legal reform was
a central concern of Enlightenment rationality; but the great
weapon of legal reform, codification, also had another side to
it. The Prussian Civil Code initiated by Frederick and promul-
gated in 1794 promised to increase efficiency and uniformity
while asserting the king’s justice over rival jurisdictions. Similar
points could be made about economic policy, educational
improvements or the development of ‘health police’ in the broad
eighteenth-century sense of police. All conduced to the well-
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being of the prince’s subjects; all were understood by contem-
poraries as a rational investment in valuable resources. Even the
care of orphans had its place in a larger scheme. The Berlin
military orphanage claimed that its task was ‘to deliver to the
army and the country the greatest number of healthy and well-
schooled, soldierly, i.e. patriotic-minded recruits who have been
accustomed to hard work and subordination’.”®

There are family resemblances between enlightened rulers,
but also differences of emphasis. In Prussia the military motf
was everywhere; in ecclesistical principalities like Mainz and
Trier clerical privilege was a special target of reformers. Fiscal
concerns went together with genuine distaste for ‘obscurantism’
(symbolized by the Jesuits and monastic orders) and a belief that
the church should inculcate rationality, not pious superstitions,
in the ruler’s subjects. When the Elector of Trier curtailed or
suppressed pilgrimages, he was trying to prune away pious
‘excess’ and limit the number of lost working days. His counter-
parts in Fulda, Wiirzburg and Mainz were equally keen to pre-
vent what the Elector Emmerich Joseph of Mainz called ‘sinful
idleness’.”” Beyond this distinctive element, Enlightened Abso-
lutism in these states bore familiar features, as rulers wielded
bureaucratic power, economic initiatives and legal codification
as weapons against vested interests.

We can clearly see the contours of more centralized territorial
states in eighteenth-century Germany. But how far had this
process gone by the late eighteenth century? Consider for a
moment the titles by which the Habsburgs and Hohenzollerns
claimed to rule. Among the dozens of appellations of the Habs-
burg monarch, he was Archduke of Austria, King of Hungary,
Bohemia, Dalmatia, Croatia, Slavonia, Lodomeria and Illyria,
Duke of Styria, Salzburg, Carinthia, Carniola and Bukowina,
Grand Prince of Transylvania, Margrave of Moravia, Princely
Count of Habsburg and Tyrol, Count of Hohenembs, Leld-
kirch, Bregenz, Sonnenberg, Great Voyvod of Voyvodina, and
many other things besides. The Hohenzollerns could boast a
similar, if shorter list of titles attached to possessions stretching
from Poland to the Netherlands. In the mid eighteenth century,
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‘Prussia’ was still routinely referred to as ‘His Royal Majesty’s
States and Provinces’. What’s in a name? In this case, a good
deal, for the proliferation of titles alerts us to an enduring reality.
Territorial princes — even the most powerful - still ruled over
a loose collection of diverse lands. Contemporaries liked the
metaphor of the machine, the finely balanced mechanism, and
often wrote about the absolutist state in these terms. The tone
could be critical, especially of armies: soldiers were ‘automata
that have no thought but only physical movements’ in the words
of one Prussian commentator.”® It was more difficult to drill
historic lands or privileged estates into uniformity, however.
Absolutist state-building was an arduous, uncertain process: local
or corporate rights were not easily expropriated. Joseph II’s last
frantic bout of centralizing zeal met with such resistance in the
Habsburg lands that much of what he achieved had to be con-
ceded by his successor, Leopold II. Centrifugal forces were also
powerful in Prussia, perhaps more powerful at the end of the
eighteenth century than fifty years earlier. New acquisitions put
strains on the machinery of state. Further tensions arose as the
bureaucracy developed a will of its own, to which Frederick II
responded with a policy of divide-and-rule.”” Add the jealous
independence of local estates, and the result was absolutism
considerably tempered in practice. The compromises and quali-
fications in the 19,000 paragraphs of the Civil Code provide a
good example. As the smugglers and bandits showed, there were
limits even to basic policing of the ‘well-ordered police state’
(Marc Raeff).*®

Beneath the absolutist machinery the territorial prince was
still a Landesvater, a personal ruler. Like any imperial knight,
but on a greater scale, he remained dependent on patrimonial
resources to fulfil his ambitions. The royal domains of the
Hohenzollerns continued to provide a significant part of Prus-
sian state income into the nineteenth century. Old-regime
princes were always strapped for cash. Hesse-Darmstadt lived
permanently on the edge of bankruptcy thanks to the spending
of Ludwig VII (castles and theatres), Ludwig VIII (hunting) and
Ludwig IX (soldiers). Not every state could sell its soldiers as
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mercenaries to make ends meet, like neighbouring Hesse-
Kassel.’! Loans from ‘court Jews’ and expedients like a state
lottery were both responses to this problem. And so was the
unceasing attempt to squeeze more of the surplus from pro-
duction, especially on the land. Because of their need for rev-
enue, territorial rulers were dependent on some kind of
power-sharing with privileged groups.

Even where the towns, guilds and clerical corporations had
been cut down to size, aristocratic power remained. In major
territorial states, there was usually a triangular distribution of
power between prince, bureaucracy and aristocracy. Prussia rep-
resented one variant: the aristocracy was coopted into the state
service, especially the officer corps, while retaining many local
rights over the peasantry - a kind of military-agrarian complex.”
Wiirttemberg, where there was no equivalent of the Junkers but
the estates could check the power of the ruling duke through
representative institutions, was another. Wiirttemberg was
unusual: its parliament was described by the English Whig
Charles James Fox as the only. one in Europe that deserved
comparison with Westminster.”” But nobles everywhere
exploited corporate institutions and estates to thwart princely
authority. Rulers faced a tug of forces. Where state-building
had gone furthest, bureaucracies began to acquire independent
political weight. Yet a corporatist reaction was always possible,
especially from the aristocracy, if the central power pressed too
hard on its privileges. The fate of Joseph II's ambitious pro-
gramme was only the most spectacular example.

The Forces of Social and Cultural Change

Territorial state-building represented a dynamic element in
German-speaking Europe of the eighteenth century, but not the
only one. Change was also occurring at other levels. Perhaps
most basic, because of its many implications, was the rise in
population that took place in Germany from around 1750. The
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statistics are treacherous, but historians agree that these years
marked the beginning of a period of rapid and sustained growth
in population. Within the borders of the future German nation-
state the number of inhabitants rose from around 1618 million
in 1750 to some 24 million in 1800, with German-speaking
Austrian provinces adding another 8 million by the latter date.
There were, predictably, great regional variations. Population
growth was higher in Austria and Wiirttemberg than in Bavaria
or Saxony, and greater in the eastern provinces of Prussia than
in the western ones. There were special reasons for some of the
changed distribution of population in these years. Fast-growing
Prussian provinces like Pomerania, for example, reflected
aggressive colonization policies. But we still have to explain the
fact that the total German population rose by between a third
and a half in fifty years. Why? It is generally agreed that the
increase had less to do with a lower age of marriage, increased
marriage rates, or increased fertility, than with changes in the
mortality rate as a result of small improvements in diet and
hygiene, and the relatively lower incidence of epidemics (especi-
ally the disappearance of the plague). These developments were
uneven. As we have seen, famine and epidemic did not disappear,
and changes in the mortality rate were at best fairly marginal.
But even a small downward movement could make a difference
to the demographic balance and hence to future population
growth. Like other parts of western Europe, Germany in this
period was experiencing the ‘end of the biological old regime’.**

Population increase was intimately connected with productive
resources and their use. This was a two-way relationship, as the
example of agriculture shows. Improved diet lowered mortality
rates and led to a growing population: a larger population placed
increasing demands on the food supply, stimulating changes in
agricultural production.”® This was a period of agrarian revol-
ution. It was signalled by state encouragement for new agricultu-
ral techniques, a ‘developing agronomic literature, and the
emergence of ‘improving landlords’ who modelled themselves
on English or Dutch originals. More efficient rotations and new
crops began to make inroads throughout Germany - fruit, peas,
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beans, maize, lentils, and that great boon to humankind, the
potato. Manure was more widely used and yields rose. Stocks
of cattle grew (by 50 per cent in Prussia from the 1750s to the
end of the century), stall feeding became more common with
the rising production of fodder crops, breeds improved. Finally,
and closely connected with these developments, a growing com-
mercialization of agriculture was evident on the back of steadily
rising prices for agricultural produce — particularly for grain,
which accounted for a comfortable majority of all the land given
over to arable. The value of land itself floated up with prices.
Around 1801, it was claimed in Wetzlar that farms that could
have been bought a century before for 10,000 Gulden were
hardly to be had for ten times as much. :

The best-known beneficiaries of this process were large estate
owners, the classic example being the Junker landlords of eastern
Prussia who intensified their demands on peasant labour services
to take advantage of rising prices (that was one reason for peasant
protests and lawsuits). The manorial estates of East Elbia became
major grain-exporters in the last decades of the century, especi-
ally to Britain. This had important social consequences, for the
market and investment opportunities of land attracted new com-
mercial, bourgeois elements and prompted a faster turnover of
properties. The Silesian estate of Comorno, which increased in
value nearly six-fold from 1761 to 1797, experienced twelve
changes of owner in fifty years. But estate owners were not the
only ones to benefit from the bounty of rising prices. Some
peasant farmers also took advantage. From areas with substantial
peasant farms (Westphalia, Bavaria) to southern and western
regions of small holdings (Wiirttemberg, the Rhineland), change
was underway. Marginal heathland, marsh, fen and scrub was
brought into cultivation, holdings were consolidated and new
crops introduced, agreements were made with shepherds to pro-
tect newly planted fallows. Much, perhaps most, of this was
happening independently of German princes who drained
marshes and encouraged model husbandry.

These changes need to be kept in perspective. We should not
forget the resistance to new crops like the potato (some blamed
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it for epidemics), the primitive implements that were still the
general rule, the continuing subdivision of strip holdings in the
southwest, or the fact that yields remained pitifully low even by
nineteenth-century standards. Above all, we should remember
the harsh labour required to winnow even a modest existence
from the land that supported most Germans, efforts that could
be suddenly undone by harvest failure, family illness, fire, or
some other natural catastrophe. The agrarian change that
occurred under the pressure of population growth and increased
demand was no modern fairy tale of challenge-and-response. It
also created new privations and insecurities. We do not need
to (and should not) idealize earlier periods to recognize that
agricultural commercialization led to a sharper differentiation
of rural society. It was most obvious on large manorial estates,
but it also occurred outside the Prussian east, as the lines that
separated large, medium and small peasants, ‘dwarf-holders’,
cottagers and day labourers became more well-defined. The
erosion of the form of agrarian cooperation (the Gebdferschaf?)
practised in the Hunsriick and elsewhere symbolized the change.
At the top of the emerging rural hierarchy stood a class of large
farmers who had done well from cattle, corn or other cash crops,
and increasingly separated themselves out as local ‘notables’
from the rest of the village population - the 8o per cent who
were most vulnerable to seasonal, climatic or family mischance.
At the bottom stood a growing rural underclass, its ranks swollen
by population growth. The late eighteenth century was a bad
time for them, as common land disappeared and prices rose.
Some of the enlarged pool of the landless and land-poor was
mopped up because agricultural innovation, such as projects to
clear or reclaim land, was labour-intensive. Others migrated or
went permanently on the road as itinerants and beggars, a symp-
tom of contemporary social crisis.

There was another option for the small peasantry and rural
underclass, however, one that introduced a further dynamic
element into old-regime society. That was the putting-out
system, or protoindustrialization as it is often called.’® Through
their agents or ‘factors’, merchants provided raw materials that
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poor rural households worked up into finished goods. This had
gone on since the late middle ages, but the practice became
much more widespread in the second half of the eighteenth
century. It was found in many branches of production, including
metals, but especially in the spinning and weaving of textiles.
The advantages to the merchant were obvious: minimal fixed
costs, flexibility, and the cheap labour of a poor, often desperate
part of rural society. For those who worked in this sort of dis-
persed rural production, in the Rhineland, Silesia or Bohemia,
the income it provided was essential. In regions of partible
inheritance, where population growth put exceptional pressure
on the land, the putting-out system was often the only alternative
to starvation or migration. There is some evidence that
migration rates were lower where cottage industry was most
intensive. In other words, the additional income helped to
anchor the rural population.’’” Just as commercialized agriculture
and rising population were linked both ways, so rural indus-
trialization was cause as well as effect of populatlon increase. It
encouragcd the landless and small peasantry to increase their
family size, because children as well as women played a major
part in this form of household production. And the children, in
turn, could marry and have families earlier, without waiting for
an inheritance. This made short-term sense, but it exacted a
high price in the long term. Insecurity and family self-
exploitation were endemic in the putting-out system, which per-
mitted dangerous levels of rural over-population to persist. Both
problems became major crises in the nineteenth century.
Before 1800, protoindustrialization was another sign of the
economic and social change taking place within the institutional
shell of the old order. Most obviously, it challenged the guild
system. The growth of cottage industry marked a clash of cul-
tures as well as productive systems. It pitted the untrained rural
labour of peasant families, in which female and child labour was
decisive and the end-product destined for an anonymous market,
against the bespoke products of the urban master-craftsman who
was proud of his training, wedded to hierarchy, and conscious
of his role as a paterfamilias. This was not the only competition
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faced by guilds in the ‘autumn of the old crafts’.’*® Many crafts-
men worked outside guilds, often as one-man concerns, in both
countryside and town. The German ratio of two masters to one
journeyman was a symptom of how guild dominance had been
eaten away. Hence the constant complaints about ‘cowboys’
(‘ground-rabbits’ in contemporary parlance) and the fruitless
efforts by the guilds to seek redress from an unsympathetic state.

The putting-out system and the rise of the village craftsman
posed more of a threat to gulld privilege than competition from
state-run concerns or other large enterprlses Rulers were mainly
concerned with two things, the sinews of war and the manufac-
ture of luxury goods that would eliminate or reduce costly
imports. Despite some notable exceptions (such as the large state
salt-mining operations in Bavaria), their efforts were concen-
trated on the production of weapons and uniforms, or on the
obligatory state porcelain factory that no self-respecting ruler
wanted to be without. State-run concerns or concessions
accounted for only a modest share of total manufactunng output.
The same was still true of large-scale production in general.
Around 1800 there were probably no more than a thousand
concerns throughout the German lands employing more than
ten men, with Saxony, Brandenburg, Bohemia, Bavaria and
Lower Austria leading the way. Large concerns remained
insecure, often one-generation affairs, and suffered from short-
ages of raw materials, trained labour and capital. The putting-
out system employed perhaps six times as many as the early
‘manufactories’. One promincnt Augsburg producer of cotton
prints employed 350 people in his ‘manufactory’ during the
17708, compared with 3500 who worked outside.” ‘Factories’
in the nineteenth-century sense were almost unknown. The
localized, limited production that was the hallmark of the craft
guilds predominated everywhere.

Yet anyone surveying non-agricultural activity around 1800
must be struck by the sense of change. Rural industry was grow-
ing, alongside other crafts — the construction trades, for example.
In some parts of Germany, large-scale glassworks, breweries and
mines dotted the countryside, often run by members of the
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nobility who had recognized the possibilities of industrial invest-
ment. An example would be Silesia, sometimes called the ‘Prus-
sian Peru’ because of its mineral riches. Of the 243 mines
operating there in 1785, 191 were owned by nobles (and another
20 by the King of Prussia). In the towns, businessmen and mer-
chants were growing in numbers and wealth, men like Bolon-
garo, the Frankfurt tobacco merchant, Schiile, the Augsburg
cotton king, and the von der Leyen family which controlled go
per cent of Krefeld silk production in the 1760s. As in England
and France, a significant proportion of entrepreneurs were ‘out-
siders’ — members of religious minorities, or foreigners, such
as the Huguenots, Jews and English so prominent among the
manufacturers of Koénigsberg.

Demand, fed by a rising population, stimulated the growth
in output. The debates that took place over ‘luxury’ goods and
new sumptuary codes were a sign that patterns of consumption
were changing. There was another dimension to this: the growth
of German foreign trade. Once again, this was not entirely novel.
From their position in the centre of Europe, Germans had
enjoyed long-distance trade links for centuries: north to the
Baltic, west to France, east to an area of Europe where German
merchants and craftsmen had long played a role, and south to
the Mediterranean, where the commerce of an earlier period
left its mark in the Italianate architecture of Augsburg and the
‘German’ inns of Venice. The established trade fairs of Frankfurt
and Leipzig were also a residue of these trade patterns — although
their survival can be seen as a symbol of relative backwardness,
for these typically medieval institutions had disappeared from
the economically more advanced Britain and France. Neverthe-
less, in the last decades of the eighteenth century Germany
became more actively involved in international trade, exporting
linens, silks, woollens and metal goods, importing timber, fish
and iron from Scandinavia, coal and manufactured goods from
Britain, furs from Russia, luxury goods from France, fruit, oil
and wine from the Iberian peninsula, and cotton from the
Americas. The total value of German foreign trade grew by
75 per cent between 1780 and 1800. Imports still comfortably



Prologue 33

exceeded exports, and Britain and France (Germany’s two major
trade partners) had a much greater share in the burgeoning
Atlantic trade. But, even here, things were changing. The last
decades of the eighteenth century saw a relative decline of Baltic
ports like Rostock and Liibeck, where maritime commerce and
shipbuilding had once been concentrated, in favour of North
Sea ports like Emden, Bremen and - above all - Hamburg,
which provided an opening on to the Adantic.

Like the officials who manned the growing state apparatuses,
entrepreneurs, merchants and factors belonged to the ‘movers
and doers’.® Their activities and interests ran counter to the
established structures of the old social order. To say that they
represented an urban middle class is true, although it needs
some qualification. Urban was not always synonymous with
dynamic. Up to a quarter of the Empire’s population lived in
its 4000 towns, but many of these remained small and inward-
looking. Their citizens, or Stadtbiirger, should be thought of less
as ‘bourgeois’ than as figures best described by the archaic Eng-
lish term ‘burgher’: hostile to those producing for larger
markets, defensive about any challenge to their legal privileges,
wedded to the local worlds in which their power was rooted.
This picture should not be overdrawn, as it sometimes is.
Change and conflict were already being felt within these towns.
In a sizable town like Aachen (26,000 inhabitants in 1800),
guildsmen and other defenders of the status quo tried desper-
ately, with the help of imperial institutions, to keep more expan-
sionist, mercantile elements at bay. The old middle classes of
Wetzlar, the court town, were caught ‘between persistence and
change’.* Nevertheless, the real urban dynamism was to be
found in the princely residential cities, with their concentrations
of officials, merchants and retailers, and in growing commercial
centres. The six largest cities in the Empire fulfilled one or both
of these functions: Vienna (207,000), Berlin (173,000), Hamburg
(100,000), Prague (76,000), Breslau (57,000) and Dresden
(53,000). Neither in these cities, nor in their smaller counter-
parts, was the caste spirit absent - the truckling of court sup-
pliers, the defence of patrician prerogatives, the attachment to
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the good old ways.* But it was here that we are most likely to
find the practitioners of new economic forms, the advocates of
legal and institutional change — and those who believed in the
lively traffic of ideas, especially ‘enlightened’ ideas.

The Enlightenment had common European features. It was
rooted in the belief that men could understand the workings
of the universe through the exercise of reason, by observing,
measuring and classifying natural phenomena. Hence the great
eighteenth-century interest in botany, mineralogy, optics and
colour theory. Enlightenment also meant, as the name suggests,
illuminating the dark corners of human nature and making it
more transparent. It insisted on the possibility of ordering insti-
tutions in such a way that society would become imbued with
reason and moral sense, creating the conditions for self-
fulfilment and the realization of human happiness. Thus law,
administration, economics, education, health and welfare all
belonged to the enlightened project. These concerns were not
wide-ranging by accident: belief in the unity of knowledge and
the inter-connections between different kinds of improvement
was a given. That was why a key figure in the early German
Enlightenment, Christian Wolff, was able to write a book with
the apparently immodest title Orn God, the World, the Human
Soul and all Things in General® The German ‘Aufklirung’
belonged to a pan-European movement, but was heavily
coloured by local conditions. It had no single centre, for
example. Berlin, Hamburg and Leipzig were important; but we
also find Lessing in Wolfenbiittel, Wieland in Weimar and Kant-
in K6nigsberg. More than in France or Britain, it also developed
within established institutions: universities, state academies of
science, churches. We have already seen the practical impact of
Catholic Enlightenment, a backlash among theologians, aca-
demics and clergy against the Baroque piety associated with the
Jesuits. For the German Enlightenment generally, the role of
Protestantism (and especially Pietism) was central: the move-
ment could almost be described as a branch of progressive Prot-
estant theology. Deists of the French or British kind were rare
in Germany, and unbelievers virtually unknown. It is striking
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how many German Enlightenment writers were Protestant cler-
gymen, or their sons and protégés. The institutions of state and
church placed their stamp on the German movement, even when
the late Enlightenment outgrew its original institutional base
after the 1760s.

In the following two decades enlightened thinking spread
through a host of new channels. One was the expansion of the
reading public. This was evident in the greatly increased output
of German books, pamphlets and periodicals. Other unmistak-
able signs were the rising numbers of bookshops, reading clubs
and masonic lodges, together with the spread of cafés and coffee
gardens where newspapers were available. Another measure of
the same process was the flourishing of salons like the celebrated
one presided over by Rahel Varnhagen in Berlin.* Newly popu-
lar spa towns like Bad Pyrmont — taking the waters became a
fashion in the late eighteenth century - were a seasonal extension
of urban gatherings in the reading club, where cultivated officials
and professional men gathered with like-minded aristocrats to
talk.¥ The reading public expanded in tandem with the rise of
publishers, promoters and literary entrepreneurs like Friedrich
Nicolai, enabling more writers to earn a living. Wiirttemberg
had 120 authors in 1774, 285 in 1790.* If the second quarter
of the eighteenth century saw the development of German as a
literary language, the last quarter saw the tentative emergence
of the professional writer — although the greatest revolution in
writing was the ‘craze for letter-writing’ (Briefwut) that swept
over Germany in the decades before 1800. These deepening
channels of communication provide the context against which
we must view the extraordinary flowering of talent that produced
the philosopher Immanuel Kant and other prominent writers
of the Enlightenment, and the German literary renaissance of
Lessing, Goethe and Schiller, whose reputations were already
established by the end of the century. Travel also helped to
create an enlightened public, expanding knowledge in
developing disciplines like philology, geography and ethnology
(in which German scholars were prominent) and stimulating
comparisons. At Géttingen University, Professors Schlozer,
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Heyne, Wrisberg and Beckmann taught courses in the art of
travelling.¥ Their lectures were designed to educate and disci-
pline the instinct that sent Carsten Niebuhr to Arabia, Alexander
von Humboldt up the Orinoco, and Georg Forster around the
world with Captain Cook. These were obviously exceptional
cases, but thousands more read about travel in works like
Forster’s A Journey Around the World, published in 1778 to enor-
mous acclaim. Recent German scholarship has shown how travel
literature became a contemporary cult.*® It was matched by an
apparently insatiable appetite for French and English works,
and interest in the mores and manners of Germany’s western
neighbours.

We can map the enlightened public by the keywords it
employed. These were many - virtue, utility, harmony, human-
ity, patriotism — but the most characteristic was reason. In his
famous answer to the question posed by the Berilinische Mon-
atsschrift in 1783 (‘(What is Enlightenment?’), Kant argued that it
meant the liberation of the individual from self-imposed tutelage
through the use of reason.” Five years later the manager of the
Berlin Journal for Enlngtenment saw the task of the movement
as ‘an effort of the human spirit fully to illuminate, in accordance
with the principles of pure reason and with a view to the
advancement of the useful, every object in the world of ideas,
every human opinion and its consequences, everything which
has any effect upon man’.*® This was a typically ambitious and
optimistic programme. But reason had its limits, and I want to
end this chapter by exploring these — and the boundaries of the
Enlightenment more generally — at three levels: intellectual,
social and political.

Intellectually, a frontal reaction against Enlightemnent
rationalism was visible by the 1770s. Its representative figures
are Justus Moser, whose hlstory of Osnabriick pralsed the value
of traditional, seasoned institutions and warned against abstract,
mechanical ‘levelling’, and Johann Georg Hamann (‘The Magus
of the North’), a publicist from a Pietist background who turned
against the dry moral calculus of the Enlightenment, preferring
instead intuition, the heart over the head. Both emphases — on
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tradition and history in collective community life, mystery rather
than transparency in individual human affairs — anticipated the
Romantic revolt at the turn of the century. More complex per-
haps, certainly more central within the intellectual landscape of
the 1770s and 1780s, were two other challenges to the supremacy
of cold, dry reason, particularly the kind of reason taken over
from early French Enlightenment figures like Voltaire. Johann
Gottfried Herder, together with many unsung mini-Herders
among local writers and clergymen, questioned the abstractly
rational notion of a timeless, universal ‘human nature’. He
insisted instead on the importance of attending to what was
local, specific, of this place and time, not any place and time -
language, law, custom. The importance of Herder for the future
of German history as a discipline and for German nationalism
is enormous. Herder was demonstrably influenced by Hamann,
and we might view his insights as another anticipation of
Romanticism. Alternatively, and more accurately, we could say
that he and other eighteenth-century writers discovered (or
invented) the German ‘Volk’ and the genius of local culture
some time before the Grimm brothers and Romantic poets.*!
Herder remained within an Enlightenment framework, both
in his cosmopolitan outlook and his eighteenth-century passion
to classify. We must be equally careful in placing the larger
group of Sturm und Drang (‘Storm and Stress’) writers who
emerged in the 1770s, to which both Goethe and Schiller
initially belonged. They embodied what is often called ‘Roman-
tic idealism’, and looked to break through the confines of desic-
cated, well-tempered reasonableness (they called it mediocrity)
in the name of individual genius, inspiration and feeling. This
meant following the spontaneity of the heart, but it also had a
model that was both literary and French - not the dry Voltaire,
but the wet Rousseau, with his (artful) emphasis on simplicity,
self-revelation and sensibility. For these writers, as for Herder,
the vital qualities of ‘popular culture’ also proved a stimulus,
even if (like writers for the next 200 years) they were always
chasing something that had been commercialized just before
they caught it. Goethe, at least, made no bones about his child-
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hood fascination with the sensational literature of popular alma-
nacs, with their miracles, demons.and executions. Storm and
Stress literature was a further challenge to the reign of reason,
but again it was not necessarily incompatible with the project
of Enlightenment. Indeed, the later German Enlightenment was
preoccupied with coming to terms with the claims of the heart,
never entirely absent given the Pietist legacy. This applies most
obviously to the three great Critiques written by Kant in the
1780s. Kant had a portrait of Rousseau in his study. Not coinci-
dentally, his first great book was called 4 Critique of Pure Reason
(1781), and emphasized the necessity of feeling for perceiving
the good.

The Enlightenment could accommodate ‘enemies’ like these;
it was its rational friends who proved most problematic. Scholars
of the Enlightenment have often presented the movement as
the antithesis of everything ‘irrational’: it was detached, cool,
scientific, reasonable. This misses its ambiguity. The cranky fads
and byways of German enlightened thought have been less well
explored than their French counterparts. It is surely significant,
though, that the pseudomedieval charlatanry of Rosicrucianism
developed out of the masonic lodge, that self-proclaimed temple
of reason; and that early museums were known as Wunderkam-
mern, or storehouses of marvels. Long before Romanticism,
there was a strain in the Enlightenment that was drawn towards
Begaffen — gaping or staring at the extraordinary. It was first
cousin to a taste for the exotic, to which an opera like Mozart’s
Seraglio (1772), with its pantalooned pasha, appealed. Above all,
contemporary science and fashion often combined to produce
movements that were anything but cool or rational. Scientific
discoveries like electricity, magnetism and oxygen bred their
own pseudoscientific fads. They included ‘animal magnetism’
(brainchild of the Frenchman Mesmer, but a great German
enthusiasm), ‘oxidation’ and ‘deoxidation’, ‘Plutonism’ and
‘Neptunism’, and the numerous other cults of an age given
to what Georg Forster called a ‘mania for innovation’. The
well-heeled who made the pilgrimage to Johann Lavater, Swiss
founder of ‘physiognomy’ (and the ‘Lutheran pope’), were as
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wide-eyed as any peasant seeking miracles from the bones of a
saint.”” What should perhaps strike us as most familiar and
‘modern’ about the Enlightenment is not reason, or.even the
highly instrumental view of nature, but the taste for the exotic
and the relentless pursuit of the latest fashion. We are mesmer-
ized by ‘being digital’; they were simply mesmerized.

The second limitation of the Enlightenment is more obvious
and familiar. The number of new journals may have been large,
but the new public remained small. Even the best-known
weeklies — Nicolai’s Aligemeine deutsche Bibliothek, Wieland’s Der
Teutsche Merkur — sold no more than 2000 copies. Regional
journals had circulations in the low hundreds. The German
reading public of the 1780s probably made up no more than g
per cent of the population, and Nicolai put the number of the
highly educated in Prussia at just 20,000, out of a population of
5.5 million.”® The social base of the Enlightenment was thin, a
narrow stratum of nobles, clerics, officers and the educated
middle classes. This is not surprising, given the scarcity and
manifold shortcomings of contemporary primary and secondary
education, even in more advanced states like Prussia — despite
eighteenth-century advances designed to ‘civilize’ the population
through school attendance.”* That is the background to Kant’s
observation that this was an age of enlightenment, but not an
enlightened age. We should not overstate the extent to which
a new cultural market, or national public, had taken shape. Rahel
Varnhagen’s salon, for example, was certainly an important new
form of cultural conduit, as well as notable because (like other
salons) it was presided over by a Jewish woman, at a time when
the position of both Jews and women in old-regime society was
strictly circumscribed. Yet the essence of the salon is to display
artists or writers to potential well-born patrons, and personal
patronage remained the dominant mode of cultural support in
late eighteenth-century Germany. Even writers still depended
on the largesse provided by a court or noble patron, working
as secretaries, private tutors or (as in the most famous case,
Goethe in. Weimar) ministers. A position at court or com-
missions from a patron were essential for artists, architects and



40 The Long Nineteenth Century

musicians. Sometimes the relationship was a success: Haydn
valued the freedom to ‘be original’ during his thirty-year tenure
at the Esterhazy court south of Vienna. Not all wanted that
freedom, of course. On the other hand, not all who wanted it,
had it. Those we call classical composers were actually employed
on the same basis as chief pastry cooks or huntsmen. That was
why music ran in families (the Bachs, the Mozarts), the craft
handed down from father to son. What lifted Wolfgang Ama-
deus above Leopold Mozart was the imponderable of genius,
schooled by a father who retained a courtier’s anxiety while
hoping his prodigy would burst the suffocating confines of the
Salzburg court. As things turned out, the genius was ground
between the court, where he chafed and clowned, and a conven-
tional, noble-dominated Viennese public that refused to follow
his formal innovations or accept the implicitly subversive mes-
sage of his mature operas.”

A final set of questions must be raised about the flowering of
German culture in the later eighteenth century. It has often
been difficult for historians to contemplate it without a sense of
the discrepancy between the achievement and its larger social
and political context. Rolf Engelsing once observed that in the
late eighteenth century Britain had an industrial revolution,
France a political revolution, Germany a mere ‘reading revol-
ution’.’® The idea that Germans lived life at second hand sounds
intuitively plausible. As readers they devoured British and
French writings; and while men from those countries physically
penetrated India and the Levant, the two most celebrated Ger-
man works on the ‘Orient’ - Goethe’s Westistlicher Diwan (The
West — Eastern Divan) and Schlegel’s Uber die Sprache und Weis-
beit der Inder (On the Language and Wisdom of the Indians) — were
based respectively on a Rhine journey and research in Parisian
libraries. As Karl Marx later put it, the Germans had merely
thought what other peoples had done.” The notion that Ger-
many suffered from ‘underdevelopment’ was to enjoy a long
career. But there is plenty to quarrel with in such a baldly stated
proposition, including the assumptions being made about the
historical development of Britain and (especially) France. Let
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us grant that Germans played a smaller role than the French or
British in eighteenth-century voyages of discovery; let us also
accept that German merchants were less ‘entrepreneurial’ than
the most commercially aggressive businessmen of the day, in
Britain and the United Provinces. When these points have been
conceded, questions still remain. Were German merchants
really more ‘backward’ than most in contemporary Europe,
including France, or more hemmed in by tolls and other restric-
tions? The answer is surely no. And if we turn to Germany’s
educated middle classes, did they have fewer opportunities to
gain an education and rise on their merits, or suffer more frustra-
tions at the hands of the corporate society of estates, than their
counterparts did in the French société d’ordres? Again, surely not.
True, they lived and wrote ‘in the shadow of the courts’, as one
historian has put it.”® Some were undoubtedly frustrated by the
stifling, airless quality of the Empire. But this should not blind
us to the overwhelming evidence of general optimism about the
possibilities for change within the German social and political
system.

At the heart of all the arguments about backwardness is the
alleged political passivity of the German public. Hence Friedrich
Holderlin’s old jibe that the Germans were ‘poor in deeds but
rich in thoughts’.*® This, too, is misleading. Can we really dis-
miss the German ‘reading revolution’ so summarily, on the eve
of what became the century of the word? Education and culture,
after all, were to be central aspects of nineteenth-century claims
to social authority. We should be especially wary about accepting
the argument that enlightened bourgeois (or noble) Germans
retreated into ‘inwardness’, the apolitical cultivation of thought
and sensibility. Quite the contrary: if we look at the works that
were popular in the masonic lodges and reading clubs, or at the
writings of the late German Enlightenment, we see criticism
of princely arbitrariness and censorship, alongside attacks on
serfdom, advancement based on birth, and other aspects of cor-
porate society. To put it another way, a public concerned with
moral philosophy, pedagogy and jurisprudence not surprisingly
emphasized the virtues of education, toleration, civil rights,
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public opinion — and property rights untrammelled by accidents
of birth or the ‘dead hand’ of clerical privilege. This added up
to a falrly coherent set of values that looked forward to the
construction of an emancipated civil society, or soc1ety of citi-
zens. Nor was the celebrated canon of ‘bourgeois virtues’ (birg-
erliche Tugenden) as limited or private in scope as it might appear.
In this ubiquitous eighteenth-century genre the repeated
emphasis on honesty, uprightness, reliability, industry, thrift and
order was not simply a listing of desirable domestic attributes,
but a representation of private virtues that ought to inform
public affairs as well.

None of this amounted to a programme for revolutionary
change. From the standpoint of enlightened contemporaries,
there was no reason why it should. German governments, after
all, employed and promoted men who had advanced by merit
and academic achievement. That was a basic element in German
cameralism, the science of good government, with its emphasis
on efficiency and honesty. Enlightened critics inside and outside
the machinery of government naturally wanted their princes to
go further in creating the conditions for improving the citizenry
and fostering the ‘common good’. But most were fearful of
risking social disorder by going too far, and sympathetic to what
they saw as the obstacles to improvement — such as peasants
who were ‘brutish’, only ‘half-human’. Overall, there was a high
degree of satisfaction with the direction in which German rulers
were going. The critique of arbitrariness, censorship, sinecures
and the rest was supposed to keep those rulers up to the mark,
and warn them against slipping (or slipping back) into the bad
old absolutist habits of ‘tyrannical’ France. Enlightened officials
and writers were, of course, liable to criticism from within the
established order, from courtiers and unreconstructed old-
regime aristocrats. That was especially true of men with middle-
class origins. They might have acquired an education, worked
hard and led blameless lives, so it was said, but they lacked birth
or title. These sneers from the caste-conscious rankled - but
not too much. They could be construed as a sort of backhanded
compliment paid by vice to virtue. After all, members of the
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university-educated middle classes were themselves becoming
ennobled; and a significant proportion of the established nobility
itself identified with the cause of good government based on
enlightened precepts.

The enlightened German public of the late eighteenth century
was not wrapped up in its own, apolitical world. While mer-
chants and shippers tended to criticize very specific aspects of
the absolutist state (typically, tolls and duties), enlightened ideas
had larger political implications. And if the public nevertheless
devoted more attention to conduct than to constitutions, or
concerned itself more with pedagogy than with power, that was
because reformers operated within a system they ultimately
believed open to meliorative, incremental change. Nor were
they necessarily self-deluding. In Austria, Prussia and many
smaller states the impact of Enlightenment ideas was obvious. It
is true that reforms depended ultimately on the prince concerned
continuing to back them, and the doubts on that score grew
among the reformers when, for example, Frederick William II
of Prussia succeeded Frederick the Great in 1786. One could
also argue that reform amounted to a series of half-victories -
growing extension of the ‘toleration’ principle to Jews, for
example, but no hint of the full civic equality or Jewish emanci-
pation’ that Moses Mendelssohn and others began to call for in
the 1780s. Yet in the end, there was general satisfaction with
the pace as well as the direction of late eighteenth-century
reform from above, which was occurring in a similar way and
at a similar tempo across many parts of Europe, from Spain to
Scandinavia.

In the 1770s and 1780s there was widespread awareness of
what was happening beyond the borders of the Holy Roman
Empire. German opinion showed a strong interest in the Ameri-
can revolt and followed the war of independence closely despite
the problems involved in acquiring accurate information. The
colonists’ struggle struck a chord in Germany: Benjamin
Franklin was already a well-regarded figure and ‘liberty’ had
become something of a modish term by the 1780s. There was
also a strong identification with the goal of equality, interpreted
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as the ending of stifling restrictions and the precondition for
creating a society of citizens. Even the republican form of state
gained a surprising degree of support in Germany, although it
is hard to be sure exactly what this meant. Public opinion read
events in America through a German optic, and the German
understanding of American concepts like republicanism or
popular sovereignty was often cloudy.® German interest in
events across the Atlantic had diminished anyway by the time
of the 1787 American constitution. The former English colonies
were too far away: it was very hard to follow detailed debates,
and their direct impact on Germans was minimal. Neither held
true of what occurred in France in 1789. This was a neighbour
whose actions bore directly on German lives, as well as a country
to whom the educated had long been accustomed to look for
moral and intellectual instruction — although not for models
of good government. In Germany, as elsewhere, the French
Revolution proved to be a convulsive and defining experience.
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CHAPTER ONE

In the Shadow of France

The French Revolution in Germany

Asked what the effect of the French Revolution had been, the
Chinese Communist leader Chou En-lai supposedly replied: ‘It’s
too soon to say.’ Perhaps it is also too soon to answer the
question with reference to Germany: there are no final balance
sheets in history. But there are interim judgments. I shall be
concerned below with the ‘shadow’ cast by France on Germany
in the short term, between 1789 and 1815. There was no revol-
ution of the French type in Germany — nor was there anywhere
in Europe.! What we find in Germany, as elsewhere, is a wide
range of reactions to a French upheaval that itself passed through
many stages, from moderate revolution, through regicide and
terror, to conservative stabilization under the Directory, and
finally to Napoleon’s appropriation of the revolutionary legacy.
German responses ran the gamut of possible positions: would-be
imitation, selective borrowing, efforts to head off radical threats
from below by timely reforms from above, and outright condem-
nation. These reactions were formulated over a period domi-
nated by European war, when Germany was transformed. The
Holy Roman Empire disappeared, the German states of 1815
were barely recognizable versions of their earlier selves, and the
vocabulary of politics was permanently changed. One interim
judgment on the French Revolution was passed by a prominent
German nationalist in 1814. It would be a sign of ingratitude
and hypocrisy, said Ernst Moritz Arndt, not to acknowledge
‘that we owe an enormous amount to this wild and raging revol-
ution, that it ignited a great sea of fire in the mind . . . It acceler-
ated that process of intellectual ferment through which we had
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to go, as through our purgatory, if we wished to reach the
heavenly gates of our new conditions.” Arndt, as always, was
both vivid and opaque. This chapter will try to make his meaning
clearer. _

Among those concerned with public affairs, initial German
reactions to the French Revolution were welcoming. Nowhere
was this more obvious than among writers and intellectuals.
“The tremendous interest aroused by the French Revolution
crowds out all other concerns’, noted one literary editor.’ The
most committed became pllgnms of revolution’, travelling to
Paris to see for themselves.* Others contented themselves with
poems and pamphlets. Klopstock, former bard of the American
revolt, found 2 new subject for his odes to liberty, and the
roll call of German poets who welcomed the revolution is as
impressive as its British counterpart. Wieland, Tieck, Hélderlin
and Wackenroder voiced their support as strongly as Words-
worth, Southey, Coleridge and Blake. They were joined by the
philosophers, the established Kant and Herder as much as the
youthful Hegel and Fichte, and by Enlightenment publicists
like Nicolai. There were exceptions — Goethe kept a measured
distance from all this rapture — but enthusiasm was uppermost
in the lodges and reading clubs. It was natural to see France
leadmg humanity towards a new future, and frustrated dwellers
in the crabbed and cramped little worlds of the late Empire
greeted events across the Rhine as an embodiment of the reason,
justice, liberty and human happiness that had so often been
talked about. Reading club libraries were flooded with new revo-
lutionary texts. More translations of French political works
appeared in these years than in the whole of the previous eigh-
teenth century. From Liuibeck to Nuremberg, the left bank of
the Rhine to Saxony, revolutionary pamphlets and newspaper
articles kept a radical Grub Street of writers and editors busy.
Some popular texts circulated in as many as six different versions.
Distinctive themes can be found in this literary outpouring. The
revolution was a ‘dawn’ or ‘sunrise’: the large French literature
on the fall of the Bastille was eagerly reproduced, with its
demonization of tyranny and quasi-mythic drama of emanci-
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pation.’ It was a motif that also had its place in contemporary
German high culture. The sixteen-year-old Tieck, later a central
figure in German Romanticism, wrote a youthful dramatic frag-
ment on the fall of the Bastille, entitled “The Prisoner’. And
Beethoven’s Fidelio, an opera driven by an allegro of progress,
ends with the victims of tyranny finally released from the dun-
geons into the light of freedom.

This aspect of the revolution tapped the twin German cur-
rents of Enlightenment and cosmopolitanism. What had hap-
pened was believed to have universal significance. ‘It was not
just a French, but a European revolution’, one of its admirers
later wrote. If the revolution faltered in France, the cause of
progress would be damaged everywhere. ‘Were France to fail,
I should despise the whole world’, as Tieck rather extravagantly
put it, for the Germans were ‘barbarians’ compared with the
French.” The stimulus from France was therefore believed
necessary to bring change to backward parts of Europe: the
rising tide of revolution would lift all boats. There was, however,
another reaction that placed the French Revolution firmly
within a German context. One obvious pomt of reference was
the Reformation. Herder made the comparison of the two great
world-historical events. Franz Josias von Hendrich and Johannes
Weitzel drew more specific parallels, arguing that the French
Revolution had completed the freeing of human energies that
the Reformation began.® Here was the germ of an idea with
antirevolutionary implications. But in 1789-92 French events
were more often viewed through another German optic, that of
Enlightened Absolutism, as a more dramatic increment of
rational reform, or philosophy made flesh. This reading of
events found wide support among many who served the old
regime as ministers, senior officials or army officers, especially
the younger ones. It was the stance even of prominent figures,
such as Prussia’s foreign minister, Count Hertzberg, and its
ambassador to the Reichstag, Count Gortz. Indeed, what did
enlightened rulers themselves have to fear from a revolution
that (before regicide and terror) identified noble, clerical and
guild privilege as its enemies and preached equality before the
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law? Were these not their own enemies, their own aspirations?
Hence the initial sympathy of the Duke of Braunschweig, the
Duke of Gotha, Prince Heinrich of Prussia, and — most promi-
nently — Joseph II of Austria and his short-lived successor,
Leopold. Joseph, confident to the end, believed that the French
were merely borrowing his own ideas.

This view was not universal among the German princes.
Frederick William II of Prussia was sympathetic neither to the
French Revolution nor to enlightened ideas. A reactionary mys-
tic with a penchant for alchemy, astrology and women, he
believed that God addressed him through the medium of a
hunchback with the healing touch, and surrounded himself with
fellow-members of the Rosicrucian order who encouraged his
ambition to roll back the enlightened aspects of his father’s
achievements. Frederick William hoped to replace reason and
toleration with piety and orthodoxy. Not surprisingly, he failed
to welcome revolutionary events that religious conservatives
attributed to enlightened ideas and masonic machinations. On
the other hand, the Prussian king saw no particular danger
emanating from France during the early stages of the revolution.
In this he was typical of other ‘unenlightened’ German princes
who were unsympathetic but not counter-revolutionary by
instinct. In 1790, most princes in the Empire, including the
rulers of Austria and Prussia, were more concerned about Habs-
burg-Hohenzollern rivalry than they were about events in Paris.
They took comfort — false comfort, as it turned out — from the
likelihood that revolution would preoccupy the French with
their own domestic problems.

However, even before the radicalization of 1792 and the
export of revolution at bayonet point that followed, popular
revolts in Germany faced rulers with a major domestic problem.
Unrest began in the western parts of the Empire closest to
France. There were riots in 1789—-9o in the Rhenish towns of
Boppard, Trier, Koblenz, Aachen, Mainz and Cologne. Wide-
spread rural disturbances occurred simultaneously in the Rhine-
land, the Mosel valley, the Saarland and the Palatinate, often in
villages long noted for peasant jacqueries. There were similar
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events in the east. Rural discontent in Mecklenburg over feudal
exactions was overshadowed by revolts against Junker landlords
in Silesia. Military force was deployed and martial law declared.
Then, in 1793, a journeymen’s revolt broke out in Breslau and
a weavers’ rebellion took place in the Erzgebirge involving an
estimated 20,000 people. Perhaps the most serious challenge to
authority came in Saxony. Following successive harvest failures
and harsh winters, peasants angry over seigneurial rents, labour
services and hunting privileges began to protest in the spring
of 1790. By August a large-scale insurrection of 10,000 peasants
was underway. Landlords fled to Dresden, agents and officials
were threatened, documents were burned, and peasants armed
with stolen guns and pitchforks took physical control of central
Saxony. The Elector Frederick August used armed force to crush
the rising, but it was not entirely quelled until October. Further
peasant disturbances broke out in 1793 and 1794. The second
half of the 1790s saw new outbursts of rural and urban discontent
over taxes and prices, against a backdrop of the war by then
being fought against France. Unrest was now widespread across
southern Germany, in Munich, Nuremberg, Augsburg, Stuttgart
and Ulm, where journeymen who had picked up French ideas
on their travels often led these movements. There were similar
outbursts in Breslau, Greifswald, and the northern coastal towns
of Hamburg, Bremen, Liibeck and Rostock.’

In addition to uprisings, German states faced the formation
of ‘Jacobin clubs’ and revolutionary propaganda flooding in from
border towns like Strasbourg, Basel and Altona. There was no
unified response from imperial institutions. The Reichstag
ambassadors’ deliberations in the second half of 1789 set the
tone. They disagreed about everything: whether the situation
should be formally debated in Regensburg; whether an approach
should be made to the emperor, and if so, whether formal or
informal; whether Vienna should issue an imperial proclamation;
and whether it was better to clamp down on unrest, or try to
strengthen the imperial courts and channel discontent into the
legal system. Predictably, territorial rulers went their own way,
most opting for repression. The Saxon Decree Against Tumult
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and Insurrection in 1791 was directed against defiance of
government decrees or refusal to perform traditional obliga-
tions, and declared illegal any gathering or written text that
could be construed as hostile to the existing order. In Prussia,
the pursuit of pious orthodoxy took on an increasingly antirevo-
lutionary colouring. The theological faculty and students of
Halle were denounced as ‘spiritual and temporal Jacobins’: cen-
sorship became harsher; the minister for Silesia ordered the
arrest of anyone who even mentioned the French Revolution.'
In Austria, the young and uncertain Francis II acceded to the
throne in 1792 and came under strong pressure to adopt a similar
policy. After the uncovering of the so-called Jacobin Con-
spiracy’ in Vienna in 1794, he yielded to the entreaties of the
hardliners."

Did these and other German princes overreact? Was Ger-
many close to revolution in the 179os? Modern historians have
mainly insisted that it was not, arguing that revolution was the
pious dream of a few isolated zealots — when it was not a figment
of some frightened ruler’s imagination. It is hard to quarrel with
this verdict, although the case is less open-and-shut than it might
appear. The revolution in France was a singular occurrence, the
product of a particular combination of social stress, fiscal crisis,
noble intransigence, mounting opposition, and loss of confi-
dence in the political system. Some of those elements were
present in all parts of Germany, and all of them in some. Take
the social question, for example. Rural overpopulation, pauper-
ism and vagabondage had contributed to the perception of social
crisis. Merchant capitalism had created angry craftsmen in Ger-
many as it had in France. And German peasants revolted over
grievances often very similar to those of the French peasantry
in 1789: feudal privileges, of course (labour services, taxes, game
laws), but also the pressure of increased landlord demands
resulting from the common trend towards commercialized agri-
culture and rising prices. There has been a tendency among
historians to write off German popular risings as localized and
‘backward-looking’ — the settling of old scores between families,
Protestants and Catholics, craftsmen and patricians, peasants
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and lords. That is invariably the effect of looking at the micro-
level: examination of the French Revolution at local level has
shown how it was fed by similar conflicts. Thus, the common
argument that German urban revolts featured, masters and
journeymen who looked ‘backwards’ makes a falsely absolute
distinction. In France too, militant craftsmen fed politically on
ideas of the just price, the dignity of labour, and an intense
moralism that owed much to long-standing corporate forms of
organization and identity. There was common ground between
the sansculotte tailor in Paris and his German counterpart, in
language as well as experience. Conversely, we should not ignore
evidence that in Germany, as in France, old quarrels could be
expressed in new ways. Thus, the peasants of Dentingen appro-
priated the new language of rights to continue a longstanding
baitle against their lords."

All this is true, yet there remained crucial dlfferences between
France and the German lands. The Saxon ambassador at
Regensburg rightly observed in December 1789 that there had
been no such angry popular gatherings in Germany for over a
century.” More clearly than some later writers he recognized
that there were limits to the restraining power of that perennial
historical favourite, Lutheran obedience. Yet revolt in the
Empire still did not occur on the same scale or with the same
intensity as it did in France. There was nothing in Germany,
even in Saxony, to compare with the wholesale rural unrest
in France, an essential component of revolution. There were
structural reasons for this. The pressure of feudal exactions
weighed more heavily in old-regime France, and commercial
exploitation of the land had gone further. Conversely, German
peasants enjoyed greater access to legal means of redress. In the
towns, a less advanced capitalism and the effects of the guild
mentality worked against a widespread revolutionary movement
in Germany. But so did the political fragmentation of the
Empire, which kept revolts local. The ‘failure’ of social revol-
ution was as much effect as cause of German revolutionary
politics."*

A differentiated answer is also required if we address the ques-
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tion of potential revolutionary leadership, or the German lack of
it. A familiar line of argument emphasizes Germany’s ‘apolitical’
bourgeoisie, drawn to philosophy rather than politics. That is
hard to accept without major qualification. As we have seen,
Germany did not lack a critical middle-class public: the lawyers,
officials, writers and like-minded nobles who discussed the
events of the day in coffee houses and reading circles were hardly
unpolitical, as reactions in 1789 made clear. Entrepreneurs and
merchants may have been thinly represented in their ranks —
but that was also true in France, and no serious historian would
argue anyway that self-conscious capitalists provided the politi-
cal energy for the revolution in France (even if many eventually
benefited from it). More obviously relevant here is the vexed
question of the ‘German Jacobins’."” For decades, postwar his-
torians in both Germanys created a sizable research industry on
this subject. In the process they exaggerated the importance of
the ‘German Jacobins’: in particular, they attached a misleading
label to heterogeneous groups of republicans, constitutional
monarchists, members of the ‘Illuminati’ (a secret society of
‘enlightened’ zealots), and a few authentic Francophile Jacobins.
However, sceptical revisionists may have overreacted. In punc-
turing Jacobin legends, they have given too little weight to the
wide incidence of radical groups, or to the serious attempts many
of them made to reach down to a broader public through ballads,
broadsheets, simple revolutionary catechisms, graphics and
innovative political theatre. Total daily press circulation in the
1790s was around 300,000, with perhaps 3 million readers. This
revolutionary underground is still being uncovered.'

The preceding comparisons between France and Germany
have been concerned with political ideology and leadership. In
the last resort, however, the entirely different political contexts
were probably decisive. It was not the absence of a German
Robespierre (or Mirabeau) that made the difference, but the
circumstances in which all German would-be revolutionaries
found themselves. As shrewd contemporaries like Knigge
pointed out and historians have emphasized ever since, even the
most pungent GGerman critics of the 17gos were more closely tied
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to the existing order than their French counterparts, through
patronage or employment. Progressive public opinion had
always looked to reforms from above for solutions, and in that
sense Enlightened Absolutism acted as a form of ‘immunization’
against revolution. It is true that in the critical period of the
late 1780s and early 179os the tradition of reform from above
seemed to be at risk in several major states, notably Prussia,
Bavaria and Austria. But the continuing attachment to the idea
only showed how much critics had come to depend on enlight-
ened princes. The Viennese ‘Jacobins’ of the 1794 conspiracy
and many of their Bavarian counterparts were really old-style
Josephinist or ‘Illuminati’ reformers with a change of dress,
looking for a return to enlightened rule.!” Undl the radicaliz-
ation of the French Revolution in 1792 there was some overlap
between French constitutional monarchism and German hopes
for reform from above — although even in its moderate phase
the French Revolution cut deeper in establishing equality before
the law, abolishing the nobility as a class and emancipating the
peasantry. :
With the execution of Louis XVI and the terror, German
revolutionary sympathizers peeled away. Enthusiasm gave way
to revulsion. As the Romantic writer Caroline Schlegel put it:
“They have betrayed our ideals and dragged them in the mud,
these evil, stupid and base people who no longer know what
they are domg "% Disillusion flowed into at least two channels.
One was a strengthened German attachment to the moderate,
Girondin version of the French Revolution, reflected in a prefer-
ence for translated texts from figures like Mirabeau, Brissot, the
Abbé Sieyes and General Dumouriez, rather than Jacobins, let
alone social radicals like Marat or Hébert. The other was an
enhanced appreciation for the virtues, real or imagined, of the
Empire. What had formerly seemed cramped now looked
reassuring. Like their British counterparts, many young Roman-
tic writers began the journey that would take them full circle,
jettisoning their belief in the dawn of universal humanity and
instead embracing everything that was ‘traditional’ or ‘organic’
in Germany. By the end of the 1790s Klopstock had stopped
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writing liberty odes and given pride of place in his study to a
bust of Charlotte Corday, Marat’s aristocratic assassin.'” Gentz
and Gorres followed the same path. For German Girondins,
Romantics turning towards reaction, and others in between, the
common denominator was a heightened respect for German
‘moderation’ and avoidance of domestic terror.

That is an important chapter in German intellectual history,
with long-term consequences. It also gets to the heart of the
difference between Bourbon France and the Holy Roman
Emplre the former collapsed under the weight of structural
crisis, the latter did not. The German princes faced fiscal prob-
lems, often for the same reason as the French crown — military
expenditure. But there was no equivalent of the crisis brought
about in France by tax-farming, the system that allowed indi-
viduals to collect and keep tax revenues in return for a fixed
sum. Nor, despite some examples of aristocratic opposition to
absolutist pretensions, as in Austria, did German territorial
rulers face anything like the same degree of noble i 1ntransxgence
as Louis XVI. The imperial nobility was fragmented and impo-
tent. The nobles of the major German states, on the other hand,
lacked the grievances of the French Frondeurs: they were too
secure in their exercise of local power, too well established in
armies, bureaucracies and courts. Finally, there was the question
of physical force. In 1789 the French army was ‘disloyal, disaf-
fected — and in the wrong place’.”® None of these things applied
to the armies of the German territorial states, which proved
very effective in crushing revolts. That applied to small and
medium-sized states (Nassau-Usingen, Hesse-Darmstadt) as
much as to Prussia or Saxony. ,

Revolution ‘from below’ is, historically, unusual. A complete
revolutionary break with the old order comes about when the old
order itself has been undermined from within and lost control of
the situation. It is the overall dynamics of revolution we should
look at. There was no radical revolution in Germany - no 1792 -4
— because there was no 1789. The necessary preconditions were
neither so developed as they were in France, nor did they exist
in the same explosive combination. There were peasant and
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urban lower-class social grievances, but they had not reached
the same level. of intensity. Bourgeois and noble critics were
prepared to bite the hand that fed them, but not to bite it off.
And discontent of all kinds was contained by the fragmentation
of the German polity and the fact that princely authority
remained intact, despite occasional scares. The greatest impact
of the French Revolution was to be felt only after war had
swept away the Holy Roman Empire and recast German politics.
Institutional transformation in Germany was a product of
French arms: directly, in the annexed lands of the west and the
French satellite states, indirectly, through a renewed wave of
reforms from above in states that had been humiliated by French
armies, and looked to shore up their regimes.

The Impact of War

Wiarfare was a familiar feature of eighteenth-century Germany
- hence Enlightenment arguments that it represented a waste
of human and material resources, and attempts to refine the
‘rules’ of war. The hostilities of 1792—1815 did not drop out of
a cloudless sky. But war against the French revolutionary, later
Napoleonic, armies lasted much longer than eighteenth-century
conflicts. A whole generation grew up in its shadow; it affected
everything from levels of consumption to religious observance.
The war also had an ideological component absent from earlier
dynastic struggles, and this left its mark on the reshaped German
state-system. ‘In the beginning was Napoleon’, runs the first
sentence of Thomas Nipperdey’s now-classic book.?! His exag-
geration is forgivable.

The war that broke out in 1792 was never a simple revolution-
ary or counter-revolutionary crusade. It resulted from a series
of intertwined conflicts. First, there was the problem created by
the August 1789 decree of the French Assembly, abolishing the
feudal dues that German pnnces exacted from their lordships
in Alsace and Lorraine. The princes refused to accept the decree,
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and their claims remained unresolved three years later. Here
the principle of the modern territorial state collided with the
very different principles that held the Empire together. It sym-
bolized what Volker Press has called ‘the clash of two worlds’.”
Second, there was an obvious ideological conflict between revol-
ution and old regime. This had European dimensions (like the
response to Bolshevism after 1917), with Germany placed on
the front line by virtue of geography. The Empire was also a
favourite bolt hole of aristocratic émigrés from France, who
turned Koblenz into a miniature Versailles. Many were content
to frequent salons and watering holes, drawing criticism for their
free spending and lax morals. But in a string of courts, from
Trier to Vienna, émigrés led by the Count of Artois badgered
German rulers to act against France. The Elector of Trier even
allowed Prince Condé’s army to train in Koblenz. These coun-
ter-revolutionary intrigues on foreign soil antagonized the revo-
lutionaries and reinforced their belief that the Empire was effete
and decadent. Finally, great-power calculations entered the pic-
ture. German policy in Paris, while certainly infused with the
new nationalism central to the revolution, also had elements of
longer-standing French concerns going back to Louis XIV. On
the other side, the imagined domestic chaos of France was seen
as an opportunity, especially by Prussia.

None of these considerations made conflict inevitable. It
would probably have been possible to negotiate some compro-
mise over the German princes’ claims. No one was going to
risk war over the Prince of Leiningen’s lost feudal dues from
Diirkheim — especially as the new regime in France, in placing
state sovereignty over historic privileges, only did what larger
German territorial rulers had themselves been doing, or trying
to do, for decades. As for the émigrés, they were not universally
popular among German princes. Leopold of Austria and the
Elector Max Franz of Cologne rejected their overtures even
though both were brothers of the French Queen Marie Antoin-
ette. The liberal-minded Leopold resisted even the blandish-
ments of Madame de Cassis, brought to Vienna by émigrés to
work on the notoriously libidinous emperor. Prudence also
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played a part: the estates in Trier disliked émigrés because their
presence might provoke France, and the Elector agreed - under
French pressure — to disband the force gathered in Koblenz.
Nor was it true, whatever some in Paris believed, that the chan-
celleries of monarchical Europe were permanently obsessed with
France. It was certainly not true of the two main German
powers. Austria was facing revolts in the Netherlands and Hun-
gary, a campaign against Turkey, and a major conflict with
Prussia over Poland, for these were the years of the crisis that
would lead to the final Polish partitions of 1793 and 1795. In
1790 Prussia and Austria nearly went to war. For both, France
was just one issue, and not necessarily the most pressing. The
smaller states and territories did not count in power terms. The
imperial knights might be an affront to reason, but they hardly
threatened the revolution.

The political dynamics in France and Germany raised the
temperature during 1791. Prussia and Austria had settled their
differences in 1790, and the two rulers met in August 1791
to reaffirm their support for the monarchical principle. The
Declaration of Pillnitz immediately followed the abortive flight
to Varennes of Louis XVTI: it sounded fierce, but was still care-
fully hedged around with conditions. However, with their hands
freed, Austria and Prussia began to think more seriously about
French policy - the former sabre-rattling to try to influence
politics in Paris, the latter pondering the territorial gains to be
made from a short, sweet campaign. The radicalization of the
revolution encouraged their ambitions. And on the French side,
a similar parallelogram of forces brought conflict closer. The
court party, believing that war would serve its interests, played
into the hands of the war campaign being conducted by Brissot
and his faction in the Assembly. Austrian miscalculation, Prus-
sian greed and French revolutionary élan combined to bring
about the war declared by France on 20 April 1792.”

The opening engagements of 1792, pitting the French against
the Prussians at Valmy and the Austrians at Jemappes, were not
decisive. But they were psychologically important victories for
the French at a turning point of the revolution, and began a
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string of French successes. These certainly owed something to
the fact that Prussian troops were engaged elsewhere in Polish
-aggression. But military conflict also exposed the institutional
frailties of old-regime German states, which had easily withstood
domestic disturbances but crumbled before the new kind of
warfare represented by French armies. These successes can be
briskly catalogued. After being temporarily driven back, the
revolutionary armies made territorial gains in the Low Countries
and western Germany, destroying the so-called First Coalition
against France and detaching Prussia from its ranks. Under the
Treaty of Basel in 1795, Prussia signed a separate peace. Stealing
a march on Austria in the east with its land-grab in the third
Polish partition, it accepted French occupation of the Rhineland,
granted France a wide sphere of influence in northwest Ger-
many, and entered a decade of neutrality. Austria, in the same
ten years, was the most committed Continental opponent of
French armies. But three waves of military defeats led to the
enforced peace treaties of Campo Formio (1797), Lunéville
(1801) and Pressburg (1805). Prussia finally re-entered the lists
in 1806, only to suffer catastrophic defeats at Jena and Auerstidt.

The campaigns of 1792—1806 brought irreversible changes
to Germany. The manner of French success was significant in
itself. As the Prussian military strategist Clausewitz noted in
1793: ‘A force appeared that beggared all imagination . .. The
people became a participant in war; instead of governments and
armies as heretofore, the full weight of the nation was thrown
into the balance.”* The French were able to mobilize the popu-
lation on an unprecedented scale, provide openings for the tal-
ented of all classes, and live off the land as they fought. As a
result they put larger, faster, more effective armies into the field.
Desertion rates remained high, it is true, and the novelty of
French armies should not be exaggerated: some of their chief
characteristics were anticipated in the War of American Inde-
pendence, and the importance of skirmishing light infantry was
already starting to be appreciated among old-regime strategists.
But there remains an obvious contrast with the smaller, yet
more ponderous and often poorly commanded fighting forces



In the Shadow of France 61

of Austria and Prussia. The difference was plain in the Austrian
disasters of Marengo, Hohenlinden, Ulm and Austerlitz; it was
even more evident in the 1806 humiliations of a Prussian army
that had been the envy of Europe only fifty years earlier. Defeat
was not just the product of complacency, rustiness and an aged
officer corps, although all played a role. By comparison with
French forces based on conscription, that travelled light and
struck quickly, the Prussian army was rigid and immobile, tied
to its chain of food depots and reluctant to march at night or
slip through wooded terrain for fear of even more desertions
from the ranks of ferociously disciplined but poorly motivated
soldiers. The unequal match-up between this over-drilled,
‘clockwork’ army (to borrow the term used by the military critic
Boyen) and the mobile, skirmishing French was a clash of more
than just armies.

Austrian and Prussian defeat led to a completely new map of
Germany. Borders were redrawn, populations changed hands,
old forms of sovereignty disappeared, new states emerged. On
the back of its military dominance, and exploiting internal weak-
nesses and rivalries within the Holy Roman Empire, France
took the driving seat in Germany: it disposed of territories,
imposed indemnities, controlled or enforced alliances, made and
unmade kings. The Rhineland, occupied in 1792 and reoccupied
in the mid-1790s, became a part of France in 1802, contrary to
the ‘no wars of conquest’ policy adopted by the French National
Assembly in 1790. Apart from that, initial French military suc-
cesses affected the shape of Germany only indirectly, through
Austrian losses in the Low Countries and Italy, and the pushing
eastwards of Prussia. But what happened in the Rhineland rep-
resented the writing on the wall for the Empire. Prussia (in the
Treaty of Basel) and Austria (at Campo Formio) were forced to
acquiesce, in both cases signing secret clauses that showed how
little importance they attached to the integrity of the Empire
compared with their own territorial ambitions. And many
medium-sized German states, caught between impotence and
opportunism, followed the same line, signing treaties with
France in which they sanctioned French annexations and gained
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compensation for themselves from former ecclesiastical terri-
tories. It was a foretaste of What would happen on a larger scale
a few years later.

Campo Formio had made the future of the Empire subject
to negotiations between imperial representatives and France.
These gatherings of unequals became even more unbalanced
after Lunéville, and in 1803 a report of the ‘imperial deputation’
was presented, passed by the Reichstag and approved by the
emperor, under the terms of which the Empire disappeared in
all but name. Just six of the larger imperial cities survived along
with three of the ecclesiastical territories, the remainder of which
were ‘secularized’. These lands passed into the hands of large
and medium-sized territorial states: Prussia, Hanover, Olden-
burg and a phalanx of southern states (Bavaria, Baden, Wiirttem-
berg, Hesse-Darmstadt) which did well in a part of Germany
where imperial cities and monasteries had been profuse. The
map of central Europe was radically simplified in a process that
was partly a capitulation to French power and rationalizing zeal,
partly a result of the German states’ own healthy appetites for
smaller neighbours.

The overwhelming French victories of 1805—6 brought the
second instalment of the territorial consolidation that began in
1803, as the patchwork of dwarf territories in old-regime Ger-
many gave way to some three dozen larger, more compact states.
The Holy Roman Empire finally disappeared with the enforced
abdication of the emperor in August 1806, although not before
Francis IT had already jumped ship by proclaiming himself — in
line with the new spirit of the age — the Emperor of Austria.
The imperial knights went the same way as the free cities and
ecclesiastical territories three years earlier. Through ‘mediatiz-
ation’, their land — where it had not already been seized — was
absorbed into the middle-sized territorial states of the south.
The rulers of these states were among the sixteen (eventually
over thirty) German princes who joined the Confederation of
the Rhine established by Napoleon in July 1806. A combination
of military alliance and French-sponsored ‘third Germany’
designed as a counterweight to Prussia and Austria, the Confed-
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eration stretched from Mecklenburg to the Tyrol. Among the
member-states of the Confederation were also two that marked
the belated application to Germany of the French urge to experi-
ment in political forms already seen elsewhere in Europe. But
instead of the French-created republics of the 17gos (Batavian,
Cisalpine, Ligurian, Parthenopean), Napoleon set up new non-
republican states on German soil. The Grand Duchy of Berg
and the Kingdom of Westphalia were strategic buffer states,
gave employment to members of the large Bonaparte family,
and served as laboratories for French political institutions.
While the political geography of middle Germany was thus
rearranged, the position of the two largest German powers was
also radically altered by 1805—6. Vienna was occupied and Aus-
tria excluded from southern Germany, losing the Tyrol, the
Vorarlberg, and its territories on the Upper Rhine and in Upper
Swabia to the south German states. It was then forced to
acknowledge the royal credentials of those same predators, rulers
such as the newly minted kings of Bavaria and Wiirttemberg
who owed their titles to Napoleon. Berlin was also occupied in
1806, and Prussia suffered crushing territorial losses. It was
pushed out of Germany west of the Elbe, and saw its eastern
provinces and Polish possessions stripped away to form the
Grand Duchy of Warsaw under the control of its historic rival,
Saxony. What remained was a sorry rump of four provinces as
Prussia was reduced by the Treaty of Tilsit to about half its
former size and population. Nor was that all. While the dyn-
astically minded Habsburgs were humiliated by marriage into
the upstart Bonaparte family, the parsimonious Hohenzollerns
were also hit where they were most sensitive by an indemnity
of 140 million francs (Austria had negotiated its indemnity down
to 85 million). Prussia was further hurt in 1810 when France
annexed the Hanseatic ports of Bremen, Litbeck, and Hamburg,
along with the Duchy of Oldenburg, to provide access to major
commercial centres and strategic control of the coast. In short,
1806 and the following years displayed Napoleon’s full reper-
toire of methods to create buffer zones and loyal allies: direct
annexations, old states that were built up as French satellites,
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new model states that were created as French puppets, and major
states that were cut down to size.

What impact did war and French dominance have on the
German people? This was a time of chronic uncertainty and
insecurity. More than half of all Germans acquired new rulers
durmg this period, and there were places that experienced five
or six changes in a generation. Some regions remained relatively
untouched in territorial terms — Saxony for example ~ but
Saxony, the cockpit of Europe, was a major battleground of the
period. From the Baltic to the Alps, from the left bank of the
Rhine to the Vistula, local areas changed hands as armies
marched and counter-marched. The unfortunate Rhenish town
of Oppenheim shuttled backwards and forwards between the
French and Austrians in the years 17928, exploited in turn by
each side. Even in the modest Vorarlberg campaign of 1809,
much of Lindau was destroyed and Upper Swabian towns like
Wangen, Waldsee and Biberach repeatedly found themselves
on the route of march. The devastation was less than that caused
by warfare in the twentieth century (or by the Thirty Years War
in the seventeenth century). But Germany was the scene of
intermittent hostilities for twenty years, its population subject
to the rape, looting, billeting and casual destruction of French,
Prussian, Austrian, Bavarian, Polish, Russian, Swedish, British
and Portuguese soldiers. Even more dangerous were the numer-
ous deserters — the French Grand Army had 10 per cent deser-
tion rates. They terrorized communities and swelled the ranks
of bandit gangs, who enjoyed a final Indian Summer in central
Europe during the early nineteenth century, the period of the
most celebrated of all German bandits, Schinderhannes. Like
epidemics, these were familiar side effects of war, but the dur-
ation of hostilities and the size of armies magnified their impact.
The fact that the French abandoned the cumbersome baggage-
train to live off the land was also bad news for civilians. Even
more than most armies, they were locusts. And, as Clausewitz
pointed out, for every three or four soldiers who needed pro-
visioning there was a horse that ate ten times as much - a horse
that would have been seized from the occupied community. On
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War, his celebrated posthumous work, was a cold-eyed analysis
of the new kind of conflict and its social impact.

There were three major aspects of French exactions: pro-
visions, money and men. All were most directly felt in occupied
areas. The Rhineland armies in the 179os were up to 190,000
strong, to which another third can be added for ancillary person-
nel, not including the ragtag army of camp followers. So we are
probably talking about over a quarter of a million people who
needed to be provisioned. The result was procurement that was
often no more than plunder. It applied, of course, to horses,
forage, cattle, grain and other foodstuffs, sometimes causing
local famines. But this was just the beginning. The French
acquired everything they needed from their reluctant hosts:
wine, coffee, cocoa, clothing, boots, shoes, hats, mattresses,
blankets, linen, soap, medicine, household utensils, iron, tin,
leather, paper, firewood, weapons, ammunition. Small wonder
that General Beurnonville reported gloomily to his superiors in
1796 that one region near the Sieg was ‘a hideous desert’.? In
the matter of money, French armies were also left to fend for
themselves by a permanently indebted government. They
responded by demanding levies and ‘loans’ from the local popu-
lation, demands that were unrealistic, arbitrary and repeated.
The sanctions used to coerce payment included punitive
billeting, threats to property and hostage-taking. After pro-
visions and cash, the third French requirement was manpower:
to construct fortifications, build roads, make army uniforms.
'This was forced labour, a civilian counterpart to the conscription
of soldiers into the French army. The numbers of foreigners in
the Napoleonic army increased sharply after 18c0. By then the
Rhenish recruits had become officially ‘French’, but that was
probably little consolation to those sent to die in the Russian
snows, or to the Napoleonic widows they left behind. (Although
the long-lasting traces of a ‘cult of Napoleon’ among some
veterans of these campaigns should also be noted.) All of these
depredations in the Rhineland were later repeated in the occu-
pied Hanseatic towns, whose problems were compounded by
the impact of the French sieges mounted against Danzig (1812 -
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13) and Hamburg (1813-14). Finally, the occupied areas pro-
vided rich cultural pickings, although they were not ransacked
on the scale practised in Italy. Experts were sent into the Rhenish
provinces to assess the most valuable art works, and great quanti-
ties of books were shipped back to the Bibliothéque National,
along with altar pieces; historic weapons, and scientific instru-
ments. Stendhal was one of those responsible for selecting books
from the valuable Wolfenbiittel collection.”

French pressure was greatest in occupied areas, but was felt
in some way by almost all Germans. After their military defeats
in 1805—6, Austria and Prussia faced large indemnities in
addition to the costs of maintaining French armies of occupa-
ton. Prussia was especially hard-hit. In the two years following
Jena, gross French receipts in cash and kind from Prussia, her
German allies and the sequestered goods, ships and bank
deposits of British nationals were reportedly 600 million francs.
Allowing for campaign costs, the net profit to France was some
350 million francs, equivalent to half the total income of the
French state in 1807. Looking at the sums involved from the
opposite end, the exactions over a two-year period were equiva-
lent to about sixteen times the Prussian government’s annual
revenue before the invasion.” As in the permanently occupied
territories there were repeated levies of provisions and cash, so
that Prussian and Austrian officials were forced to collaborate
in extracting a surplus from the local populations that was then
siphoned off by the French. The grimmest exaction, once again,
was human, as losses and the mounting numbers of Frenchmen
who voted with their feet led to the increased use of non-French
soldiers in the Grand Army. Austria and Prussia provided a total
of 50,000 men in 1812. The southern allies of Napoleon fared
proportionately worse, Bavaria alone being forced to raise
40,000 troops by 1809. In Wiirttemberg, all men between the
ages of eighteen and forty were subject to conscription. The
memoirs of Jakob Walter, the only extant account by a German
common soldier, tell us vividly what this meant in practice. A
stonemason from Ellwangen, Walter fought in the campaigns
of 1806—7 and 1809, before taking partin the invasion of Russia,
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the retreat from which he barely survived.”® Most savagely
stripped of young (and not-so-young) men were the satellite
states, the Grand Duchy of Berg and the Kingdom of West-
phalia.

In the economic sphere, as in others, the French screw tight-
ened after 1806. Germany was the pivot of Napoleon’s Conti-
nental Blockade, pronounced in the Berlin Decree of that year,
an attempt to move beyond protectionist measures against
British manufactures to a system of controls that would force
Britain’s surrender by cutting off the lifeline of trade with Conti-
nental Europe. The annexed Rhenish areas suffered least from
the new policy. They were already part of France, not foreign
lands being coerced into compliance. Elsewhere, the Berlin
Decree did not formally apply in the Confederation of the Rhine
states, only in areas administered or militarily occupied by the
French, and the blockade was anyway enforced with varying
degrees of severity. Saxony was probably least affected, for politi-
cal and geographical reasons, while Bavaria continued to provide
a back door through which goods could be moved up from
Trieste or Italy via southern Germany. In more obviously sensi-
tive areas — the northern coast, the right bank of the Rhine —
the policy was enforced with strict, even draconian measures.
But even where the official line was tough, the sticky fingers
of bribe-taking French officials could make life a little easier.
Hamburg was the classic example. As a rule of thumb, French
customs officials were always most interventionist where the
occupying forces were most numerous. The picture was there-
fore mixed, but the net effect was a sharp decline in German
trade with Britain, both exports of grain and imports of cloth,
ironware, sugar, coffee and tobacco. Trades dependent on these
goods suffered badly. Cologne, where tobacco working and the
trade in colonial goods were both important, was a major victim.

One way around these restrictions was smuggling. It became
so widespread that in some branches illegal trade may have
exceeded the legal variety. Contraband goods were carried in
both directions, for Germany was also a favoured base from
which to smuggle goods into France. As French controls tight-
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ened, smuggling routes changed: Amsterdam-Rotterdam-
Cologne was eclipsed by Bremen-Hamburg-Frankfurt and
Stettin-Danzig-Leipzig. Behind the countless ordinary people
engaged in smuggling were large concerns which underwrote
the operations, demanding at least 25 per cent of their value as
an insurance premium. Fortunes were made in this way: the
Cologne banker Schaaffhausen was able to pay an excise fine of
100,000 francs without difficulty. But smuggling was risky, and
fines were not the only penalty. After the Trianon and Fon-
tainebleau decrees of 1810, warehouses were stormed and Eng-
lish goods seized or burned in every major German port and
commercial centre affected by the blockade, including Ham-
burg, Cuxhaven, Rostock, Liibeck, Bremen, Berlin, Frankfurt,
Cologne, Hanover, Mannheim, Jena and Leipzig.® Greater
efforts were also made to police the movement of goods in the
Confederation, forcing states like Baden and Bavaria to tread a
difficult line between compliance, which was unpopular, and
tacit toleration of smuggling, which exposed them to French
ire.

In theory Napoleomc economic imperialism was supposed to
make Europe serve France as a source of raw materials and a
market for manufactured goods. Did it? What was the overall
effect on the German economy of the blockade and so-called
Continental System? The answers depend greatly on the branch
or region being considered. In the case of agriculture, for
example, the parts of northern Germany dependent on grain
exports to England were hard hit compared with the south and
west — although the long-term agricultural cycle after 1800,
which saw prices turn down, eventually caught up with the south
and west too. The textile industry of the Rhineland experienced
s1mllarly mixed fortunes, as the left-bank districts incorporated
in France flourished at the expense of the right-bank area of
Berg, although this only accelerated a process that had been
going on anyway before the French arrived.’® The textile
branches show how difficult it is to generalize. The linen indus-
try lost export markets in South America and the Caribbean,
and linen manufacturing areas like Silesia were badly hurt; but
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the removal of English competition was a boon to the cotton
industry in Saxony, where the number of cotton jennies
increased twentyfold in the years 1806-18. The wool industry
prospered on balance, mainly because its leading centres became
part of France. And the damage done to silk producers in Bar-
men and Berlin has to be set against the new market opportuni-
ties for manufacturers in Krefeld. The picture is just as varied
in the metal branches, where iron production stagnated, engin-
eering grew.’! .

Some broad conclusions are possible. Germany was certainly
notreduced to an agricultural producer or raw materials supplier
to France. Some parts of Germany (like Silesia) did become
more agricultural, but others (like Saxony) became more indus-
trial. That was a matter of growing regional specialization,
reinforced but not caused by the effects of French policy. In
general, ports and shipping centres dependent on overseas trade
suffered much more than inland commercial towns under a
system that emphasized overland trade. Economic activity
shifted to the interior, in Germany as elsewhere. Neither on
the coast nor in the interior, however, was there a major break
with long-term economic developments. Both Baltic and North
Sea ports suffered under the French, but the latter recovered
quickly while the former went into long-term decline, just as
one would have expected from the late eighteenth-century trend.
Similarly, the temporary shift in patterns of commercial activity
benefited cities that were primed to take advantage, such as
Frankfurt and Leipzig, but did nothing to revive the fortunes
of former imperial cities where long-term decline was irrevers-
ible. The consensus among historians is that the years of French
domination did more to stimulate than-to depress the German
economy, short-term spoliations notwithstanding. War gave a
boost to German weapons manufacturers. Protection from
British competition helped infant industries. And, in some cases,
necessity proved the mother of invention. The shutting off of
cane sugar imports stimulated sugar-beet cultivation, an impor-
tant long-term development that was also an early example of
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what became something of a German speciality: import substi-
tutions stimulated by war.

The balance sheet is as hard to draw up as it always is at times
of revolutionary discontinuity. We have to set short-term pain
against long-term gain. Some of the most important positive
aspects of French domination were long-term. They include
the benefits of an improved transportation network, despite the
short-term problems caused by war. More fundamentally, social
forces were freed by the emancipation of the peasantry, the
diminution of guild privileges and other attacks on the corporate
order, although all of these changes brought immediate hard-
ship. In some parts of central Europe the changes were brought
about by the French or their proxies, in others by states reacting
to the French challenge. In both cases they represented an insti-
tutional transformation that was decisive for the development
of nineteenth-century Germany, but a transformation that was
far from painless.

Reform from Above

In 1799 the Prussian minister von Struensee told the French
chargé d’affaires that the revolution the French had made ‘from
below’ would be completed ‘gradually, from above’ in Prussia.*
The distinction is familiar in all standard accounts of the period,
and is not without point. It might nevertheless be more accurate
to view 4Jl the institutional changes of this period as reforms
from above. There were marked variations from state to state,
particularly between east and west, but there are grounds for
arguing that the reformers were performing variations on the
same theme. Everywhere the dominance of France was decisive,
whether it was imposing French-style liberation on annexed
territories, using its satellite states as administrative laboratories,
providing the stimulus for change in the Confederation, or pro-
voking pre-emptive reforms in Austria and Prussia. Everywhere
reform was driven by the financial burdens of war, French exac-
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tions, and the fiscal crises they created. Everywhere there were
common elements to reform: corporate privilege was attacked,
the power of the sovereign state and modern bureaucracy grew.
And everywhere (although for different reasons) the reformers
formed a relatively narrow group and encountered resistance
to their measures. For all the differences between the French
Rhineland and Prussia, the Kingdom of Westphalia and Austria,
their developments in this period belong on the same con-
tinuum.

French rule in the Rhineland was always more than plunder
cloaked by ideology. The hardships imposed by the revolution-
ary and Napoleonic armies were real enough, as we have seen,
but (as in France itself) they were offset by substantial achieve-
ments. The occupiers broke with the old social and political
order, the sharpest break that occurred anywhere on German
soil. The French overthrew the existing secular and ecclesiastical
princes, abolished the tithe, ended seigneurialism, eliminated
guilds, overturned monopolies, nullified privileges, emancipated
the Jews, introduced religious toleration, and secularized church
lands. Changes in the legal system affected every aspect of life,
from marriage and divorce to property rights. These and other
changes transformed economy, society and political rule. They
amounted to a crash course in modernization that removed the
institutions of the old regime, separated church and state, rebuilt
the administrative bureaucracy on a new basis, and made possible
the relatively untramelled accumulation and disposition of prop-
erty that is one hallmark of modern civil society. Was this not,
therefore, the very acme of the French Revolution in action?
Why should we call it reform from above? Most obviously, the
reforms were imposed from above by Frenchmen on Germans.
‘No one likes armed missionaries’, as Robespierre had warned
in April 1792." The French armies did not lack German sup-
porters in the early days, although these were always a small
minority. But the French were understandably sceptical of the
German Jacobins in the Rhineland, and reluctant to establish a
Rhenish Republic as some of their German admirers urged. The
experience of the short-lived ‘Mainz Republic’ in 1792 -3 spoke
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against taking such a risk; so did arguments based on security.
It was therefore inevitable that the wave of French reforms
would be tainted by their provenance, especially once the full
force of requisitions and levies was felt.

The substance of reform also created a backlash. The reforms
were not, it is true, uniformly unpopular. Peasants predictably
welcomed the abolition of seigneurial dues and tithe, often
taking advantage of the French military presence to settle
accounts with a church they associated with worldliness and
privilege. When the revolutionary army reached Tholey, domi-
nated by its abbey, peasants from the surrounding districts made
a bonfire of the records of debt owed to their former tithe-lord.
Such actions were common in the Zweibrticken and Saarbrticken
areas, a reminder (if one were needed) that peasants can be
anticlerical - even in Germany. Journeymen were freed from
the crushing discipline of guild masters, merchants from the
depressmg multiplicity of tolls, monopolies and staples. Prag-
matic Rhenish businessmen quickly adapted to the new rules.
The propertied middle class were among the obvious bene-
ficiaries of institutional change, whether from the fillip given to
cottonmasters in Krefeld and ironmasters in the Eifel, or the
opportunities provided by the sale of church lands - like the
coal merchant in Trier who moved into a former nunnery. Yet
these examples indicate one of the problems with the changes
brought by the French: they were likely, at least in the short
term, to be advantageous only to a minority. Even if we take
into account the nobles and better-off peasants who also bought
church lands, the surprising number of former officials who
continued to serve the French, and the lawyers who found posts
in the new judicial system, the fact remains that the French
Rhineland was short of obvious beneficiaries among the mass
of the population, and correspondingly short of popular support.
Peasants found themselves paying the tithe under a new name,
as well as a generally higher level of overall taxation; journeymen
and masters suffered from the demise of the guilds, even though
a few may have prospered; those servants of old-regime courts
and noble establishments who had not fled with their masters
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were left without jobs; the poor, whose numbers almost certainly
increased during the chaotic decade of 1792-1801, were
deprived of the employment, alms and other forms of assistance
once provided, however imperfectly, by religious foundations
and orders. And those who dared to voice complaints on any of
these points were likely to find the new state bureaucracy a more
rigorous foe than the arbitrary but often indolent old regime.
The French reformers were isolated, therefore, and not just
because of their war-related depredations. They had some Ger-
man allies, but the local Jacobins were a wasting asset. For
the most part the occupiers faced a population at best sullenly
indifferent, at worst actively hostile. Popular resistance under-
lined the narrow base for French reformers. Emigration to the
right bank, banditry, smuggling, tax evasion, refusal to accept
French paper money, defiance by guildsmen, administrative sab-
otage by German local officials, defiling the tricolour, demol-
ishing liberty trees, boycotting or disrupting official festivities,
shouting counter-revolutionary slogans, intimidating = pro-
French locals - the repertoire of passive resistance was extensive.
Sometimes it was not so passive: rioting guildsmen had to be
put down by cavalry in Pirmasens, French officials were killed
in Bingen, peasants engaged in sporadic partisan activity. Passive
and active resistance are actually hard to separate cleanly. Take
the issue of religion, and especially Catholicism. This was a
major source of friction between French occupiers and Rhine-
landers, because of the strategic position the church had occu-
pied in old-regime society, and because of the innovations,
proscriptions and mockery of faith that issued from the French.
The response was powerful. The 1790s witnessed a wave of
distress signals in the form of prophecies, apparitions and other
supposedly supernatural phenomena, as well as a stubborn per-
sistence in holding banned pilgrimages and processions. This
activity appears innocuous enough, but it could easily tip over
into physical confrontation with the authorities. Apparitions
bore anti-French messages; processions became the scene of
violent clashes. As in Italy and Spain (or, indeed, France), out-
raged piety easily fused with other resentments, providing the
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rallying-cry or justification for resistance. There was no Vendée
and no Sanfedist movement in the Rhineland, but the extent of
violence should not be underestimated. In the longer term, the
effects of French institutional changes were decisive for Cath-
olicism and the church. That was true in the Rhineland, as in
other French-occupied parts of Europe. The French inadver-
tently strengthened papal authority by weakening the national
churches, and made the church more ‘popular’ by removing
aristocratic sinecures. Revolution discredited reformers of the
Catholic Enlightenment variety and brought the church closer
to popular piety. In the short term, the conflict over religion
symbolized the problems created by revolution from above.
‘Outrages’ like revolutionary, anticlerical soldiers defecating in
tabernacles were no doubt exceptlonal but the boundless French
contempt for ‘superstitious’, ‘backward’ Rhinelanders was
altogether typical, and it did not apply only to religion. To
the occupiers, the manifold shortcomings of the occupied was
sufficient to justify forcing them to be free. But as General
Hoche candidly noted in a report to the Directory: “Those who
have had to pay such a hlgh price for liberty rarely love it’.**
‘Things became easier in the period of incorporation into
metropolitan France. Napoleon’s Concordat with the Catholic
church in 1802 sngnalled an end to the era of disruption in one
sphere. An improving economy took the edge off discontent,
new institutions bedded down, and something like a new élite
emerged from the debris of the 1790s — a mélange of
businessmen, landowners and officials that resembled the ‘not-
ables’ of Napoleonic France. Nevertheless, the idea that the
Rhinelanders were being educated into the superidr virtues of
Frenchness remained. There were parallels in the new model
states, the ngdom of Westphalia and the Grand Duchy of
Berg. The former, in particular, was intended to be a ‘moral
conquest’, a blank slate on which French institutions were to be
written. The Kingdom of Westphalia received a constitution
(the first in German history), and efforts to achieve legal equality
by abolishing traditional privileges were supposed to illustrate
the benefits of the Code Napoléon. There were, indeed, reforms:
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serfdom was ended, church lands auctioned off, religious toler-
ation decreed, transportation projects inaugurated, weights and
measures unified, administration rationalized and centralized,
the power of intermediate authorities reduced. Two things
should be noted about these reforms. First, they were imposed
in a spirit of authoritarian confidence in the wisdom of imperial
government. As the emperor wrote to Jérome Bonaparte: ‘It is
ridiculous that you should quote against me the opinions of the
people of Westphalia. If you listen to popular opinion, you will
achieve nothing. If the people refuses its own happiness, the
people is guilty of anarchy and deserves to be punished.”® This
was not so different from Napoleonic rule in France, and largely
explains why the legislature promised in the constitution met
just twice. Secondly, a major reason for all this rationalizing
symmetry was to make French exploitation of local resources and
manpower easier. These considerations combined to undermine
much of the reform thrust. As Helmut Berding has shown, the
granting of confiscated land as dotations to prominent French
soldiers and Bonaparte family members (Bernadotte, Ney, Pau-
line Bonaparte), and ultimately to hundreds of carpetbaggers,
had a decisive effect. In order to protect the value of these grants
and the flow of French revenue from the imperial domain lands,
landlords’ rights were perpetuated in practice, whatever the con-
stitution said. This effectively nullified legal equality and put a
brake on rural social reform, just as the administration of the
French domains and dotations by French officials as a state within
a state made a mockery of bureaucratic or legal uniformity.*
Similar circumstances limited the reach of reforms in the Grand
Duchy of Berg.

What of the Napoleonic reform era in the nonsatellite states
of the Confederation of the Rhine? The tendency of recent
research has been to emphasize the diversity and limitations of
reform measures here, as in Westphalia and Berg. Secularization
did not proceed evenly according to one model, and the adoption
of the Code Napoléon was extremely patchy (even Baden, the
most enthusiastic collaborator, adopted only a diluted version).
The response to French military dominance and ideas ranged
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from the wholesale adoption of the French system in tiny
Anhalt-Kéthen (population: 29,000), to minor institutional
adjustments in the Mecklenburgs, Saxony and Thuringia. The
greatest French impact occurred in the southern states of Baden,
Wiirttemberg, Bavaria and Hesse-Darmstadt, where Napo-
leonic success provided both opportunity and motive for far-
reaching reforms. The opportunity was presented by the
territorial revolution that accompanied the break-up of the
Empire and benefited these states most. The motive came from
the need to become master of their extensive new territories,
while satisfying French military and political demands. The
southern states gorged on the remnants of the Empire, swallow-
ing up lands in Swabia, Franconia and the Rhineland that had
formerly belonged to ecclesiastical principalities, imperial
knights and free cities. Wiirttemberg more than doubled in size
between 1796 and 1812, absorbing some of the foremost families
of the south German imperial nobility. Baden increased fourfold
in land and sixfold in population. Digesting their acquisitions
posed major problems. The new lands were diverse, with a
colourful patchwork of legal and administrative traditions. They
also changed the denominational balance in each state, adding
Protestants to Bavaria, Catholics to Baden and Wiirttemberg.
Major questions of legitimacy were raised by the fact that rulers
faced their new subjects with new titles that they owed to France,
as the Elector of Bavaria and the Duke of Wiirttemberg became
kings, the Margrave of Baden a grand duke. Finally, the financial
costs of integrating new territory while still meeting French
demands had somehow to be met by these upstart princes. The
public debt increased from 1§ to 22 million Gulden in Wiirttem-
berg between 1806 and 1819, from 8 to 18 million Gulden in
Baden over the same period.

The result was a series of reforms that transformed the south
German states. The central issue everywhere was asserting the
sovereignty of the state within its new borders. Measures
designed to achieve this were pushed through by a generation
of officials (Montgelas in Bavaria, Reitzenstein in Baden, Gagern
in Hesse-Darmstadt) who pursued the German tradition of
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Enlightened Absolutism with a new urgency under changed con-
ditions. The fundament of reform everywhere was the adminis-
trative structure itself. Centralization, functional division by
departments and the hierarchical chain of command replaced
local or provincial autonomy and collegial decision-making. An
expanded corps of officials was built up, loyal to the new system,
who enjoyed better training, pay and pensions, greater security
and enhanced prestige (in Bavaria the laws of lése-majesté were
extended to bureaucrats), but were subject to stricter discipline.
This process probably went furthest in Bavaria, but the retooled
machinery of government was one of the more successful aspects
of reform everywhere. It made possible the growing penetration
of the state into many spheres of life: improving communi-
cations, fostering industry, building up educational institutions
at all levels (primary, secondary, tertiary), collecting statistics
and information that would make conscription and tax-
collecting run more smoothly. From the attack on guild restric-
tions to the enunciation of religious tolerance, the aim was to
encourage greater mobility, enhance social integration and pro-
mote efficient use of resources, while strengthening the state
as guardian of the ‘general interest’ of society. Moves towards
constitutionalism and representative institutions should be seen
in the same light: as an instrument of integration, a means of
legitimizing new revenue, a platform for defending reforms,
and a device to check the ruler while neutralizing aristocratic
discontent.”’ :
These measures threatened long-held privileges and asserted
one sovereignty in place of another. They were not uncontested.
Mack Walker’s ‘home towns’ predictably failed to go quietly,
and the guilds managed to salvage at least some of their rights.
Catholics in the ‘new’ Wiirttemberg south of the Danube
showed their resentment at being pitchforked into a historically
Protestant state; so did their coreligionists in southern Baden.
Where religious hostility towards enlightened officials combined
with resentment over taxes, conscription or the destruction of
the ‘good old laws’, the resistance could be violent. That was
what happened in the new Bavarian lands of the Tyrol, where
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the rising led by Andreas Hofer in 1809 was the closest Germany
came to an uprising on Spanish or Italian lines - pious,
regionalist, militant. Mostly, however, the limits of reform were
less spectacular. Guild reform was partial, Jewish emancipation
was incomplete, new legal codes had exceptions built into them.
Wherever we look, we find that the nobility was the most obvi-
ous beneficiary of incomplete reform. Again, only in Bavaria
was there full-scale resistance to the ‘levelling’ measures of state
bureaucracy. Elsewhere, open confrontation was avoided
because governments were prepared to make concessions. Tax
exemptions, the retention of police powers at local level, the
right to nominate to church benefices, legal privileges — these
were the areas in which south German nobles hung on to power
and influence. The nobility was also to the fore in blocking
constitutions-and representative institutions, although in Wiirt-
temberg the crown itself was at odds with reforming officials
over this. Finally, rural social relations were less touched by
reform than much else. Peasant emancipation remained a half-
way house, and important elements of seigneurialism (admit-
tedly less burdensome in the south than in the northeast)
survived the reform era. Deference to noble sentiment was one
reason. Another was the fact that secularization had turned the
states themselves into major landlords, reluctant to resolve the
agrarian question in a way that reduced their revenue.

It is always easy — as well as necessary — to point out the
limitations of reform. A strong British historiographical tra-
dition has always relished the argument that nothing really
changes, except perhaps by accident. But the emphasis here
should be on change rather than continuity. If the internal
changes in the south German states were less definitive than the
territorial revolution that made them possible, if they had more
impact on government than on society, a transformation never-
theless took place. The fractured status quo in the Napoleonic
era gave enlightened bureaucrats the chance to reprise the cause
of Enhghtened Absolutism and redraw the balance of power
between the prince and his subjects, with the bureaucracy itself
increasingly holding the ring as a force in its own right. That
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applies even to Wiirttemberg, where the tradition of reform
absolutism was least developed and the king took greater per-
sonal charge. Whereas the changes wrought by the French on
the left bank of the Rhine and in the satellite states were soon
interrupted by the withdrawal of the occupier, the legacy of the
south German reformers from above was more continuous. This
period established the state as the motor of modernization.

That was not true in Austria. ‘Obviously not’, we are inclined
to say, but that makes the course of events there seem too much
like a foregone conclusion. There was, after all, the precedent
of Joseph II, most uncompromising of all the enlightened rulers
and the man whose policies served as a lodestar for south Ger-
man reformers like Montgelas. Austria also faced many of the
same problems after 1805—6 that led other German states to
implement internal reforms. It was placed in a position of
humiliating dependence on French goodwill, watched its terri-
tories being rearranged, and was forced to pay large sums of
money to France that further burdened the shaky state finances.
After 1806, like other German states, Austria had to come to
terms with a changed world in which the Empire no longer
existed - a position that Francis II, more attached to Habsburg
interest than imperial sentiment, had already anticipated by
declaring himself Emperor of Austria in 1804. The Emperor
Francis was as much a new monarch in a world created by
Napoleon as the new kings of Bavaria and Wiirttemberg. The
disturbing facts of life in Austria, compounded of external weak-
ness and internal incoherence, were not lost on powerful figures
in Vienna. Ministers such as Sinzendorff, Saurau and Philipp
Stadion urged administrative reforms, joined by Archdukes
Rainer and Charles, the emperor’s brothers.

Why, then, was there no sustained programme of reform from
above in Vienna to match what was attempted in Munich or
Karlsruhe? Francis himself provides an important part of the
answer, a conservative stand-pat emperor who reacted strongly
against the reforming fever of his uncle Joseph II, equated
reform with revolution, and believed that streamlining the
Byzantine machinery of government would weaken his own
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authority. Around him, everyone urged change, but the advice
was contradictory: to centralize and to decentralize, to be a
loyal French ally and to resume the fight against Napoleon, to
construct a Danubian monarchy and to resurrect the Holy
Roman Empire. This self-cancelling counsel was manna to
Francis, justifying his preferred policy of doing nothing. Beyond
the dynamics of courtly and ministerial faction, there were struc-
tural considerations that muffled the urge to reform. Unlike
Prussia after Jena and Auerstidt, Austria after Austerlitz was not
dismembered and fighting for its existence. On the other hand,

unlike the south German states, forced to come to terms with
complicated new acqulsmons, Austria could thank Napoleon for
simplifying life by removing its possessions in the Netherlands,
Italy, south Germany, the Adriatic and West Galicia. Dom-
estically, the years of counter-revolutionary policy under Francis
had entrenched the power and boosted the confidence of the
nobility, making it a major obstacle to anything smacking of
Josephinism. It was more than a match for the reformers among
the younger officers and officials, whose ranks were thinner than
in south Germany or Prussia.

Some changes were made. Legal reforms begun earlier were
completed with the publication of the Civil Code in 1811,
although this made major concessions to noble interests. Justice
and administration were separated in the middle tiers of the
bureaucracy, the pnmary school system was expanded, and there
was some increase in state control over theological training. But
this added up to little more than a thin trickle of diluted
Josephinist measures: church, nobility and other interests
retained essential corporate privileges. Economic and fiscal
reform was negligible, the peasantry was not emancipated, and
— the greatest contrast with south German states — there was no
reform of the slow, often chaotic administrative system. The
years 18058 saw the most intensive burst of activity — intensive,
anyway, by Austrian standards — which focused on military
reform. Under Philipp Stadion and Archduke Charles, the
organization of the regular army was improved and a militia
established on the French principle that all citizens were poten-
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tial soldiers. This was an important change, achieved against the
inclinations of Francis and Archduke Rainer, for whom any form
of universal conscription meant that ‘we should be conducting
ourselves as though in the stone age’.” But military reform failed
when put to the test, and brought the reformers down with it.
When Austria challenged the French again in 1809, hoping -
another break with dynastic caution - to place itself at the head
of a larger German rebellion against Napoleon, the gamble
failed. Austrian troops were successful at Essling; but the French
won a (close-run) victory at Wagram. Under the new chief
minister Clemens von Metternich, Austria bowed to French
superiority, but did not embark on any further attempts to
strengthen the institutions of state by ‘French’ reforms.
Neither the Austrian nor the south German reformers have
received the attention from historians granted to the Prussian
era of reform in- the period 1807-19. Well into the twentieth
century, the Stein-Hardenberg reforms were celebrated by
nationalist historians not only as the basis for the ‘war of libera-
tion’ against Napoleon, but as a specifically German example of
renewal without upheaval - ‘revolution in the good sense’, to
use Hardenberg’s own phrase.”” Modern historians have pointed
to the limitations of Prussian reform and been more critical
about the future significance of this ‘defensive modernization’.*
Perhaps enthusiasts and critics alike have tended to exaggerate
the importance of what occurred in Prussia compared with the
Confederation of the Rhine states. If so, this is understandable.
In many respects the Prussian reforms had a greater impact on
society than those enacted elsewhere; and while we should resist
the temptation to write history backwards, it is certainly true
that the Stein-Hardenberg era left its impress not just on Prussia
but ultimately on mneteenth-century Germany as a whole.
There were already reform initiatives between the accession
of Frederick William III in 1797 and 1806. It was then, in what
is often called the ‘prereform’ period, that Struensee made his
celebrated observation about Prussian reform from above. Men
like Scharnhorst, Clausewitz and Boyen urged changes in army
organization; zealous counsellors such as Beyme and Mencken
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pressed for overhaul of the way government was carried on.
Some measures were enacted — the emancipation of the serfs in
the royal domains, intended to set an example to the nobility,
modest administrative and fiscal changes — but the reformers
lacked strong royal backing and faced powerful opponents at
court, among the nobility, and within the bureaucracy itself. It
took military disaster and the punitive French peace to give
the reform movement its opportunity. Against that desperate
background, a great burst of reforms took place. The Prussian
administration was reshaped, the peasantry was emancipated and
other restrictions on economic activity lifted, corporate distinc-
tions and privileges were removed, the municipalities were
granted a form of self-government, education was reformed at
every level, and military organization was transformed.

The first goal of reformers was to strengthen the machinery
of government and administration. This was common ground
between Stein and Hardenberg, despite differences of policy and
emphasis between the former, with his greater sympathy for
corporate representation, and the latter, a more thorough-going
advocate of Enlightened Absolutism in the Montgelas mould.
Both men shared a belief with other reformers that the structure
of government itself needed to be more unified, starting at the
top. In place of the inefficient, overlapping jurisdictions of the
so-called cabinet system that marked the last years of Frederick
the Great and the rule of his two successors, more clearly defined
ministerial responsibilities were established, not least to try to
short-circuit the role played by royal favourites. As a result,
bureaucratic absolutism became more real than it had ever been
in the eighteenth century. Administration was also streamlined,
as the uniform structure familiar to students of nineteenth-
century Prussia came into being, stretching down through the
district level of ‘Regierungsbezirke’ to the local ‘Kreise’. Sig-
nificantly, the areas covered by the districts were chosen for
reasons of geographical and practical convenience and cut across
traditional loyalties and lines of authority. They shared the geo-
metrical qualities of the Napoleonic department. In fact, govern-
mental and administrative reforms in Prussia had many features
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in common with the more directly French-inspired state-
building in southern Germany. The separation of administration
and justice was a further parallel, although it did not go as far
in Prussia as Bavaria. Where the Prussian reforms cut deeper
than those enacted elsewhere was in their impact on the larger
society. The October Edict of 1807 emancipating the peasantry
marked a real caesura, and it was just one of a series of measures
that dismantled barriers to the ownership and free disposability
of property, replacing custom by contract. The market in land
that had already developed was legitimized and given a boost.
Other reforms pointed in the same direction: they represented
the same double thrust towards releasing social energies and
reducing corporate distinctions. The introduction of freedom
of enterprise severely cut back guild restrictions, and was accom-
panied by the removal of internal tariffs and tolls. Efforts to
replace the network of fiscal privileges and exemptions with a
more uniform tax burden, and the removal of some of the civil
disabilities of Jews, fell within the same framework. So did exten-
sive reforms to the content and organization of education.

A combination of motives therefore lay behind the reform
measures. The interest of the state, as defined by the reformist
senior bureaucracy, was paramount. Extending the reach and
efficiency of government was what linked changes in the admin-
istrative structure to other reforms. Revenue was to be collected
more effectively. Intermediate bodies like guilds were to be
stripped of their powers. The role of the state was to be asserted
in education, replacing that of local consistories or other patrons,
in the training and appointment of teachers and the supervision
of elementary schools, classical grammar schools and universi-
ties. The celebrated new University of Berlin, founded in 1810,
was a product of this thinking (and an intended symbol of the
enlightened Prussian state). A remodelled educational system
was to produce good citizens, as well as officials to man the
administrative machine. But that was not all. The educational
reforms also sought to reward merit rather than birth, through
the system of examinations, and embodied a humanistic commit-
ment to the ideal of cultivation or self-realization. This larger
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moral imperative is hard to separate from the belief in education
as a ‘practical need of the state’ (Wilhelm von Humboldt). The
same intertwined motives — efficiency, social mobilizaton,
emancipation — applied to other reforms. While the Protestant
pastor Wilhelm Harnisch spoke of awakening the ‘slumbering
power’ of the people through elementary schooling, Hardenberg
wanted to arouse ‘all sleeping forces’ in Prussian society more
generally.* Similar thoughts animated all the reformers. Stein
wrote to Hardenberg that ‘we must train the nation to manage
its own affairs and to grow out of this condition of ‘childhood’;
Scharnhorst suggested to Clausewitz that it was necessary to
‘kindle a sense of independence in the nation’.* The pronounced
element of Kantian idealism in this, the emphasis on freeing
individual energies and encouraging responsible citizens, was
what made the Stein-Hardenberg reform era more than just
another dose of Enlightened Absolutism, although it was that
as well. Finally, the dismantling of serfdom, guilds and tariffs
brought together the motives already discussed with another
element that was different from earlier cameralist thinking. The
desire to free economic activity also reflected the ideas of Adam
Smith, which were widely discussed, especially in East Prussian
reformist circles of officials, exporting landlords and merchants,
and were channelled into the reform movement through officials
like Schoen and Schrotter. _

Prussian reform from above was ambitious and wide-ranging.
It also had limits. There were disagreements and internecine
struggles among the reformers. Stein and Hardenberg had dif-
ferent ideas about the direction of government at the top and
the principle of representation. The disciples of Adam Smith
sought to free economic forces; the apostles of cultivation who
shaped educational reform created institutions that elevated the
humanistically trained official over the vulgar practitioner of
trade. Reforms stopped halfway (like Jewish emancipation), or
were seriously diluted (like equal taxation), or ran into the sand
through lack of funding and local resources (elementary school
reform). If we look beyond the detailed cases, there were three
general obstacles to reform. The first was the social isolation of
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the reformers, something they shared with their counterparts
in other states. The free market and compulsory schooling were
not automatically popular, and understandably so. To speak of
emancipation, as the reformers did, was to accept that the ‘slum-
bering’ populace would need a good deal of awakening. That
brings us to the second problem: the self-limiting aspect of
reform from above. The liberal noblemen who carried the
reform movement were agreed that to do nothing after 1806
would endanger the state and the social order. But might it not
also be dangerous to do too much? That was why municipal
self-government was really self-administration under state con-
trol, and why the larger issues of representation and consti-
tutionalism caused so many problems.

This was by no means only, or even perhaps mainly, a question
of enlightened bureaucrats fearing the populace. The real diffi-
culty, and the third great obstacle to reform, lay elsewhere: with
the vested interests of the aristocracy. When we consider that
they were acting against a backdrop of popular indifference,
French hostility, monarchical unpredictability and bureaucratic
conservatism, it is probably unrealistic to expect from reformers
who were themselves virtually all nobles that they would chal-
lenge the nobility head-on. Nor did they. On issue after issue,
measures were withdrawn or tailored to noble interests. Take
the question of taxes. Although distinctions between town and
country and from province to province were ended, equality of
the fiscal burden remained a dead letter; crucially, a uniform
land tax was dropped. Again, Hardenberg’s Gendarmerie Edict
of 1812 posed a potentially radical threat to aristocratic control
of local administration and patrimonial police powers; but the
edict could not be enforced, so that below the level of the district
administration the Landrat continued to embody the interests
of local landowners. This was just one example of the general
rule that the power of the state leached away in the sandy prov-
inces. Even Hardenberg himself had serious reservations about
ending patrimonial police powers, an illustration of how noble
resistance and reformist self-limitation came together. Most
obviously, the emancipation of the peasantry was carried out in
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such a way that it was — as so many historians have demonstrated
— more an emancipation of the Junker nobility. They were hand-
somely compensated for their lost serfs and became the chief
beneficiaries of the free market in land. The peasantry bore the
main burden of reform, as the land they had cultivated was
swallowed up by the large estates and they became the victims
of exploitation twice over — a reserve army of labour for agrarian
capitalists, simultaneously shackled to their landlords through
‘feudal’ institutions such as patrimonial justice. Many Prussian
aristocrats, like their south German counterparts, howled at the
‘levelling’ tendencies of the reformers. But reform from above
stopped short of challenging the powers of the Prussian land-
owning nobility. Formal serfdom was abolished, the mingling
of old Junker and new bourgeois estate-owners was accelerated,
the principles of merit and achievement made noble sinecures
harder to find. These were important changes, but they left the
Junkers secure in their local power and did not impede the
continuing movement of talented nobles into key positions of
state service. The Stein-Hardenberg era reaffirmed the triangle
of power that bound together monarchy, bureaucracy and aris-
tocracy. ‘ \

One crucial element of the Prussian reform era remains to
be discussed: military reorganization. The disasters of 1806-7
were also disasters in strictly military terms, a sorry catalogue
of incompetence, panic, and flight. Any renewal or hope of
resisting Napoleon in the future clearly had to consider the
composition, training and organization of the army. Leading
military reformers — Scharnhorst, Gneisenau, Boyen, Grolmann
— were unusually agreed in approach, and they addressed all of
these issues. In 1807, a Military Reorganization Commission
was set up and began its activities with a purge. Of the 6600
serving officers who survived Jena and Auerstidt, over 5000
were cashiered, pensioned off or placed on half-pay. Structural
reforms followed. A decree of 1808 formally removed all privi-
leges of birth or estate as a means of obtaining a commission:
professional competence was henceforth to be the sole criterion.
In an echo of the civilian reformers, Gneisenau sought to
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‘awaken’ the forces that were ‘asleep in the bosom of the nation’.
By 1819, the aristocratic component of the officer corps had
fallen from over go to little more than 5o per cent. New training
schools were established, using instruction manuals that under-
lined the importance of light infantry, skirmishing, versatility
and other elements of French success (they also drew on the
guerrilla war in Spain, about which the reformers kept them-
selves well informed). The organization of military affairs was
likewise improved. In an effort to prevent conflicting counsel
and intrigue around the king, who remained commander-in-
chief, a war ministry was established in 1809; and it was in this
period that careful grooming of the most promising officers led
to the creation of the modern Prussian general staff.

There were also limits to what these reforms achieved. The
old caste spirit of the officer corps was not broken. The new
tactics exhorted by figures like General Yorck were often
ignored by the old guard. There was no permanent war minister
until 1814; and by the time Boyen arrived in the post he faced
the potential competition of a recast military cabinet established
the same year. Above all, conscription was blocked. First advo-
cated in a Scharnhorst draft of 1808, it was central to the
reformers’ ambition to forge a nation in arms. But Frederick
William and Hardenberg were both sceptical, and the nobility
— already discontented over changes in the officer corps — was
predictably hostile to the idea of arming peasants in order to
fight a Jacobin-sounding ‘war of national liberation’. In the
event, if French success had given the reformers their first
chance, French failure gave them a second one. In 1812, a cau-
tious Frederick William reaffirmed Prussian loyalty to France:
by consigning Prussian troops to the Russian campaign he dis-
gusted the reformers. But the horrors of the retreat from Mos-
cow gave Prussia the opportunity to change sides and join the
British and Russians against Napoleon in early 1813 — a decision
to which General Yorck provided an 1812 overture by doing
the same thing on his own initiative the previous December at
the celebrated Convention of Tauroggen. From February 1813
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Prussia was effectively on a war footing with France (Austria
joined the alliance in June), and the reformers’ plans were imple-
mented. Conscription was decreed and a reserve established:
Prussia, earlier restricted by France to an army of 42,000, was
able to mobilize twice that number by April and put 280,000
men into the field by the time the decisive Battle of Leipzig was
fought in October. Conscription and the reserve were perma-
nently established by the Obligatory Service Law of 1814, pro-
viding Frederick William with a large army to back up Prussian
claims in the peacemaking process.

Hohenzollern (and Habsburg) calculations in the period
1813~14 are a reminder that the ‘war of national liberation’
described by later nationalists was largely a legend. Frederick
William’s belated appeal to ‘my people’ met with widespread
indifference, which can be measured by resistance to conscrip-
tion and high levels of desertion. The methods used to mobilize
and discipline the soldiers were not so very different from the
methods used in earlier decades; they were just used more effec-
tively. Many of the extra officers drafted in to the army were
fished out of the pool of men dismissed after 1806. It was a war
of princes that led to the so-called Battle of Nations at Leipzig.
There was no spontaneous Prussian uprising in 1813, let alone
a German-wide movement, nothing to be compared with the
guerrilla war in Spain or even the 1809 revolt in the Tyrol. The
role of the volunteer detachments was exaggerated by nationalist
historiography, like the part played by students within them.
Nevertheless, there were nationalist feelings at work that had
been absent twenty years earlier. Reformist leanings among
officials and younger army officers overlapped with a ‘patriotic’
spirit. This fuelled the contempt towards the German princes
displayed by some reformers; it also explains why Stein and
Clausewitz went to Russia and Gneisenau to England when
Prussia capitulated to Napoleon in 1812, and why many officers
resigned. Particularly among members of the educated middle
class we can see a heightened patriotic sentiment. It was con-
ditioned by the disappearance of the Holy Roman Empire,
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sharpened by French occupation, and fed by the growing interest
in German language, history and folkways shown by intellectuals
like Herder and Schlegel. This early nationalism had different
inflections, from idealistic patriotism rooted in an older cosmo-
politan spirit (as in the Konigsberg League of Virtue), to a more
mystical enthusiasm for German virtues that stemmed from
turn-of-the-century Romanticism and sometimes extended to
belief in a German mission. Familiar examples of this second
kind of nationalism, in which bathos mingled with anti-French
xenophobia, include the egregious belligerence of the gymnastic
instructor “Turnvater Jahn’, the war songs of Kérner and Eich-
endorff, the ‘Speeches to the German Nation’ of philosopher
Johann Gottlieb Fichte, and the Francophobe literary vitriol of
Heinrich von Kleist. The trope of the French ‘archenemy’ was
expressed with particular violence in the ‘catechism’ of the publi-
cist Ernst Moritz Arndt: ‘T hate all the French without exception
in the name of God and my people.’®

This kind of visceral hostility to the ‘archenemy’ naturally
had its mirror image on the French side.* And we need to place
sentiments of this kind in context. They were not the only
currents that flowed into later German nationalism, nor did
they enjoy widespread support at the time. Against the roster
of nationalist intellectuals we have to set not only the continuing
admirers of Napoleon (they included Goethe, Hegel and Heine),
but the much greater numbers of those who felt themselves to
be Saxons, or Bavarians, not Germans. The apostles of liberation
and regeneration were largely confined to Prussia, and many
who referred to the Fatherland still meant Prussia. That is
important. It is sometimes said that the educated middle class
found a new source of ideniity in the nation at a time of crisis.
No doubt: but we should not forget the continuing hold of state,
dynastic, local and religious loyalties. Lower down the social
scale these loyalties were of primary importance. When Jakob
Walter later described returning from the Russian campaign,
he expressed his relief at ﬁndmg himself back where ‘German
life began again’.* But it is clear that he felt himself to be truly
home only when he reached Swabia, and more specifically the
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area around his own village, just as it is clear that during the
years away from home he felt more comfortable as:a Catholic
in the company of Polish peasants than with Saxon fellow-
Germans.



CHAPTER TWO

Germany in Transition

Rulers, States, Identities

Two terms have come into use to describe the years from 1815
to 1848, both coined later. The first is ‘Restoration Germany’.
It is usually applied to the period between 1815 and 1830, a
year when revolutionary unrest occurred in many German states.
The term usefully denotes the break that came after the end of
the French-dominated upheaval, although it gives a misleading
impression about what exactly had been ‘restored’. Historians
also refer to the Vormidrz, or ‘pre-March’ period, with the
emphasis here on the two decades preceding the outbreak of a
more general revolution in March 1848. This tells us something
about a time when many certainly anticipated revolution, especi-
ally in the 1840s, although it highlights one aspect of these years
at the expense of others. The entire period was actually one of
transition, marked by ambiguous, conflicting elements. Heinrich
Heine summed it up best in his great satirical poem, Germany:
A Winter’s Fairy Tale. Germany had become a Zwitterwesen, a
‘hybrid creature’, symbolized by its knights in gaiters who were
a disagreeable mixture of ‘Gothic madness and the modern lie,/
That is neither flesh nor fowl’.!

- The Germany that so disappointed the exile Heine was estab-
lished at the Congress of Vienna, where the victorious powers
concluded their peacemaking in 1815. The ordering of German-
speaking Europe was finally agreed in June, just as allied troops
were about to hand a last defeat to Napoleon following his
escape from Elba. The reshaping of Germany was crucial, for
it would anchor the entire postwar settlement. It was also prob-
lematic. The outcome was obviously predetermined in part by
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the defeat of France. The satellite states would disappear, along
with the Confederation of the Rhine, and there would be Ger-
man redoubts on the left bank to contain future French aggres-
sion. Prussia, even before Bliicher’s contribution to the victory
at Waterloo, would clearly be a winner; Saxony, Napoleon’s
unrepentant ally, would be a loser; and Austria would demand
a major say. But the precise territorial dispositions, and the issue
of how relations between the German states should be governed,
were the subject of intense negotiation among the major allied
powers — Britain and Russia, as well as Austria and Prussia.
Medium-sized German states like Bavaria, Wiirttemberg and
Hanover had a subsidiary role in these discussions.

The result can be summarized under two heads: territory and
organization (the ‘German question’ in effect, although not yet
by name). Napoleon’s territorial revolution was consolidated.
Some adjustments were made, but the southern states largely
retained their gains and the fate of the free cities, imperial
knights and ecclesiastical principalities was confirmed. The Con-
gress recognized just 38 German states. It is true that 20 of
those 38 states had fewer than 100,000 inhabitants, and some
were tiny — Birkenfeld, Waldeck, Lippe. The solid blocks of
territory on the map were also dotted with enclaves and exclaves,
some dating back to the Empire, others newly created. But this
was anything but a restoration, as the claims of legitimacy were
overridden in favour of rewarding allies, preserving the balance
of power, or creating more viable, geographically rational, states.
Only a few small states, such as Saxe-Weimar and Braunschweig,
were strictly restorations. The territorial settlement also created
entirely new dynamics between the two leading German powers.
Austria gave up its vestigial presence in southern Germany to
concentrate on its power base in northern Italy: henceforth Aus-
trian influence on the rest of Germany would be based on diplo-
macy and ties of sentiment, noton a physical presence. Prussia,
conversely, became a more obviously ‘German’ power. As com-
pensation for losing eastern territory to Russia and failing to
gain the whole of Saxony (it received two-fifths of that truncated
kingdom), Prussia was granted the Rhineland and Westphalia.
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The centre of gravity of the former Brandenburg-Prussia, having
been shifted to the east by Napoleon, now tilted even more
sharply to the west. Prussia was established as the dominant
power right across northern Germany, from Trier on the Mosel
to Thorn on the Vistula.

What kind of association between the German states should
be created in place of the Holy Roman Empire? A German
Committee considered this question even before the Congress
of Vienna convened, but it proved difficult to reach agreement.
The other great powers were unwilling to see too close a union,
but the major obstacle was the jealously guarded sovereignty of
the individual German states, and especially suspicion of Austria
and Prussia among the small and middle-sized states. The Ger-
man Confederation that emerged in 1815 provided for an
extremely loose form of association, looser in some ways than
the former Empire (there was no superior court, for example,
and no head of state). On the other hand, like the Empire,
the Confederation continued to exclude Germans and include
non-Germans among its member-states. Some states still had
foreign sovereigns, most notably Hanover. Arrangements for
mutual military assistance hardly advanced on those of the
Empire, and the Confederation diet had little importance:
member-states exchanged ambassadors and went their own way.
In practice Austria and Prussia were the two states that inevitably
played a role on the European stage, while the others tried to
prevent either one of them from gaining a dominant position or
(even worse, if you were Bavaria) the two together establishing a
joint hegemony. Austrian and Prussian concerns were not identi-
cal. Austria, still the senior partner desplte declining resources,
was particularly concerned with events in Italy and southeastern
Europe, while keen to preserve both legitimacy and the balance
of power everywhere (the so-called ‘Metternich system’, after
the figure who made himself synonymous with defence of the
European status quo between 1815 and 1848). Prussia was more
alert to the threats on its own borders presented by Belgian and
Polish revolts in 1830. It did not follow the counter-
revolutionary Austrian lead without question, and struck a
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middle position in the 1820s between the ‘liberal’ western
powers (Britain, France) and the ‘reactionary’ eastern powers
(Austria, Russia), before drifting towards the latter after 1830.”
Nevertheless, when it came to the most serious external chal-
lenge of the period - the French threat to the Rhine in 1840 -
Prussia and Austria agreed to military cooperation if necessary.
Despite latent tension, Habsburg—Hohenzollem rivalry was
more muted in these years than it had been in the eighteenth
century. There was to be peace between the sovereign members
of the Confederation until 1866. The only warfare was psycho-
logical — and economic. Beginning on a modest scale in 1818,
Prussia constructed the celebrated organization that became the
German Customs Union (Zollverein) in 1834, and embraced
more than half the members of the Confederation by 1842.
Rival customs unions were broken along the way. This was
certainly a major power flexing its muscles, but it is important
to recognize that the customs union was a product of Prussian
geographical division and fiscal interests, not part of a long-term
‘German’ programme.

On what basis did these sovereign states rest? All but four of
them (the three Hanseatic cities, plus Frankfurt) were dynastic
states. Five were monarchies (Austria, Prussia, Bavaria, Wiirt-
temberg, Hanover), the rest consisting of duchies, grand duchies
and other principalities. We should not pass too lightly over
this array of princes. Rulers aimed to rule. ‘T am the emperor, and
I want dumplings’, in the words of the feeble-minded Austrian
emperor Ferdinand, who succeeded Francis I in 1835.> Most of
his fellow princes demanded more than dumplmgs they wanted
to choose their own foreign policies and ministers. And most did
not grant constitutions — not in 1815, anyway, or immediately
afterwards. They maintained their courts, demanded personal
oaths of fealty from their officers, and emphasized their legiti-
macy. These hereditary rulers expected deference, and often
found it. Buttressed by the message of obedience to the ruler
propagated by the churches, certainly in the early Restoration
years, the prince still presented himself as a ‘father of his people’.
Carl Spitzweg’s painting of The Visit of His Highness to a small
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principality in the 1830s is a sentimentalized but not inaccurate
representation of this relationship. In Prussia, popular woodcuts
and lithographs featuring royal portraits, coronations and
funerals were mass-produced in Neuruppin, north of Berlin.
Deference and sentimental attachment to the ruling house were
strongest in smaller states and those least affected by the twenty-
five-year territorial carousel. But what about the states that were
quite new and artificial, like the Principality of Lichtenberg
carved out for the Duke of Saxe-Coburg-Gotha around
St Wendel — an area seized from the Duke of Zweibriicken by
France, held in trust by Bavaria in 1815, gifted by Prussia to
Saxe-Coburg as a reward for military cooperation, then bought
back by Prussia?* And what of the old states with major new
territorial acquisitions: ‘new Bavaria’, ‘new Wiirttemberg’, the
Prussian Rhine Province? After all, well over half the population
in ‘Restoration’ Germany had new rulers. Here, historic loyalties
were likely to present more of a problem.

Where tradition did not exist, rulers tried to manufacture it.
They were helped in this by the cult of monarchy among
Romantic artists and intellectuals, with its emphasis on the ‘his-
toric’ and its fondness for an (imaginary) stable past. An example
would be the painters of the Nazarene School. The impulses
within Romanticism, it is true, did not always sit comfortably
with power. Celebrating ruins, losing oneself in Nature, or prais-
ing ‘sincerity’ above everything — all lent themselves to a variety
of political conclusions. Thomas Mann’s Lotte Kestner (Lotte
in Weimar) captures the ambiguity in her comment about the
‘pious painters and impious writers’ of the post-1815 period -
although some of the painters were impious too.’ But rulers had
their own ways of making the past work for them. One was
to project monarchical authority through ceremonial, display,
statuary, and public buildings. Ludwig I of Bavaria was an adept:
the extensive new buildings in Munich designed by Leo von
Klenze, and monuments like the ‘Hall of Fame’ for Bavarian
heroes, were intended to glorify the Wittelsbachs and establish
the dynasty in the affections of the people. The great architect
Friedrich Schinkel followed a similar programme in the Prussian
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capital - Theodor Fontane compared the harmony of Schinkel’s
Berlin to Wren’s London.® Here, as in Semper’s Dresden and
Weinbrenner’s Karlsruhe, the squares and octagons of neo-
Classicism were intended to reflect royal majesty. The rather
later obsession with medievalism and the neo-Gothic was also
pressed into service. To celebrate the marriage of Wiirttem-
bei'g s Crown Prince Karl to a Russian princess in 1846, local
aristocrats dressed up as crusadmg knights and Saracens and
staged a tourney in Stuttgart using original weapons, against a
backdrop of palms and lemon trees specially imported for the
occasion.” If this was madness, there was method in it. No ruler
better exemplified the trend than Frederick William IV of
Prussia. Often dismissed as a medievalist crank, he actually had
a shrewd idea of the need for loyalties to be constructed. At the
1842 inauguration of the newly completed neo-Gothic Cologne
cathedral, which Frederick William claimed as a Hohenzollern
deed, the king told Metternich that Prussia had no real historical
basis. It was, he said, just a random collection of territories: a
Prussian tradition would have to be created.
Personal-monarchical authority only went so far, however,
and Metternich’s response alerts us to one of its limitations.
Frederick William, he complained, was ‘interfering with all
the gears of the machine’.? This was a dry, elghteenth-century
reaction, typical of Metternich, but it also expressed a nine-
teenth-century truth, The states of Restoration Germany rested
on the machinery of administration, and on the loyalty of sub-
jects to the state as much as the ruler. The buildings and monu-
ments commissioned by Ludwig reflected not only Wittelsbach
dynastic vanity, but the desire to establish a sense of Bavarian
identity. So did similar efforts elsewhere. In some cases the
symbols of state edged out those of the ruling house. The Saxon
government issued a White Book in 1815 that tried to explain
the disasters of the war (‘how did it all happen?’), and urged
‘loyalty to our dynasty’; but the old dynastic colours of black
and gold, associated with failure, were dropped in favour of the
new state colours of green and white.” Personal-monarchical
rule did not disappear: it was merged into the authority of the
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impersonal, bureaucratic state. More than in the eighteenth cen-
tury, bureaucrats truly became servants of states, not servants
of princes — and princes themselves became organs of state.

None of this can be separated from the continuing process
of state-building. Sometimes this happened for the same reason
that it happened in Frederician Prussia or the southern states
after 1806 — because new territory needed to be digested.
Prussia doubled its size in 1815, and areas such as the Rhineland
and Westphalia had to be integrated. That meant creating and
staffing administrative offices at provincial, district and local
level, establishing courts and appeal courts, setting up military
commands, stationing gendarmes and customs officials,
reorganizing education, making sure that the machinery existed
for overseeing the appointment of Protestant and Catholic
clergy, paying their salaries, building new churches and (often
enough) adjudicating their disputes. Something similar was
occurring in the Bavarian Palatinate and ‘new Wirttemberg’
south of the Danube. Even this cursory survey of activities indi-
cates the extensive reach of the state. The areas in which the
state claimed sovereignty may sound familiar enough — security
of borders, public order, taxes, conscription, compulsory school-
ing, justice — but the claim was now asserted more authoritat-
ively. This amounted to an attempt, not the first but the most
general and sustained, to forge subject-citizens out of former
nobles, serfs, guildsmen, townsmen and all the other subdivided
categories of corporate society.

There were also spheres in which many German states became
more active, either directly or through specially created agencies.
One was the exploitation of the state’s own resources, particu-
larly the woodlands that had once been princely domains. Just
as the painters and writers embarked on their love affair with
the German forest, officials began to insist ‘on the scientific
management of a valuable resource that had been ravaged by
overcutting in the war years. The pine forest of the late Roman-
tic imagination was a creation of nineteenth-century forestry
officials, who liked the quick growth of foreign imports like
Douglas firs." Mineral deposits also attracted greater interest.
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The coal mines in the new Prussian territory of the Saarland
were state-owned. In addition to exploiting its own resources,
the post-1815 state stimulated the economy in other ways. It
built roads, canalized waterways, and — from the late 1830s -
began to construct railways. Business activity was actively fos-
tered by establishing semigovernmental agencies like chambers
of commerce and societies to promote industry, by mounting
exhibitions and setting up model workshops. This process was
at work from relatively laissez-faire Prussia to the more statist
encouragement of industry practised in Baden.! Attempts to
establish uniform legal codes and criteria for citizenship pointed
in the same direction, for they were designed to increase the
movement of goods and mobility of labour. Educational pro-
vision went hand-in-hand with the new attention paid to the
exploitation of public and private economic resources. It is true
that German states took pride in their nonutilitarian classical
grammar schools and model universities like Berlin or Heidel-
berg, and these were well-funded (and outstanding) by European
standards. But many states also set contemporary standards for
technical education and training. New institutions that taught
engineering or agronomy were widely established in these years.

State officials placed their stamp on this period as they had
on the reform era. Bureaucracies were largely recruited on the
basis of competitive examinations — in Bavaria, marks were scrut-
inized down to two decimal places. Edicts and decrees regu-
larized responsibilities, promotions, disciplinary procedures and
pensions. Systems varied from state to state between the hier-
archical and the collegial (the latter based on collective responsi-
bility at a given administrative level), but the emphasis
everywhere was placed on uniformity of approach and working
within fixed guidelines. The bureaucracy also embodied the
ethos of competence, order, duty and hard work. If this sounds
obvious to modern ears, we should remember that it was less
so at the time: few of these attributes were apparent among
those who passed for officials in, say, contemporary England or
the Papal States. For historical reasons already noted, Germany
was a classic land of the modern bureaucratic spirit and it is no
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coincidence that it produced, in Max Weber, the most celebrated
modern analyst of the phenomenon. The collective identity
within German bureaucracies included a lofty sense of responsi-
bility, even arrogance. Administration was, so officials believed,
disinterested: it transcended the divisions and conflicting ego-
isms in society; it stood for the ‘general interest’. This claim
enjoyed a good measure of support beyond the ranks of the
bureaucracy, especially among the university-educated who
shared the same background as senior officials. The philosopher
Hegel, who believed that the world spirit had found true
expression in the Prussian state, is only the most celebrated
example. As a professor at the University of Berlin, he was
himself an employee of that state. :

Bureaucratic claims were not accepted everywhere at face
value. There was criticism of official waste and parasitism. In
Wiirttemberg, where hostility towards bureaucratic ‘scribbling’
(Viielschreiberei) was widespread, the economist Friedrich List
observed in 1821: ‘Everywhere one looks there are nothing but
advisors, bureaucrats, aides, chancelleries, clerks, registries, cases
of documents, official uniforms; good living and luxury, from the
officials down to their servants’.!’ Then there was the question of
tone: senior officials were resented for their Olympian conde-
scension, lesser officials because they were brusque and peremp-
tory, a result of the fact that so many gendarmes and postmen
had once been noncommissioned officers. Discontent was
reinforced because the state was perceived as an interfering,
disturbing force. It wanted to take children out of the fields
and workshops and fill their heads with book-learning, prevent
peasants from collecting wood in the forest, and tell munici-
palities who should be a citizen. In Hamburg the police reported
people who cleared snow off their roofs after the permitted
hour, or failed to sweep their chimneys when ordered to; in
Prussia the authorities tried to forbid smoking on the streets
(without notable success). When it came to religion, the ten-
tacles of the state reached into consistories, cathedral chapters,
even into the pulpit. The Stuttgart government prescribed the
length of sermons and when confessions could be heard. In these
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and other areas, friction was usually greater in newly absorbed
territories where the state was most likely to be viewed as an
‘outsider’, although it is a myth that either the Bavarian Palatin-
ate or the Prussian Rhine Province was ruled by alien officials
from the east. Even where state activities might have been
expected to gain a warm reception, this was not always so.
Businessmen welcomed the promotion of commerce and com-
munications, but chafed at bureaucratic regulation. The more
class-conscious merchants and entrepreneurs wondered why, if
economic restrictions could be loosened, political controls could
not also be relaxed. Among the educated middle classes, general
approval for the ‘improving’ role of the state was offset by dislike
of its restrictive activities. But the official mind was convinced
that true liberty was founded on administration, not consti-
tutions, even if there were some liberal officials who felt differ-
ently. Part revolutionary, part policeman, the bureaucratic state
of Restoration Germany had many critics, although they did
not always criticize the same things.

The aristocracy was predictably hostile. Its denunciations
echoed those directed at Hardenberg and Montgelas during the
reform era: the state was condemned for threatening historic
rights and privileges; officials were salaried meddlers. Noble
critics grumbled on their estates or snubbed a hapless district
judge; the literary-minded went into print. A Bavarian author
denounced ‘the curse of this caste of bureaucrats’, with their
‘levelling of all social relations, their eradication of all social
institutions’.”® Support came from a growing body of conserva-
tive intellectuals such as Friedrich Julius Stahl and Friedrich
Karl von Savigny, who praised everything that was corporate,
historical and customary against the homogenizing, moderniz-
ing activities of state officials. We should not conclude from
these cries of outrage that the aristocracy was being displaced.
In states that had been little touched by the reform era, like
Saxony, Anhalt and the Mecklenburgs, aristocratic privilege
remained largely intact and the close prince-noble bond left
little room for an independent bureaucracy. The same applied
in smaller principalities where personal rule had more meaning
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and the legal position of the bureaucracy was less secure. There,
too, the nobility had little to complain about, while the vulner-
able official was trapped halfway (or less than halfway) along the
evolutionary path from servant-of-the-prince to servant of state.
Even in larger, more regulanzed administrative states, rulers
had ways of intervening in the interests of the nobility: through
the choice of ministers, or by limiting the number of
ennoblements, which consolidated the position of the old nobil-
ity and froze out ambitious officials. Both occurred in Restor-
ation Prussia. Everywhere, aristocrats still had institutions where
they enjoyed power and influence: at court, in provincial estates,
in the officer corps, and especially in local administration, for
central bureaucratic rule always faded towards the edges. In
short, the triangular power-relationship between ruler, bureauc-
racy and nobility still held. There was aristocratic persistence,
even aristocratic reaction in some places, although officialdom
was more entrenched in 1848 than it had been fifty years earlier.

It should come as no surprise that there was a major aristo-
cratic presence within bureaucracies. Its extent varied. The Prus-
sian pattern was fairly common, with nobles prominent at the
top and the bottom: in the most senior positions, but even more
in the local field administration — especially in the east where
Junker nobles virtually monopolized the crucial post of Landrat.
The middle to upper ranks of the central, provincial and district
administration contained more officials of bourgeois origin, who
also dominated the )ud1c1al and technical branches. The same
profile can be found in Austria. Southern states had a higher
proportion of officials from middle-class backgrounds. In Prussia
and in some small states a modest antibourgeois shift in the
composition of the bureaucracy began during the reactionary
1820s, although the numbers are hardly startling. The nobility
increased its share of Prussian district posts from 18 to 27 per
cent between 1820 and 1851."* Some of these were ennobled
commoners; more would have had social ties and even intermar-
ried with the families of officials and other educated men of
bourgeois origin; and most would have been touched by the
ethos of bureaucratic service. These men sat around the same
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green baize tables and shared the same caste spirit. No doubt
some noble officials allied themselves with the broader aristo-
cratic resistance to the bureaucratic state, especially locally,
where they were more vulnerable to peer pressure. But conflicts
within officialdom should not be reduced to class origin: after
all, Hardenberg, Montgelas, Reitzenstein and Gagern had been
nobles to a man.

The real lines of division within the bUreaucracy were differ-
ent, but they were important and growmg There was, first,
the conflict between those who felt that it was undesirable or
impossible to go back on interventionist state policies, and those
who preferred to retreat. In Prussia there were debates of this
kind over economic policy in every branch of the bureaucracy
concerned — finance ministry, Royal Mining Corps, Overseas
Trading Corporation. A parallel debate was played out over
issues ranging from guilds to citizenship rights: it became more
acute as social tension rose in the 1840s, when positions hard-
ened. This conflict generally divided the bureaucracy in
southern states like Baden and Wiirttemberg more than it did
in Prussia. The converse was true of questions touching on
political rights or constitutionalism. When it came to church-
state relations, every bureaucracy had its hawks and doves. These
political fault lines were crisscrossed by others. There was, for
example, a generational divide, which was partly a matter of
differences in intellectual formation, partly a question of the less
established resenting the established. This may sound 31mply
like the natural order of things; but in Restoration Germany it
reflected special tensions. Salaries in junior positions were low
to begin with; governments allowed official incomes to stagnate
at a time of inflation, cut back on hirings, tried to limit pension-
able posts, and increasingly forced officials to contribute to their
own pensions. Insecure younger aspirants were forced to wait
ten years or more for a permanent post after completing their
studies. They were denied progress through the ranks by pro-
motion bottlenecks, and subject to superiors wielding stricter
disciplinary codes. No doubt those at a lower level, the true
‘official underclass’ of postmen, customs officials, clerks and
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elementary school teachers, had more reason to complain, given
their miserable pay and conditions. And they did complain,
especially the schoolteachers. But the sense of hurt and frustra-
tion may have been even greater among academically trained
men who came, not from the peasantry or petty bourgeoisie,
but from official or professional backgrounds. This sense of
resentment within the bureaucracy was growing in the 1840s."

Why did the German states risk alienating their officials in
this way? The most important reason was money, or lack of it.
Perpetually near-bankrupt Austria was just the most spectacular
instance of a general problem. The states were starved of
income, given the difficulty of taxing the wealthiest (especially
nobles) and the view of many rulers that parliaments were too
high a price to pay for raising revenue. As a result, public §pend-
ing accounted for no more than § per cent of gross domestic
product and expenditure on official posts was skimped. The
academically trained bureaucracy, the core of the administrative
machine, was astoundingly small in these years, just a few thou-
sand men. In Prussia, but not only there, it was actually smaller
in 1848 than in 1820. No wonder the central bureaucracy was
often, as Reinhart Koselleck has shown, simply overtaxed by the
demands on it.'"® The rule of the state may not have been the
exercise in bluff represented by the ‘thin red line’ in British
India, but the comparison is not entirely out of place. That was
especially true in parsimonious, cash-strapped Prussia, where its
effects were felt at the most basic level: the claim of the sovereign
state to maintain a monopoly of violence within its own borders
(Max Weber’s celebrated definition of the state). When the
French Department of the Rhine-Mosel became Prussian, the
number of gendarmes per head of population fell to a third of
its previous level, and the situation did not change in'the next
thirty years. Like other German states, Prussia could marn its
frontiers and was able to drive the bandits and smugglers out
of business in these years, but public order posed major prob-
lems. Even the number of soldiers fell. Nevertheless, the army
absorbed around 40 per cent of the Prussian budget, and its
presence was felt everywhere. In 1840, more than half of the
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state’s 3.8 million urban inhabitants lived in garrison towns;
there were two soldiers to every five civilians in Saarlouis."”
Policing, in a society with few and inadequate police, often
became a matter of military intervention, especially at a time of
growing social unrest. The examples are legion. Like popular
resentment of officials and internal divisions within the bureau-
cracy, this brittle public order was a prime source of vulnerability
in the decades before 1848.

A Changing Society

At first glance, it is the unchanging nature of German society in
these years that strikes us. Life expectancy remained desperately
short, and a quarter of all children died before reaching the age
of one. The rate was lower in the western regions of Prussia,
higher in the eastern regions, in Saxony and in Bavaria, but was
rising almost everywhere. Epidemics such as influenza, cholera
(in 1830~1) and typhus (in the 1840s) continued to strike. So
did harvest failures, the two most general and serious of which
(1816-17 and 1845-7) bracket this period. In Germany, as
elsewhere in Continental Europe, the economic old regime of
periodic dearth and famine proved hard to shake off. The demo-
graphic explosion that had begun in the eighteenth century con-
tinued through the 1840s, increasing the number of those living
within the boundaries of the later unified Germany from 24 to
35 million. But although it shifted the centre of gravity of the
German population away from the south towards the Rhineland
and the Prussian east, the increase had only a marginal effect
on the urban-rural balance. Three-quarters of the population
remained rural, as the growth of towns barely kept up with the
overall rise in population - or failed to keep up in some promi-
nent cases (Danzig, Frankfurt, Hamburg). At least until the
1840s, often beyond, those towns would also have seemed
familiar to an eighteenth-century visitor. They remained physi-
cally small, bounded by walls and gates that were locked at night.
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Over nine-tenths of the policemen on duty in Hamburg in 1844
belonged to the night watch. Even in Berlin, with a population
of 400,000 by mid-century, the walls still stood, much scrawled
upon by young men out - literally — to make their mark. (In
town and country alike, ‘rowdy’ young men provided constant
background music to this period, with the equally constant lam-
entations of magistrates and clergy as counterpoint.) Within the
walls, the wide, straight thoroughfares constructed by princes in
capital cities — the Kurfiirstendamm (Berlin), Maximilianstrasse
(Munich) - remained very much the exception. Towns consisted
mostly of narrow, twisting streets and alleys, highly vulnerable
to fires like the one that devastated Hamburg in 1842. Pavements
were rare and lighting was poor; messengers were still more
common than post boxes, shops had not yet replaced street-
sellers and hawkers. Large numbers of livestock and poultry
continued to share these cramped urban spaces with the human
population, while the absence of central water or sewerage
installations meant that water carriers and human waste were
both familiar sights in the street. Despite the efforts of the
ubiquitous ‘health police’, German towns still killed their inhabi-
tants in such numbers that they depended on a continuing flow
of migration from surrounding areas.

While the outlines of the old regime remained, German
society was nevertheless shaken up and rearranged in the decades
before 1848. Change began in the countryside. To understand
it we need to trace the effects of peasant emancipation, which
provided the legal and institutional underpinning of rural pro-
duction and social relations. The working out of emancipation
varied greatly across the German territories. Peasant labour ser-
vices were rarely commuted at the same time that personal servi-
tude was abolished; state, church and noble serfs were often
placed in separate categories and treated differently; emanci-
pation decrees left countless loose ends everywhere and led to
many legal proceedings, not all of them initiated by former
lords. But three general points can be made about the process.
First, residual feudal privileges, -especially hunting rights,
remained in place almost everywhere. Secondly, only in French-
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ruled areas, Prussia and a few other places like Schleswig-
Holstein was the process completed at a stroke, or even within
a relatively brief time span in the early nineteenth century. Else-
where, the main provisions of emancipation came in the 1830s
(Saxony, Hanover, Wiirttemberg), and some feudal restrictions
continued until the 1848 revolutions in southern states. That
was true in Austria even of personal labour services (Robot).
Thirdly, nowhere did reform ‘give’ peasants the land they
worked: it had to be paid for, or ‘redeemed’. The ways in which
this was arranged varied by region, but two broad zones of
emancipation can be distinguished. The first corresponded to
the areas where Gutsherrschaft predominated (see Prologue p. 5),
including East Elbian Prussia and Mecklenburg. Here, large
landowners benefited at the expense of the ‘free’ peasantry
through the mechanism of compensation for feudal services and
dues. Peasants lost somewhere between 6 and 11.5 per cent
(1.25 to 2.35 million acres) of their land. Many small peasants,
forbidden by an 1816 decree from becoming owners of the land
they cultivated if they had no draught animals, were forced into
dependence on the large estates and effectively proletarianized.
Where the Grundberrschaft system was in operation, emanci-
pation generally came later and the outcome was more favour-
able to the peasantry. It retained its land to a greater extent,
either because the former lords were on the defensive due to
the timing of emancipation, or because they were willing to
accept cash as compensation.

These differences have become a familiar part of historians’
generalizations, for they point to the important east-west div-
ision between a Junker and non-Junker Germany. On the one
side stood the dominance of large estates, on the other the
dominance of peasant proprietorship. The Junkers directly
farmed their estates, the nobility elsewhere drew rents. The
grain (especially rye) monoculture of the east was very different
from the more differentiated peasant cultivation in the west.
The remaining police and jurisdictional powers of the Junkers,
where local administration and estate management still over-
lapped, had no equivalent elsewhere. And so on. We should
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nevertheless be careful not to attribute all of this to the divergent
paths taken by reform. East-west differences owed something
to historic settlement patterns and the imprint of feudalism,
something to soil and climate — if the terms of French and
Prussian emancipation had been reversed, it would not have
created a class of peasant vintners in Pomerania, or produced
rye-growing estates on the slopes of the Rhine and Mosel. East-
west differences also owed something to the market. But - an
important point — the workings of that market in turn created
many common trends in rural German society that cut across
the differences between east and west. Among the most funda-
mental of these were the changing shape of the land and
increased output. Neither was entirely new; both were driven
by rising population, and made easier by the new institutional
framework that agrarian reform created. The amount of land
under arable grew at an unprecedented rate in the first half of
the nineteenth century: by at least 5o per cent in Germany as
a whole, as much as threefold in parts of eastern Prussia. Pasture,
marsh and heath were turned over to the plough to potatoes,
sugar beet, vegetables, and above all to grain (rye in the east,
wheat, oats and barley in the south and west). As in the eigh-
teenth century, only moré so, the increase in cultivated land was
matched by growing animal stocks. These years saw widespread
application of more productive rotations, although agricultural
implements changed little and increased investment usually
meant employing more labour, not more machinery. The big
estates of the east were increasingly commercial concerns, run
by estate managers. On peasant holdings, except for the largest,
most output was still dedicated to subsistence and local
exchange; but here, too, production became more geared to
the market, and more spemahzed This went beyond obvious
categories like vintners and dairy farmers. Wiirttemberg had
one village that specialized in flax, another nearby that raised
snails for the Bavarian market, and a third that concentrated on
producing cherry juice and dried fruit for export.'®

All this might suggest an optimistic view of rural society,
but there was another, darker side. Commercialization created
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winners and losers; it reinforced class stratification on the land
and eventually led to severe social crisis. This was true to some
degree right across Germany, a result of the fact that land was
now more obviously a commodity. It was not only that, of
course. Agriculture was the axis on which village work and rec-
reation turned; it marked out the seasons and provided the basis
for village nicknames. Among cultivators and would-be culti-
vators of the soil, and beyond them in the ranks of officials,
priests and writers, the land continued to have other meanings.
It was a token of permanence and stability, part of the divine
order — Wilhelm von Schiitz defended the three-field system
on the grounds that it was based on the Holy Trinity.” And
yet: daily life as well as the law taught that land was real estate.
The Romantic conservative Adam Miiller complained that
God’s bounty was being ‘degraded into a business’.”® Here is the
thread that connects the dividing of common land, enclosures,
consolidated holdings, reclamation and ‘improvements’. Rising
land prices (except for a downturn in the 1820s) encouraged a
lively market in rural property. The extraordinary turnover of
large estates in East Elbian Prussia has rightly been emphasized
by historians. But something similar was going on with peasant
farms: almost a quarter of Prussian farms were sold in this
period, mainly to other farmers. A more active land market can
also be found in Saxony and Bavaria. The notary became a
more frequent village visitor and rural taverns did well out of
‘sales-tippling’ as the landowning peasantry now pursued its
family marriage strategies with Balzacian relish.

‘There are two ways of looking at these transactions. Land
was bought as an investment, or for a family member. But it
was also sold, or auctioned, when the debts that encumbered
property (rents, mortgages, redemption payments, commuted
labour services) could no longer be serviced or rising levels of
communal taxation met. One might expect the Junkers to have
been prime beneficiaries here. Although they lost up to 20 per
cent of their feudal income, they had cash in hand, received
fiscal privileges, and found it easier than other classes to raise
cheap credit from the state. Despite these advantages, for a
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variety of reasons that included overextending themselves, the
vicissitudes of the market, improvident levels of consumption
and sheer fecklessness, there were major transfers of land away
from the nobility. Around 40 per cent of ‘knightly estates’ had
bourgeoxs owners by the 1850s, a process that was to continue
in later decades.”” The figure was lower for the largest estates,
but the fact remains that while the estate economy was a winner
in these years, a significant slice of the old Junker class was not.
Those who were had learned to play by the rules of agrarian
capitalism, even while they continued to assert their remaining
patrimonial rights and, often, to snub bourgeois newcomers.
The large peasants, by contrast, consolidated their position
almost everywhere. Like the East Elbian estate owners, they had
generally done well from the division of common land, and they
could mobilize family and kinship networks to raise capital for
land or farm buildings. In these years, the larger peasantry —
‘cattle peasants’, ‘lower wllagers or whatever local name was
used for this local élite — cemented their position as village
notables. They employed farm servants, hired agricultural
labourers and poor peasants, acted as village foremen, took the
lead when the local schoolteacher had to be kept in line, and
served as sextons, church book-keepers or members of parochial
church councils (another source of cheap credit for the insider).
Land ownership, and the family reputations inextricably bound
up with it, formed the basis of this village influence. The middle
peasantry found it harder to maintain its landholdings, for it
was more vulnerable to the cycle of debt, borrowing and eventual
foreclosure, but it kept going through intensified exploitation
of family labour.

Large and middle peasants formed a minority, and a declining
one, even within the ranks of nominal peasant proprietors, let
alone within rural society as a whole. In Saxony, where agrarian
reform had been relatively favourable to the peasantry, only an
estimated 22 per cent of peasant households were able to support
themselves from their holdings in 1843 (it had been 39 per cent
in 1750). This was fairly typical. In Brandenburg, Hanover,
Bavaria and Upper Swabia, large and middle peasants made up
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somewhere between a fifth and a quarter of those engaged in
agriculture. In Westphalia the proportion was higher; but in
southern and western areas of partible inheritance it was much
smaller. Throughout Germany, however, not just in classic
‘dwarf-holder’ regions like Baden and Wiirttemberg, the ranks
of struggling small peasants were swelling. Leaving aside the
minority who could turn a profit (in good times) on a few acres,
such as vintners or flax-producers, most were effectively depen-
dent. Their land was insufficient for subsistence, and - the nega-
tive side of agricultural improvements — they were deprived of
the former commons where they once gleaned, grazed a pig or
goat, and gathered wood. The small peasant family with its
‘parcellized’ holding, forced to hire its labour out to Junker or
cattle peasant, was often hard to distinguish from the families
of landless or almost landless cottagers, farm and estate servants,
agricultural labourers, or East Elbian Instleute, labourers who
were tied to long-term work on estates through bonds that were
part-feudal, part-contractual.

In the years before 1848 the small peasantry and landless
underclass grew fast. For it was here that the population increase
was concentrated, as former seigneurial or church restrictions
on the right of the dependent poor to marry were abolished by
reform. Some Restoration states reimposed controls in an effort
to curb the growth of the ‘dangerous classes’. This had some
effect in Bavaria (at the price of soaring illegitimacy rates) and
elsewhere in the south; it proved less successful in Hanover.
Generally, however, officials and nobles denounced ‘unhealthy’
early marriage and the loosening of moral bonds, but did noth-
ing. By the 1840s the underclass made up half the rural popu-
lation almost everywhere; in some regions they accounted for
as much as 8o per cent. Lacking self-sufficiency or the safety
valve of common land, they depended on more or less regular
labouring jobs. Many migrated seasonally in search of work, a
roving life that was viewed by the propertied (including peasants)
as something akin to the vagabondage of the late eighteenth
century. Others emigrated, to Brazil, Algeria and (above all)
the USA, especially small peasants from areas of subdivided
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holdings, who had at least some resources they could mobilize.
Those they left behind, trapped between the harsh new dictates
of agrarian capitalism and the old cycles of harvest failure and
dearth, lived close to the edge of starvation. Of course, it can
be argued that improvements in agricultural output enabled this
underclass to survive in the first place. The calorific value of
food production probably doubled during the first half of the
century, outstripping the population increase. But that tells us
nothing about how the increased output was distributed. Plenty
of evidence suggests that agrarian crisis grew more severe. The
emigration rate increased sharply, and reports of starvation and
crime mounted in the ‘hungry forties’. The classic symptom of
distress was wood theft. Dirk Blasius has shown how property
crimes in Prussia were closely correlated with the price of food,
peaking in 18378, 1840-1 and 1845-7 (see Figure 1).2

The other classic symptom of social distress in that troubled
decade was the revolt of desperate Silesian weavers in 1844, a
reminder that protoindustrialization continued to employ and
exploit the rural poor. The number of textile outworkers was
still growing, but they found their incomes squeezed below sub-
sistence level as the putters-out reduced costs in response to
cheap, mechanized English competition. Rural weavers, spinners
and hosiers faced painful, lingering decline in the face of indus-
trialization.” It used to be argued that the same was true of the
craft sector as a whole, or Handwerk, as disappearing guild con-
trols exposed ‘traditional’ artisans to factory competition. Not
so. The erosion of guilds had begun long before 1800. Neither
then, nor in the years before 1850, was large-scale industrializ-
ation much of a threat. Numbers of craftsmen still increased,
from 1.23 million in 1800 to 2 million in 1850. Their share of
the gainfully employed rose from 12 to 15 per cent, and they
continued to support the lion’s share of the nonagricultural
population (perhaps a fifth of all Germans in mld-century)

The real problems of Handwerk were more complex.?* Take
rural craftsmen, who made up around half the total. Many were
engaged in branches concerned with consumption, such as food,
clothing, and footwear. Others, like wheelwrights, blacksmiths
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FIGURE 1 Food Prices and Crime in Prussia, 183650
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and saddlers, served peasant needs. A third group, including
masons, stone-cutters, joiners and plasterers, expanded because
of rural improvements — the building of stalls, barns and sheds,
new highway and canal projects. The fortunes of all of these
craftsmen were tied to a still fragile agrarian economy, subject
to periodic crisis. The shoemaker or blacksmith was indirectly
affected by peasant prosperity. Hat der Bauer Geld, hat’s die ganze
Welt, as the phrase went: ‘If the peasant has money, everyone
has money’ ~ and if not, not. The joiner or mason with a small-
holding was more directly exposed, for teams of craftsmen in
construction branches often had to post performance bonds with
their land as security. Not all rural craftsmen were in ‘traditional’
branches, and none was threatened by the factory. They were
a group in transition, tied to a rural economy itself undergoing
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change, threatened by old problems of the agricultural cycle and
new problems generated by early, largely nonindustrial capi-
talism. '

Even for urban craftsmen, industry was a distant enemy. True,
nostalgia for the guild system might well include condemnation
of the ‘soulless’, mechanized factory as an affront to craft dignity.
But it was just as likely to include complaints about more
immediate forms of ‘unfair competition’, from prisons or the
sweatshops that employed ‘inferior’ female labour, a case in
which hostility was bound up with the cult of masculinity that
helped to define an ‘honourable’ craft. Here is a reminder that
a major source of artisan discontent remained the putting-out
system. The numbers are striking. Those engaged in putting-
out grew from 1 to 1.5 million between 1800 and 1850, when
they made up almost 4o per cent of the total manufacturing
workforce.”? Some were rural outworkers, but others included
journeyman tailors and struggling small masters forced (like the
seamstresses) into a despised piece work, and craftsmen in trades
like furniture and bottle making who worked to contract under
the direction of merchant capitalists. They were symptomatic
of the real crisis in the crafts — the ‘overcrowding’ that led to
underemployment and insecurity. A good half of all masters
worked alone, more in overstocked branches like tailoring, car-
pentry and shoemaking. They lived on the margins of subsist-
ence. In the 1840s, a meagre 400 out of 2800 shoemakers in
Berlin earned enough to pay any trade tax; in Elberfeld-Barmen
only half of the 1100 shoemakers were employed at a given
time. The increase of more than a quarter of a million in the
number of masters between 1800 and 1850 shows that journey-
men could and did set up on their own account, especially in
trades that required little initial capital. But this was often a
flight from unemployment and mostly held out little prospect
of true independence. It was a crisis-symptom, like the tendency
among journeymen to extend their years ‘on the tramp’ indefi-
nitely, as they became effective nomads in Germany or abroad.
There were 20,000 journeymen in Paris in the late 1830s,
another 10,000 in London. The abolition of guilds, where it
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occurred, exacerbated but did not cause the structural crisis in
the crafts, which had two main elements. On the one hand, the
market economy brought new degradations (merchant capi-
talism) and insecurities (the business cycle). On the other hand,
craftsmen faced sluggish demand and a lack of alternative
employment - not too much industrialization, but too little.
While it is true that journeymen resisted factory employment,
it is more important that there were still few factories anyway
to provide work. Manufacturing continued to be driven by the
broken, syncopated rhythms of craft production.

‘We should not discount early German industrialization.
Plenty of statistics can be assembled to show that change was
taking place: raw cotton consumption in the German Customs
Union increased eightfold in the years 1830- 50, Austrian output
of iron doubled between the 1820s and 1840s, coal production
within the borders of the later Germany more than doubled
over a slightly shorter period, and so on. Beyond the raw cotton
and the raw statistics, we can point to advances in mechanization
and the use of new kinds of energy (steam, gas), the development
of important industrial branches (engineering, chemicals and
sugar, as well as textles, coal and iron), the appearance on the
scene of familiar entrepreneurial names (Krupp, Stumm, Borsig,
Maffei, Siemens). Industrialization was more apparent from the
1830s, and in particular regions (the Rhineland and Westphalia,
Silesia, Saxony, Bohemia) and subregions (the Neckar valley
within largely agricultural Wiirttemberg). Yet the limited extent
of industrial change should be recognized. Growth in scale and
organization of production generally ran ahead of capital invest-
ment and technological innovation, most obviously in the textile
sector. The number of weavers grew from 315,000 to §70,000
between 1800 and 1850, but over go per cent of looms were
hand-operated. Within the overall economy, industry proper
continued to be eclipsed by outworking and craft production,
and even more by agrlculture By the middle of the century,
factory workers and miners made up around 11 or 12 per cent
of all those engaged in manufacture and mineral extraction, no
more than 2.§ per cent (5 per cent in relatively advanced Prussia)
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of the economically active population. Domestic servants
comfortably outnumbered industrial workers. A glance at the
international context is even more revealing. While the horse-
power applied in German manufacturing rose from the low base
of 60,000 to 360,000 during the 1840s, it was little more than
a quarter of the British figure. Coal and iron output were no
more than 6 or 7 per cent of the British. Under two-fifths
of German exports consisted of finished goods, a sure sign of
industrial immaturity. '

Friedrich List argued that the system of international free
trade could only benefit Britain, reducing others to the suppliers
of food, raw materials or — in the German case — toys, wooden
clocks and philological writing. (The choice of examples was
surely influenced by his native Wiirttemberg, which produced
all three.) He advocated a customs union and a high tariff barrier
behind which German industry could be nurtured.?® But the
Prussian and later German Zo/lverein was only mildly protection-
ist, more concerned with developing the internal market than
excluding foreign goods. Austria was actually more protectionist.
List could take greater satisfaction from the development of the
economic infrastructure, which he also urged, although this was
pursued largely by the private sector or by officials dedicated to
economic liberalism (especially in Prussia). In many respects
transport and communications was the most dynamic part of
the German economy in this period; certainly it was the darling
of investors, for investment here grew faster than in any other
sector. The result was that decent roads at last became more
general, the canal network expanded seven-fold, coastal and
inland harbour facilities grew quickly, and steamships plied all
the major German rivers. Then there was, of course, the railway.
The first line was constructed in 1834, between Nuremberg and
Firth in Bavaria. During the 1840s the total length of track (if
Austria is included) grew from 600 to 4000 miles. But the great
days still lay ahead. Before the middle of the century the econ-
omic impact of the railway remained uneven. Railway construc-
tion mobilized capital in unprecedented volumes, accounting for
almost a third of all net investment in the 1840s. However,
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German producers were not yet in a position to supply more
than a quarter of the necessary track and other equipment.

Germany in these years was a bundle of contradictions. August
Borsig built locomotives in his Berlin factory near the Oranien-
burg Gate, not far away from fields of beet growing in Luisen-
stadt. Improved transportation tied German towns and cities
closer together, yet men and women still starved when the local
harvest failed. Social mobility increased, but this continued to
be a segmented society. Local attachments, like reglonal dialects,
remained strong. For all the weight of persistence, it is neverthe-
less necessary to emphasize the elements of change. A residually
corporate order of estates was giving way to a more individualist,
class-based society. The philosopher Hegel described the
emergence of civil society, a sphere of economic and social activ-
ity separate from the state, and defined as a ‘system of wants’.”’
Contract was replacing custom, property becoming more impor-
tant than privilege. Birth and traditional status were on the
defensive against merit and achievement. These changes were
not absolute, and rarely present themselves to the historian in
cut-and-dried form. Thus, the sanctity of contract did not pro-
duce a brand new world of possesswe individualism in the
countryside, but worked with the grain of older kin and village
loyalties. And when contemporaries looked for a way to describe
what was happening in the towns, they adapted old and familiar
terms. Rich businessmen were a ‘financial aristocracy’, workers
made up a ‘fourth estate’. But change infused most social
relations in one way or another. Take the aristocracy: it clung
to its remaining privileges, but also showed its staying power by
adapting to change — entering the bureaucracy and professions,
making money from farming, rural industry and investments.
Here was testimony to a society that had become more
bourgeois.

What, then, of the bourgeoisie? The German middle classes
had grown in size and self-awareness by mid-century, but the
most typical expression of bourgeois values was still the plain,
comfortable domestic world of the Biedermeier home, with its
sewing and reading corners, and gentle family pleasures. Anti-
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aristocratic sentiment certainly existed: ‘the locomotive is the
hearse which will carry absolutism and feudalism to the grave-
yard’, boasted entrepreneur Friedrich Harkort.”® But the trium-
phalist captain of industry was rare, and industrialists were still
the object of negative stereotypes in contemporary German
literature. At the margin, the businessman of this kind was hard
to separate from the successful tradesman. In fact, the term
Mittelstand continued to apply to both. German towns had
many energetic small and middle-sized businessmen. But capi-
talist wealth still meant, above all, wealth from mercantile and
financial activities. That was not only true in Frankfurt or the
Hanseatic cities, among great patrician families like the
Amsincks, Monckebergs and Schréders in Hamburg A study of
Diisseldorf shows that the few manufacturers in liqueurs, straw
hats, umbrellas and the like were easily outnumbered by mer-
chants and rentiers.” Here, as in many German towns, the edu-
cated middle class was also more weighty than the business class,
and there remained important divisions between the two. They
used the educational system differently, for example, the sons
of businessmen being removed from school earlier to learn the
ropes in the commercial world, those of the educated middle
class staying on at the grammar school to acquire the Abitur, or
entry ticket to university. Within the educated middle class, in
turn, we must be careful not to exaggerate bourgeois substance
or dynamism. Many occupational groups — doctors, for example
~ were only just starting to see themselves as ‘professionals’.
There was a large penumbra of insecure officials, untenured
academics, would-be professional men, and marginal figures like
journalists, a sign of what has been called the ‘excess of educated
men’ in the Vormirz period - the exact counterparts of those
known in Russia as ‘superfluous persons’.*® Their position gener-
ated frustration and resentment as much as a sense of bourgeois
buoyancy. All in all, it is probably best to refer, as contempor-
aries often did, to the ‘middle classes’ or ‘middle strata’, within
which a bourgeoisie proper existed only in embryonic form.
The same point can be made about the bottom end of society.
Contemporaries began to use the term ‘proletariat’ from the
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1830s, but they meant something different from the class of
industrial factory workers in Karl Marx’s celebrated Communist
Manifesto (1848), a work that was more prophetic than descrip-
tive in the German case. There were workers of this kind, in
railway workshops and in the industrial suburbs beyond the walls
of many German towns. There were also increasing numbers
of journeymen in the construction, metallurgical and other
trades who had become simply wage-earners. But we cannot
really refer to the formation of a German working class at this
time.’’ The term proletariat in the 1840s meant something less
clear-cut. It referred to the urban equivalent of the rural
underclass, those gathered together in towns and cities who
lacked not only the means of production, but property, regular
employment or security. The term embraced casual workers,
labourers, servants, apprentices, unemployed journeymen and
impoverished masters, as well as the floating urban population
of knife-grinders, messengers, hawkers and the dangerous classes
of beggars, vagrants, prostitutes and criminals. In its taxonomy
and its moralism, this sounds like a description of the old-regime
poor. But contemporaries used the term proletariat to indicate
something they rightly believed was new, even if those who
placed all the blame on industrialism were wrong. The urban
underclass was growing. Typically, more than half the popu-
lation lived at or below subsistence levels, and increasing
numbers depended on public relief, charity or criminality to
make ends meet. They were a product of structural social
change. Their numbers swollen by population - increase, cut
adrift from the securities of the corporate world but not yet
absorbed by an industrial world-in-the-making, they were vic-
tims of a crisis period of transition.

The Development of Political Life

German politics in these years was also marked by a striking
juxtaposition of old and new. More than geography separated
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unreconstructed, old-regime Mecklenburg from more liberal
southern states like Baden and Witrttemberg. Even within a
given state, however, there were dissonant elements: embryonic
versions of modern parliaments and public opinion existed
alongside princely arbitrariness that would not have been out
of place a century earlier. Naturally, any period contains a mix-
ture of elements — residues of what has gone before, intimations
of what is to come. But this seems especially true of the period
1815~-48. One way of dividing these years is to draw a line in
1830. The revolutions that occurred then marked an obvious
break. But it may be better to see the whole period from 1815
to 1848 in terms of a series of cycles, in which political expec-
tations rose to a high pitch, only to give way to repression. The
build-up to the 1848 revolution and the reaction that followed
it was the third, and most intense, of these cycles.

The immediate postwar seemed (as so often) a promising time
for those who wanted change. ‘Patriots’, flushed with the victory
over France, looked for the creation of a more unitary Germany.
The most ardent exponents of this position were the members
of the student Burschenschaften (societies or fraternities) that
began in 1815 at Jena, and first established the idea of the
red-black-gold German tricolour. Some five hundred of them
gathered at the Thuringian castle of Wartburg in 1817 in a
‘national festival’ to celebrate the anniversary of the Battle of
Leipzig and the tercentenary of Luther’s German translation of
the Bible — an early pointer to the enduring relationship between
Protestantism and nationalism in Germany. Liberal reformers
were also optimistic. The lead in repulsing France had been
taken by reformist Prussia, not conservative Austria, and
reformers were still in the saddle there under chancellor
Hardenberg, just as reforming ministers were still in power else-
where (Montgelas, for example, until 1817). Frederick William
III had promised a constitution in 1815, albeit in ambiguous
language, a project warmly approved by Hardenberg, and details
were under consideration. In fact, the years 1814-19 saw new
constitutions granted in eleven German states, including the
southern trio of Baden, Wiirttemberg and Bavaria. Karl Rotteck
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called the constitution in the first of these ‘the birth certificate
of the Badenese people’.*? But constitutionalism and reform had
powerful enemies: rulers looking to flex their muscles after the
Napoleonic years, nobles who wanted familiar corporate forms
of representation, conservative ministers and officials. The Aus-
trian chief minister, Metternich, personified this resistance and
the antipathy to nationalism. The German settlement he had
brokered at the Vienna Congress was already a disappointment
to reformist and nationalist opinion. With the possibility that
constitutional government might establish itself in Prussia as
well as the south, Metternich explmted the 1819 murder of a
reactionary playwright and part-time Tsarist agent by a radical
student to persuade Frederick William IIT a crackdown was
necessary. Prussian reform came to an end. Hopes of a consti-
tution disappeared, and in 182 3 the king set up corporate provin-
cial estates that underlined monarchical reliance on the landed
nobility, not a representative, state-wide parliament. Under Aus-
trian and Prussian leadership, the Confederation passed the
harsh Karlsbad Decrees of 1819 aimed at wiping out the alleged
threat to the social order. The next year the basis of the German
Confederation agreed at Vienna was revised in a reactionary
direction.

The shift of 181 9—20 led to a renewed emphasis on hereditary
rulers ruling without dangerous modern constitutions, and sanc-
tioned the suppression of ‘subversive’ ideas. The 1820s were a
reactionary decade. Burschenschaftler were arrested, universities
monitored and professors dismissed, suspect organizations
closed down, newspapers and books censored. Heine and many
others emigrated. This repressive wave — the ‘hunting down of
demagogues’ — swept over much of Germany. Older accounts
tended to emphasize its ‘police-state’ character — post offices
with mail-opening departments, or the army of waiters and
doormen supposedly mobilized to report on political activities
in' Austria. Metternich certamly liked to boast that he was ‘the
chief Minister of Police in Europe’. ¥ But centrally directed
police act1v1ty and censorship commissions were probably not
the most important elements in the campaign against ‘subver-
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sion’. States with limited police forces and small central bureau-
cracies often delegated this task to local notables, such as
clergymen, bailiffs, magistrates and university rectors.”* What-
ever the precise local form taken by the political reaction, it
brought with it arbitrariness and the victimization of individuals.
Constitutions and parliaments offered only a flimsy defence.
Austria and Prussia possessed neither. Wiirttemberg, Bavaria
and Saxe-Weimar tried to temper the impact of the Karlsbad
Decrees, arguing that these were inconsistent with their existing
constitutions, but they were the exceptions. Many states had
constitutions of some kind, but few spelt out the rights of citi-
zens; and most assemblies were designed to build in the rep-
resentation of particular estates or interests, not to facilitate
broader deliberative activities, let alone criticism. That was to
be expected, perhaps, in Prussia or Braunschweig — or in the
Hanseatic cities, which remained thoroughly oligarchical. But
it was also true in more liberal states. Baden was unique in
having a lower house based exclusively on the representation of
individuals, just as its constitution was singular in making no
mention of ‘communities’.”* Elsewhere parliaments not only had
upper houses with entrenched aristocratic powers, but lower
houses that typically contained seats reserved for corporate
interests. A quarter of the seats in the Bavarian lower house
were set aside for unelected representatives of the nobility and
churches. A similar bloc of seats was reserved in Wiirttemberg
for representatives of the ‘privileged’ — the former imperial
nobility, churches, the University of Ttbingen. That was not
all. Elections were managed and indirect: they were also based
on a stiflingly limited suffrage. Few could vote, and even fewer
were eligible to stand. Property qualifications were so high in
Nassau that only seventy men in the entire state met the test:
in 1814 no eligible candidate could be found in eight out of the
twenty electoral districts. In Bavaria just 1 per cent of the adult
male population was qualified to stand (this amounted to one
person in Pirmasens, not even that in Amorbach), about 6 per
cent to vote.* If we add together censorship and surveillance,
weak constitutional safeguards, and the narrow bridgehead



124 The Long Nineteenth Century

established by parliamentarism, we see the limitations of political
life in the German Confederation during the 1820s. Only in a
few southern legislatures, where parliament enjoyed powers to
approve laws and questlon ministers, did the language of ‘rights’
have much meaning.

This gloomy picture needs to be qualified in several respects.
First, we need to remember contemporary standards of political
life. Not only was the German variety more advanced than
anything to be found in eastern or southern Europc it was
also little different in principle from what existed in post-1815
western Europe. Comparison can be made with the narrowly
based Chamber of Deputies and rigged elections in Restoration
France, or with Britain in the repressive age of ‘Peterloo’ (1819),
when the (pre-1832) unreformed House of Commons was
replete with ‘rotten boroughs’ and seats reserved for the univer-
sities of Oxford and Cambridge (they were abolished in 1947).
The comparison also holds good at municipal level. In 1830
only one in 500 inhabitants of Cologne had a local vote — exactly
the same proportion as in Portsmouth.”” Secondly, the Confed-
eration — unlike the former Empire — recognized the sovereignty
of individual member-states, and removed the possibility of
appeals to a higher authority by groups within the state. It
had a stabilizing effect, allowing states to work out their own
constitutional futures, and this was ultimately more important
than the arm-twisting of 1819. Perhaps it is not a paradox that
the one state which explicitly declared itself a member of the
Confederation, Baden, was also the most liberal. The other
effect of autonomy was to create islands of relative freedom even
during the most reactionary periods, because legal codes and
censors varied widely. Political émigrés did not always have to
go abroad.

That leads to a third point. We should not equate politics with
parliaments, constitutions and formal political debate. Public life
in the broad sense was not frozen in this period. The printed
word, to take an obvious example, could not be fully policed
as numbers of books and périodicals continued to grow. Even
‘subversive’ thoughts found their way into print, especially in
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larger, more expensive and scholarly books (volumes with more
than 320 pages were exempt from prepublication censorship).
Apart from the sheer incompetence and haphazardness of cen-
sorship, writers found ways of smuggling in political messages.
They used the old device of disguising critical comment about
Germany as travellers’ tales from other countries, or they
dressed politics up as literary criticism. Heine’s contributions to
the Augsburger Allgemez'ne Zeitung were a notable example. What
was happening here raises an important question about how we
define the political. There was an apparent retreat during the
1820s into the apolitical, into those Biedermeier living rooms
or into the harmless sociability of clubs. Yet many seemingly
innocuous activities actually had a political content. Carnival
festivities expressed veiled criticism of the status quo; choral and
gymnastic societies (where they had not been closed down) often
had a strongly liberal-nationalist complexion. In a more general
sense, the growth of associations was important because it signi-
fied the extension of a ‘public sphere’, between private life and
the state, where men (although not women) gathered together
and public opinion could take shape. Formal politics may have
been driven underground, but it was displaced, not destroyed.
A further point follows. Given the allergic reactions of most
Restoration states to criticism, even apparently neutral issues
acquired political undertones: an association to fund a monu-
ment, honour a literary figure or assist the poor could easily
arouse suspicion. The breadth of the state’s interests only multi-
plied the points of potential friction with groups of its citizens
— businessmen, religious communities, universities. Associ-
ational life provided a kind of safety valve for public opinion,
but frustration was still rife. The restrictions on free speech and
assembly made for a brittle political order. Those who argued
that civil liberties, the rule of law and representative institutions
would integrate citizens seemed to be vindicated by events in
1830, when Germany experienced revolutionary upheaval.
The July revolution in France was the trigger, prompting
convulsions in many parts of Europe — Belgium, Poland, Italy.
In Germany the storm centres of revolt were the most rigid
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and arbitrary Restoration regimes in Braunschweig, Saxony, and
Hesse-Darmstadt, but there was also serious unrest in Hanover
and on the Upper and Middle Rhine. Beyond the major areas
of disturbance there were revolts in some of Germany’s major
cities, including Hamburg, Berlin, Frankfurt, Munich and
Vienna, while university towns everywhere proved prone to dis-
order. Paris, revolutionary capital of Europe, may have shown
the way, but revolution and unrest fed off indigenous grievances.
Poor harvests in 1830 and high bread prices, the adverse effects
of customs wars between the states, the specific grievances of
journeymen, outworkers and (especially in Saxony) factory
workers, peasant discontent over debts and remaining feudal
privileges — these, with regional variations, provided the com-
bustible material of popular anger. There was a pattern to insur-
rectionary violence. It was directed against economic targets,
such as merchants, the homes of the rich, records of indebted-
ness and Jews, who were branded as ‘usurers’; some incidents
of machine-breaking occurred. But there were also attacks on
customs posts, police stations, town halls-and other symbols of
political power. In Braunschweig the ducal palace was stormed
and burnt down. Pressure from the streets and villages, almost
always working across the grain of moderate liberal demands,
brought about several changes of ruler and helped to extract a
flurry of new constitutions. The southern states experienced
nothing of this kind, but the political mood of 1830 manifested
itself in a stronger showing of opposition forces at elections and
successful pressure on rulers to expand the boundaries of politi-
cal expression. The most striking example came in the Bavarian
Palatinate, where local political and economic grievances against
Munich led to widespread mobilization of opinion through
clubs, meetings, pamphlets and petitions, helped by the more
liberal French legal system that remained in force. At the centre
of this activity stood the Press and Fatherland Association. In
May 1832 the Association organized a gathering at the ruined
castle of Hambach attended by more than 20,000 supporters
from throughout the southwest, a festival dedicated to political
liberty that was allowed to proceed by a nervous Bavarian
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government and provided a stage for nationalist, liberal, even
democratic and republican rhetoric.

The revolutionary successes of 1830-2 proved short-lived.
The authorities in Hesse-Darmstadt, Prussia and Saxony had
already shown that they were prepared to crush disturbances by
military force, and in the wake of Hambach a further cycle
of repression began. Bavarian troops occupied the Palatinate,
constitutional concessions were retracted, and under the orches-
tration of Metternich the Confederation approved a series of
measures in 1832 (the Six Acts and Ten Artxcles) that laid the
basis for a renewed crackdown. As in 1819, a piece of student
adventurism — this time, a feeble coup attempt in Frankfurt in
1833 - provided the pretext for intensified police activity. Politi-
cal gatherings and associations were outlawed, along with the
wearing of political colours, flying political flags and planting
liberty trees. Censorship extended in Bavaria even to sporting
that badge of radicalism, the moustache. University professors
lost their posts, the most celebrated victims being the ‘Géttingen
Seven’ (they included the brothers Grimm and the historians
Gervinus and Dahlmann), dismissed by the King of Hanover,
who rejected protests with the surly observation that ‘professors
and whores can always be had for money’. 8 Ernst August was
an exceptionally unappeahng prince — it was said that he had
committed every crime except suicide — but the purge was gen-
eral. It extended from Prussian Bonn and Breslau to the southern
universities of Tubingen and Heidelberg. The liberal Carl
Welcker was actually dismissed twice from Heidelberg, in 1832
and 1841. Efforts were made to suppress the entire hterary
school known as Young Germany (‘an antisocial conspiracy’),
and Austria banned 5000 books, including works by Spinoza,
Rousseau, Goethe and Schiller. Censors even monitored
inscriptions on gravestones, cuff links and tobacco boxes — not
as foolish as it might sound, given the way that all were used to
convey political loyalties. The political and literary emigration
spilled out once again, to France, England, Switzerland and the
USA. At home, political freedom retreated into parliaments,
where they existed. From his Parisian exile, Ludwig Bérne wrote
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bitterly about ‘prisons of freedom’: “To prevent liberty running
freely around in the land, it is locked up in parliament’.*

But history did not simply repeat itself: the ratchet effect of
events in 1830-2 meant that public life did not return to what
it had been in the Restoration period. The renewed censorship
was a back-handed compliment to the quickening growth of
the reading public. The number of books published in Prussia
increased by 150 per cent between 1821 and 1840. By the 1830s
Bavaria had 100 bookshops, Prussia 300; Berlin alone had 6o.
Reading clubs and lending libraries expanded. These institutions
grew even faster in the 1840s, and so did the press: the Vossische
Zeitung doubled its circulation to 20,000 during the decade. This
was still predomlnantly a middle-class and aristocratic reading
public. Even in advanced Prussia 15 per cent of the population
was illiterate; working hours made reading a luxury for most
people, books, newspapers and library subscriptions were expen-
sive. When the writer Friedrich Hebbel left the Swabian parish
of Wesselburen in 1838, he noted that every book which chance
brought to the community was a great event.® Nevertheless
hawkers carried broadsheets into the countryside, and the family
Bible could (as we shall see) be as potent a source of subversive
ideas as the works of Young Germany, the ‘left Hegelians’ or
liberal encylopaedists like Rotteck and Welcker. Through the
1830s political opposition was still often forced to express itself
obliquely. ‘Public life stormed and raged in the theatre and
concert hall because there was nowhere else it was allowed to
storm and rage’, as Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl rather tartly
observed.* Many still practised the discretion that had governed
meetings of the professorial Moderation Club in Géttingen: no
talk about religion or politics, no slights on ‘good morals’, and
nobody allowed in who might breach these conventions, even
if they were good friends. There is evidence that in universities
much informal negotiation went on between liberal-minded
professors and their colleagues charged with exercising censor-
ship.? The policing (and self-policing) of society did not end
in the following decade, but political life grew in intensity during
the 1840s, as controls were gradually relaxed, even in Austria.
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Public debate became more vigorous, new clubs and societies
sprang up, parliaments were more active. In Prussia, where no
state parliament existed, provincial assemblies and municipal
bodies became livelier. Within parliamentary “and other
assemblies, parties developed and - especially in the south —
party labels started to matter more at elections.

What was the content of Vormidrz political debate: what did
contemporaries argue about? Historians rightly refer to the role
played by nationalism in these years, but we must keep this in
perspective. The intensity of ‘patriotic’ sentiment was probably
greater in 1806~13 than in later decades, although the French
threat to the Rhine in 1840 did stimulate national feeling.
Nationalism was a product of the print and communications
revolution and a cause of the educated middle class, who defined
(even created) the idea of a German nation with their grammars,
dictionaries and collections of folk tales. In this period, writing
on German law, customs and — not least — history helped to
establish the idea of a linguistic and cultural nation. There was
an element of assertiveness and hubris to this: in music, litera-
ture, even in fashion, the belief in German distinctness shaded
into a sense of German superiority and greater ‘profundity’,
especially by contrast with the supposedly frivolous French.
These ideas represented a further development of the anti-
French feehng that had surfaced during the early nineteenth-
century ‘liberation’ struggle. The Rhine issue in 1840 even gave
such sentiments something of the same visceral quality, at least
in the short term. Nevertheless, the France of the Revolution
still provided a positive model of national self-realization, ‘uni-
versal’ and thus capable of imitation. Most contemporary Ger-
man nationalists owed some debt to French ideas, especially
more radical elements like Young Germany, and were sympath-
etic to the parallel and similarly inspired nationalist aspirations
of others like the Greeks and Poles. Where the latter struggled
against foreign oppressors, German nationalists saw their
enemies in the discredited German Confederation and the nar-
row, selfish dynasticism of the German princes. What they saw
around them (notwithstanding Ludwig I's construction of
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Walhalla as a ‘national’ monument) was Kleinstaaterei — a petty,
stultifying preoccupation with local concerns, or ‘particularism’.
In short, the nationalist cause and the liberal cause, unity and
liberty, went together.

* Liberalism was an umbrella movement of oppositional tend-
encies, clearly gaining strength in the Vormirz period. It is fre-
quently associated with a ‘rising middle class’, and referred to
as ‘bourgeois liberalism’. That is a little too simple. Right up to
1848 and beyond, sympathetic state officials played an important
part in liberal movements and parties. Nor should we forget the
aristocratic liberalism of areas like East and West Prussia, a
phenomenon similar to the Whig liberalism of British and Hun-
garian landowners, although less powerful. It is true, however,
that liberalism was generally strongest among the still amorph-
ous middle strata of German society, especially among the edu-
cated and the professionals, stretching down to notaries,
schoolteachers, journalists and other members of the academic
proletariat. In a few advanced commercial areas like the Rhine-
land we find wealthy merchants and steamship magnates as lead-
ing liberals. Almost everywhere, the movement rested on the
local efforts of modest businessmen, innkeepers, tradesmen and
shopkeepers.

What did liberals stand for? There was little common ground
on economic policy, except perhaps support for cheap credit.
The liberal movement included both free-traders and champions
of protection for the ‘small man’. Liberals were more united on
the issues to which they attached most importance, and these
were political and legal. They wanted an end to remaining feudal
privileges, although not to the monarchical system. They argued
for constitutionalism and a division of powers, for representative
parliamentary bodies whose members would be freely elected,
have some control over legislation, and be able to hold ministers
accountable. Predictably, then, there was widespread admiration
for Britain. Carl Welcker described the British state as ‘the
most glorious creation of God and nature and simultaneously
humanity’s most admirable work of art’. ¥ Above all, liberals
believed in the rule of law: the basic rights of free speech,
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assembly and association, and an end to ‘arbitrariness’ (a key
concept of the period). For some this included jury trials; for
virtually all it meant the separation of justice from adminis-
tration, with the establishment of autonomous public. pros-
ecutors’ departments on the French model.

Liberals were not democrats. True, they criticized the arbi-
trary state in the name of the ‘people’, organized petitions, and
held liberal banquets and other politically based festivities. But
liberals were alarmed by the poorest and most ignorant, critical
of those they thought of as the ‘masses’. They rejected universal
manhood suffrage, as they rejected female suffrage, because the
poor (like women) were thought to be dependent and suggest-
ible. Independence, based on maturity (of years and judgment),
together with a certain level of property and education, was
regarded by almost all liberals as a prerequisite of responsible
citizenship. The Rhenish liberal Peter Merkens attacked the
privileges of the local provincial nobility, but also objected to
any broadening of the franchise to the Cologne Chamber of
Commerce that would admit poor fruit pedlars. His colleague
David Hansemann denounced popular sovereignty as a ‘perni-
cious theory’.* Views like this may have been voiced with
unusual firmness by liberal Rhineland merchants, but they were
not exceptional. The ideal of pre-1848 liberalism was a society
of (male) citizens who were active, industrious, and self-reliant.

In the years before 1848 a more radical strain of political
opposition emerged. It was present at Hambach, became
stronger in the 1830s, and acquired distinct organizations in the
1840s. Radicalism is hard to pin down because it was so diverse.
Sometimes it grew out of liberalism, pursuing the same goals,
only more firmly; in other places it developed a distinctive pro-
gramme. One favourite argument has painted radicalism as a
generational affair, carried by a group of younger leaders such
as Johann Jacoby (East Prussia), Robert Blum (Saxony) and
Friedrich Hecker (Baden). But moderatc liberalism also had a
new generation of leaders in the last ten years before the revol-
ution, while some of the radicals - like the septuagenarian Chris-
tian Winter in Baden — were veterans of the opposition
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movement. Another familiar distinction is that radicalism had a
more academic-philosophical slant in the north, associated with
footloose journalists and iconoclastic intellectuals like the Young
Hegelians (including Marx and Engels), whereas southern rad-
icals were closer to the people. There is something in this,
although the divide may be as much east-west as north-south.
In the Rhineland and the southwest, closest to France and
Switzerland both geographically and socially, radical opposition
often took a populist form. This might have Jacobin features,
emphasizing popular sovereignty, progressive taxation, citizens’
militias, even republicanism. Alternatively, in states such as
Baden and Wiirttemberg, many radicals went with the grain of
local, communal resentment against the centralizing, bureau-
cratic state. “Tradition’ or the ‘good old laws’ could be an effec-
tive rallying cry against authority, with a strong appeal to
craftsmen and small tradesmen. Radicalism came in many forms,
some openly democratic, others not. One common feature, often
overlooked, is the importance of the personal. A local merchant
might receive popular trust as a leader because he was known,
but Hecker (a lawyer) and Blum (a journalist) also inspired great
personal followings as ‘tribunes of the people’.
Radical-democratic ideas such as universal manhood suffrage
were sometimes labelled ‘socialist’ — the terms were not clearly
distinct in this period. That is just one reason why it is important
not to misunderstand what socialism meant - and did not mean
— prior to 1848. Marxist ‘scientific’ socialism would later have
strong support in Germany; in these years Marx and Engels had
a modest influence, mainly within the radical milieu of émigré
journeymen and intellectuals. Even there, Marx’s very specific
views on class conflict and the role of the proletariat had to
compete with other socialist ideas, which used words like class
and exploitation but offered cooperation or mutuality as the
solution. Hence the differences between Marx and a figure like
Wilhelm Weitling, a radical journeyman tailor who settled in
Paris and become a member of the underground League of the
Just. Weitling stood, above all, for a small-man artisanal social-
ism which Marx condemned as ‘utopian’. Yet, at a time when



Germany in Transition 133

the factory-based working class was very small, that was the kind
of socialism most common both abroad and at home, for it
addressed the moral universe of the craftsman. To the extent
that a German ‘workers’ movement’ existed beyond the ranks
of the émigrés, it was largely to be found in the self-help organiz-
ations, cooperative ventures and educational associations of
journeymen tailors, cabinet-makers and other artisans. They
fed off ideas of craft honour; and the emphasis that so many
organizations placed on education as well as economic justice —
bread and knowledge, as their English contemporary William
Lovett put it — further underlines how much this embryonic
movement was still operating within a larger framework of pol-
itically radical ideas.

When we think about politics in this period, it is natural to
think first of oppositional currents — nationalism, liberalism,
radicalism, socialism. But we should not forget the development
of another important ‘ism’. Political conservatism also took
shape in these years as a force of resistance against the forces
of change. It emerged in response to two threats. The first was
the ‘levelling’ role of the bureaucratic state. This prompted an
argued justification for the corporate, traditional, privileged
social order that owed much, but not everything, to aristocratic
self-interest. Secondly, a postrevolutionary conservatism
developed in opposition to the ideas of 1789 and to the German
movements discussed above. Against the ‘revolutionary’ insist-
ence on reform, rights and freedoms, it urged the importance
of legitimacy, obedience and authority. Like their counterparts
elsewhere, such as Burke in England and de Maistre in France,
German conservatives of this stamp emphasized the power and
wisdom of the past, the superiority of experience over abstract
speculation, and the threat to stability posed by mechanical med-
dling with the fabric of an ‘organic’ society. The point is that
conservatism now began to organize and justify itself intellectu-
ally, in the bureaucracies, in parliaments, and in public.debate
through press organs such as the Berliner Politisches Wochenblatt,
founded in 1831 by the Gerlach brothers. Many conservatives
rested their arguments on religion, presenting the ‘natural order’



134 The Long Nineteenth Century

as a divine order and offering religious justifications for authority
and hierarchy. Hengstenberg’s Evangelische Kirchenzeitung, for
example, represented an important strain of Lutheran-
conservative thinking in Prussia. A similar note was struck by
many Catholics.

Religion, we should not forget, was still a vital force in Vor-
mdrz Germany. But it did not always serve the conservative
cause: religion could and did provide weapons of moral resist-
ance against the established order. Carl Welcker invoked God
and the resurrection when writing about the liberal hopes of the
1840s; Friedrich von Sallet’s Lay Gospels reworked the message of
the Sermon on the Mount into a progressive programme.* As
with liberalism, so with the social movement. Artisanal socialism
was suffused with religious imagery, as we see in the case of
Wilhelm Weitling. Works such as The Gospel of the Poor Sinner
were written in the idiom of Christ-the-carpenter so familiar
in contemporary French socialism. Protesting outworkers and
peasants found similar biblical justifications for revolt, just as
they reworked the Lord’s Prayer in numerous satirical variations
as a moral weapon against lordship and authority.* Most striking
of all; and almost entirely neglected by mainstream historians,
were the characteristic millenarian movements and cults of the
period like those around Ludwig Proeli in Bavaria and the mav-
erick Father Ambros Oschwald in the Odenwald. In all of these
cases religion was as much a symptom of contemporary conflict
as a panacea against it.

That is also true of what was happening inside the established
churches. Liberal Protestant theologians cast down the gauntlet
against orthodoxy, while the ‘Friends of the Light’ and ‘free
communities’ mounted an explicitly political, liberal challenge
to Christian conservatism. For supporters of the status quo,
Catholicism was equally problematic. The success of Daniel
O’Connell (‘The Liberator’) in Ireland and events in Poland
and Belgium inspired a new level of Catholic political activity
in the 1830s, especially in the Rhineland. In Germany, as else-
where in Europe, this was the short-lived heyday of liberal Cath-
olicism. The Catholic clergy also became more assertive in its
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dealings with the state, a stance that drew strength from, and
in turn helped to shape, the revival of Catholic popular piety
that occurred from the late 1830s. In 1837, mass demonstrations
took place after Prussian authorities arrested the Archbishop of
Cologne following a dispute over mixed marriages. Then, in
1844, half a million pilgrims went to see the supposed ‘Holy
Coat’ of Jesus displayed in Trier, easily the largest incidence of
mass mobilization in this period. It served notice of the popular
energy Catholicism could harness. And the internal quarrels it
created underlined the fact that the Catholic church was divided
no less than the Protestant between an orthodox (in this case
‘ultramontane’) and a ‘liberal’ wing. The breakaway ‘German
Catholic’ movement provided a political schooling for several
important liberal figures, among them Robert Blum.

Division ran through the institutions of state and society in
the 1840s: churches, universities, bureaucracies. It was a restless
decade, when the pace of political debate picked up and public
opinion grew bolder. Formal political opposition mounted. Both
the radicals (at Offenburg) and moderate liberals (at Hep-
penheim) announced party programmes. Opposition leaders
forged closer links across state lines, and other institutions
broadened the political nation. The gatherings and festivities of
gymnastic and choral societies played a particularly important
role because of the numbers involved. German choral societies
had at least 100,000 members by the end of the 1840s; the
gymnasts boasted slightly fewer, but they did have strong sup-
port among journeymen and in the lower middle class, providing
a reservoir of support for the radical-democratic cause. A genu-
inely national public started to become- a reality. Not least, the
expansion of press and telegraph, together with the arrival of
news agencies like Reuters and Wolf, meant that an incident in
one part of Germany was quickly taken up elsewhere. Many
issues provided a focus of discontent — railway financing, the
repression of a religious festival, a disputed election. But the
issue that came to overshadow all the others was the social
question, or the ‘social crisis’ as it increasingly appeared to con-
temporaries. The word ‘pauperism’ became a familiar part of
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political discourse as left and right tried to come to terms with
the growing problem of an underclass whose desperate situation
was signalled by criminality and periodic revolt. Thus the Sile-
sian weavers’ rising of 1844, the Galician peasants’ revolt of
1846, and the Berlin ‘potato revolution’ of 1847, all put down
by force, acquired prime political significance. It should be
emphasized that liberal politics and social protest ran on separate
tracks. From the point of view of opposition political leaders,
social unrest had a symptomatic importance: it was evidence of
governments’ failure to feed their own subjects, or address the
roots of disorder. During the economic crisis of 1845-7, as
prices and unemployment rose and larger numbers of town-
dwellers became dependent on charitable relief, the feeling grew
that there was something fundamentally wrong with the estab-
lished order.

The social crisis reinforced public disillusion with the Vormiirz
regimes. The expectations of those who wanted change had been
aroused in Prussia by the accession of the supposedly liberal
crown prince Frederick William in 1840. Relaxation of censor-
ship had the same effect in other parts of Germany. But Fred-
erick William turned out to be a deep disappointment: in
Prussia, as elsewhere, political appetites were fed rather than
satisfied. While princes, ministers and officials gave the appear-
ance of division and paralysis, public discontent expressed itself
in the growing attention paid to ‘scandal’ - not least in the
princely houses themselves. In Protestant Saxony there was
anger at the religious ‘provocations’ of the Catholic ruling dyn-
asty. In Bavaria, Ludwig I’s relationship with the exotic dancer
Lola Montez was the object of dislike among the Catholic estab-
lishment, hard opposition questions about misuse of the civil
list, and pornographic popular woodcuts. In Prussia, one Berlin
official was shocked in 1845 to find, scrawled on the city wall
between the Neues Kénigstor and the Prenzlauer Tor, the words
‘death to the king!"¥ This was no doubt an exceptional case; but
the reputation of Frederick William was certainly very low in
these years. The king’s brother Karl was embroiled in a series
of financial scandals; the wife of another brother, Albrecht, had
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conducted an affair with a huntsman that led to a messy separ-
ation and divorce. Frederick William himself was widely known
as the red-nosed king because of his drinking habits.

Religion, sex, money and alcohol - these were the usual royal
suspects. All had featured in broadsheets and political gossip
before the 1840s, of course; in fact, the princes of Vormirz
Germany were probably more continent than their predecessors
fifty or seventy-five years earlier. But the scandalous stories
spoke to a public mood of bitterness and disillusion. There was
political ferment across much of Germany and a palpable sense
of crisis. The attacks on Lola Montez are reminiscent of the
pornographic broadsheet offensive against Marie Antoinette at
a comparable period of the French old regime. And when Fred-
erick William summoned the provincial estates in 1847, contem-
poraries drew plausible parallels with the summoning of the
French Estates General in 1788, on the eve of revolution.
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Fundamental issues of power obviously divided the political
inheritors of the revolution. Even calling them all ‘revolution-
aries’ would be misleading, for the March ministers and a major-
ity in the national assembly were reluctant revolutionaries, keen
to divorce themselves as quickly as possible from the violent and
radical aspects of the March events. The Saxon Karl Bieder-
mann, a prominent centre-right figure at Frankfurt and a
member of the deputation that offered the crown to Frederick
William, actually referred in his memoirs to ‘the catastrophe of
1848’7 For the left, on the other hand, March was just the
beginning. The difference became 1mmed1ately apparent in the
preparliament, viewed by some as a Jabobin-type national con-
vention, by others as the means of establishing a body to work
with the German princes. That stark gulf could be found at
Frankfurt and in the state parliaments. These conflicting ideo-
logical positions had, of course, preceded March 1848. But the
events of the following fifteen months magnified them and the
dynamism of the revolution itself deepened them. Moderates
emphasized cooperation with the German princes, were nervous
of popular forces, supported constitutional monarchy but not
parliamentary government, and opposed universal manhood suf-
frage. The left wanted to use popular pressure as a lever against
the German rulers, emphasized the powers of parliament, and
advocated a broad suffrage. Similar disagreement existed over
taxation, education and the role of civilian militias. These differ-
ences can be traced through the speeches and pamphlets of
1848-9. They emerge with particular clarity when the two sides
used a common body of material to reach opposite conclusions.
Thus, the American constitutional experiment was frequently
invoked during the German revolution, but to very different
ends. Radicals emphasized the democratic, republican and uni-
tary features of the United States, just as they placed Washing-
ton the military leader in their pantheon of heroes. Moderate
liberals were attracted to the ‘English’ aspects of the American
system, especially the balance of powers, arguing that press free-
dom, religious liberty and legal accountability could be achieved
within a constitutional monarchy, where an emperor would play
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the role of president.”® Conflicting views on a wide range of
issues were institutionalized at the extraparliamentary level in
the rival organizations grouped respectively under the National
Association and Central March Association. Here the ideological
divide had a sociological counterpart. We need only contrast
the officials, judges and academics who led the moderates with
the minor professionals and lower middle-class figures who pre-
dominated among democratic leaders.

A further point can hardly be overemphasized. The repeated
insurrections that occurred after March 1848 hardened the lines
of division. To radicals, the April uprising in Baden was a legiti-
mate responsc to the betrayal of the revolution, to moderates
an irresponsible putsch that jeopardized the constructive work
of constitution-making. The uprising of September 1848 bred
similar mutual recrimination. These were not abstract differ-
ences of opinion: one side manned the barricades, the other
supported the soldiers who dismantled them. There was no
common ground between the constitutional moderate
Bassermann and the radical Struve - each argued in September
1848 that his opponents should be arrested for treason. We
should not forget that leading actors in the revolutionary events
lost their lives during insurrections. Heinrich von Gagern’s elder
brother Friedrich was killed commanding Confederation troops
against the Baden uprising of April 1848. Two members of the
national assembly were killed by crowds durmg the September
rising. And Robert Blum, whose execution was mourned by
democrats with an almost religious intensity, became the martyr
of the left, the great lost leader. He had spilled his ‘precious
blood’, and democrats pointed the finger at Heinrich von Gag-
ern as the man who was ultimately responsible.”

All of this has to be recognized before we pose the question:
what if? Could it have altered the course of the revolution if
liberals and radicals had managed to bridge their differences? It
is a legitimate counter-factual question to which there is no
simple answer. On the one hand, we can point out that the two
sides not only differed in emphasis, but actually wanted different
things and mourned different martyrs. Yet there is another per-
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spective. In the national assembly and the state parliaments there
were fluctuating divisions and political crosscurrents: everyday
contact and the discipline of working together produced possi-
bilities for compromise as well as discord. At Frankfurt the mod-
erate Gagern and the democrat Blum, both widely respected
beyond their own parliamentary groups, provide good examples
of this. Broad consensus was in fact achieved by the national
assembly on basic rights, and the final constitution showed a
striking willingness to compromise even on fundamental issues
like the veto and suffrage. In the Prussian parliament, left and
centre-left managed to sustain a broad measure of agreement
through the summer and autumn of 1848. In the end, however,
such cooperation availed them little: it was force that neutered
both assemblies — even if there were plenty of moderates who
greeted ‘strong measures’ with relief.

Every account of failure in 1848 mentions a further division:
the one between the political and the social revolutions. And
rightly so. Many parliamentarians of the revolution were aloof
and clubbable, poorly attuned to popular aspirations. Even on
the left, they were often more concerned with political and legal
questions, not social issues like the journeyman’s demand for
work or the master’s fear of free trade. Expressions of popular
anger such as machine-breaking or anti-Semitism frightened
and appalled them; the peasants who wanted a German republic
composed of individual monarchies made them despair. The
political and social strands of the revolution were undeniably
hard to reconcile. Given all this, we should perhaps be more
impressed by the extent to which the polmcal left, in particular,
was able to mobilize popular sentiment in the course of the
revolution. The crucial point here is that the lower classes were
not simply ‘materialist’, however pressing their immediate con-
cerns. In the cities, journeymen came into contact with political
ideas through democratic clubs, ballads and street theatre, as
well as through their own organizations like the Workers’
Brotherhood. In the countryside and small towns, democrats
were able to build on existing relationships — trust for a familiar
‘peasant advocate’, respect for a well-known local schoolteacher
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or doctor — to extend their organization. Alongside the parapher-
nalia of political mobilization, the pamphlets and cockades, we
should not forget the importance of the personal in forging
political identification. Hecker was a genuinely charismatic
popular leader in the southwest (Struve less so). His picture
hung in peasant cottages; ‘Hecker hats’ were worn, ‘Hecker
songs’ sung.’® In short, the minor professionals and middling
sorts so prominent among the democratic leadership were often
very successful in hamesémg the social discontents of )ourhey—
men and ‘small men’, those who saw themselves as the ‘pro-
ductive’ elements of society, behind an advanced political
programme. The basic unit of mobilization may have been the
village or commune, but the discussions there ranged widely
over national and indeed international issues. There are parallels
here to the process described by Maurice Aguthon in contem-
porary France, and Friedrich Engels was wrong as well as arro-
gant when he wrote off these ‘petty-bourgeois democrats’ and
‘brave shopkeepers’.}! The proof of their success can be seen in
the half-million members grouped under the Central March
Association, and the strength of the campaign for the consti-
tuton.

Some scepticism is also called for when we consider a final
division in the revolution often noted by historians: its regional
diversity, the absence of a single revolutionary capital like Paris.
The fact itself is not in dispute. The former Confederation
contained at least two major capitals, and contemporaries some-
times distinguished between Berlin as the head of the revolution,
Vienna as its heart. At the national assembly in Frankfure, a
variety of other cities were proposed as possible capitals of the
future Germany - Leipzig, Dresden, Erfurt, Hanover. Nor is it
difficult to argue that this polycentrism was a source of weakness.
We have seen that the reality of a revolution without a centre
was one of the problems facing the politicians of 1848, as they
struggled to keep up with events occurring in Berlin, Vienna,
Frankfurt, the individual state capitals, and numerous other,
constantly shifting flashpoints — Baden, Posen, Schleswig. Then,
with the revolution crushed in Vienna and Berlin during the
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autumn of 1848, the areas of revolutionary resistance in the
summer of 1849 — the Rhineland and Silesia, Saxony, the Palat-
inate, finally Baden - could be picked off one by one.

There is another way of looking at this sequence, however.
It is best understood from a wider European perspective. In
Italy, Milan was recaptured by the Austrians in August 1848,
but unrest broke out again during 1849 and had to be put down
finally not in the centre but at the periphery, especially in the
Veneto. In France, the June days of 1848 marked a counter-
revolutionary turning point — for the capital. But the strength
of the left-wing démocs-socs continued to grow in the provinces:
that was the base from which serious resistance was mounted
when Napoleon III capped the counter-revolution with his coup
d’état in 1851. So in Germany, while the success of the reaction
in Vienna and Berlin was undoubtedly a grievous blow to the
revolution, it did not stop the work of the Frankfurt assembly,
nor did it close off the pOSSlblllty of provincial political mobiliz-
ation behind the constitution in 1849. The local focus of that
final resistance can be seen as a weakness, but it was also a
strength. It built on the communalism that was such a prominent
feature of the revolution, and it went with the grain of powerful
local sentiment, whether Rhenish dislike of Protestant core-
Prussia, Badenese dislike of Prussmn northerners, or Palatine
dislike of Munich.*

There is obvious truth in the cliché that divisions among
the revolutionaries helped to undermine the revolution, but we
should not exaggerate these divisions or their effect. Conversely,
we should not underestimate the importance of the powers of
recovery showed by the German regimes. In many ways, of
course, these are two sides of the same coin. As various elements
of the March coalition peeled off from the revolution, so they
became potential supporters of reaction. This was obviously true
of the peasantry, who clambered off the revolution when their
demands for the abolition of feudal privileges had been met,
first in the south, then in Bohemia and Austria, finally in Silesia
and Saxony, the earlier hotbeds of rural radicalism. The process
was not universal — the west and southwest were important
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TABLE 1: Forms of Protest in Germany, 1848-9

March-April 1848 May—Fune 1849

CASES CASES
Number as % Number as %

Peasant actions 85 17.4 11 23
Agrarian under-classes 88 18.0 14 5.1
Urban under-classes %4 19.2 34 7.2
Artisan actions 6 1.2 8 1.7
Labour conflicts 49 10.0 47 9.9
Political actions 150 30.7 335 70.6
Miscellaneous 17 3.5 15 3.2
TOTALS 489 100 474 100

sourcE: M. Gailus, ‘Soziale Protestbewegungen in Deutschland 1847-184¢’, in H.
Volkmann and J. Bergmann (eds), Sozialer Protest (Opladen, 1984), p. 98.

exceptions — but the large-scale defection of the peasantry
granted German princes the great boon of rural quiescence. In
parts of core-Prussia, the rural population was more actively
recruited into conservative king-and-fatherland organizations.
Many bourgeois and petty-bourgeois Germans also turned
against the revolution, fearing disorder and social upheaval.
While craftsmen and shopkeepers continued, as we have seen, to
provide an important component of the democratic left, others
swung over behind law and order, especially perhaps in the
larger towns. That was important for the behaviour of many -
Civil Guards.

‘The resources of the German regimes went beyond this actual
or potential layer of popular support. After a short period when
they kept their heads down, court advisors, diplomats, nobles
and bureaucrats recovered their confidence and re-emerged.
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Most important of all, the armed forces of the German princes
remained intact. It is striking how rarely troops went over to
the revolution in 18489 - by contrast with Russia in 1917, say,
or Germany itself in November 1918. Throughout the revol-
ution, Confederation troops drawn from the individual states
were garrisoned close to strategically sensitive areas, in Mainz
.and Ulm, for example, and were easily able to quell further
revolutionary uprisings like those of April and September 1848.
Every military engagement of 1848-¢9 showed the superiority
of well-equipped conventional troops over the revolutionaries,
even when the latter were reinforced by volunteer ‘legions’ of
Hungarians, French and Swiss. That was true of the Austrian
and Prussian armies, and of those belonging to Saxony and the
smaller states. We should not be surprised by this, given that
Habsburg troops eventually defeated even the 170,000 men
mobilized by the Hungarian rebels, with little help from the
Russian army that Vienna had reluctantly asked for assistance.
Generals such as Windischgritz and Wrangel did as much to
determine the outcome of the German revolution as Cavaignac
did in France.

Was the revolution a complete failure? Clearly not: it removed
Metternich, symbol of the pre-1848 era; more fundamentally,
it removed the last formal traces of feudalism from the country-
side. The clock was not turned back. Almost all of the German
states had some kind of parliament and constitution after 185o0.
If nothing else, rulers and élites had learned the benefits to be
gained from appealing over the heads of liberal parliamentarians
to the peasantry, although they had also learned that a reliable
army was the surest guarantee of survival. The importance of
military power was not lost on moderate nationalists, and this
placed its imprint on the ‘realistic’ pelitics of the following
decades. One of the most important legacies of the revolution
was in heightening national feeling. 1840 had turned the Rhine
into a German issue; 1848 did the same for Schleswig-Holstein.
As early as 3 March, Heinrich von Gagern wrote to his brother
Friedrich: “The lightning has struck, and Germany will not allow
itself to be lulled back to sleep.”® It was a dramatic utterance in
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keeping with the period, but it was also true, for the apparent
political slumber of the 1850s was deceptive. The most obvious
casualty of revolutionary defeat and reaction was the exuberant
mass mobilization and popular politics of 1848-9. When Ger-
man political life revived again at the end of the 1850s, that
aspect of it was less prominent than it had been a decade earlier
— although more prominent than historians were, until a few
years ago, willing to accept. The revolution provided a wealth
of political experience, parliamentary and partcipatory. Uld-
mately, however, neither the barricades, clubs, festivities and
petitions of 1848-9, nor the efforts of the Frankfurt notables,
achieved their purposes. When a united Germany and a perma-
nent national parliament came into being, they did so by sterner
means, from above, not from below. '
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The Age
of Progress,
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