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Introduction

In 1800 Germany was a ramshackle empire, made up of hundreds of petty principalities,
free cities, and ecclesiastical and aristocratic estates, which ever since 1512 had borne the
impressive title of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. Voltaire caustically
remarked that it was neither holy nor Roman, and certainly not much of an empire. As for
German — the word really did not mean much at that time.

Among the German states only Austria and Brandenburg-Prussia counted for much,
and Prussia was not even part of the empire. The empire nonetheless had many virtues,
its federal structure providing a model for the founding fathers of the United States, but
it was in a state of relentless decline and was impervious to reform. It was overrun by the
armies of revolutionary France and reorganized under Napoleon. The historian Thomas
Nipperdey begins his monumental history of nineteenth-century Germany with the catchy
phrase: “In the beginning was Napoleon.” Like most such aphorisms it is a half-truth. This
was no second creation, but it did mark the end of the empire and a significant transfor-
mation of Germany’s political geography. Napoleon forced sixteen of what the great
reformer Baron vom Stein contemptuously called “petty sultanates” into the Confederation
of the Rhine, thereby greatly enhancing Bavaria, Wiirttemberg, and Baden in the hope of
creating a third Germany to offset Austria and Prussia. The Confederation was reformed
along French lines, adopting the progressive Napoleonic code of law, whereas in Prussia
the reforms were designed to strengthen the state so as eventually to free those provinces
that were under French occupation. These reforms and the struggle against France were to
lay the foundations of Prussian strength in the new century, and to lead to the formation
of a new Germany in 1871. In the process the progressive liberalism of the early decades
of the century was gradually transformed into an increasingly reactionary nationalism.

A somewhat vague notion of a German national identity was first articulated in the
eighteenth century. It was centered on the linguistic and cultural peculiarities of the
German-speaking world. It was abstract, humanistic, cosmopolitan, philosophically rare-
fied and apolitical. The intense hatred of the French, caused by the revolutionary and
Napoleonic wars, along with the unacceptable behavior of the French occupying troops
soured this early nationalism. Cosmopolitanism turned into an arrogant feeling of cultural
superiority. The apolitical became a reactionary obsession with a mythological German
past. The rarefied was distilled into an impenetrable but intoxicating obscurity. The new
nationalists hoped that when the wars were over a powerful and united Germany would
emerge, but their hopes were dashed at the Congress of Vienna, where they were overridden
by the imperatives of the great European powers.

Britain and France preferred to accept the changes made by Napoleon and completed his
work by creating a German Confederation comprising the 39 remaining states. There was
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2 INTRODUCTION

neither a head of state nor a government, but simply a federal assembly to which the member
states sent their representatives, with Austria providing the chairman. The solution was
acceptable to the Austrians, for they were the senior partners, and Metternich appeared to
be firmly in charge as he imposed his reactionary and repressive policies on the Confederation.

Outward appearances were deceptive. Whereas Austria failed to set its house in order by
tackling the serious problems of a multinational empire at a time when national sentiments
were becoming inflamed, Prussia was laying the foundations of its future economic strength.
The Rhineland, which Prussia had been awarded at the Congress of Vienna much against
its will, since it was a backward and Catholic area, became the centre of Germany’s indus-
trial might. The Customs Union (Zollverein), founded in 1834 under Prussian leadership,
made many of the German states economically dependent on Prussia, and created a market
that was soon to challenge British supremacy. Capital moved northwards as Austria declined.
All that was needed was some form of unification for Germany to be the most powerful
nation on the Continent. But what form was this unification to take? Would it be a Greater
Germany that included Austria, or a Little Germany under Prussian domination?

Metternich introduced a number of repressive measures, but he was unable to contain
the various groups that clamored for constitutional reform, liberal nationalism, and radical
change. Following the example of the French there was revolutionary upheaval in Germany
in 1848. A national assembly met in Frankfurt that was immediately confronted with the
fundamental and perplexing questions, “Who is a German?” and “Where is Germany?”
There was at first general agreement that Germans were people who spoke German and,
in the words of the patriotic poet and historian Ernst Moritz Arndt, who was born a serf
and was thus a personification of the fundamental changes in the social fabric, Germany
was “Wherever German is spoken.” On second thoughts this raised more questions than it
solved. Were the proudly independent German-speaking Swiss really Germans? What about
the Alsatians who spoke German but had French citizenship? Then there were the hundreds
of thousands of Polish-speaking Prussians. Were they honorary Germans simply because
there was no Polish state? A similar question was raised about the Czechs in the Austrian
provinces of Bohemia and Moravia. Then there was some discussion whether Jews should
be treated as equal citizens, or whether the German people needed to be protected against
these threatening outsiders.

Most of the delegates to the Prussian parliament wanted a greater German solution that
would include Austria. Such a Germany would, they hoped, be strong enough to protect
and later absorb the German minorities on its borders in Holland, Luxemburg, Schleswig,
Switzerland, and Alsace-Lorraine. Such ideas came up against the national aspirations of
Poles and Czechs in the east, and were hastily dropped in the west for fear of confronting
France. Whereas German liberals had traditionally championed the Polish struggle against
Russian autocracy, they suddenly changed their tune, denouncing any suggestion that the
German minority in Poland should be absorbed in a backward and uncultured nation.
Similar accusations of treason were levied during the discussions over the Czech lands,
northern Italy, and Schleswig. Healthy national egotism triumphed over any concern for
other peoples’ rights to national self-determination. Precious few liberals realized that the
denial of the rights of others undermined their own claims, and that victory over insurgents
in Italy, Hungary, Bohemia, and Poland greatly strengthened the forces of reaction. It was
a fatal flaw of this new form of nationalism that it was based on ethnicity rather than the
acceptance of a shared set of values and respect for common legal system. One hundred
and fifty years after the revolution of 1848 a Russian who could not speak a word of
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German, but who was born of parents who claimed to be of German descent, had an
automatic right to German citizenship, whereas a German-speaking child born of Turkish
parents in Germany had no such claim. In spite of recent reforms of the immigration laws
a residue of this heritage is still painfully apparent.

The men of 1848 were only free to deliberate and decide by majority vote as long as
Austria and Prussia were busy dealing with their own immediate problems. Once the reac-
tion had triumphed in both states the parliamentarians were ordered to pack their bags
and returned to their respective states. In the years that followed, Austria and Prussia
jockeyed for position within the Confederation, until Bismarck was appointed Prussian
chancellor. He immediately set about settling the German question with “blood and iron.”

Very few people realized the dangers of national unification by such violent means;
prominent among them was Friedrich Nietzsche. After all, Greece, Serbia, and Italy were
all founded in violence, while most nations were forged in civil wars. Later historians
were to endorse Nietzsche’s reservations, claiming that German history traveled down a
unique path (Sonderweg), but this was soon shown to be an exaggerated case of self-
immolation and an inadequate explanation for the phenomenon of National Socialism.
The German empire of 1871 had a parliament elected by universal manhood suffrage,
which was much more than the “fig-leaf of absolutism” that the socialist leader, August
Bebel, claimed. Bismarck, its founding father, pronounced Germany to be “saturated.” Once
his great gambling streak was over, knowing full well that the other European powers were
ever watchful of this prosperous and powerful newcomer, he was anxious to keep the peace.

The “Second Reich,” much like that which it had replaced, was a loose confederation of
states, but it was dominated by Prussia. The military had always played a dominant role in
Prussian society, and the Prussian army, having won three wars in quick succession virtually
unaided, was admired, adulated, and emulated. It was virtually free from parliamentary
control since the war minister was not answerable to parliament and the budget only came
up for approval every seven years. The kaiser jealously guarded his power of command and
protected the army from outside influences. Such was the social prestige of the army that
Bismarck remarked that “human beings start at the rank of lieutenant.”

Bismarck, often painted as a diplomatist of genius, left a fatal legacy. He permanently
alienated France by agreeing to the annexation of Alsace and Lorraine and then earned the
hostility of Russia, first by his alliance with Austria-Hungary and then by triggering a trade
war. His ill-considered dabbling in imperialism made the British increasingly wary of the
new Germany. When his successors began to build a battle fleet, Britain, humiliated by the
Boer War, sought continental partners and joined the Franco-Russian alliance, thus real-
izing Bismarck’s “nightmare of coalitions.”

Bismarck’s domestic policies were as divisive as his foreign policy was hazardous. He
painted a lurid picture of the Reich’s putative enemies, foremost among whom were the
Social Democrats, but which also included Catholics, the French, Poles, Alsatians, Danes,
and, whenever politically expedient, the Jews. With such a comprehensive catalogue of
opponents a majority of citizens were considered to be aliens, while only Protestant con-
servatives were deemed to be true Germans. The system began to fall apart when powerful
liberal and democratic forces confronted a hidebound conservatism, backed by racist
anti-Semitic populism. When war began in 1914 these social and political tensions were
temporarily overcome in a remarkable display of national unity, but as the war dragged on
the nation fell apart. When the Western Front collapsed in 1918, soon after the spectacularly
successful spring offensive, most Germans were shocked and taken by surprise. The army
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high command had concealed the true picture, and accused the democratic forces of stab-
bing the army in the back, thus causing the country’s downfall.

Germany was left truculently defiant of the Treaty of Versailles and was determined to
undo a peace settlement that was harsh enough for everyone to feel that it was grossly
unfair, but too feeble to be enforceable. Germany’s determination to undo the peace set-
tlement was partly concealed by the Treaty of Locarno in 1925 and its subsequent admis-
sion to the League of Nations. Then a severe economic crisis combined with a complete
breakdown of the political system enabled Adolf Hitler and his National Socialists to agitate
to increasing effect. Resistance to the Nazi menace was weakened by the inability of the
democratic forces to settled their acute differences in order to reach a workable compro-
mise in the face of a common danger, and by the folly of conservatives who imagined that
they could use Hitler to serve their own purposes.

As soon as he was appointed chancellor, Hitler rapidly established a one-party dictator-
ship and his opponents were terrorized into submission. Once he was firmly in command
he began systematically to tear up the Treaty of Versailles. Military service was introduced
in 1935; the Rhineland was occupied in 1936, Austria and the Sudetenland in 1938, Memel
in 1939.

The Nazis provided a radical and horrific answer to the perennial question “Who is a
German?” Bismarck’s old enemies — the Social Democrats, the politicized Christians, the
left-leaning liberals — were forced into exile or locked away in concentration camps. The
Polish elite was systematically murdered, millions of others enslaved. The much-vaunted
“racial community” was purged of all elements considered to be dangerous and debilitat-
ing, such as the mentally and physically handicapped, habitual criminals, homosexuals,
Gypsies, and Jews. They were segregated, sterilized, or murdered.

Hitler’s appalling vision could not be realized without a major war, which at first looked
as if he might win, in spite of the warnings of his more level-headed generals. Through a
deadly combination of ideological frenzy and bureaucratic efficiency, Hitler perpetrated a
crime of unimaginable horror, which he believed to be his greatest achievement and legacy
for which succeeding generations would be grateful. It left a world in ruins, with tens of
millions dead, among them 6 million Jews.

In 1945 Germany was a pile of rubble with a starving population. It was a little Germany
between Rhine and Oder, once again a power vacuum, divided into four occupation zones.
As a result of the imperatives of the Cold War the country was divided into a democratic
and capitalist state in the west and a Stalinist planned economy in the east. Western
Germany was treated leniently — some would argue far too leniently — encouraged by the
Western powers in its efforts to develop a parliamentary democracy and a liberal market
economy. Although the crimes of a great many former Nazis were all too often overlooked,
an extraordinary effort was made to confront the past. No country had ever made such an
effort to atone for its crimes.

Whereas the economy of the western Federal Republic (FRG) grew at an astonishing rate
thanks to the exceptional efforts of a generation determined to start anew, the eastern
German Democratic Republic (GDR) was mismanaged so as to be virtually bankrupt by
the 1980s. As the Soviet empire crumbled the GDR was left isolated as a post-Stalinist
dictatorship. Abandoned by the Soviet leadership, the regime collapsed and, as a result of
the first free election for 57 years, the country opted to unite with the Federal Republic.
On October 3, 1990 Germany was thus reunited, but the gulf between the two Germanys
remained alarmingly wide. Few had realized the hopeless state of the East German economy,
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the antiquated infrastructure, the appalling state of public health and housing, to say
nothing of the psychological effects of almost 60 years of dictatorship, snooping, censor-
ship, and repression. The staggering cost of reconstruction placed a heavy burden on the
West German taxpayers, who regarded the easterners as indigent, surly, and ungrateful.
Easterners in turn resented this arrogance, and felt that they had been colonized by a selfish
bunch of greedy materialists.

The process of unification is still far from complete. The walls that have been built in
people’s heads and hearts have to be broken down and the disparities between East and
West overcome. But the prospect of a democratic and dynamic Germany, fully integrated
into the European community, free from any dangerous ambitions, is a reassuring reminder
that the country has learnt from its past mistakes and is determined to build on the demo-
cratic traditions that are also part of its troubled past.

German history is also the story of German historians, for they have shaped the way we
see the German past. Leopold von Ranke, who established history as a professional disci-
pline, was born in 1795 and died in 1886. Having witnessed the transformation of a ram-
shackle confederation into the most powerful state in Europe it is hardly surprising that
he saw the state, its origins, its development, and its interaction with other states as the
prime object of historical study. Ranke’s epigones thus asserted the “primacy of foreign
policy.” With the reunification of Germany in 1990 the whole question of the German state
was again on the agenda, prompting some remarkable neo-Rankean scholarship such as
Heinrich August Winkler’s “The Long Road West” (Der lange Weg nach Westen).

It was not until the 1960s that the younger generation of German historians began to
reject the Rankean approach to the study of history. Very few were influenced by the domi-
nant Annales school with its sociological approach, its emphasis on mentalities, and, later,
the linguistic turn — resulting from a rejection of political and diplomatic history as well
as a hostility towards Marxist class analysis. Instead they rediscovered the works of a
number of highly talented émigré historians such as Eckart Kehr, Arthur and Hans
Rosenberg, Georg Hallgarten, and Alfred Vagts. They were politically engaged on the left,
strongly influenced by Marx and Weber as reworked by the Frankfurt school into critical
theory. Their self-proclaimed aim was to create a “historical science beyond historicism”
(Geschichtswissenschaft jenseits des Historismus). Above all they saw history as a critical and
emancipatory discipline. Theirs is a therapeutic model of historical discourse, based on the
conviction that the historian has a grave moral responsibility to shoulder the burden of
guilt for Germany’s recent unfortunate past. The result was a mirror image of the old
nationalist historical legacy, which saw a glorious tradition stretching from Luther to
Frederick the Great to Bismarck and reaching its apotheosis with the foundation of the
Reich in 1871. Now the legacy was that of the anti-Semitic and reactionary Luther, of the
militaristic Great Elector, the authoritarian Frederick the Great, and the Bonapartist
Bismarck, coupled with the disjuncture between economic modernity and political back-
wardness in the Kaiserreich, and the traditions of dreamy inwardness and deference to
authority, all of which culminated in the bestiality of National Socialism.

It is hardly surprising that since 1945 German historians have concentrated on the
question how a highly civilized country, which vaunted its moral and cultural superiority,
seeing itself as the “land of writers and thinkers” (Dichter und Denker), could sink into the
deepest depths of fanaticized barbarism. The initial explanation, served up in an easily
digestible form by the historian A. J. P. Taylor and the journalist William Shirer, was that
there was a long tradition of aggressive nationalism, anti-Semitism, authoritarianism,
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hero-worshiping, and slavish obedience to authority that made something like National
Socialism almost inevitable. This explanation was soon shown to be a very facile one. What
seemed in retrospect to be inevitable was the result of an almost infinite number of con-
tingent variables. National Socialism may not have been the inevitable outcome of German
history, but Hitler did not descend from the clouds as he does in Leni Riefenstahl’s remark-
able documentary on the Nuremberg Rally of 1934, Triumph of the Will. The heavy burden
of the past resulted in an astonishing lack of resistance to a regime that trampled on all
the positive traditions that Goebbels dubbed “the ideas of 1789.” There is some truth in
the argument that National Socialism was the fruit of certain trends that were common to
all of Europe. It is also true that at least in part it was a response to Russian communism.
But none of this implies that Germany was not fully responsible for what happened
between 1933 and 1945, or that National Socialism was not fully grounded on some unfor-
tunate traditions in Germany’s past. Above all, National Socialism was certainly not an
“accident” as some historians have argued.

The debate became further confused by a debate between “functionalists” and “inten-
tionalists.” The first argued that the extremism of the Nazi regime resulted from the state’s
structure, with its internal divisions and rivalries, its confusing decision-making process,
and the unpredictability of charismatic leadership. The latter insisted that it was all essen-
tially the result of Hitler’s obsessive designs. After much acrimonious discussion both sides
made concessions, and calmer heads suggested that the truth lay in a combination of the
two approaches.

Fortunately there is much more to German history than the search for the origins of
National Socialism and the analysis of the twelve years during which it was in power, half
of which were largely determined by the exigencies of war. There is also a strong and vibrant
liberal and democratic tradition to which this book pays tribute, and which makes non-
sense of the claim that National Socialism was the result of some fatal flaw in the German
character. Such an idea is unable to account for the fact that the “horrid Huns,” with their
ghastly atavistic inheritance and murderous anti-Semitic intent, now live in what is, for all
its many faults and shortcomings, an exemplary democracy, securely integrated with
Europe, and free from any territorial ambitions.

When we talk of Germany we tend to think of it as a powerful monolith, when in fact
for most of the period under discussion it was a loose federation of widely different states.
Even the Wilhelmine empire comprised four separate kingdoms with four separate armies,
and a number of semi-autonomous entities. It was only during the mercifully brief Third
Reich that the country was a centralized state. Regional differences were, and still are,
extremely strong. Protestant Prussia was very different from and antagonistic toward
Catholic Bavaria. Rhinelanders had precious little in common with Pomeranians or
Holsteiners. Local loyalties, summed up in the uniquely German concept of Heimat,
whether to proudly independent cities like Hamburg or Frankfurt, or to a particular town
or village, remain powerful and are reinforced by local customs and practices.

The great nationalist historians concentrated on Prussia, for it was the driving force
behind unification, and they glorified Bismarck’s Germany, which was dominated by
Prussia. Subsequent historians continued to write as if the history of Germany was the
history of Prussia writ large. Some of Karl Lamprecht’s acolytes, who concentrated on
cultural history, studied local history and customs as part of the National Socialist vélkisch
project, but it was not until after the Second World War that serious regional and local
histories were written which give us an inkling of the complexities and richness of German
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history. Detailed studies provide a timely reminder that different Germans experienced the
history of their country in widely different ways. A miner in the Ruhr, a university-educated
lawyer in Berlin, a Bavarian farmer, and a Frisian fisherman lived in worlds that were poles
apart. The set of relationships between men and women underwent a sea change in the
period under review. It is difficult to imagine that from such widely differing circumstances
something as all-encompassing as a national character of the “German mind” could ever
be constructed.

I make no apologies for writing a narrative history. History, as the word suggests, is
essentially about telling a story. It is, with all due respect to the dwindling band of post-
modernists, about a series of real events set in chronological order so as to show how one
thing led, subject to however many eventualities, to another. For many years this approach
has been dismissed by those who attempted to apply rigorously theoretical approaches
derived from the social sciences to the study of history. In recent years historians have
returned to a narrative approach, without which 200 years of German history would make
little sense, and would dissolve into a series of unconnected events, trends, and data. On
the other hand I am well aware that events occur within and are shaped by social structures,
economic factors, and cultural attitudes. This new edition places greater emphasis on such
issues. It also contains a much more detailed discussion of the peculiarities of the German
Democratic Republic and brings the story more up to date.

The Oxford philosopher J. L. Austin, well known for his sardonic wit, once said that one
might be tempted to call oversimplification the occupational disease of historians if it were
not their occupation. I am all too aware of the many oversimplifications, omissions, and
oversights in this book. Some are inevitable, others excusable, a few have been avoided in
this new edition; the remainder are entirely my fault. My one wish is that readers will find
the story I have to tell of interest, and that reading it will inspire them to look elsewhere
for further insights. To this end I have appended a short bibliography of works in English.
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Writing at the turn of the eighteenth to the nineteenth century the whimsical German
writer Jean Paul commented that providence had given the French the empire of the land,
the English that of the sea and the Germans that of the air. He would have been at a loss
to define what exactly he meant by the “Germans” and most likely would have found the
question pointless. It could hardly have been confined to those who lived in the territory
of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, for that would have excluded a large
number of German speakers, including the Prussians. Nor would he have included all those
areas where German was spoken. The German empire indeed existed in the air. It was a
threadbare patchwork of innumerable political entities, from the European states of Austria
and Prussia to the fiefdoms of the imperial knights, imperial monasteries, independent
towns, and even villages.

All this was to change under the impact of the French revolutionary wars and above all
of Napoleon. The French seized the territory on the left bank of the Rhine and in 1803 the
map of Germany was redrawn as a result of the lengthy deliberations of an Imperial
Deputation which did little more than add its seal of approval to a plan presented by the
French and Russians. The deputation’s Conclusions (Reichsdeputationshauptschluss) of
February 25, 1803, resulted in the secularization of the territorial possessions of the Catholic
Church including those of the Prince Bishops of Mainz, Cologne, and Trier. Archbishop
Dalberg of Mainz, a crafty politician, retained his princely estates and his electoral title,
was made grand duke of Frankfurt and continued in office as chancellor of an empire that
was soon to vanish. A host of smaller units were annexed (mediatized) and absorbed by
the larger states under the guise of compensation for territory lost to the west of the Rhine.
The remains of once influential states such as the Electoral Palatinate vanished overnight.
More than 3 million Germans were given new identities, and most of the “petty sultanates”
that had been the butt of Jean Paul’s mordant wit disappeared.

The southern and southwestern states profited the most from these changes. Bavaria,
Baden, and Wiirttemberg were greatly strengthened as a counterweight to Prussia and
Austria, but such power as they had resulted from their dependence on France. Clearly the
empire was now doomed, and Dalberg’s efforts at reform proved to no avail.

Shortly after the publication of the Conclusions, France and England once again
went to war. The French promptly occupied Hanover, which was in personal union with
England and now directly threatened Prussia, in spite of the provisions of the Treaty of
Basel of April 1795 that guaranteed the neutrality of northern Germany. The southern
German states, determined opponents of the empire that constrained their sovereignty,
joined in with their French masters in an attack on Austria in 1805. On October 17
Napoleon scored a great victory over the Austrians at Ulm, but four days later Nelson
destroyed the French fleet at Trafalgar in the most decisive naval victory in history. Britain
now had absolute command of the seas, leaving Napoleon no alternative to a land war
on the Continent.

The southern German states were rewarded with spoils from the Habsburg empire.
Bavaria and Wiirttemberg became kingdoms, Baden and Hesse-Darmstadt grand duchies.
Napoleon’s adopted daughter, Stephanie Beauharnais, was married off to the odious Karl,
grand duke of Baden. The Holy Roman Empire was formally dissolved in 1806, and in July
of that year the south German states were reorganized in the Confederation of the Rhine,
a military alliance with the Emperor Napoleon in the self-appointed role of protector. The
majority of the tiny states, which had remained independent after the Conclusions, were
now absorbed by their larger neighbors.
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Brandenburg-Prussia remained quixotically defiant in its isolation, its army a pathetic
shadow of Frederick the Great’s, its leadership decrepit and incompetent. The French made
short shrift of them at the twin battles of Jena and Auerstedt in October. The once powerful
Prussian state collapsed, Berlin’s chief of police announcing that: “The king has lost a
bataille and it is the responsibility of all citizens to remain calm.” The phrase “Ruhe ist die
erste Buirgerpflicht” (a citizen’s prime responsibility is to remain calm) and the clear dis-
tinction made between the king and his subjects were classic expressions of the spirit of
Brandenburg-Prussia.

After an indecisive battle against the Russians at Preussisch-Eylau in early 1807, Napoleon
smashed the tsar’s army at Friedland in June and peace was concluded at Tilsit. Prussia
nearly vanished from the map of Europe. It only survived because of the intervention of
the tsar and Napoleon’s calculation that a buffer state between France and Russia might be
desirable. Prussia lost all its territory west of the river Elbe, much of which went to make
up the kingdom of Westphalia for Napoleon’s worthless brother Jérome. The smaller duchy
of Berg was awarded to his brother-in-law Murat. Prussia was stripped of its recent acquisi-
tions of Polish territory. They became part of the new Grand Duchy of Warsaw. It was
obliged to pay horrendous reparations and was subjected to French occupation until such
a time as they were paid in full.

The map of Germany had thus been radically redrawn and Prussia reduced to insignifi-
cance. In 1802 Hegel wrote:

All component parts would benefit from Germany becoming a state, but such will never come
about as a result of deliberations, but only of force that is in tune with the general level of
education and combined with a deeply and clearly felt desire for the need for unification. The
common mass of the German people along with the estates, who only know of the separation

of the various regions and who think of unification as something quite foreign to them, must

be brought together by a conqueror’s power. They must be coerced into regarding themselves

as belonging to Germany.

Napoleon, Hegel’s “world spirit on horseback,” destroyed the old empire and inaugurated
a new period in German history. Small wonder that Hegel stood in awe of the French
emperor, as did so many of his contemporaries, but his admiration remained on a lofty
philosophical plane. There were only a few opportunists and disgruntled ideologues who
came to terms with the sordid reality of French domination.

The empire was a ramshackle affair, but it had many virtues. Most found it far more
congenial than revolutionary France. Benjamin Franklin admired its federal structure and
argued that it should be used as a model for the constitution of the United States. The old
empire was destroyed by blood and iron, just as some seventy years later the new empire
was to be created by the use of force. Germany was subjected to Napoleon’s will, and his
empire was now greater than that of Charlemagne. Only an uneasy Austria remained
semi-independent.

The Continental System

The German economy was seriously disrupted by Napoleon’s continental blockade that
in 1806 banned imports from and exports to Britain. It also applied to neutral countries,



GERMANY UNDER NAPOLEON I

thus representing a fateful step towards a total war in which there was no distinction
between combatants and non-combatants. The blockade proved hard to enforce. It was
tightened in 1807, but it was still far from effective. German smugglers were so successful
that the French felt obliged to occupy Holland and the German coast as far as Liibeck in
1810; but British goods still found their way in. The French took draconian measures
against those found in possession of such contraband. This only served to fuel resistance
to the occupiers, thus strengthening national self-consciousness. The situation was further
exacerbated by the “Continental System” that subordinated the German economy to French
needs. German goods could not be exported to French-controlled Europe, while French
goods could be freely imported into Germany.

The traditional export of wood, wool, grain, and linen to England was now rendered
virtually impossible, but some manufacturers seized the opportunities afforded by the
exclusion of British competition. They were ruined after 1815 when British goods once
again flooded the German market. All Germans were affected by sharply rising prices, by
heavy taxes, and by frequent controls by the French authorities.

By 1808 the Confederation of the Rhine was forced to provide Napoleon with 119,000
soldiers, thus placing a further burden on the unfortunate Germans. French officials super-
vised the minutest details of each state’s administration, a rigorous censorship was applied,
and the nationalist opposition hunted down. In such circumstances it is hardly surprising
that attempts to give the Confederation of the Rhine a federal constitution failed. The
southern German states, on whom the obligation to provide troops fell hardest, jealously
guarded what remained of their sovereignty. The French did not wish to risk further alien-
ating their German vassals for fear that they might emulate the Spanish by rising up against
a despotism that proclaimed itself to be a harbinger of liberty, equality, and fraternity.

Resistance to Napoleon

The uprising in Spain was an inspiration to many Germans, particularly in Prussia, which
although it had not been forced to become a member of the Confederation of the Rhine
was suffering terribly under the burden of reparations. It had been confidently assumed
that the French would not demand more than a grand total of 20 million francs. The final
bill was for 154 million. The end of the occupation, the staggering cost of which the
Prussians were obliged to pay, was thus postponed indefinitely. The first minister, Baron
vom Stein, at first had argued in favor of trying to meet the French demands, but once he
heard of events in Spain he argued in favor of a popular revolt against French rule. He was
a singularly poor conspirator; the French got wind of his schemes and secured his instant
dismissal. Stein’s property was seized, but he managed to escape to Bohemia having been
tipped off by a friendly French official. Henceforth he was a major figure in the European
struggle against Napoleon. Leading military reformers such as Scharnhorst and Gneisenau
also discussed a comprehensive reform plan to be coupled with a revolt against French rule.

Although the Prussian government would not entertain such schemes, Napoleon felt
obliged to make some concessions to ease this mounting tension. In the Treaty of Paris of
September 1808 reparations were somewhat reduced and the occupation was ended, but
some 10,000 French troops remained to guard military roads and to man the fortresses on
the Oder. The costs were borne by Prussia. They were more than the state could bear.
Prussia’s finances were in a parlous condition and not even Hardenberg, who was appointed
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chancellor in June 1810, was able to improve the situation significantly, for all his consider-
able administrative talents. Frederick William III, never the most decisive of monarchs,
relapsed into a torpor on the death of his resourceful and immensely popular queen, Luise,
in 1810. She was to become the object of a romantic cult, with poets such as Novalis as its
priests. She was transformed into an idealized daughter, wife, and mother and Gottfried
Schadow’s erotically charged statue of the young Luise with her sister Friederike was with-
held from public view until the revolution of 1848 heralded the beginning of a less prudish
age. This masterpiece of German classicism suggests that there was much more to Luise
than a prototypical bourgeois Hausfrau.

The poetic notion that the people would arise and a storm would be unleashed was
hopelessly unrealistic. The regular army was no match for Napoleon’s, the new Territorial
Army (Landwehr) was militarily worthless. This fact was somewhat obscured when the
Austrians defeated Napoleon at Aspern in May 1809 as he attempted to cross the Danube.
Jubilation at this surprising victory was premature. Support from the other German states
was minimal. Some adventurers, such as the Prussian Major Schill, joined the fray. Frederick
William IIT closed his ears to entreaties from the military reformers to do the same. There
was a poorly organized peasants’ revolt in Westphalia, but most Germans remained passive
bystanders. Napoleon crossed the Danube at night, exploited the division between the two
Austrian armies, and confronted the Archduke Charles’ army at Wagram on June 5. Charles
fought well, and the first day was indecisive, but on the second Napoleon’s brilliant use of
artillery resulted in a crushing defeat. Shortly afterwards Napoleon entered Vienna.

The only successful revolt was in the Tyrol, which had been annexed by Bavaria in 1805.
Andreas Hofer, supported by the Archduke John, lead a brilliant guerrilla campaign in the
mountains, defeating the French and Bavarian forces in a rapid series of engagements. But
this was a traditional, Catholic, and regional movement at odds with the spirit of the age.
Hofer was eventually captured and executed in Mantua. Major Schill and the patriotic
publisher Palm shared a similar fate, to become the first three martyrs of the German cause,
whose memory was recalled in the 22-year-old Ludwig Uhland’s “Ich hatt’ einen Kamaraden”
(“I had a comrade”) which became an immensely popular patriotic anthem later to be
appropriated by the nationalist and militaristic right.

In the Peace of Schonbrunn Austria ceded further territories and was obliged to pay
crippling reparations. Most of Europe was under Napoleon’s sway. Only Spain offered fierce
resistance to the French in a guerrilla war, the ferocity and brutality of which were immor-
talized in Goya’s shattering etchings. Austria sought to appease and accommodate Napoleon,
who became the emperor’s son-in-law, having been rebuffed by the tsar, whose sister he
had hoped to marry. Metternich, who always put security above legitimacy, encouraged
Napoleon’s social climbing in the hope that the marriage would spare Austria from further
depravation.

Russia was always an uneasy partner for Napoleon. There were so many points of con-
flict between the two states that conflict seemed increasingly likely. Austria and Prussia now
had to choose between the two sides. Metternich, assuming that Russia was unlikely to be
able to withstand an invasion, proposed giving France limited support so as to come out
on the winning side. In Prussia Gneisenau pleaded for an alliance with Russia combined
with a popular uprising. The king dismissed such romantic notions as “mere poetry.”
Napoleon demanded the right to march his forces across Prussia and insisted that 20,000
men from the Prussian army, which had been reduced to a mere 42,000, should take part
in the campaign. Hardenberg saw no alternative but to accept these humiliating conditions.
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The reaction among the patriots was instant. About one-quarter of the officer corps
resigned their commissions, among them Clausewitz and Boyen, both of whom went to
Russia. The chief of police offered his services to the tsar. Frederick William III thus no
longer enjoyed the loyalty of many of his most prominent officials, who now saw them-
selves as serving the nation and the people rather than the monarch. Such was the force of
revolutionary ideas that they affected even those who were the most ardent opponents of
their Bonapartist manifestation.

The Prussian Reform Movement

Although outwardly Prussia seemed weak and feeble, its government aimless, the period
from 1806 to 1811 was one of astonishing and rapid reform. Drastic changes were needed
were the state ever to free itself from French domination. But it was not simply a matter
of power politics. The French Revolution had swept aside the old aristocratic society based
on the estates and replaced it with the bourgeois concepts of freedom and equality. These
were notions fraught with contradictions, as critics never tired of pointing out, but there
was a general recognition that a state could only survive if the people identified with it to
some degree. Subjects had to become citizens were the gulf between the state and society
to be bridged.

These were revolutionary ideas, as conservative reformers like Hardenberg knew full
well. For this reason they were determined that it should be a revolution from above, con-
trolled and channeled by the bureaucracy, so that the state could be immunized against a
revolution from below. It was to be a revolution based on the rule of law, the application
of logical reasoning, and concern for the good of the state. A monarchical government was
to be given a degree of popular legitimacy in order to avoid the horrors of revolutionary
democracy and a reign of terror.

Although there had been some efforts at reform before 1806, it was the virtual collapse
of the Prussian state in that fateful year that convinced all but the most purblind of con-
servatives that drastic changes were needed. The Prussia of Frederick the Great had been
an exemplary absolutist state, an example to the rest of Germany, a European power of
consequence. But by 1806 Prussia was lagging behind the southern German states, its
sclerotic social order hopelessly out of tune with the times. For years reformers had been
calling for major changes, but they had been blocked by an aristocracy determined to
defend its privileges and by a reluctant monarchy. Now they seized their opportunity.

The reformers were inspired by Kant’s lofty concept of individual rights, obligations,
and reasoned self-interest that was taken up by such influential figures as Fichte and
Pestalozzi. The individual citizen was to come of age, be self-actualizing, free from the
restraints of a hierarchical society, free to develop his own talents and abilities, free to
contribute to the common good. The enlightened absolutism of the old regime was to be
replaced by the enlightened absolutism of the self, which lay at the heart of the liberal
humanism of the bourgeois epoch. Obligations were emphasized at the expense of rights.
For many this vision of the new man was exciting, but for others it was terrifying. When
combined with the economic theories of Adam Smith it was to condemn the old order to
extinction. Since the motive force behind the reforms was to free Prussia from the French,
the reforms aimed to strengthen patriotic and nationalistic sentiments, thus further sub-
ordinating individual liberties to a common cause.
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It was an ambitious program aimed at a thorough overhaul of the state. The administra-
tion was to be rationalized and careers open to the talents. The economy was to be released
from the shackles of the past, and Manchesterismus was to be its guiding principle. The
army was to be reformed, with promotions based on talent rather than on social status.
Society was to be freed from the restrictions and inequalities of the old order. There was
to be full equality before the law. The creative power of the people was to be devoted to a
common cause.

So much for the lofty ideals — the reality was somewhat different. There was considerable
resistance to reform in some quarters, particularly at court and among conservative aris-
tocrats. There were also many differences between the reformers themselves. Baron vom
Stein, who was principal minister from 1807 until his dismissal at Napoleon’s command
in the following year, was the initiator of the reform movement. As an imperial knight with
an impeccable aristocratic lineage he detested the absolutist state and urged the devolution
of power, thereby strengthening traditional rights and privileges. He was also suspicious of
economic liberalism, which he felt would lead to the sacrifice of individual rights to the
exigencies of the market.

By contrast Hardenberg, who became chancellor in 1810 and remained in office until
his death in 1822, believed in the centralization of state power and a liberal economic
policy. Less troubled by moral and philosophical concerns, he argued that, with the guar-
antee of property rights, equality before the law, and fair taxation, the individual should
be able to fend for himself, while recognizing the need for the firm guiding hand of an
autocratic state.

The first priority was the reorganization of the administration. The late absolutist state
was a shambolic affair with no identifiable areas of competence, a myriad of conflicting
interests and institutions, and no clearly defined order of government. The chaotic old
cabinet system was swept aside and the king could now only act through his ministers. The
absolutist state gave way to bureaucratic governance.

Under Stein the ministers were treated as equals in a collegial system. He had hoped to
create a council of state, composed of a wide range of prominent people, to act as a kind
of surrogate parliament, keeping a watchful eye on overly ambitious ministers. Hardenberg
had no sympathy for such ideas. He created the office of chancellor, who controlled the
access of subordinate ministers to the king.

At the local level Prussia was divided into districts (Regierungsbezirke) each with an
administration (Regierung) in which the district president (Regierungsprisident) was
treated as first among equals. Prussia was thus a federal state with each district enjoying a
degree of autonomy, and the president was responsible to the local diets (Landtage), which
were introduced in 1823/4. They were based on the estates and thus dominated by the
aristocracy. Only those who had owned property for many years were eligible to vote. Many
highly educated men were thereby disenfranchised. Church affairs, education, health, and
road-building were among the presidents’ other responsibilities. At Stein’s insistence there
was a strict division of powers between the judiciary and the executive.

Beneath the districts were the circles (Kreise) which were supervised and controlled by
the district president. At this level Hardenberg hoped to realize his centralizing vision. A
state-appointed director was to take the place of the Landrat (“District Commissioner” or
“District Officer”) who was elected by the local aristocracy. He was to be assisted by an
administration elected by the aristocracy, the towns, and the peasantry in equal parts, and
by a state-appointed judge. Gendarmes were to take over the function of local policing,
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thus putting an end to the aristocracy’s right to police their own estates. Aristocratic resist-
ance to these proposals was so strong that they were shelved, leaving the old order entrenched
on the land, the Landrat remaining as an organ of a patriarchal-feudal order. Given that
there were only 1,300 policemen in all of Prussia, policing rights of the aristocracy further
strengthened the old order. Members of the bourgeoisie who purchased aristocratic estates
were denied all the special privileges that went with them. In the Rhineland aristocratic
rights that had been abolished were reinstated, causing much bitterness among the
bourgeoisie. Tensions between the aspiring middle class and the aristocracy were more
noticeable in Prussia than elsewhere in Germany.

Stein’s notion of self-government as a counterweight to an all-powerful state was best
realized in the towns. Ancient rights and outmoded privileges were abolished, leaving the
administration of justice in the hands of the state. Towns became self-governing. A college
of electors was chosen by districts rather than by estates. Passive voting rights were given
to all who met certain minimal requirements of property, profession, and length of resi-
dence. Active voting rights were more restrictive. The propertyless, soldiers, and Jews were
not regarded as burghers and were excluded from participation at either level. Councilors
were elected for a term of twelve years, honorary councilors for six years. Both the mayor
and the salaried councilors had to meet state approval.

The reform of municipal government resulted in the creation of a highly professional
class of civic administrators and served as a model for similar reforms in other European
states. But it was not an unmitigated success. The reforms were ordered from on high, they
were not a response to pressure from below. Their emancipatory effect was thus of little
consequence. Furthermore, since they did not coincide with similar reforms in the coun-
tryside, the divisions between town and country were further accentuated.

The most radical of the reforms in Prussia was the liberation of the peasantry from the
remnants of the feudal order. Serfdom was repugnant to enlightened bureaucrats, its aboli-
tion seen as a blow at the very foundations of the absolutist, aristocratic social order. Stein
entertained the Romantic notion that the brutish and enslaved peasantry would become
proud yeomen who would form the backbone of a revitalized nation. Added to this mixture
of Kantian morality and Rousseau’s Romanticism came of a large dose of Adam Smith’s
economic liberalism. It was argued that only if property and labor were freely brought to
market could an economy flourish. Aristocratic estates henceforth could be freely bought
and sold so that wealthy bourgeois could invest in the land. Serfs would become wage
laborers. A traditional, aristocratic, semi-feudal society was to give way to capitalist
agriculture.

Once again the impetus for reform came from above, from the liberal bureaucracy, and
not from below. There were precious few instances of peasant protest prior to the reform
— indeed some peasants regretted the passing of a familiar patriarchal order. Similarly, few
aristocratic landowners realized the opportunities that a free market economy offered.
Resistance to reform was so strong that it was only after the collapse of Prussia in 1806,
when the state was faced with a crippling economic burden, that Stein was able to sweep
all objections aside. On October 9, 1807, ten days after his appointment as minister, he
issued the “October Edict” that announced the abolition of serfdom in Prussia by St.
Martin’s Day (November 11) 1810.

The peasants were now free subjects before the law, able to own property, to marry
as they wished, and free to move and to practice any trade or profession. Aristocrats
were also free to sell their estates and to enter professions that had previously been reserved
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for the bourgeoisie. In theory a society based on the estates was replaced by a class
society that allowed for a high degree of social mobility. In practice there were many rem-
nants of the old regime. No edict could ever fundamentally alter the habits, customs, and
mentalities that had been ingrained over generations. Nevertheless this was a radical
step forward that changed Prussia in a number of ways. Many aristocrats sold their
estates to bourgeois entrepreneurs, and the close association of the aristocracy with the
land was now little more than a Romantic myth. By mid-century about half of the
aristocratic estates had passed into bourgeois hands. As elsewhere in Europe, wealthy
entrepreneurs longed to become country gentlemen, but although some were subsequently
ennobled, unlike in England, where titles did not pass on to younger sons, a strict segrega-
tion of classes was maintained and intermarriage between aristocrats and bourgeois were
extremely rare.

The peasantry was no longer protected by the obligations owed by lords to their serfs
so that the pressure of population caused widespread poverty on the land. Conservative
opponents of reform argued that capitalism resulted in benevolent feudal lords being
replaced by rapacious creditors who bled their wretched victims white. They were well
organized with their exclusive representative bodies and their own banking system, to say
nothing of their close ties to the court and to the upper echelons of government. They
prepared to fight back as soon as the state of emergency had passed.

Many concessions were made to the aristocracy. Cheap credit was made available to
landowners who were suffering the consequences of drastically falling prices for agricul-
tural produce. The law of 1810 governing the treatment of servants and laborers
(Gesindeordnung) was hardly in the spirit of the reformers. Landlords kept their manorial
courts that meted out corporal punishment. They could thus demand unquestioning obe-
dience from their underlings. They kept their exclusive hunting rights, were given many
tax exemptions, and appointed the local minister and schoolmaster. The law turned a blind
eye when aristocrats fought duels, a way of settling disputes denied to lesser breeds. The
entrenched powers of the aristocracy were such that there were strict limits to the reform.

A particularly intractable question was that of appropriate compensation for the loss of
feudal obligations. This could hardly be in the form of immediate money payments since
the peasantry was miserably poor and the state overburdened with debt. Compensation in
land was even harder to determine. A decision was therefore postponed. It was not until
1821, when the reaction was winning the upper hand, that a commutation was finally put
into effect. Landowners were compensated either by the transfer of land or by the payment
of rents. They further profited from the conversion of common lands into private property
and by a land settlement designed to bring about a more rational allocation of acreage.
Stein and Hardenberg’s vision of a proud yeomanry was thus never realized. Few liberated
peasants were able to survive as independent farmers. In Prussia east of the Elbe the Junker
estates profited considerably as a result of the liberation of the serfs. It remained an area
of large estates rather than modest farms. This was to have far-reaching social and political
consequences. In the Prussian provinces west of the Rhine, where the Napoleonic code had
been applied, the smaller farmers were in a far more favorable position.

For all its shortcomings and injustices the reform on the land was a vital step
forward in the process of modernization. Agricultural capitalism replaced a feudal
cooperative mode of production. Custom, habit, and tradition gave way to scientific
farming and double-entry bookkeeping. The larger estates were reorganized into effective
productive units that swallowed up many a small farm unable to compete. But the reform
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was incomplete. The manorial estates retained many of their ancient rights and privileges
within the context of a modern economic order.

The reformers placed economic freedom above individual freedom. The power of the
guilds was broken by the Trade Edict (Gewerbeordnung) of 1810. The legal distinctions
between town and country were abolished. Church lands were secularized, and much of
the royal demesne placed on the market. Hardenberg’s determined efforts to reform the
tax system so as to make it both equitable and even-handed were only partially successful.
A purchase tax on selected items met with fierce resistance and was later abandoned. Taxes
on businesses were applied in both town and country, but the opposition of the Junkers
was so strong that an attempt to make them pay equal land taxes failed. In 1811 and 1812
a one-time income tax with a marginal rate of 5 percent was introduced, but this occa-
sioned frantic protest by the wealthy against the violation of the private sphere by the state
and the assault on private property rights. In 1820 a “class tax” was introduced which
combined a poll tax with a sort of income tax. This, combined with the remaining forms
of indirect taxation, was a particularly heavy burden on the poor and contributed to the
growing disparities of wealth and income.

Prussian Military Reforms

There was one issue on which the reformers and the conservatives could agree. Prussia could
never be liberated without fundamental improvements in the army. The Prussian army,
once the finest in Europe, had failed to keep pace with fundamental changes both in military
science and in society at large. It had failed miserably in 1806. Its tactics were outmoded,
commissions in its superannuated officer corps were given on the basis of birth rather than
ability, and the men were subjected to brutal discipline. Foreign mercenaries made up at
least one-third of its personnel. It existed as an institution separated at every level from the
society around it. The reformers, with Scharnhorst at their head, were determined to bridge
the gap between the army and society and convert the downtrodden and mindless soldiers
into self-actualizing patriots to whom the highest ranks and honors were open.

For this to be possible soldiers had to be respected as autonomous subjects, equal before
the law, no longer subjected to inhuman punishment. The fact that the French drastically
reduced the army gave the reformers a golden opportunity to cut out much of the dead
wood from the officer corps. Henceforth commissions were to be awarded by competitive
examination, and promotions likewise were no longer to be based almost exclusively on
length of service. Gneisenau waxed poetic on the genius that slumbered in the lap of the
nation that would soar on eagle’s wings once the fetters of custom and class were removed.
The arch-conservative Yorck, although a modernizer of the army with his mastery of light
infantry tactics, was appalled. He argued that an attack on the privileges of the aristocracy
would lead to an attack on the legitimacy of the monarchy and smacked of Jacobinism.
His objections were swept aside, his fears soon proven unfounded. A conservative institu-
tion like the Prussian officer corps could never be so radically reformed. Old prejudices in
favor of the traditional aristocratic families who had served the state for generations were
too deeply entrenched. Many young aristocrats were men of considerable talent and had
little difficulty in passing the rigorous examinations required to gain a commission and
climb the ladder of promotion. Scharnhorst and Gneisenau might have been bourgeois,
but Clausewitz and Boyen came from distinguished old families.
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These reforms were all based on the liberal and democratic principle of universal mili-
tary service, which was designed to create a people’s army in contrast to the standing army
of the autocratic state. Predictably the idea of a nation in arms was anathema to the con-
servatives, but many bourgeois reformers also felt that this was going too far along the road
to equality and marked a general leveling down of society to its lowest common denomina-
tor. The king, fearing the reaction of the French should universal military service be put
into effect, had little sympathy for the Romantic notion of a people’s war. It was thus not
until 1813, when Prussia was again at war, that all men of age were called up to serve the
nation in arms.

A territorial army (Landwehr) was formed with a solidly bourgeois officer corps, unlike
the regular army in which the aristocracy still predominated. The ideals of the reformers
were most fully realized in the Landwehr. It was passionately supported by the liberals and
equally intensely detested by conservatives for decades to come.

The proposal to arm all remaining males between the ages of 15 and 60 in a levée en
masse, without uniforms and with elected officers, appalled most respectable citizens. They
denounced the guerrilla bands foreseen in this Landsturm as Jacobins who posed a greater
danger to Prussia than they did to its enemies. The suggestion was hastily dropped. The
reformers concentrated on the Landwehr as the realization of their vision of a people’s
army. Under Boyen’s army bill of September 1814 all those eligible for military service were
to serve three years in regiments of the line and then two years in the reserve. They were
then obliged to serve in the first division of the Landwehr until the age of 32 and the second
until the age of 50. All those who did not serve in the regular army had to join the Landwehr
at the age of 20. The educated bourgeois could serve one year in the regular army, after
which he became an officer in the Landwehr. There was thus a clear distinction between
an aristocratic and conservative regular officer corps and a bourgeois and liberal Landwehr.
Conflict between the two was thus almost inevitable.

The practical military results of these measures did not meet the reformers’ expecta-
tions. Admittedly Prussia was able to field an army of over a quarter of a million men: it
was better trained, and its staff work greatly improved. Some units, particularly in the
Landwehr, were fired by an idealistic and patriotic spirit. On the other hand such enthusi-
asm was by no means general. There were large numbers of desertions. The regular officer
corps remained intransigent in their opposition to universal military service. The notion
that in 1813 “a people arose, a storm burst forth” is a romantic myth. Amid widespread
indifference the conservative forces braced themselves to undo the work of the reformers.
They were largely successful; but the bourgeoisie had made important inroads into the old
order. The outcome of this struggle was no foregone conclusion.

Educational Reform

The reformers insisted that a society of free citizens with careers open to the talents had
to be well educated. Throughout Germany the educational system was in disarray. Most
university professors were tedious pedants, hopelessly out of touch with the times. The
student body was indolent, debauched, and given to outbursts of mindless violence against
the unfortunate townsfolk. Schooling was equally abysmal, without supervision, organiza-
tion, or control from central authority. [ll-qualified and miserably paid teachers used brutal
discipline to drill a few vestiges of an elementary education into their hapless pupils. The
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great educational reformers such as Fichte, Pestalozzi, and Wilhelm von Humboldt took
up Kant’s ideal of the autonomous self-actualizing individual and argued that education
should not be directed towards fulfilling the demands of the state, the market, or tradition,
but should be an end in itself. The development of a spontaneous, critical, and imaginative
subject was more important than training for a profession or trade. The practical objectives
of the Enlightenment were to give way to the subjective ideals of neo-humanism. Education
was not to be the preserve of a small elite but was to be universal. Only thus could the
many-sided talents that slumbered within the nation be awoken. Even the king, who could
hardly be described as an intellectual, was captivated by such ideas and announced that:
“The state must make up in the intellectual sphere for what it has lost in physical power.”

The University of Berlin, founded in 1810, was based on these principles. Knowledge
was to be pursued for its own sake regardless of any practical application. An inter-
disciplinary education in the humanities was designed to create well-rounded individuals
rather than narrow specialists. In his inaugural address as rector, Fichte announced: “The
true life-giving breath of the university ... the heavenly ether is without doubt academic
freedom.” This was an expression of the all too often derided German notion of freedom
as inward, subjective, and metapolitical. In fact the reformers who espoused these lofty
ideas were eminently political. Horror-struck by the enormities committed in the name of
freedom, they insisted that a people could only be genuinely free by thoroughgoing
individualization.

Tuition was free, there was no fixed curriculum, and no set number of years of study.
Dialogue between teacher and pupil and the common pursuit of pure knowledge was the
sole requirement. For all the protestations to the contrary it was an elitist concept that
aimed to replace the old aristocracy of birth by a highly educated meritocracy. Setting the
gentleman scholar as an ideal, it largely ignored the exigencies of the nascent industrial
age. All depended on state support. The reformers argued that the state had a moral obliga-
tion to educate its citizens according to their precepts. In return for this hands-off policy
the state would be strengthened by the optimum development of individual capabilities.
It was a lofty ideal, a dream of the higher bureaucracy and professoriate, who worked
closely together. It ignored the fact that changes in the structure of the state would neces-
sarily lead to changes in its attitude to education. The age of reform was to be of limited
duration. The state was soon to reassert its authority by using the educational system to
strengthen its hold over the citizenry.

The Prussian school system was also reformed with two levels. The preparatory school
(Elimentarschule) led to the grammar school (Gymnasium). The latter were self-consciously
elite institutions that, like the universities, emphasized the humanities, particularly Greek
and Latin. All teachers were required to have a university degree. A school-leaving certificate
known as the Arbitur, which soon became the prerequisite for entry to university, was
introduced in 1812.

Teachers in the elementary schools (Volksschule) were also required to have a diploma
from a teacher-training college (Normalschule) where they absorbed a modified version of
the teachings of the great Swiss educational reformer Pestalozzi. Reform of these schools, in
which retired Prussian NCOs had flogged a rudimentary education into their unfortunate
charges took much longer, but at least a step had been taken in a promising direction. A
separate ministry of education was established in 1817 which kept a close eye on the schools.

The aim of all these reforms was the creation of a modern bourgeois state free from the
privileges of the estates and provincial particularism. This could not be created overnight,
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and the reforms ran far ahead of social reality. For this reason they only went half-way.
Only when society changed could there be any serious discussion of a modern constitution.
The state was still dependent for money on the institutions of the old regime in which the
privileges of the estates were anchored, and this proved an effective barrier to thoroughgo-
ing reform. An aristocracy jealous of its privileges thus had effective means of frustrating
the centralizing and modernizing intentions of the bureaucracy.

The Confederation of the Rhine

For all the limitations, the reforms were the most ambitious and comprehensive in Prussia.
In the Confederation of the Rhine the contradictions and frictions were even more severe.
On the one hand Napoleon hoped to consolidate the modernizing achievements of the
revolution, but he also set out to exploit these subject states and reward his followers with
estates carved out of them. The south German states were faced with the additional
problem of integrating the many disparate territories they had absorbed under a central-
ized administration and under a common set of laws. Baden had increased fourfold and
Bavaria had doubled in size as a consequence of the Napoleonic reordering of Germany.
They set about this task in the traditional manner of the absolutist state: by administrative
control and rational planning. Here there was hardly a whiff of Kantian humanism, while
the democratic notions of the French Revolution met with little response in the upper
echelons. Governments were reorganized, but rather than create collegial systems the
powers of absolutist ministers such as Montgelas in Bavaria and Reizenstein in Baden were
greatly enhanced.

In the course of the territorial changes in southern Germany, Catholic Bavaria absorbed
large numbers of Protestants, whereas Protestant Baden now had a Catholic majority. True
to enlightened absolutist traditions the state maintained strict control over the churches,
mounting a campaign against religious excesses. In both Bavaria and Wiirttemberg pil-
grimages were forbidden, miracles were not to be mentioned in homilies, and even the
public display of Christmas cribs was outlawed as part of the campaign against superstition
and fanaticism. In Wiirttemberg pietism was similarly outlawed as a pernicious form of
mysticism. But at least full religious equality was recognized in these states. The often
excessive struggle against religious enthusiasm was matched with an admirable degree of
interdenominational tolerance.

The first priority was the ordering and organization of the new territories. Local privi-
leges and exemptions were abolished, and central control tightened. Given the heavy
burden of debt that rested on all of the states in the Confederation of the Rhine a funda-
mental reform of the fiscal system was essential. Educational reform lagged far behind that
in Prussia. The military authorities had no truck with notions of a people in arms, prefer-
ring lengthy terms of service in conscript armies.

The most dramatic and far-reaching changes in southern Germany resulted from the
secularization of church lands. In Bavaria half of the land was in the hands of monastic
orders. This was taken over by the state and sold off at rock-bottom prices to the peasantry.
Only the forests remained largely under state control. Unlike in Prussia, where the libera-
tion of the serfs had benefited the large estates, land reform resulted in the creation of a
large number of small farms and modest peasant holdings. There were other equally sig-
nificant consequences of secularization. This was a major step forward in the creation of
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a modern secular state, and the impact on the church was equally dramatic. Higher eccle-
siastical offices were no longer the preserve of the aristocracy. The church, which was now
supported financially by the state, turned away from worldly affairs and concentrated on
its spiritual mission.

As in Prussia, the aristocracy lost some, but by no means all, of its ancient privileges.
With the collapse of the old empire the mediatized imperial aristocracy retained a special
status within the sovereign state. The thoroughgoing reform of property rights was blocked
by the determined rearguard action of the privileged. Even in states such as Westphalia and
Berg, where the Code Napoléon was imposed, compensation was demanded for the aboli-
tion of feudal rights. Since neither the state nor the peasantry had the money to meet such
requirements these rights remained in force.

The great jurist Anselm von Feuerbach, the moving spirit behind the Bavarian penal
code of 1813, a model of progressive legislation, argued that the logical consequence of
these reforms was that the state should have a constitution. But Feuerbach was ahead of
his times, soon to be pushed aside in the reaction that followed Napoleon’s defeat. The
Bavarian constitution of 1808 allowed for the indirect election of a National Assembly by
a highly restrictive franchise. It guaranteed the independence of the judiciary and guaran-
teed certain individual rights. But the National Assembly never met. A similar institution,
provided by the Westphalian constitution of 1807, met only twice.

Thus in the Confederation of the Rhine many ancient privileges were abolished, par-
ticularism was largely overcome, bourgeois freedoms were strengthened, and the rule of
law was asserted. The individual was partially freed within the context of a centralized
bureaucratic state that was reinforced by a vigilant police force. The old order of the estates
was gradually being replaced by a class society. Although the principle of equality before
the law was still largely theoretical, at least it was placed on the agenda.

The Prussian reform movement was inspired by the desire to bridge the gap between
the state and society, to involve the citizens directly or indirectly in the affairs of state. The
centralized states of southern Germany, although determined to overcome the outmoded
rights of the estates and to modernize society, were deeply suspicious of the dangerous
potential of popular sovereignty. The consequences of these differences were somewhat
surprising. The tradition of the reforming state lived on in southern Germany and provided
a congenial atmosphere for the liberal bourgeoisie. In Prussia the old order found it far
easier to reassert itself after 1815.

Germany and the Defeat of Napoleon

Of the 600,000 men in Napoleon’s Grande Armée that marched against Russia in 1812
about one-third were Germans. By the end of the year there was only a demoralized
remnant of some 100,000 men able to stagger back to Poland. The tsar, against the advice
of his generals, decided to continue the fight westwards and finally rid Europe of the
Napoleonic menace. On December 30 the Prussian general, Yorck, signed the Convention
of Tauroggen with the Russians, by which the troops under his command no longer
accepted orders from the French.

Yorck, an ultra-conservative opponent of reform, was a glowing patriot. He had
acted without the knowledge of the king and with the intent of joining the Russians to
drive the French out of Germany. Frederick William III, outraged at this act of mutinous
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insubordination, cashiered the general. Yorck took no notice and cooperated with Stein in
recruiting soldiers in East Prussia to fight the French.

The king continued to dither, negotiating first with the French then, urged on by the
patriotic forces, with Austria and Russia. Finally, at the end of February 1813, he signed an
alliance with Russia whereby he agreed to cede part of Prussia’s Polish provinces to Russia
in return for territorial compensation elsewhere in Germany. He responded to a wave of
patriotic enthusiasm by announcing a people’s war in his appeal “To My People.” Universal
military service was introduced that included volunteer units known as the Free Corps,
made up largely of the urban middle class. The poorly trained and ill-equipped Landwehr
proved to be an ineffective fighting force. A new medal for valor, the iron cross, was struck
as a symbol of the struggle for king and fatherland.

Patriotic enthusiasm was confined almost exclusively to the eastern provinces of Prussia
that were not occupied by the French. Elsewhere there was a general indifference, although
there were protests in Westphalia and Berg, both states under direct French domination.
Some of the northern ports, which had suffered badly under the Continental System, also
witnessed some unrest. The states of the Confederation of the Rhine remained passive. In
Vienna Metternich prudently arrested demonstrators calling for a popular uprising against
the French.

For the Prussian patriots the war was now a struggle of the German people against a
foreign tyranny. The German princes who had allied with Napoleon were regarded as trai-
tors to the national cause. The tsar, who combined woolly-headed notions of national
liberation with a careful calculation of Russia’s interests, was much taken by these ideas.
He was encouraged by Stein, who became his unofficial advisor on German affairs. It was
Stein who drafted the text of the Proclamation of Kalisch that outlined allied war aims.
They included the restoration of a reformed German empire with a constitution that
reflected the “quintessential spirit of the German people,” along with freedom for the
German princes and their subjects. Russia as guarantor of the New Germany would be in
a powerful position to determine its future, but with a notoriously unpredictable tsar it
was unclear what lay in store.

The first engagements of the campaign did not go well for the new allies. They were
defeated at the battles of Grossgorschen and Bautzen and driven out of Saxony. Napoleon,
having failed to follow up on these successes, agreed to an armistice in order to build up
his forces. Meanwhile a number of states joined Britain in the Great Coalition, but Russia
and Prussia remained undecided. Metternich was still hesitant to commit Austria to the
allied cause. Although suspicious of the heady nationalist and popular spirit among some
of the coalition partners, he gradually eased away from France. In June 1813 he finally
joined the coalition, which now included both Russia and Prussia. The war aims with
respect to Germany were agreed upon at Teplitz in September. They included the restora-
tion of the 1803 frontiers in northwestern Germany and of the Rhine frontier. Metternich’s
concept of a war to restore the balance of power in Europe had triumphed over notions
of liberation, freedom, and nationalism.

After some initial engagements the Saxon army was left demoralized. Bavaria withdrew
from the Confederation of the Rhine, its territorial integrity guaranteed by Metternich
in the Treaty of Ried, a treaty that was later to be denounced by nationalist historians
as blocking the way to national unification. The two armies finally clashed at Leipzig
from 16 to 19 October 1813. Napoleon suffered a crushing defeat in this “Battle of the
Nations,” but it was something of a pyrrhic victory, with both sides losing about 60,000
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men. The coalition armies failed to follow up their success, thus allowing Napoleon to
escape.

The question now was whether the war should continue. After the Treaty of Ried with
Bavaria similar arrangements were made with Baden, Wiirttemberg, and the other member
states of the Confederation of the Rhine. The Confederation thus ceased to exist, but the
Napoleonic territorial settlement in southern Germany remained in force. Once again
Metternich had managed to ensure that the exigencies of security took precedence over
legitimacy. This was enough for Metternich, who now hoped to treat with the French, but
the slogan “The Rhine is a German River and not Germany’s Frontier” met with fervent
popular response, and Prussian hawks demanded an all-out war to destroy the tyrant.

Napoleon rejected Metternich’s peace feelers so that the immediate problem was solved,
but the debate as to how the war should be pursued caused severe strains within the coali-
tion. Thanks to the energetic engagement of Castlereagh and Metternich the coalition was
stitched together and once again agreed upon a set of war aims. France should withdraw
to its 1792 frontiers, and Germany should have a federal structure. Allied troops entered
Paris at the end of March 1814. Napoleon abdicated. The Treaty of Paris of May 30,1814
was free from vindictiveness. It left France within its 1792 borders, still a major player
within the European balance of power.

The Congress of Vienna

The future of Europe was to be decided at the Congress of Vienna, a glittering assembly of
crowned heads, diplomatists, adventurers, and beauties. The aim was above all to create a
stable Europe based on a broad interpretation of the principle of legitimacy. No one
thought it possible to turn the clock back to pre-revolutionary times and there was general
agreement that the Napoleonic territorial settlement in southern Germany should be
accepted. Where stability seemed threatened, legitimacy had to give way.

There was general agreement between Britain and Austria that a strong and independent
central Europe was desirable as a bulwark against both France and Russia. Prussia was
clearly to play a critical role within this constellation. Prussia would have to be compensated
in the west, given Russia’s claims on its Polish provinces. Prussia’s main aim was to annex
Saxony, a state that had remained faithful to its alliance with Napoleon. Castlereagh and
Metternich favored this idea because of their concern about the tsar’s ambitions in Poland.
The Russians were adamantly opposed. Frederick William III, anxious not to antagonize
his ally, ordered Hardenberg to distance himself from Castlereagh and Metternich.

After much acrimonious debate Prussia lost most of its Polish territory to “Congress
Poland” and was awarded approximately half of Saxony. Prussia’s gains in the west were
even more significant. In order that Prussia should protect Germany’s western frontiers it
was given the Rhineland as far as the Saar and the Nahe. This resulted in fundamental
changes in Prussia. The country was now divided between its western and eastern portions
with their widely different cultures, traditions, and religions. Were these differences over-
come, Prussia would achieve hegemony in northern Germany. There were further far-
reaching consequences of this settlement. The Rhineland was soon to become the most
valuable piece of industrial real estate in Europe, the foundation of Prussia’s economic
might. That Prussia was given the task of defending Germany’s borders against any revival
of French military might further underlined the importance of the army. The unequal
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development at every level between the Prussian homeland and its newly won western
provinces was to cause many severe problems in the years ahead.

Prussia’s role in Germany was thus strengthened, while Austria concentrated more on
the Tyrol and Italy. Bavaria was unable to find any support for its attempt to become a
third force in Germany by absorbing Frankfurt and Mainz. Prussia thus emerged as the big
winner, although this was not apparent at the time. Austria’s political influence was far
greater. Austria, with England’s support, had limited Russia’s influence in Europe and
Prussia’s in Germany. The Federal Act of June 8, 1815, signed only ten days before the battle
of Waterloo, created a loose confederation of states rather than a federal state. It had no
federal army and not even a federal court. There was only one federal institution, the
Federal Council (Bundestag), where delegates from the member states met to discuss
matters of internal security. Austria’s dominant position was emphasized in that it provided
its permanent president.

Apart from repressing its critics the Confederation was a toothless affair. It did nothing
to overcome the economic divisions within Germany, failed to take the initiative in trans-
port policy, and did not create a common currency. It was equally passive in legal matters.
When the people of Hesse appealed to it against their grotesque prince, who had swept
aside all the French reforms and restored the ancien régime to the point of insisting that
wigs should once again be worn, the Confederation did nothing.

The Vienna settlement asserted the rights of the states and their legitimacy against the
demands of liberals and nationalists. In the short term it provided stability, but the seeds
for future conflict were already sown. It brought a long period of peace, but it could not
contain the democratic and nationalist forces that threatened it. Combined with the territo-
rial changes in Prussia, which resulted in further contradictions and discord, these were
ultimately to severely limit the conservative restoration.
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The period from the Congress of Vienna in 1815 to the revolutions of 1848 is known as
the “pre-March,” the month in which the revolutions began. Its spirit is that of “Biedermeier.”
The word is a composite of the protagonists in two satirical poems, Biedermann and
Bummelmaier. “Bieder” signifies conventional, restrained, and somewhat dull, with more
than a whiff of smug parochialism. “Maier” is the average Joe, Smith, or Jones. It was a
reflection of an atmosphere of the peace and quiet of the restoration after the heady
days of the revolution. Jean Paul summed up the spirit of Biedermeier when he spoke of
the “absolute happiness to be found in restraint.” It was an attitude that permeated all
aspects of life, society, and the arts. The undemonstrative simplicity of an essentially bour-
geois style was echoed in the literature of the time in the works of Franz Grillparzer,
Adalbert Stifter, Theodor Storm, Annette von Droste-Hiilshoff, Ludwig Uhland, and
Eduard Morike. The emphasis here was on detailed, objective, awe-inspiring descriptions
of the otherness of nature, which was far removed from the earlier Romantic view of nature
as a sentimental reflection of the self. The Biedermeier ideology served to hide from view
the profound changes that were happening within society as a result of the “dual revolu-
tion”: the democratic and emancipatory forces unleashed in 1776 and 1789, coupled with
the radical social consequences of the industrial revolution. Whereas the Biedermeier
writers were conservatives, the radical authors in the “Young Germany” group such as
Ludwig Borne, Georg Biichner, Karl Gutzkow, Heinrich Heine, and Georg Herwegh belong
to the pre-March.

PLATE | A Biedermeier interior. © BPK



GERMAN SOCIETY IN TRANSITION 27

PLATE 2 The Biedermeier family. © BPK

One fundamental change was apparent to all and could not be disregarded in however
complacent an age. Hegel, in his Elements of the Philosophy of Right (1820), spoke of a
population explosion that resulted in “a great mass of people falling below the subsistence
level.” He regretted that in spite of the “excessive wealth” of bourgeois society, there was
still not enough to control the “extreme poverty and reproductive vigor of the rabble.”
Hegel was certainly not alone in noticing this problem, but he clearly saw the connection
between population expansion, poverty, and society’s ability to act. Germany shared in the
dramatic Europe-wide population expansion, which began in the latter part of the eight-
eenth century, with Germany’s population roughly doubling between 1750 and 1850. As
in almost everything else, there were considerable regional differences. Whereas in eastern
Prussia the population increased by 120 percent in the pre-March, in most of Bavaria the
figure was a mere 20 percent. There were a number of causal factors for the population
explosion. The removal of traditional impediments to marriage not only resulted in a
marked reduction of the number of bachelors and spinsters, but also allowed couples to
marry somewhat younger, thus increasing the wife’s period of socially condoned fecundity.
In spite of the harsh punishments meted out to unwed mothers, in the hope thereby of
addressing the problem of overpopulation, bastardy rates were astonishingly high. Ten
percent of births in Protestant Berlin at the beginning of our period were illegitimate. In
Catholic Munich the figure was as high as 20 percent. Other factors played a role. There
were no great epidemics during this period and the outbreaks of cholera in the nineteenth
century did not cause anything like the same number of deaths as in the past. It was not
until mid-century that physicians like Rudolf Virchow began a serious examination of the
social causes of disease. Nutrition improved, as did the weather. There were significant
medical improvements including vaccination, which was made compulsory for smallpox
in Bavaria in 1807, and in Prussia in 1817. There was a higher standard of personal hygiene
coupled with a drop in infant mortality, both contributing to a slight decline in the death
rate. But the most important factor of all was that couples made a conscious decision to
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have large families. Demographers have come up with all manner of ingenious explanations
for this, but none is convincing. Perhaps it is appropriate that the motives behind this most
personal of decisions should remain a mystery.

It has been estimated that the population of the German Confederation in 1816 was
just under 33 million. By 1865 it had risen by 60 percent. During this period about 3 million
Germans emigrated, most of them to the United States. Although there are considerable
regional differences in all these figures, the average expectation of life was terribly low in
spite of many improvements. In the old Prussian provinces it hovered around 25 during
the first half of the century. In the Rhineland provinces it was about 30. Only in the latter
part of the century was there an increase in life expectancy, to 35.6 for men and 38.5 for
women between 1871 and 1880. It was therefore a very young society with at least one-third
of the population under the age of 15.

Given the high rates of infant and adolescent mortality the average age at death is
somewhat misleading and subject to wide deviations. Thus in 1800 the average marriage
lasted for twenty years and ended with the death of one of the partners. Most households
consisted of husband and wife and underage children. In the wealthier classes there would
be a number of servants. In artisan families there would also be an apprentice or two.
Extended families of three generations were exceptionally rare, even in rural areas, although
peasant households were considerably larger than urban ones. Children left the home early
to learn a trade or enter service, thus becoming part of another household.

The household performed many functions. As a farm or artisanal enterprise it was a
place of work. It was obliged to perform many of the functions that are now taken over by
the state. It did its best to look after the health of its members, stood by them when times
were bad, and tended them in their old age. As the peasant or the artisan grew more pros-
perous the division between the core family and those who worked for it became more
clearly defined. Servants were now summoned to their masters and mistresses by a tug on
a bell-rope. But in rural areas society was still open and transparent, social control oppres-
sive, and the private sphere severely restricted. In the towns the ideal of bourgeois privacy
were more easily realized.

In such circumstances it is hardly surprising that romantic love played precious little
role in the choice of a partner. One sought a spouse of appropriate social standing and of
impeccable reputation who was known to be reliable, hardworking, and honest. Mutual
respect and a sense of obligation were the foundations on which the family rested. This
could turn into genuine affection, but familial relations were mostly stiff, formal, and rigid.
In urban areas there was a slight loosening of convention among the petite bourgeoisie.
Some even went as far as to address their spouses by their first names.

The wealthier bourgeois families followed the example of their English counterparts in
separating the family as far as possible from the outside world of work, society, and even
the wider family. Within this secure and propertied class there was slightly more room for
romantic love, for affection and personal fulfillment. This more often than not was the
stuff of romantic novels, but it was an ideal that, partly because there were so many obsta-
cles in its way, had a wide appeal. Gradually the purely pragmatic reasons for the choice
of a partner were replaced by subjective and emotional considerations. The public was
giving way to the private, and marriage as an institution was slowly undermined. Hegel
pointed out the dual nature of the family. It is partly based on subjective and personal
considerations, but it is also an institution hallowed by custom. Since the subjective and
personal is exposed to the vagaries of change, the greater these elements become the more
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the permanence of the institution is challenged. The highly respectable Biedermeier family
thus had within it the seeds of its own destruction.

The privacy of the family was also emphasized in changing attitudes towards death.
Formalized acceptance of a natural event, sweetened by a Christian eschatology that took
the sting from death and denied the grave its victory, was replaced by informal and subjec-
tive expressions of grief. The deceased hardly mattered for, as Schopenhauer remarked with
characteristic irony, after one’s death one returned to what one was before one’s birth. The
family that was left behind had a deep sense of loss, privation, and abandonment. They
planted their family totem in the graveyard on which the names of succeeding generations
were inscribed. Ritualistic visits to the family grave, with their overtones of ancestor
worship, provided some solace in an age when religious convictions were waning, thereby
strengthening a sense of family identity. Hopes for a life after death were gradually replaced
by projection onto the children and grandchildren, thus further emphasizing the central
importance of the family.

Women and Children

The new emphasis on the individual and the subjective resulted in a modest change in
women’s role within the family. Schiller’s ideal of the conscientious “Haus-Frau” in his poem
“The Song of the Bell” gave way to a grotesque idealization of an ethereal womanhood by
the Romantics. The Biedermeier ideal was that of an educated, intelligent, and impeccably
mannered wife, devoted to the family, providing comfort and affection for its members,
while avoiding any conflict with her spouse. The patriarch’s role was to go out into the wider
world to provide for the family. His wife’s duty was to ensure that the family was an island
of peace and harmony amid the stressful world of the marketplace, politics, and work.

As more and more families began to enjoy a relatively prosperous bourgeois existence,
women no longer had to do onerous physical work around the house. They could devote
more time to cultivating their literary, musical, and artistic tastes and talents. This resulted
in a revival of the Romantic version of the feminized woman. She was seen as weak, hyper-
sensitive, a bundle of nerves, given to fainting fits and sudden headaches, to be revived by
smelling salts and liberal doses of laudanum.

Yet for all this, the very fact that husbands left the house to go to work meant that women
effectively ran the household and were responsible for the upbringing of the children, thus
gaining a measure of independence. Many used this position of power and influence to
undermine patriarchal structures. The henpecked husband was as much a feature of the
age as was the stern paterfamilias. Many a man of substance was driven to distraction by
a wife who used her feminine weakness as a powerful weapon. The ideal of partnership
and the division of labor within the harmonious family was all too often shattered by the
caprices and intractability of human nature.

Some women led astonishingly independent lives in spite of all these social constraints.
There were a number of remarkable women who ran brilliant salons. Prominent among
them were Henriette Herz, Dorothea Mendelssohn, Sarah Levy, and Amalie Beer, all of
whom came from Jewish backgrounds. This was not the result of the emancipation and
integration of German Jews — quite the contrary. It was precisely because they were outsid-
ers that they were able to provide the neutral ground on which people from different sta-
tions in life could meet as equals.
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The most prominent of these salons was that of Rahel Levin. Her marriage to the equally
charming and intelligent Prussian diplomat Varnhagen von Ense was one in which the
ideals of mutual love, openness, and understanding were fully realized. After a year of mar-
riage she wrote to a friend: “My great joy is that I don’t even notice that I am married! In
everything, big and small, I am free to live and feel as I will. I can tell Varnhagen everything
and be completely truthful. That fills him with happiness and joy. I make him happy too
— I alone” Unlike the luxurious salons in Paris with their lavish receptions and carefully
selected guest-lists these were positively austere. Tea was served in very modest surround-
ings. The door was open to all comers. The bourgeois salon thus replaced the court as a
center of intellectual discourse, the bourgeoisie thereby scoring yet another success over
the old order.

Actresses, singers, and female writers guarded their independence, and widows, such as
Arthur Schopenhauer’s extraordinary mother Joanna, enjoyed an exceptional degree of
freedom. Respectable bourgeois women played important and fulfilling roles outside the
family in education, charity organizations, and the Protestant church. It was not until the
1830s that women were permitted to work as nurses in men’s wards. Here again Catholic
nuns and Protestant deaconesses were at the forefront in breaking down old prejudices and
conventions.

Ideas of female emancipation, which originated in France, did not reach Germany until
the 1830s and were eagerly espoused by the writers of the Young Germany movement, who
were enthusiastic advocates of free love. Some, like Ferdinand Lassalle’s lover the Countess
Sophie Hatzfeld, followed the example of George Sand by donning male attire and ostenta-
tiously smoking cigars in public while indulging in vigorously heterosexual affairs in
semi-private.

The women’s movement in Germany began in 1849 when Louise Otto-Peters founded
Germany’s first magazine specifically for women. The first national women’s conference
was held in 1865, at which the General German Women’s Association was founded. These
were modest beginnings, somewhat late in the day, but the long-term effects were to be
truly revolutionary.

Biedermeier Germany viewed emotionalized sexuality with deep suspicion. The aristo-
cratic libertines of earlier times were seen as monsters. The sexual adventures of the Young
German writers were viewed with disgust. Karl Gutzkow’s novel Wally the Skeptic, pub-
lished in 1835, was a polemic in favor of sexual freedom which landed the author in jail
for its “despicable representation of the faith of the Christian community.” Protests at this
judgment resulted in a number of writers being sent into exile, among them Heinrich
Heine. Girls were kept in total sexual ignorance while boys were simply warned of the dire
consequences of masturbation. Joanna Schopenhauer was horrified at the way in which
highly regarded married men in France openly flaunted their delicious mistresses. As in
Victorian England, the bourgeoisie viewed extramarital sex as the distasteful habit of a
degenerate aristocracy or as the result of the crude animal lusts of the lower classes.
Prostitution thrived, since men with an overwhelming desire to do bad things chose to do
them with bad women. Wilhelm von Humboldt, who preached and practiced a marriage
based on love, partnership, and mutual respect, was a regular visitor to houses of ill fame.

Childhood was a construction of the eighteenth century with Jean-Jacques Rousseau its
impassioned advocate. His appeal to women to breastfeed their infants and his insistence
that children had rights and specific needs met with a wide response. It was generally
recognized that children needed affection, consideration, and encouragement. Relations
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between parents and children became gradually more relaxed and informal, the familiar
Du form was now more widely used, discipline was less rigid, and punishments were less
harsh. Books were now written specifically for children, but as Heinrich Hoffmann, the
brilliant psychologist and author of Struwwelpeter, pointed out, they were mostly “alto-
gether too enlightened and rational, falsely naive, un-childlike, untruthful and artificial.”
In 1816 Friedrich Froebel opened a school in Griesheim near Darmstadt, which aimed at
the spontaneous and natural development of a child’s talents. These ideas were expounded
in his major work Human Education published in 1826. In spite of fierce opposition, par-
ticularly from the Catholic Church, he opened the first “Kindergarten” in 1836.

Critics felt that children were being pampered and smothered by motherly love. Although
they were by nature selfish, rebellious, and vicious, they were absurdly idealized as little
angels. The desire to express love, affection, and concern conflicted with the need to
educate, discipline, and, where necessary, punish. This led to increasing tensions between
parents and children, which by the end of the century provoked Sigmund Freud to make
some wild speculations about the human psyche.

The Household

Bourgeois households were attended by a number of servants, as were those of the wealthier
tradesmen. Servants lived in their own quarters separated from the core family. They were
underpaid and overworked, without rights or legal protection. In the Biedermeier period
a large percentage of the population was employed in domestic service. It has been esti-
mated that about 45 percent of the citizens of Vienna were servants in the 1820s. Later on
in the century this number declined considerably as the number of servants employed per
household dropped and industrialization provided opportunities to earn higher wages.
Many of these servants were young girls from the countryside, who learnt respectable
bourgeois ways during their period of service, becoming in turn respectable wives and
mothers. In this way much of the working class was gentrified to a certain degree. Bourgeois
attitudes were also strengthened in that children were used from an early age to be waited
upon and to give orders.

The vast majority of Germans lived in conditions far removed from the comforts of the
bourgeois household. There was precious little room for self-fulfillment, emotional devel-
opment, and even basic privacy in poverty-stricken and overworked lower-class families.
Children were put to work as early as possible and left home at an early age. Bourgeois
reformers like Wilhelm Heinrich Riehl looked at these families with horror. They wrote of
drunken and heartless husbands who brutalized their wives and children; of women
working long and crippling hours in addition to their household duties, whose children
received little besides abuse. By mid-century about one-quarter of German women were
gainfully employed, about half as domestic servants, and most of the rest as factory workers
or on the land. Women’s wages were roughly half those of men. Although the situation was
never as appalling as it was in Britain, child labor was widespread. By 1840 some 17 percent
of the factory workers in Chemnitz were children. Although no accurate figures are avail-
able, it is safe to assume that the percentage of children working on the land was still higher.

This was a period of fundamental transformation in social life. The dramatic changes
in the mode of production occasioned by the industrial revolution resulted in equally
remarkable changes in social life. The most obvious was the separation of domicile and
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place of work. With the exception of all but the most genteel of farmers and a dwindling
number of handloom weavers, there was a clear distinction between the two. Life in
the home was rendered more pleasant by technical advances such as the invention of the
cooking stove that replaced the open fire, gas lighting, and linoleum. “Lucifers” or
safety matches, which first appeared in 1829, as Hoffmann pointed out in the true story
of “Paulinchen” in Struwwelpeter, were a frequent cause of accidents. Flush toilets did
not appear on any great scale until the 1860s and then almost exclusively in bourgeois
homes in urban areas. The greater mobility of labor meant that the vast majority of
people no longer owned their own house or cottage but rented apartments in the
cities and towns.

Housing conditions for the majority of the population were appalling. Single agricul-
tural laborers lived like animals in barns and lofts, their married workmates in filthy two-
room hovels. Workers in the towns lived in dreadful conditions, packed into tiny apartments
or squalid row houses, in attics and cellars. Only in the 1860s did some industrialists such
as Alfred Krupp, the “Cannon King,” begin to build model housing so as to ensure a steady
supply of reliable workers.

The bourgeois lifestyle was comfortable but restrained. There were fewer rooms designed
for lavish entertainments, and the center of the house was now the living room, which was
aped by the petite bourgeoisie with their “front rooms” used only on special occasions. The
elaborate Louis Seize style of furniture, as made by the Roentgens father and son and the
Spindler brothers, was no longer in favor. The Biedermeier style was discreet, lacking in
decoration, well proportioned, light, and practical. By the 1830s it began to give way to a
more ornate style in the gothic revival or neo-Renaissance manner, with plenty of plush
and heavy dark woods. A similar change can be seen in architecture from the restraint of
the Biedermeier to the flamboyance of the historicist style.

It was not until the 1830s that the delightfully feminine Empire fashions with a pro-
nounced décolleté, seductive draping, and a glimpse of ankle gave way to a more prudish
style in which the body was hidden away in yards of material and a tiny waist and wide
hips were accentuated. By mid-century the crinoline swept all before it, providing rich
material for caricaturists and satirists. Men’s fashions went through less of a transforma-
tion. They favored a simple cut and dark colors. Elegance was expressed in the quality of
the cloth and tailoring. Artists and radicals donned somewhat outlandish outfits and
nationalists set about designing the folk costumes of a mythical past.

Town and Country

The combination of industrialization and rapid population growth transformed the cities
and towns. The population of Berlin rose from 172,000 in 1800 to 419,000 by 1850.
Stuttgart increased from 18,000 to 47,000 in the same period, and Disseldorf from 10,000
to 27,000. As the towns expanded the old city walls disappeared, thus ending the abrupt
distinction between town and country. Towns were now clearly divided into districts
according to social status, usually the rich and powerful in the west, the poor workers in
the east, the lower middle class to the north and south. The towns were soon also to be
divided by railway lines, the poor living on the wrong side of the tracks.

Towns were also transformed by the increasing number of public buildings, from
ministries to museums, railway stations to schools, universities to law courts. Shopping
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arcades and, later, department stores revolutionized the retail trade. There was precious
little planning or control. Traditional restrictions on the sale and transfer of land were
removed; now market forces were only curbed by health and safety regulations. Banks made
handsome profits as the demand for mortgages grew. It was not until mid-century that the
towns began to take over responsibility for public utilities, although Vienna had placed the
water supply under civic control as early as 1803. The great fire in Hamburg in 1842 gave
Gottfried Semper, an architect of genius, an opportunity to put aesthetic considerations
above cost effectiveness in his plans for the reconstruction of the inner city. Munich was
also fortunate to have monarchs who wished to beautify their capital and ministers like
Montgelas who could realize their vision. The Maximilian and Ludwig streets are their
lasting monuments. In most German cities the city fathers imposed a rigorous and unim-
aginative geometric uniformity that saved money but was dull and lifeless.

Agriculture

Germany was still an overwhelmingly agricultural land, thus vulnerable to the frightful
effects of a poor harvest, which were far worse than anything experienced even in the most
severe crises of industrial society. The famine of 1816/17 was a major catastrophe in
Germany, as it was throughout Europe. The effects of the potato blight of 1845/7 were as
horrific as they were in Ireland, awakening the conscience of the nation to the sufferings
of the poor and providing a background to the revolutions of 1848. In both cases prices
were inelastic, in that according to Engel’s law, when the price of foodstuffs rises the poor
are forced to spend a greater proportion of their income on them. As incomes rise so does
elasticity and they spend a smaller proportion. Taking the price of grain as 100 in 1913 it
was 161.4 in 1817 and 124.6 in 1847. In a good year, such as 1824, it fell as low as 38.6.

Agricultural production increased markedly due to improved methods and rising prices,
caused in large part by the Continental System. Then a series of excellent harvests between
1819 and 1824 caused supply to outstrip demand. The British Corn Laws blocked exports
from the enterprising large estates east of the river Elbe. They were now obliged to sell on
the domestic market. The fall in prices resulted in many farmers failing to meet costs. It
also meant that the price of agricultural land fell to half and even one-third of its taxable
value. Hundreds of aristocratic estates were put up for sale. Credit was hard to find, and
bankruptcies were frequent. Many smallholders lost their land and were forced to seek
employment as agricultural laborers. Population pressure increased demand, giving farmers
some relief until by the mid-1840s there was once again a serious hunger crisis. An excel-
lent harvest in 1847 reversed the process, but it came too late to defuse the social tensions
that had mounted in the years of dearth.

There were sharp regional differences in agriculture, from the large Junker estates in
East Elbia to vintners in the Rhineland, sugar-beet farmers in Saxony and cattle-breeders
in East Frisia, tenant farmers in Westphalia and the alpine farmhouses of Bavaria. But all
of them had to confront the reality of agricultural capitalism: of modernization and
increased output, of double-entry bookkeeping and market exigencies. The old days of
subsistence farming were over. There were precious few remnants of feudalism. Again
regional differences were substantial. In Bavaria, Baden, and Wiirttemberg there was still
a vast number of holdings so small that the farmer was obliged to earn extra money
in some proto-industrial enterprise in order to make ends meet. Similarly a number of
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aristocratic landowners preferred to put their money in state bonds rather than use it to
modernize their estates. The situation was quite different in Saxony, Hanover, northwest
Germany, and eastern Prussia. Here the percentage of smallholdings, although still signifi-
cant, was much smaller. In Prussia by 1848 there were 12,000 aristocratic estates (Rittergiite)
and 6,000 farms of more than 600 hectares (1,500 acres). The great aristocratic estates,
held by the noble families for generations and almost all subject to entailment, were now
traded on a flourishing real-estate market. In East Prussia by 1885 only 12.8 percent of
aristocratic estates had been in the possession of same family for more than fifty years.
The aristocratic estates in Prussia organized themselves in cooperatives (Landschaften)
which gave them easy access to capital at low rates of interest. The ordinary farmer found
it exceedingly hard to rake up sufficient capital to improve his holding. He had lost the use
of common land, and was highly taxed and strapped by interest payments.

That there were major improvements in agriculture in this period is in large part due
to the efforts of Albrecht von Thaer, a Hanoverian doctor who studied English scientific
agriculture. He popularized these theories in his model farm in Médlin in Prussia and with
the publication of his four-volume study The Principles of Rational Agriculture, published
between 1809 and 1812. In the introduction to his magnum opus he gave a clear definition
of his intent. Agriculture was in his view “a profession the purpose of which is to make a
profit or to earn money by the production and sometimes the processing of vegetable and
animal substances.” This thoroughly capitalist aim was to be achieved by scientific breeding,
an improved system of the rotation of crops, and double-entry bookkeeping. Thaer’s ideas
were reinforced by the economist Johann Heinrich von Thiinen, whose influential work
The Isolated State (1826) extended Adam Smith’s ideas to spatial economics and the theory
of rent. The farmer was to become as much an entrepreneur as the industrialist.
Conservatives were horrified. They felt that the farmer was part of God’s order, bound by
moral obligation, the backbone of society — not a mere tradesman.

The great chemist Justus Liebig discovered the process whereby plants extracted nour-
ishment from the earth, and realized that this nourishment had to be replaced. Plants had
to be fed just like animals. In this sense plants were “made” in much the same way as
industrial goods. Thaer’s rotation of crops led inevitably to a decline in productivity if the
phosphoric acid, potash, and lime absorbed by successive crops were not replaced. Liebig
was blind to many factors such as the importance of climate, crop rotation, and the need
to add nitrogen to the soil. Some argued that he was merely echoing the earlier work of
Karl Sprengel, but he was a scientist of genius who counted among his discoveries chloro-
form and the three basic organic compounds — fats, carbohydrates, and proteins — to say
nothing of Liebig’s Meat Extract. He was the founding father of the fertilizer industry, in
which Germany was to be pre-eminent.

Rapid improvements in agricultural machinery, much of which came from England,
along with further refinements in breeding stock and a significant increase in the amount
of land under cultivation, all contributed to a steadily increasing output. The amount of
land lying fallow was greatly reduced. By mid-century it was only 1 percent in Saxony
and 3 percent in the Rhineland, but in Bavaria it was still 19 percent. The number of
people working on the land increased from 9.53 million in 1816 to 11.48 million in 1849.
There was a corresponding increase in labor productivity. Agriculture thus provided
employment for an expanding population, thereby relieving rural poverty before industry
provided alternative employment. Agriculture was dependent on climatic conditions
and was highly vulnerable to disease so that this favorable trend could easily be
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brutally reversed. Nevertheless, contrary to the teachings of the Reverend Thomas Malthus,
agricultural production increased more rapidly than did the population in the first half of
the century.

The state played an active role in spreading these new ideas by the foundation of a
number of agricultural colleges, as well creating model farms, combating the spread of
animal diseases, improving drainage, redistributing land, and encouraging agricultural
associations and fairs such as Munich’s Oktoberfest, founded in 1810. Eager to keep up to
date with the latest discoveries and theories, farmers joined these organizations and sub-
scribed to a host of agricultural journals. Smaller producers sought to keep pace by forming
cooperatives, which were given financial support by the local savings banks based on the
cooperative principles of Friedrich Wilhelm Raiffeisen, whose work began in response to
the appalling agricultural crisis of 1845/7. German farmers thus embraced modern capital-
ist methods of farming and estate management, but their mentality was rooted in an earlier
age, thereby acting as a brake on the development of fully fledged bourgeois-capitalist
agriculture that would have resulted in an even more impressive rate of growth. There was
thus a curious dissonance between ideology and praxis that intrigued Max Weber but
would have stumped Karl Marx.

The vast majority of the rural population was made up of poverty-stricken agricultural
workers. Although for most people life on the land had always been wretched, their lot had
worsened since, but not necessarily because of, the reforms. Their numbers had increased
disproportionately to the rest of the population, thus debasing the value of their labor, and
their ranks were swollen by heavily indebted peasant farmers who were unable to survive
in a more competitive and capital-intensive environment. Enclosures forced them to resort
to poaching and the illegal collection of firewood, for which they were severely punished.
In southern Germany sympathetic gamekeepers were often known to turn a blind eye to
these miscreants. It was not until much later in the century that job opportunities in the
industrial sector, improved transportation, and emigration offered major relief to the press-
ing problem of rural poverty. This was partly offset in Prussia by the law (Gesindeordnung)
which restricted the farm workers’ freedom of movement and their right to organize, as
well as permitting outrageously long working hours. Only the more prosperous small
farmers could afford a scrap of meat, and then certainly not more than once a week. Most
peasants lived on potatoes without salt, bread, soup, and milk. It is small wonder that ten-
sions mounted on the land and exploded in widespread violence in the revolutionary years
of 1848/9.

Peasant demands were quite different from those of urban radicals. They protested
against concrete abuses, against the remnants of feudal injustices as well as against new
injustices resulting from the reforms. They demanded the restoration of ancient rights.
They had no sympathy for the liberal and democratic ideas of the townsfolk, who in turn
despised the peasantry for their reactionary conservatism, their anti-capitalism, their cleri-
calism, and their profound distrust of the state and its bureaucracy.

In much of Germany there was thus a sharp distinction between town and country.
There were deep cleavages of status, class, and wealth in rural areas but they were partly
transcended by a way of life in which there were certain shared values and a feeling of
community. The countryside was conservative. Liberal townsfolk were never able, and were
often even unwilling, to win support for their ideas in rural areas. The strength of agrarian
conservatism was such that it profoundly affected the development of Germany towards a
modern democratic state.
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Industrialization

It is hardly surprising that the industrial revolution came to Germany decades later than
in England. Most of the states of the German Confederation protected their domestic
markets with high duties and tariffs. The larger states had a number of internal customs
barriers. The transportation network was inadequate, thus further protecting inefficient
markets. Germany was constantly plagued by war. It lacked the stimulus of overseas colo-
nies. It had inadequate natural resources. Conservatives looked on the English experience
with horror, seeing industrialization as the direct cause of poverty, urban squalor, crime,
and social unrest. It spawned a vulgar, pushy, and enormously wealthy class of industrialists,
bankers, and speculators. A new word entered the German language, Pauperismus, and
years later Friedrich Engels’ classic study of the condition of the working class in England
was to find high praise in conservative circles. Conservatives did all they could to stave off
the day when Germany would follow the English example, blaming widespread poverty on
a rapacious bourgeoisie. Liberals held the remnants of feudalism and aristocratic landown-
ers responsible for present miseries. They argued that the state had failed in its obligations
towards the disadvantaged.

In spite of this aristocratic-conservative opposition to industrial society, some aristo-
crats seized the opportunities offered by new techniques and machinery. This was particu-
larly true of Silesia, where magnates such as Count Henckel zu Donnersmarck and Prince
Hohenlohe founded industrial enterprises without concern for loss of caste by soiling their
hands with trade. Although technically they lagged far behind the English and were quite
unable to meet the domestic demand, they were decades ahead of the bourgeois entrepre-
neurs in the west.

The Ruhr was soon to overtake Silesia as an industrial center. With ample coal resources,
a greatly improved transportation network, and a liberal economic atmosphere it was
congenial to innovative entrepreneurship. With its solid traditions of craftsmanship it was
well equipped to meet the demands of the machine age. On the west bank of the Rhine,
where French law had been imposed, it was relatively easy to form a limited liability
company. Elsewhere the authorities viewed such methods of capital accumulation with the
deepest suspicion. They felt that they encouraged wild speculation, favored irresponsible
management, and channeled capital away from government bonds and investment in
agriculture. Conservatives did what they could to curb the stock markets, which they
accused of draining capital away from the aristocratic Landschaften and depressing the
bond market. When the stock market soared with the railway boom the government
responded with a series of regulatory measures, beginning in 1844, that brought it virtually
to a standstill by 1850. The result was a serious shortage of investment capital, thanks to
the old regime’s selfish refusal to acknowledge the needs of a modern economy.

The first joint-stock bank in Germany based on the model of the French Crédit Mobilier,
the Schaffhausensche Bankverein, was founded on the initiative of the Camphausen—
Hansemann ministry in 1848 to bail out the Schafthausen Bank which had failed due to a
series of bad investments in the Rhineland. Until then entrepreneurs could only borrow
modest sums from private banks or foreign investors, but most enterprises were self-
financing and thus under-capitalized and highly vulnerable. Private banks and individuals,
loath to act as venture capitalists, preferred safer investments in government bonds and
real estate. Railways and inland shipping needed such large amounts of capital that they
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could only be financed by joint-stock companies, in which large numbers of small investors
risked their money. The success of many such ventures gradually wore down resistance to
the notion of limited liability.

A number of major banks were founded along the same lines. They included Gustav
Mevissen’s Darmstidter Bank and the Rothschilds’ Osterreichsiche Kreditanstalt, both
founded in 1855. The Discontogesellschaft opened in the following year. These new banks
handled all manner of business from small individual accounts to long-term investments
in industry. The ties between big banks and big industry were very close, and there was
soon a complex web of interlocking directorships and investments which ensured that the
two sectors would work closely together for their mutual benefit.

The insurance industry also provided an increasingly significant amount of capital, as
the banks were quick to realize. In an ever more complex market, businesses needed where
possible to be protected from risk. As the number of policyholders grew, so premiums
could be lowered. Skillful investment of funds brought further benefits to clients, attracting
even more to cover their risks. By the 1840s Hansemann’s fire insurance company and
Mevissen’s joint-stock transport insurance were flourishing concerns. There were also a
number oflifeinsurance companiesbased on Ernst-Wilhelm Arnoldi’s Gothaer Versicherung,
founded in 1820. Today it is one of Germany’s largest insurance companies.

One important source of credit is often overlooked. Throughout Germany there were
anumber of small local savings banks, sponsored by the state or commune, in which money
could be deposited and which were ready to extend loans to small businesses. They were
encouraged in the pre-March because they were seen as a vital palliative to the problem of
poverty and social unrest, in that they gave people with enterprise and initiative the pos-
sibility of moving ahead, thereby opening up new employment opportunities. These
Sparkassen still play an immensely important and stabilizing role in German banking.

The reforms of the Napoleonic era not only led to a revolution in agriculture but also
did much to break down the social, political, and legal restraints on industrialization. The
drastic reduction in the number of petty states reduced the number of internal trade bar-
riers. The Continental System protected German industrialists against British competition,
and western Germany profited from its close ties to the French market. But this was out-
weighed by the negative effects of war, the disruption of traditional trade patterns, wide-
spread poverty, and shortage of capital. Once the wars were over, English manufactured
goods again flooded the market. German firms, which had mushroomed in recent years,
went under. States pursued rigorously deflationary policies and no changes were made in
a tax structure that favored the larger landowners. Precious little encouragement was given
to industry, apart from removing customs barriers and spending money on roads and
waterways. Railways were initially private companies, but the state soon began to see the
need to become involved in this revolutionary form of transportation. Liberal civil servants
managed to persuade governments that Germany could only hope to catch up with Britain
if technical education was made widely available in technical universities and polytechnics.
This initiative was only really to bear fruit much later when, in the second industrial revo-
lution, Germany was to overtake Britain as an industrial nation. In western Germany the
French started chambers of commerce, the success of which resulted in the formation of
similar institutions elsewhere.

The first steam engine in Germany was used on August 23, 1785. It was the result of
industrial espionage by a Prussian official who had been sent to England to examine the
Watt engine, and it was operated by an English mechanic, Mr. Richards. This soon became



38 GERMAN SOCIETY IN TRANSITION

the pattern. Expensive English machinery was imported and was operated by highly paid
English mechanics. High costs, shortage of capital, and an ample supply of cheap labor
meant that the mechanization of industry was painfully slow. In 1846, 97.8 percent of
looms were still operated by hand. In such conditions the German textile industry could
not possibly hope to compete with Britain.

The iron industry also limped behind that of Britain. As late as 1837 less than 10 percent
of Prussia’s iron was produced in coke-fired furnaces, when the process had been in wide-
spread use in England for decades. The puddling process, which was in wide use in England
from the 1780s, reached Silesia in 1828. It was not until the 1840s that large-scale modern
ironworks were founded, such as those of Stumm on the Saar, Hoesch at Eschweiler, and
the Friedrich-Wilhelm Hiitte in the Ruhr. Krupp astonished visitors to the Great Exhibition
in London in 1851 with his display of a block of steel weighing two tons, a technical marvel
that wounded the pride of British industrialists. The railway boom, which began in the late
1830s, created a tremendous demand for iron and steel that German producers were soon
able to meet. Coal production also increased dramatically to meet the greatly increased
demand from industry. In the first half of the century the number of workers in the iron,
steel, and coal industries trebled. Demand from the railway sector in Germany played the
role of the cotton industry in England in stimulating the industrial revolution.

The first railway in Germany between Nuremberg and Fiirth was opened in 1835. It was
a mere 6-kilometer stretch, but it made a handsome profit. Four years later a line was
opened from Leipzig to Dresden. A rash of similar links between major urban centers fol-
lowed in a frantic and somewhat haphazard attempt to turn a quick profit. The state
intervened in an effort to bring some order into this chaos by building those linking
stretches that were essential but unprofitable. Some lines were proposed in order to stimu-
late economic activity in remote areas, the best known of which was the Eastern Railway
(Ostbahn), the debate over which played an important role in the political crisis of 1848.

The transportation revolution in Germany was not confined to the railways. Enormous
efforts were made to improve the navigability of the great rivers, the most remarkable of
which was the widening of the Rhine at Bingen from 9 meters to up to 30 meters, thus
allowing ships to sail from Rotterdam to Basel. Similar improvements were made to the
Danube, Isar, and Ruhr. New inland ports such as Duisburg-Ruhrort and the Bavarian town
of Ludwigshafen, built across the river from the rival port of Mannheim, became major
centers. Canals were also built, the most important of which was the Ludwigskanal that
linked the Main to the Danube.

The relatively modest progress of the German economy in the first half of the century
provided the preconditions for the great leap forward in the third quarter. In almost every
sector there was a spectacular increase in output during this period. Germany led the world
in the industrial application of major discoveries in organic chemistry. The 1860s saw the
creation of companies that were soon to conquer world markets, such as Bayer, the Badische
Anilin- und Sodafabrik (BASF), and Hoechst.

This was not merely an advance in terms of output figures and profits; the industrial revo-
lution marked a significant step forward for society as a whole. There remained areas of
underdevelopment, there were still vast disparities and injustices, and many lagged behind.
But the standard of living of the vast mass of the population improved significantly. The
problems of pauperism, mass unemployment, chronic food shortages, and the pressure of
population growth, if not overcome, were atleast significantly reduced. The gloomy prognos-
tications of the Malthusians gave way to a somewhat starry-eyed faith in technical progress.
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Class Structure

Industrialization also created new problems, injustices, and forms of domination: wild
fluctuations in the business cycle, overcrowded towns, the creation of an industrial prole-
tariat with all its problems, socialism and the class struggle, relative impoverishment and
alienation, a problem first skillfully dissected by Hegel. It also created a whole new class of
white-collar workers as management became more complex and clear distinctions were
made between production, research, and administration. By the 1860s 10 percent of the
workers at the Siemens factory were clerks. At the same time the distance between manage-
ment and workers became greater, ownership was remote from the workplace, and patri-
archal relationships were replaced by a cold and impersonal bureaucracy. Alienation was
thus the result not merely of a rapidly changing society in which old certainties were
destroyed, or of the division of labor within the factory. The depersonalization of the
worker that resulted from the new concept of time dictated by the machine, the anonymity
of the worker on the production line, the widespread practice of piecework, the regimenta-
tion of work, and the permanent threat of instant dismissal resulted in feelings of helpless-
ness and anxiety.

Poverty was still a major concern and many remedies were put forward. Baron vom
Stein spoke of the threat posed by “a rootless immoral rabble,” whose growing numbers
would likely make increasing demands. Would there be a repeat performance of “la grande
peur” in the summer of 17897 In 1836 the arch-conservative General von der Marwitz, who
bitterly opposed Stein’s reforms, which he claimed had turned Prussia into “a newfangled
Jewish state,” spoke of “a completely new and unknown class” of “deracinated people, for
whom a pleasingly foreign neologism has been found: the proletariat.” In the following
year the Freiburg Professor Buss spoke in the Baden parliament of the “helots” and “factory-
serfs” as a “terrible weapon” that could well lead to “subversion” were their wretched condi-
tions not addressed. Solutions to this mounting problem ranged from encouraging
emigration to stringent birth control, from a suspension of the freedom to practice a trade
to a belief that industrial growth would provide the wealth that could then be more evenly
distributed. While some argued for wide-ranging social legislation banning child labor,
shortening the working week, and guaranteeing a minimum wage, others felt that charita-
ble organizations were sufficient to relieve most of these problems. It was not only socialists
like Karl Marx who thought in terms of the class struggle. Lorenz Stein believed that only
a socially conscious monarchy could mediate the conflicting interests of bourgeoisie and
proletariat. Amid all the many different recipes for solving what was to become known as
the “social question” there was a general agreement that the state should keep its distance,
letting Adam Smith’s “invisible hand” work its magic. Thereby they blissfully forgot that
Smith did not believe that the market could solve social problems. Later in the century this
central tenet of liberalism became increasingly open to question as the economy manifestly
failed to meet the pressing needs of the indigent.

The liberal southern Germans Karl von Rotteck and Robert von Mohl addressed the
fundamental problem of why it was that the richer a society became the greater the problem
of poverty. They saw this as a problem of the distribution of wealth for which solutions
had to be found. But what was the root cause of pauperism? Was it a necessary consequence
of industrial capitalism, as Engels suggested, or was it due to the inability of an outmoded
agricultural system to meet the requirements of a rapidly increasing population? Neither
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explanation was satisfactory. The fundamental problem was caused by the “demographic
revolution” that began in the mid-eighteenth century. There were a number of reasons why
the economy did not grow sufficiently to absorb the mounting pressure of those seeking
work. Reforms in the agricultural sector had provided fresh opportunities for employment,
but by the late 1830s the labor market was saturated. Trades and crafts were declining, and
proto-industry, confronted with English imports and the products of native industry, was
rapidly collapsing. The most dramatic example of this was the revolt of the Silesian weavers
in 1844. It was not until the 1850s that industrial expansion began to offer significant
employment opportunities, not only in the factories but also in the building trades and
transport. In such conditions emigration was the only safety valve. There were 21,500
registered emigrants in the 1820s, 145,100 in the 1830s, and 585,400 in the 1840s. But these
were mostly artisans and craftsmen: paupers could not afford the fare.

During the pre-March the bulk of production was artisanal. Craftsmen who were the
backbone of the old middle class became demoted by industrialization to what was to be
labeled the petite bourgeoisie, or Kleinbiirger. By the 1830s there was a dramatic increase
in the number of artisans living barely above the subsistence level, who struggled on in
frantic competition with mechanized industrial production. By the mid-1840s they had
become the tragic scavengers on the garbage heap of economic history. In 1844 the Silesian
handloom weavers, driven to desperation by a catastrophic fall in prices that led directly
to mass starvation and a typhus epidemic, rose up in revolt, to be brutally crushed by the
army. It was a horrific series of events that awoke the conscience of the nation and inspired
generations of socially critical artists. Heinrich Heine’s passionate poem “The Silesian
Weavers,” Gerhardt Hautpmann’s play The Weavers, and Kithe Kollwitz’s harrowing series
of prints are moving testimony to the lasting impact of this tragedy. There were similar
uprisings elsewhere in Germany in the 1840s albeit on a smaller scale, such as the “Potato
Revolution” in Berlin in 1847.

PLATE 3 The suffering of the Silesian weavers. © BPK
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At the beginning of the century artisans and craftsmen were organized in guilds, but in
many parts of Germany the French or the reformers ended their monopolistic control and
introduced complete freedom in the trades. Guilds continued to exist in parts of northern
Germany, in the south, and in Austria, but they were greatly weakened by removing indus-
trial production from their control, and many craftsmen and artisans were no longer
members of these guilds. In some trades, such as building, the state demanded certificates
of competence. Guilds continued informally in states such as Prussia as voluntary associa-
tions. This confusing patchwork of the old and the new was typical of a transition period
between modes of production.

The guilds were to win back some of their privileges in the period of reaction after 1848,
but given the industrial boom that followed, this policy was bound to fail. In many trades
the once proud artisans were unable to compete with industrial production and were forced
to join the ranks of the industrial proletariat. With the triumph of industrial production
there came a certain revival of craftsmanship in the luxury trades. A handful of tailors now
made immaculate clothes for the rich. Artisans and craftsmen certainly faced a severe crisis,
but after a fairly rapid period of adjustment they were soon able to recover. Many became
highly skilled industrial workers, forming a working-class elite. Others found profitable
niches in the new age of industrial capitalism. Indeed, Germany’s rapid industrialization
could never have occurred had there not been an adequate reserve of skilled labor, of
inventiveness and experience, which this class provided.

Politically the artisans were arch-conservatives. They stood in determined opposition
to capitalism, to free trade, and the liberal reformers. They hoped to put the clock back to
the golden age of the Meistersingers of Nuremberg when the likes of Hans Sachs were
proudly independent, with a secure place in the social order. The artisans thus made
common cause with the reactionaries in 1848.

Their apprentices had no sympathy for such ideas. Feeling exploited and stifled by the
formal and informal authority of their masters, they saw little chance in the existing eco-
nomic climate of ever becoming master craftsmen themselves. They gave vent to their
protest by joining the ranks of the radicals and socialists. August Bebel, the founding father
of German social democracy, came from such a background, and even as party leader was
obliged to eke out a modest living by making well-crafted doorknobs which he sold door
to door. Their anti-capitalism was strongly flavored with the reactionary anti-capitalism of
their masters and they had little sympathy with Karl Marx’s belief that industrial capitalism
was a necessary and progressive stage of historical development.

This large petite bourgeoisie was thus unable to ally with the liberals in their struggle
for constitutional and democratic reform. They were in certain respects progressive in their
dislike of the aristocracy, the bureaucracy, the rich and the powerful. They demanded more
rights for ordinary people and the devolution of power, but in economic matters they were
hopelessly reactionary. They felt menaced by liberal demands for free trade and moderniza-
tion as well as by an industrial proletariat into whose ranks they felt threatened to fall.

It would be meaningless to talk of a “working class” in the first half of the century.
Differences in status and in income were so vast as to make the concept meaningless. A
skilled mechanic in a factory could make up to fifty times more than someone plying a
rural trade. The turnover of unskilled factory workers was extremely high as rural workers
would move to the towns to work for a few months in a factory and them return to their
previous pursuits. Industrial workers still made up a very small fraction of manual laborers.
On the whole they enjoyed a higher standard of living than a handloom weaver or an
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agricultural laborer. Although there were wide fluctuations, as competition from industrial
goods from England and the pressure from lower wages in the cottage industries began to
diminish, real wages for factory workers began to rise by mid-century. Life was still extremely
hard, but it was a great improvement on the wretched conditions in the earlier part of the
century. Nor were the living conditions of industrial workers quite as frightful as they were
in England. A strong tradition of patriarchal concern for one’s workers, the result of a
mixture of Christian charity and calculated concern to maintain a reliable and loyal work-
force, alleviated many of the worst social consequences of industrialization. But theirs was
still a precarious existence. Working staggeringly long hours in wretched conditions, they
lived under the constant threat of industrial accidents, disease, early death, or impoverished
old age. In 1870 factory workers averaged seventy-eight hours of work in a six-day week. It
was not until the 1880s that the state intervened to offer some protection in the form of
insurance benefits. Industrial workers were torn out of a network of traditional relationships
which had not yet been replaced by a new set by means of political parties, trades unions,
and associations. It was to be some time before a specifically working-class consciousness
began to form. It played no role by mid-century, for all Karl Marx’s fond hopes.

The new class of industrial magnates came from a variety of backgrounds. There were
industrialists from the higher nobility in Silesia and Bohemia, but elsewhere they came
from humbler stock. The iron and steel barons such as Krupp, Stumm, and Hoesch had
begun as artisans, as had the great engineers Borsig and Henschel. Mannesmann and
Stinnes had been merchants, and so had Camphausen and Mevissen. David Hansemann
the banker, entrepreneur, and jack of all trades was born in the manse. George von Siemens’
father was a civil servant who heartily disapproved of his son’s banking profession, which
in his view entailed a loss of caste. He contemptuously referred to his son, a director of the
Deutsche Bank, as a “clerk.”

As they grew in wealth and confidence the industrialists, merchants, and bankers began
to see themselves as men of distinction and rank. They contrasted their bourgeois virtues,
their sense of obligation, and their unflagging diligence with the aristocracy’s absurd
emphasis on social status, snobbish exclusivity, and pretentiousness. Disliking the officer
corps with its aristocratic values, they made sure that their sons avoided military service.
They were unable to marry off their daughters to aristocrats without royal permission
since, in an effort to preserve their estate, aristocrats were only permitted to marry within
their own ranks. A few exceptions were made. Krupp and Stumm obtained royal consent
for their daughters’ marriages to a von Bohlen and a von Kithlmann respectively, but
insisted that their lowly family names be hyphenated with those of these illustrious aris-
tocrats. In the process of what has been called “the feudalization of the bourgeoisie” men
like Krupp, who had made immense fortunes, built palaces and gave magnificent recep-
tions; but rather than aping the aristocracy they were in fierce competition with it and
refused to be ennobled. Some, like Thyssen, maintained the earlier, more frugal lifestyle,
but later generations could not resist the temptation to keep up with the Krupps.

In the pre-March these men were liberals, opponents of aristocratic privilege, and
demanded a constitution. They resented all the bureaucratic hindrances to the freedom of
the market, especially the resistance to the formation of joint-stock companies. They were
also acutely aware of the social dangers posed by poverty and employed young Dr. Karl
Marx to address this problem in the pages of their Rheinische Zeitung. But precious few of
them were active in politics. They left that time-consuming business to the well-educated
members of the professions.



GERMAN SOCIETY IN TRANSITION 43

The upper echelons of the civil service formed a privileged class that was intensely
conscious of its superiority over those its members regarded as mere tradesmen and
mechanics, however wealthy they might be. Wealth had yet to become the measure of social
prestige. They were close to the sources of power, could marry into the aristocracy virtually
without hindrance, enjoyed handsome tax relief, and, with their own courts of honor, were
clearly distinguished from the ordinary bourgeois. The aristocracy, the officer corps, and
the higher civil servants formed the pinnacle of society in the pre-March. Some of the
residual privileges of the civil servants are still enjoyed in Germany today.

Within the bourgeoisie those who had a university education, known then and now as
Akademiker, also enjoyed certain privileges that came from their educational qualifications.
They formed an educated middle class — the Bildungsbiirger — who regarded themselves as
the standard-bearers of German culture and who looked down on the Besitzbiirger, who
had little to show for themselves besides property. Lawyers, doctors, apothecaries, and
evangelical ministers were ex officio members of this exclusive group. Education was the
key to social advancement. Since there were precious few scholarships it was virtually
impossible for those without means to enter the ranks of the educated middle class.

Germany was a patchwork of small states with striking regional differences and was
divided along religious lines. The process of creating a unified German nation was thus
complex, lengthy, and incomplete. The Bildungsbiirger played a key role in this process in
that they accepted a common culture and a common set of values, which was given political
expression in liberalism. The industrial proletariat was also to have a certain sense of soli-
darity that transcended the regional and the religious. It later became the driving force
behind the socialist movement.

The vast majority of the population of Germany possessed little beyond their labor
power. They were agricultural laborers, servants, factory workers, and the like living on
wretched wages in squalid conditions. Having no property, they had no civil rights. In
Frankfurt am Main in 1811 only one-third of the population were classified as “burghers.”
Below them was a substantial class of beggars and vagabonds whose ranks grew alarmingly
due to the pressure of population. It was only in the second half of the century that indus-
trialization provided steady employment for much of this surplus population. Workers
were strictly forbidden to form associations in an attempt to redress their grievances, but
gradually many conservatives, Bismarck among them, felt that granting workers the right
to form associations would win them over to the monarchy, thereby clipping the wings of
an increasingly arrogant and pushy bourgeoisie. But it was not until 1869 that a limited
right of association was permitted in Prussia.

Jews

One of the great achievements of the French Revolution was to grant equal civil rights to
Jews. They were emancipated in Germany west of the Rhine and in the states under French
control. Archbishop Dalberg of Mainz followed suit in the Duchy of Frankfurt. Most of
the German states considered that this was far too radical a step. They felt that Jews should
be integrated into society by a gradual process of education and enlightenment. The
Prussian reformers had no sympathy for such reservations. They argued that all citizens
should have equal rights as well as equal obligations. Hardenberg and Humboldt managed
to secure full civil rights for Jews in Prussia in 1812, the only major exception being that
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they were still unable to obtain positions in the civil service, except as teachers. The Prussian
delegation joined with Metternich at the Congress of Vienna in an attempt emancipate all
the Jews within the German Confederation, but this radical step was strongly opposed by
many of the smaller states.

Prejudice and discrimination remained firmly entrenched in German society. Jews were
widely seen as the representatives of a new and threatening age and there were a number
of anti-Semitic riots in which peasants and the petite bourgeoisie gave vent to their dis-
contents. The emancipatory edicts of 1812 were not applied in the new Prussian provinces,
so that a number of crippling restrictions remained. Almost 40 percent of Prussian Jews
were still without civil rights. Jews were excluded from the student fraternities and from
the officer corps. They were unable to teach in the universities, and it became increasingly
difficult for them to become schoolteachers.

Many factors stood in the way of emancipation. Governments feared the reaction of the
mob to anything that seemed to favor the Jews. In Prussia the ideology of the Christian state
made no provision for Jews. In southern Germany the objections were economic rather than
religious. Only in Electoral Hesse did the process of emancipation continue. By the 1840s,
well-educated Germans felt that the continued discrimination against Jews was intolerable.
Most of the remaining formal injustices, inequalities, and restrictions were removed in 1848,
virtually without debate. Peasants and artisans once again expressed their fury in isolated
instances of atavistic violence, but they were hopelessly out of touch with the times, relics
of an older form of anti-Semitism and not harbingers of the new racial anti-Semitism.

In spite of many hardships and injustices, and although many chose to emigrate to the
United States, the number of Jews in Germany grew in the course of the nineteenth century.
In 1820 there were about 270,000 Jews in the territory that was to become the German
empire, half of whom lived in Prussia, mainly in Posen, West Prussia, and Upper Silesia.
By 1850 the number had risen to 400,000 and by 1869 to 512,000. During this period there
was a steady movement of Jews away from the country into towns such as Berlin, Vienna,
Frankfurt, Prague, and Cologne. In Frankfurt and Prague about 10 percent of the popula-
tion was Jewish.

At the beginning of our period the majority of German Jews were desperately poor,
eking out a wretched existence as peddlers, cattle-dealers, and moneylenders in the coun-
tryside, or as tailors, pawnbrokers, and shopkeepers in the towns. Very few Jews enjoyed a
comfortable bourgeois lifestyle; the Rothschilds were an extremely rare breed. By 1871 there
had been a remarkable change in the fortunes of German Jewry. In spite of many restric-
tions and obstacles the vast majority now enjoyed a comfortable and secure living in the
professions, in banking and commerce, and as respected shopkeepers and craftsmen. Only
a small number were still living at the margin.

Social Change

The evolution of a full-blown capitalist market economy in the pre-March necessarily led
to a profound social change that was reflected in a wholly different class structure. This
was not lost on contemporaries such as the conservative economist and sociologist Lorenz
von Stein, who spoke of the proletariat and the class struggle before these issues were taken
up by the revolutionary Karl Marx and which were later analyzed by the liberal Max Weber.
In the pre-March everyone openly admitted that they lived in a sharply divided class society.
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They did so in a manner that might seem shocking in an age that tends to deny the exist-
ence of class and where everyone, except billionaires and the poverty-stricken, apparently
belongs to an amorphous middle class.

The aristocracy had formed an estate, but was it now a class? The restoration appeared
to reinforce the status of the aristocracy, but they were obliged to turn their estates into
capitalist enterprises and were challenged by an increasingly rich and influential middle
class that was evolving a distinct political agenda. Conservatives saw a self-conscious aris-
tocracy as the best guarantee against the revolutionary concepts of “liberty, equality and
fraternity,” of which the second was thought to be not only subversive, but also unnatural.
The aristocracy was divided within itself between the exalted princes at the top of the pile
and the clodhopping country squires at the bottom. In between which were the sub-castes
in the military and the civil service. These latter had lost ground in the reforms, which
opened up opportunities for talent, regardless of birth. In Bavaria, Montgelas put an abrupt
end to the aristocratic monopoly over the more important offices and created a professional
civil service, entrance to which was by competitive examination. There were similar reforms
in Baden and Wiirttemberg. Members of the aristocracy were not thereby excluded from
high office and still possessed important advantages based on birth and status, but they
were curbed by state regulation. The aristocracy fought bitterly in Prussia to preserve their
privileges against the incursions of the bureaucracy and they came to terms with agrarian
capitalism, in certain areas even with industry. The large estates profited greatly from the
reforms by enclosures, by incorporating tenant farms, and by compensation payments from
freed serfs. Many were unable to make these payments and sank into the ranks of the rural
proletariat. All smallholders and most medium-sized farmers had to augment their income
by some form of proto-industrial craft, such as weaving.

Like the landed aristocracy, the urban bourgeoisie jealously guarded its privileges. Two-
thirds of the population was denied the vote. A vast gap existed between the small group
of dignitaries at the top and the vast mass of the population, between which was a varie-
gated petite bourgeoisie, regarded with barely disguised contempt from above and resentful
distrust from below. This was a world far removed from the reformers’ ideal of self-
actualizing “citizens” (Staatsbiirger).

The old-fashioned elite was soon challenged by the entrepreneurs, merchants, and
bankers, who seized the opportunities offered by the new economic environment to form
a self-conscious bourgeoisie. This new class was determined to assert its political rights
against a haughty aristocracy, condescending urban patricians, meddlesome bureaucrats,
and the menace from the “dangerous class” below. Some were envious of the aristocracy,
aped its ways, and did all they could to join its ranks. Others were proud of their station,
regarded the very idea of an aristocracy as an anachronism, and set out to create a class-
specific culture. But in the pre-March the bourgeoisie was still in the process of formation,
consisting merely of a few hundred families.

The group known by the admirable German term of Bildungsbiirger, roughly translat-
able as “clerisy” or “educated middle class,” greatly expanded in these years. It included
senior civil servants, schoolteachers, university professors, and the clergy, along with profes-
sionals such as doctors and lawyers. They reinforced the distinction between the educated
and the unlearned. They accumulated cultural capital that proved to be a key to political
power. They articulated the bourgeois attack on aristocratic privilege and its defense against
the threat posed by what they deemed to be a primitive rabble, thereby formulating liberal
ideology as the basis of a political program for a coherent bourgeoisie.
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There were just as many distinctions within the working classes as there were within the
aristocracy and middle classes. Skilled and unskilled workers, women and children, appren-
tices and journeymen, workers in factories and workshops, land laborers and fishermen
lived in very different worlds. Almost all existed precariously on the edge of destitution.
They were faced with a multitude of proposals for a solution to their problems. Varieties
of socialism vied with Catholic appeals to Christian solidarity; liberal self-help organiza-
tions were challenged by conservatives, who felt that welfare measures for the poor and
needy would meet with the loyal gratitude of the masses. It was not until the end of the
pre-March that various versions of socialism and communism had the greatest appeal. Karl
Marx and Friedrich Engels’ transformation of left Hegelianism and political economy into
historical materialism had yet to provide the socialist movement with the powerful weapon
of “scientific socialism.” At this time Dr. Marx was just one of many outsiders, although
undoubtedly the most brilliant and forceful of them, who dreamt of revolution. That such
dreams could be entertained was largely due to the exceptionally precarious position of
the working classes. Precious few had regular employment. At least half of them lived a
marginal existence. By the late 1840s the problem of mass poverty, the direct consequence
of fundamental changes in the economic order, resulted in a heightening of social tensions
to the point that Germany was on the brink of revolution.



G—HAPTEI; THREE
TORATION.AND REFORM
| Sl=ir8d0RE =t

CHAPTER CONTENTS

Demagogues and Radicals 49
Bourgeois Discontent 52
Nationalism 53
The Zollverein 56
Germany Under Metternich 57
Catholicism 61
Liberalism 63
Radicalism 63

A History of Modern Germany: 1800 to the Present, Second Edition. Martin Kitchen.
© 2012 Martin Kitchen. Published 2012 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



48 RESTORATION AND REFORM: 1815-1840

The war years had aroused great hopes for change and equally intense fears. There
were those who hoped that the reforms would continue in peacetime, and those who felt
that they had already gone too far. Although the vast mass of the population of Germany
was indifferent to the outcome of the struggle between these two factions of reform
and restoration, the outcome was to have a profound effect on the course of German
history.

At the Congress of Vienna it was agreed that each of the German states should
have provincial diets. The wording of the act was extremely obscure. It spoke of
“constitutions based on the estates,” but quite what that involved and precisely what role
the Confederation was to play in the constitutional question was left vague. Metternich’s
secretary, Friedrich Gentz, produced a powerful memorandum in 1819 in which he
drew a clear distinction between “provincial diets” and “representative constitutions” and
insisted that the latter were incommensurate with the Federal Act. The Federal Council
(Bundestag) in Frankfurt disagreed. It decided that it had no business interfering with
the constitutional arrangements of the member states. The states, wishing to assert their
independence from the Confederation, got to work drawing up constitutions before
one was imposed on them from above. This proved to be only a temporary setback for
Metternich. Student unrest provided an excellent excuse to call a halt to further constitu-
tional reform.

In spite of these difficulties constitutional progress was made in southern Germany,
particularly in Bavaria, Baden, and Wiirttemberg, all of which had gained considerable
amounts of new territory which needed to be integrated into the state, a process
that could best be realized by means of a constitution. Many states gave in to the
mounting pressure for constitutional reform because most faced severe financial prob-
lems in the immediate post-war years, and some form of representative body was felt
to be an expedient means of collecting new taxes. Civil servants also wanted to protect
the administration of the state from the capricious whims of absolutist princes,
while the princes not infrequently supported the notion of constitutional reform as
a means of preserving their sovereign rights against the encroachments of the
Confederation.

The country that more than any other was in dire need of a constitution was
Prussia, which was now a patchwork of disparate territories stretching from Memel
to Aachen, sharply divided culturally, religiously, and economically between the
western and eastern provinces. Protestant Prussia was now two-fifths Catholic, of
whom about half were Poles. The great reforms since 1806 were incomplete. The
restorative forces that were concentrated around the crown prince were gradually
gaining the upper hand. Frederick William III, never the man to give strong leader-
ship, shunned a confrontation with his son and the powerful ministers who surrounded
him.

The reformers managed to secure the creation of a council of state, an idea that had
been vigorously supported by Stein, but they did not succeed in their ambition to create
some form of representative body for the entire state. Some even doubted whether it would
be possible in such a heterogeneous state as Prussia. The demands for constitutional reform
were strongest among the liberal bourgeoisie of the Rhineland, with Joseph Gorres as their
outstanding spokesman, but the reform movement was seriously hampered by the inability
of the various factions to settle their differences over what form the constitution should
eventually take.
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Demagogues and Radicals

Foremost among the demagogues and radicals who supported the movement for consti-
tutional reform were the intensely nationalist student fraternities and the equally passion-
ate gymnastic clubs founded by Friedrich Ludwig Jahn and Friedrich Friesen. These radical
nationalists affected an absurdly “Germanic” appearance with distinctive hats and clothes,
straggly beards, and a dreamy gaze towards distant horizons. Lonely figures so attired
populate the paintings of the masterly Romantic artist Caspar David Friedrich. They were
often boorish, were unattractively contemptuous of all foreigners, and prone to a virulent
anti-Semitism.

The first student fraternity (Burschenschaft) was founded in Jena in 1815. Like their
epigones in the 1968 generation they demanded drastic reform of the stuffy universities
with their outmoded curricula. They were inspired by a vision of a democratic and free
community, but they were also fiercely nationalistic and rejected the cosmopolitanism of
an earlier generation of students. Although precious few of them had actually fought in
the wars of liberation, they adopted the black, red, and gold colors of the Liitzow Free
Corps, as well as their motto: “Honor, Freedom and Fatherland.”

In October 1817 the Burschenschaften organized a festival at the Wartburg in Eisenach
to mark the third centenary of the reformation as well as to celebrate the battle of Leipzig
of 1813. It was attended by some 500 students from various universities, along with a
handful of sympathetic professors. On the first evening some of Jahn’s more radical fol-
lowers built a bonfire, onto which were thrown various items symbolic of militarism and
feudalism such as a corporal’s swagger stick, a wig, and a pair of corsets, along with the
works of certain writers deemed to be “un-German.”

A year later the various fraternities joined together to form a national organization with
a somewhat confused program combining the ideals of the French Revolution, such as
freedom, national unity, and representative government, with an intensely Romantic han-
kering after an idealized vision of the medieval empire. At the universities of Jena and
Giessen there were small groups of German Jacobins who were devoted followers of one
Karl Follen. They called for a centralized republic that would be the expression of the
people’s general will, to be created if needs be by violence.

Metternich was horrified when he received reports of the Wartburg Festival and was
convinced that the Burschenschaften were a serious threat that had to be eliminated. At the
European Congress of Aachen in 1818 he requested that the universities should be placed
under close supervision, but he met with stiff opposition from Wilhelm von Humboldt,
who held academic freedom to be sacrosanct. In March the following year one of Karl
Follen’s fanatical followers, the theology student Karl Sand, stabbed the reactionary author
and tsarist informant Kotzebue to death at his home in Mannheim. Shortly afterwards a
senior civil servant in Nassau was murdered by an apothecary known to be close to the
radical student circle at Jena, known as “The Blacks.”

There was much sympathy among liberals for Sand’s actions. As is so often the case, the
victim was blamed for the crime. Gorres announced that “despotism” was the root cause.
A distinguished theology professor felt that Sand had acted out of conviction and pureness
of heart. Sand died as a martyr to the national cause and his wily executioner, a man of
democratic convictions, built a garden shed in a vineyard outside Heidelberg out of the
timber from the scaffold. It became a popular place of pilgrimage.
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PLATE 4  Burschenschdftler attending the Wartburg Festival 1817. © BPK

Metternich decided to take firm action against the universities and the radical press,
which he held to be a serious threat to the Confederation, but he came up against a certain
resistance from a number of the member states to any encroachments on their sovereignty
that such a step would inevitably involve. The Prussian authorities made a number of
arrests, among them Jahn and Ernst Moritz Arndt. The great theologian and philosopher
Friedrich Schleiermacher, who had expressed his sympathy for the radical students, was
placed under close police observation.

Metternich met the Prussian king at Teplitz to discuss the situation and then called a
meeting of the heads of the major German states at Carlsbad in August. They agreed upon
a program to crush the radical movement, which was rushed through the Bundestag in an
extremely dubious and hasty manner. It was promulgated on September 20, 1819 as the
Carlsbad Decrees.

The universities were now under close police surveillance. Any professor found expound-
ing views deemed to threaten the institutions of the state or the public order was to be
dismissed. The Burschenschaften were banned. All members were disbarred from the
civil service. Newspapers and pamphlets were all to be censored. Books longer than 320
pages were felt to be too expensive for general consumption and were not subject to
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PLATE 5 Student representatives burning reactionary books and symbols. © BPK

pre-publication censorship until 1842. A commission was established in Mainz to unearth
revolutionary activities. The Confederation could intervene in any state that refused to
enforce these measures or which was threatened by revolution. Virtually the sole function
of the German Confederation was now to crush radical dissent.

Metternich tried to go one step further by stopping the movement for constitutional
reform and revoking some of the more progressive constitutions. Here he was frustrated
by resistance from Wiirttemberg, Bavaria, and Saxony-Weimar, but he was able to
push through measures that made constitutional changes exceedingly difficult. The imple-
mentation of the Carlsbad Decrees varied in severity from state to state. They were
rigorously enforced in Prussia and in Austria. Radical students were given lengthy
prison sentences. Many prominent professors were rusticated. Gymnastics were strictly
forbidden. Fichte’s fiercely nationalistic Speeches to the German Nation was not permitted
to be reprinted. In 1827 the Mainz commission released a report that was greeted
with hoots of derision. Schleiermacher, Arndt, and Fichte were said to have inspired the
“demagogues,” who had also been encouraged by Stein, Hardenberg, and the other great
reformers.

Life in Germany in the 1820s was repressive and dreary, but Metternich’s attempt to
turn the Confederation into a police state was only partly successful. The system was inef-
ficient, somewhat absurd, and the loose federal structure offered areas of relative freedom.
The German tendency to look inward was further enhanced in the Biedermeier period and
an atmosphere of apolitical resignation and philistine domesticity prevailed. This in turn
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exasperated those who could not make their peace with existing conditions, and gave rise
to a fresh wave of radicalism.

Bourgeois Discontent

The most serious challenge to the Metternichian system came not from radical students
and fanatical Jacobins, but from liberalism. The German version of liberalism was heavily
influenced by Kant in that it stressed the rights and obligations of the autonomous indi-
vidual and the need to work towards emancipation from the imperatives of the state, the
bureaucracy, and one’s station in society. This was seen as a duty and obligation, a lengthy
process towards an unspecified future where each would realize his own vision of reason
and of freedom, a consensus reached through rational discourse. Most liberals, particularly
in southern Germany, had serious reservations about a liberal capitalist economy with its
concomitant social problems that could so clearly be observed in England. Feeling that
stability and social harmony were far more important than economic growth, they han-
kered after a cozy pre-industrial society. Germany’s foremost political economist, Friedrich
List, took the opposite view. He argued that only a modern industrial society could provide
the wealth that alone could provide the means to relieve the problems of poverty and want.
The great entrepreneurs of the Rhineland, such as Ludolf Camphausen and David
Hansemann, Gustav Mevissen and Hermann von Beckerath, were in full agreement. As
Karl Marx was to comment, German liberalism, with its ambivalence about modernity, was
very long on theory and very short on practice. It was a state of mind rather than a political
program. As Kant had argued, freedom existed for them in the realm of ideals and obliga-
tions, in contrast to the real world of politics and society.

In more practical terms this involved a demand for restricted popular sovereignty,
the strict limitation of state intervention, the rule of law before which all were equal,
guarantees for basic individual rights, the right of association, and the separation of
powers. A system whereby that which was not expressly permitted was forbidden had to
be replaced by one in which everything was permitted except that which was expressly
forbidden. The franchise was to be limited to the educated and the propertied, not frivo-
lously wasted on those who were unable to form an intelligent opinion or who had no
material stake in society. Even then there could be no agreement on whether or not the
democratic rights of a majority could be reconciled with individual rights. From the very
outset this was to be a fundamental problem at the very center of the liberal worldview.
There was the uneasy feeling that liberty and equality were irreconcilable, but whereas
conservatives believed that these twin ideals led inevitably to a reign of terror, liberals
hoped that with reason, moderation, and compromise this horror could be avoided. They
remained, however, extremely cautious and rejected utopian blueprints in favor of modest
and gradual reform.

German liberals faced another dilemma. They were for a lean state that intervened as
little as possible in the daily lives of its citizens; but the state was in most instances run by
liberal bureaucrats bent on the destruction of the last vestiges of an autocratic system. The
state also stifled free speech, trampled on academic freedom, and violated the fundamental
rights of its opponents. The state, part ally part foe, was viewed with the utmost suspicion
since liberals realized that they alone, not the state, could realize their vision of a free
society. Gradually the conviction grew among liberals that society should free itself, not
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wait to be liberated by enlightened civil servants. Opposed to a revolution from above and
alarmed at the prospect of a revolution from below, they wanted gradual reform in the
interests of the educated, propertied, and politically aware middle classes. State and society
were now on a collision course.

Nationalism

As a bourgeois society was formed, with its market economy, its rationalism, its pluralism,
and its individualism, old social ties were sundered and social cohesion was threatened.
Religion no longer provided helpful signposts on life’s journey. The marketplace was alarm-
ingly free and unforgiving. New social divisions became increasingly threatening. Society
was no longer held together by tradition, by a clearly defined social hierarchy or by divine
sanction, but increasingly by the use of a common language and a sense of belonging to a
common culture. Such a society provided fertile ground for the new religion of national-
ism, which offered a fresh and exhilarating sense of community.

Nationalism implied a real or imaginary nation. A nation can be based on consent, on
the right of citizens to choose their nationality and by implication their right to govern;
or on a common ethnicity, language, or culture. Germany was not a nation in the former
sense since one could not become a German by obtaining a German passport; one could
only be German if one was a member of the German people (Volk).

German nationalism was fueled by the wars against France, and by the French occupa-
tion of the western states. It was also driven by the desire to create a new and freer society.
It was directed against the French outside and the despots within. The struggle against
foreign domination did not of necessity go hand in hand with a liberal vision of a free
people. The contradiction between the two positions, partly obscured during the wars of
liberation, was to become glaringly apparent. Although there was considerable sympathy
for the French and their struggle for freedom, almost all opposed Napoleon. Goethe
admired his genius and Hegel managed to convince himself that he was the world spirit
on horseback, an instrument of historical change that could no more be condemned than
an earthquake or a volcanic eruption. But they were isolated figures. Beethoven crossed out
the dedication of his “Eroica” symphony. Gorres, who had been a Jacobin, now took solace
in contemplation of Germany’s medieval greatness. Fichte, the erstwhile ultra-radical,
became a rabid nationalist and the outpourings of this great philosopher of nationalism
descended to the level of crude and apocalyptic rantings that have a vile foretaste of things
to come. The idea of the organic state to which the individual citizens were subservient
and in which alone they could fully realize themselves had widespread appeal. Arndt, to
whom nationalism was the “religion of our time” and the teutonomane Jahn trumpeted
this message. Even such level-headed men as Stein and Humboldt were swept away on this
wave of nationalism. Schleiermacher managed to convince himself that since the German
Volk was God’s creation, to serve it was to serve its maker. Kleist, who had suffered an acute
identity crisis on reading Kant, temporarily overcame his ontological anxieties by wallow-
ing in an ecstatic nationalism and indulging in an orgy of hatred of the French in his play
Hermannschlacht.

As memories of the “national awakening” of 1813 began to fade, a search began for a
national identity. Architects built in the “German” style, but there was some uncertainty
whether this was gothic or Romanesque. Painters churned out canvases of Germany’s
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heroic past, writers produced historical novels. Monuments were erected to all manner
of figures, from Hermann to Gutenberg and Mozart. Luther was seen as a uniquely German
figure, with Protestants claiming that their religion was the only one appropriate for a true
German. Ludwig I of Bavaria built Walhalla as a Germanic pantheon of the great figures
of the past. In 1842 Frederick William IV ordered a magnificent celebration to mark the
beginning of the final phase of the building of Cologne cathedral, one of the great monu-
ments to Germany’s former glory.

Opinions were divided as to what form the new Germany should take. Goethe,
who remained true to the cosmopolitanism of the eighteenth century, thought that it
should be a cultural community based on the model of ancient Greece that did not
require the formation of a nation-state. Local patriotism and regionalism were deeply
entrenched, and had been strengthened in the southern German states that had profited
from the Napoleonic reordering of Germany. But there were countervailing forces. The
remarkable number of national associations and festivals, the mushrooming of the national
press, lively communication between the great universities, reforms of primary and second-
ary education, and a much greater mobility all served to strengthen a sense of supra-
regional belonging.

Virtually all liberals were nationalists. They sharply criticized the smaller German states
and demanded a united Germany. Freedom and unity was their rallying cry, although there
was some disagreement as which of the two was the more important. They attacked the
Confederation for its failure to create a common currency and common weights and
measures, for not removing the plethora of customs and tariff barriers, and for not devel-
oping a rational transportation policy. There was also general agreement that the new
Germany would be a federal state, but there were only vague notions of how it would be
organized and what would be the relative roles of Austria and Prussia. That Austria was
part of Germany was indisputable.

Liberals stood for the principles of the French Revolution, at least in its earlier and
moderate phase, and were sympathetic towards the Greeks in the 1820s, the Poles in 1830/1,
and the Swiss in 1847/8. Conservatives argued that the liberal call for freedom led inevitably
to chaos and terror. Order and stability were, in their view, the essential preconditions for
real freedom. The alternative to order and stability was revolution. There could be no
middle way. In the place of the endless squabbles and the clash of irreconcilable points of
view that liberals were pleased to call democracy there had to be a traditional and legitimate
authority that existed by the grace of God. “Authority not majority” was their rallying call.
The notion of progress was seen as a vain illusion. That one could slice off heads in the
name of reason showed that society needed to be guided by a religiously sanctioned author-
ity that was impervious to utopian hubris. German conservatism was poles apart from the
progressive conservatism of Edmund Burke and much closer to the black reactionary
fulminations of de Maistre and Bonald.

For conservatives the urban middle class was the greatest danger. Capitalists, intellectu-
als, and liberal civil servants with their dangerous talk of the rule of reason and their calls
for a constitution were at odds with the mass of the people who simply wanted peace and
quiet in an ordered, hierarchical community in which everyone knew their place in what
Karl Ludwig von Haller dubbed the “patrimonial state.” This attack on the bourgeoisie won
conservatives considerable support from artisans and peasants who were losing ground as
Germany rapidly became an industrial society. Conservatives denounced economic liberal-
ism for bringing with it alienation, the separation of capital and labor, the breakdown of
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traditional ties, and the creation of a hydra-headed and soulless bureaucratic state. It is
fascinating to observe how closely many of their attacks on bourgeois society resemble
those of later socialists. For the likes of Adam Miiller, Friedrich Schlegel, and Gérres in his
final incarnation, to call this bleak and inhuman society “free” was a cruel mockery.
Conservatives were every bit as vehement in their denunciation of nationalism. For them
it was a flagrant violation of legitimate, time-honored, and sovereign rights, the brainchild
of a godless bourgeoisie. They were particularists, supporters of the German Confederation
dominated by Metternich and of the Europe of the Holy Alliance.

Prussia in the pre-March had no constitution, was authoritarian, penny-pinching, and
efficient, but it was not a police state nor was it subject to the whims of its rulers. Even if
its legal codes limped behind those of its more progressive neighbors, at least the rule of
law prevailed. It was a state that was run by an honest, hardworking, and capable civil
service, but it was no longer in tune with middle-class aspirations as it had been in the
period of reform In the southern German states, where the constitutional movement had
gone furthest, the pace of reform slowed down markedly. Precious little was done to mod-
ernize the economies of these states, so that the disparity between Prussia and southern
Germany grew ever greater. The south had constitutions, conservative governments, and a
stagnant economy. Prussia had antiquated political institutions but a more modern social
structure and a thriving economy.

The southern German states developed what came to be known as “constitutional patri-
otism.” The states, the frontiers of which had been radically redrawn during the Napoleonic
era, were defined by constitutions. These constitutions limited the power and the sover-
eignty of the princes. Laws could not be enacted without the consent of representative
bodies. The franchise for the Landtage, or diets, was indirect, limited, and unequal. A largely
hereditary upper chamber ensured the predominant role of the aristocracy. The diets’
powers were circumscribed and they met infrequently. Yet in spite of all these limitations
parliamentary life in southern Germany flourished to the point that the lower houses
became vigorous advocates of middle-class aspirations. A peculiarity of these bodies was
that about half their members were civil servants, who became some of the most outspoken
critics of the state which they continued loyally to serve.

There were strict limits to the powers of the southern German parliaments. The govern-
ments could dismiss them, could influence elections, and could take disciplinary action
against deputies; but they preferred to avoid confrontation with elected representatives.
Parliamentary control over taxation was a factor that could not be ignored. Attempts to
circumvent it, as in Baden in the 1820s, created so many difficulties that the government
eventually had to give way. Once the crisis was over, the Landtag in Baden made passing
the budget dependent on the abolition of censorship. The Bundestag promptly demanded
that this move be revoked. This convinced liberals that significant changes could only be
made at the federal level, not in the individual states. Liberal nationalism was thereby
further strengthened.

A series of dramatic conflicts between governments and parliaments had a profound
effect on German liberalism. The relationship between government and parliament became
the central constitutional question, with liberals seeing themselves in a controlling rather
than a governing role. They formed a permanent opposition keeping a watchful eye on
governments to make sure that the people’s rights were respected. Governments and parlia-
ments were in permanent conflict, so that no progress could be made towards a liberal
constitution. This left liberals increasingly frustrated.
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The Zollverein

The only positive political event in Germany during the pre-March was the formation of
the Customs Union (Zollverein) in 1832. At the Congress of Vienna the proposal that the
Bundestag should be given the task of determining a common customs policy had not been
accepted because of objections, principally from Bavaria, that this would be a violation of
the sovereignty of the member states. The Zollverein was the work of Prussian economic
reformers who enthusiastically accepted the idea put forward by, among others, Stein, the
economist Friedrich List, and the sugar baron Johann Friedrich Benzenberg that Germany
could only develop economically if it formed a common market. An ugly customs war
between Austria and the other German states following the catastrophic crop failure in
1816 made this argument very persuasive.

The arduous process of forming a German customs union began in 1818 when all
customs barriers between the various Prussian provinces were abolished. The Prussians
were hardly innovators in this respect. The Bavarians had removed internal customs bar-
riers as early as 1807, Wiirttemberg in 1808, and Baden in 1812, but the Prussian officials
were determined that their customs union should be extended to include as many of the
other German states as possible.

The law of 1818 created a free market for 10.5 million Germans, but it also imposed
crippling transit duties. The General German Association for Trade and Industry, the first
all-German association of this sort, with Friedrich List as its very capable spokesman, began
to agitate for a German customs union on the Prussian model. The Confederation felt that
such an institution was dangerously liberal and some of the German states were also
opposed to the idea, so an alternative solution had to be found.

Largely on the initiative of Baron Karl August von Wangenheim, the Wiirttemberg
delegate to the Bundestag, a southern German customs treaty was signed in May 1820 by
Wiirttemberg, Baden, Bavaria, Hesse-Darmstadt, and most of the Thuringian states. This
did not amount to much, because the signatories were deadlocked for years with Bavaria
demanding protective tariffs while Baden wanted free trade.

Prussia, under the exceptionally able leadership of the minister of finance, Friedrich von
Motz, and the economics expert in the foreign office, Albrecht Eichhorn, was determined
to extend the Prussian customs union to northern and central Germany. Motz’s vision went
far beyond the purely economic. He believed that the smaller German states were doomed
to backwardness if Germany remained divided. Austria, burdened with all the problems of
a multi-national empire, was quite incapable of taking a leadership role in this respect;
therefore Germany had to be united under Prussia by means of a customs union. Motz
argued that customs dues were symbolic of political division. Political unity would neces-
sarily follow upon their abolition. Not all Prussian officials agreed with Motz’s liberal
vision, but they all saw the necessity of bringing the two halves of the Prussian state together
in one free-trading zone and to abolish all the enclaves within this patchwork of
provinces.

This proved to be a long and difficult task. It was not until 1828 that Anhalt finally
admitted defeat in a customs war and joined the Prussian union. Electoral Hesse and
Hanover, which stood between Brandenburg-Prussia and the western provinces, fiercely
resisted all attempts to win them over. The Prussians now looked south. Later in the same
year they managed to convince Hesse-Darmstadt to join, thus establishing a foothold south
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of the river Main. Austria and many of the other German states were determined to resist
the Prussians. Egged on by Austria and France, a middle German customs union was
formed comprising Saxony, some of the Thuringian states, Electoral Hesse, Hanover and
Brunswick, Nassau, and Bremen. In southern Germany Bavaria and Wiirttemberg formed
a customs union, also in 1828.

Prussia won over two of the Thuringian states with a generous offer to improve the
roads, then in 1829 signed a trade treaty with the southern German union. Two years later
Hesse-Cassel finally gave way so that the bridge was built between the eastern and western
provinces. In 1833 negotiations between the Prussian and southern German unions were
finally concluded, Prussia having made substantial concessions. The resulting union was
named the Deutscher Zollverein. Saxony and the Thuringian states joined the party shortly
thereafter, and the Zollverein was formally inaugurated at midnight on New Year’s Eve
1834. In the following years some of the smaller states joined in, so that by 1842 of the
thirty-nine German states twenty-eight were members. Hanover, Brunswick, and Oldenburg
remained aloof.

The Zollverein greatly strengthened Prussia’s position in Germany, but it did not make
a little German solution under Prussian leadership inevitable. It was organized on federal
lines much like the European Community is today. Members had the right of veto and
were free to leave at will. The Zollverein states could always appeal to Austria for help, and
most of them were to support Austria against Prussia in the war of 1866. On the other
hand Prussia’s rapidly growing industrial might gave it a preponderance of power within
the customs union and eventually in Germany.

Germany Under Metternich

Germany was an important diplomatic arena in which most of the powers had a direct
interest: Russia as guarantor of the Vienna settlement, Britain because of the personal
union with Hanover; Holland and Denmark also had a stake in the Confederation. From
time to time France would cast a greedy eye on the Rhine frontier. The German
Confederation itself counted for nothing on the international stage. It had no foreign
ministry and no foreign policy. Of the German states only Austria really counted so that
in as much as Germany had a foreign policy it was that of Metternich and of Austria.
Prussia’s prestige paled by comparison.

The principles of Metternich’s foreign policy were straightforward. He wanted to main-
tain the conservative order, ensure stability, and preserve Austria’s position as a great power.
The problem was that it became increasingly difficult to pursue all three aims at once, and
ultimately the enterprise was doomed to failure. Metternich was shrewd enough to know
that his system’s days were numbered, but he was not statesman enough to adjust to meet
the challenges of a rapidly changing society. All he could hope to do was to hang on for as
long as possible and put off the evil day when the system would collapse. The events of
1848 came as no great surprise to him, and he congratulated himself that the revolution
had come so late in the day.

Metternich was a firm believer in summit diplomacy. After the Congress of Vienna a
series of congresses were held regularly to strengthen cooperation between the European
powers and to discuss common security problems. But the powers had divergent interests.
Britain was less concerned with questions of legitimacy and conservative restoration, was
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sympathetic to the national aspirations of subject peoples, and concentrated on maintain-
ing the balance of power in Europe. Principles were not to be allowed to get in the way of
achieving this aim. Tsar Alexander I was wildly unpredictable with his half-baked mystical
views about a new order for Europe. The British were determined to keep the Russians in
check, and Metternich was anxious to maintain good relations with Britain to this end. At
the same time Austria was Russia’s neighbor and Metternich hoped that, by convincing the
tsar to pursue more levelheaded and conservative policies, conflict could be avoided. Russia
and Austria might agree on armed intervention against revolutionary movements in Italy,
Spain, and Portugal, but the British government would have nothing to do with this. Britain
withdrew from the Congress system and from 1822 merely sent observers. Castlereagh
committed suicide that year and the new foreign secretary, Canning, was strongly opposed
to the Holy Alliance. He enthusiastically endorsed revolutionary national movements in
South America, and in 1826 “called the New World into existence to redress the balance of
the old.”

Given their conflicting national interests Austria and Russia could hardly remain close
allies. Nicholas I, who succeeded his elder brother in 1825 and who was married to
Frederick William III of Prussia’s daughter, was an appalling despot who resolutely followed
what he considered to be the national interests of Russia. Along with the British he sup-
ported the struggle for Greek independence. The British wanted to stop Greece from
becoming a Russian protectorate; the Russians wanted to weaken the Ottoman empire,
whereas Metternich supported the sultan for reasons of legitimacy. With Britain and Russia
on opposite sides over the Fastern Question and his system in ruins, Metternich’s influence
over foreign affairs was minimal.

The revolution now came closer to home. The July revolution in France triggered off a
series of uprisings throughout Europe. Belgium broke away from the Netherlands. There
were numerous revolts in Italy. In Poland there was a major uprising against Russian rule.
England and France let it be known that they would not tolerate any intervention in
Belgium, and in any case the Austrians had their hands full in Italy, and the Russians were
preoccupied in Poland. The creation of an independent Belgium was another major setback
for Metternich. It had proved possible to stop the formation of a Belgian republic, and
French aspirations to turn Belgium into a quasi-protectorate had been frustrated, but the
principle of legitimacy had been thwarted and others could well be tempted to follow the
Belgian example.

The impact of the July revolution was also felt in Germany. In Brunswick there were
protests against the heavy-handed absolutist regime of Duke Karl, who had taken away the
consultative rights of the estates in 1827. The duke refused to make any concessions; a mob
of artisans, workers, and youths set the palace on fire, and the duke fled. The Landtag
declared him incapable of ruling and his brother was appointed regent. The duke attempted
to return but was stopped by army units supported by the militia. After a peasant revolt in
1832 a constitution was promulgated which strengthened the representation of the middle
classes and peasants and lessened the influence of the aristocracy.

William 11, the Elector of Hesse, was one of the worst despots in Germany, who outraged
the bourgeoisie by aping the ancien régime and by flaunting his mistress. Demonstrations
were held in Kassel, Hanau, and Fulda calling for a diet. A volunteer militia was formed,
and there were widespread protests against all manner of abuses. As in Brunswick, artisans
and workers were the most active, and the bourgeoisie used this fact to argue that a con-
stitution was essential in order avoid a civil war between haves and have-nots. The elector
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gave way and appointed a Landtag, which promptly demanded that he abdicate. The crown
prince was made co-regent and a constitution was adopted which was by far the most
progressive in all of Germany. There was a single chamber elected by a reasonably wide
franchise and dominated by the bourgeoisie and peasantry. It was the only parliamentary
body in Germany that had the right to initiate laws and to veto emergency decrees.

The protest movement in Saxony was multifaceted. Most agreed that the antiquated
system of government needed to be drastically overhauled and society modernized, but
this was mixed with confessional squabbles and artisanal protests against industrialization.
After a series of protests a reform ministry was appointed, but it was soon under pressure
to get on with the job. The result was a new constitution in 1831 which, although not nearly
as progressive as that in Electoral Hesse, was a significant step forward.

Hanover also was the scene of violent demonstrations against the reactionary regime of
Count Miinster. In the university town of Gottingen the tutors (Privatdozenten) led a rebel-
lion that had to be suppressed by the army. The government decided to act. Miinster was
dismissed and discussions were begun with the diet over a constitution that came into
effect in 1833. It made few concessions to the urban liberals, but they took some comfort
in the fact that taxes had been reduced and the peasantry finally freed from their feudal
obligations.

There were no such dramatic upheavals in southern Germany in 1830, but the liberal
opposition was encouraged to take a bolder stand and there were a number of demonstra-
tions in favor of Polish independence, the largest of which, in Munich, was broken up by
the army. Radical groups were emboldened by these events in 1830, and in 1832 a huge
meeting was held at Hambach in the Palatinate, organized by the recently formed “Press
and Fatherland Association.” Between 20,000 and 30,000 attended, making this the largest
political demonstration to date in Germany. They waved the black, red, and yellow German
flag along with the white eagle of Poland. They were mostly artisans and peasants, but a
number of students attended, along with some representatives from France and Poland.
They listened to a series of rousing speeches calling for a democratic “legal revolution” that
went far beyond liberal constitutional reform, for the emancipation of women, and for the
formation of a German nation-state. The tone of these speeches was cosmopolitan and far
removed from the rabid German nationalism of the Wartburg Festival. A number of
smaller demonstrations were held elsewhere in Germany, and there were isolated instances
of violence.

Even moderate reformers such as Heinrich von Gagern and Karl Rotteck agreed with
the authorities that this was all the work of misguided demagogues. At Metternich’s
prompting Bavaria declared a state of emergency and an ancient field marshal was sent to
the Palatinate to round up radicals and uproot the many liberty trees, which had been
provocatively planted throughout the region. Most of the ringleaders of the Hambach
Festival managed to escape arrest. One month later the Bundestag passed the “Six Articles,”
which drastically limited the rights of the diets and established a Control Commission to
ensure that these provisions were rigorously enforced. A federal law was proclaimed which
tightened censorship and banned all political associations and meetings.

The protest movement continued in spite of these measures. In the following year there
were celebrations in the Palatinate to mark the anniversary of the Hambach Festival. In
Frankfurt am Main a group of students from Heidelberg led an attack on the main guard-
house. It was a dramatic gesture designed to trigger off a general revolt in which the
Bundestag building would be seized, the delegates arrested, and a revolutionary council
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formed. As is so often the case, the citizenry wrote the whole episode off as a student prank
and regarded it with amused detachment.

The authorities did not share this indifference. The army was sent in and six soldiers
were killed, along with one student. Metternich then pressed through further repressive
legislation. The Central Office for Political Investigation was formed, which began work at
once tracking down radicals. Within ten years 2,000 investigations had been conducted.
The Prussian authorities took drastic measures: 204 students were arrested, most of whom
were given lengthy jail sentences; thirty-nine were condemned to death. Membership of a
student fraternity was now regarded as high treason.

In 1835 the police unearthed a network of radical intellectuals and artisans from Giessen,
Marburg, and Frankfurt who called for a violent overthrow of the existing order, the crea-
tion of a republic based on popular sovereignty, and genuine equality. The brilliant young
dramatist Georg Biichner was the outstanding spokesman of this group and in his Hessian
Courier of 1834, which he co-authored with Friedrich Ludwig Weidig, he coined a slogan
that was to become an overworn cliché in left-wing circles: “Peace to the cottages! War on
the palaces!” Blichner managed to escape arrest and fled to Zurich, where he died of
typhoid in 1837 at the age of 24.

The liberal bourgeoisie who lived neither in cottages nor in palaces were horrified at
these inflammatory notions and sympathized with the authorities in their determined
pursuit of dangerous radicals. Had they read Biichner’s masterly study of the complexities
and moral ambiguities of the French Revolution in his drama Danton’s Death or his har-
rowing analysis of the structures of social control and psychological dependency in Wozzeck,
to say nothing of his gentle mockery of the old order in his comedy Leonce and Lena, they
would have been less indignant.

Biichner was one of a number of gifted radical writers in the 1830s which included
Heinrich Heine, whose political verse expressed his love-hate relationship with Germany,
and who gave vent to his ironic wit in language of unparalleled brilliance and clarity. Heine
and Ludwig Borne were the leading figures of a literary movement known as Young
Germany, the writings of whose adherents were banned by the Bundestag in 1835 for
immorality and blasphemy. The immediate cause of this drastic action was the publication
of a novel by Karl Gutzow, Wally the Skeptic, which attacked the hypocrisy of the churches
and preached free love and the emancipation of women.

The “Young Germans” were politically naive and few their literary works are of much
value. Only Heine combined literary genius with an astonishing ability to analyze the
malaise of his times. History more often than not has proved him right. Heine and Borne
were the most prominent of the German exiles in Paris. They were among the founding
members of the German People’s Association (Deutsche Volksverein) formed in Paris as a
branch of the Press Association. It was disbanded by the police in 1834 and a hard core of
radicals formed the Union of Outlaws (Bund der Geichteten); a few years later a splinter
group called the Union of the Just (Bund der Gerechten) was formed, which espoused an
inchoate communism and with which the young Karl Marx was soon in contact. Its most
prominent figure was Wilhelm Weitling, a journeyman tailor living in exile in France and
Switzerland, who in a series of books propounded his version of utopian socialism. It was a
pre-industrial vision in which the industrial proletariat played no role. His messianic vision,
in which property and money would be abolished and which cast Jesus as the original com-
munist, was to be realized through social revolution. It is through the Young Germans that
the Hambach Festival can be seen within the context of the European socialist movement.
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Prussia and Austria remained remarkably quiet during these troubled years, but attempts
in Electoral Hesse to turn back the clock were strongly resisted and there was permanent
tension between the government and the Landtag. Popular pressure forced the regent to
dismiss the fiercely reactionary first minister Ludwig Hassenpflug, the brother-in-law of
the Brothers Grimm of fairy-tale fame, but succeeding ministries were no great improve-
ment, and Electoral Hesse remained high on the list of states deserving of liberal
opprobrium.

Hanover’s personal union with England ended in 1837 when Queen Victoria became
Queen of England and the arch-reactionary Ernst August of Cumberland ascended the
Hanoverian throne. He refused to take an oath of loyalty to the constitution, dismissed
the diet, and declared the constitution null and void. Shortly afterwards seven prominent
professors at Gottingen proclaimed their loyalty to the constitution, whereupon they
were instantly dismissed. When warned of the possible consequences of removing
such distinguished scholars as the Brothers Grimm and the historians Dahlmann and
Gervinus, the king made the disturbingly perceptive remark that professors, like whores,
could always be had for money. The “Géttingen Seven” were now the heroes of German
liberalism. They were feted as men of principle who upheld constitutional rights against
princely caprice. These were no stone-throwing rowdies or fervid demagogues, but largely
apolitical professors who had the courage to denounce the king’s willful action. Baden
and Bavaria supported the Hanoverian opposition’s appeal to the Bundestag to right these
wrongs, but the majority of the German states supported Metternich, who sympathized
with Ernst August’s coup which was thus sanctioned by the Confederation. A new constitu-
tion was introduced in 1840, but it was a far less liberal document than the earlier version
in that it greatly reduced the powers of the diet, to which ministers were no longer
responsible.

For all the repression the intellectual and political life in Germany was far from being
stifled. The very fact that Germany was a Confederation meant that the atmosphere in
the various states varied widely. The Gottingen Seven might be dismissed in Hanover,
but those who so wished had no difficulty in finding a chair at another university. It was
also in the period of the Carlsbad Decrees and the Six Articles that the main political
movements in Germany became clearly delineated: conservatives, Catholics, liberals, demo-
crats, and socialists. Conservatives were anti-nationalist, felt that the Confederation should
exercise its full powers against liberals and radicals, and argued that Austria and Prussia
should work closely together against the forces of change. The Prussian statesman Joseph
Maria von Radowitz was the first to see that conservatism could indeed be reconciled
with nationalism and was to argue that Prussia should assert itself within a reformed
Confederation.

Catholicism

Catholics, unlike Protestants, also began to be seen as a distinct party. The relative roles
of church and state had been redefined by the French Revolution and by secularization.
The church wanted to be free from state interference but at the same time to have a decisive
influence over such central issues as education and the family. Catholics thus opposed the
secular and authoritarian state, but also anti-clerical liberals with their individualism
and their vain belief in the unlimited power of reason. This argument was to continue
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throughout the century and was to be brilliantly recreated in the debates between Naphta
and Settembrini in Thomas Mann’s masterpiece The Magic Mountain.

Catholics came into direct conflict with the state in Prussia when in 1803 the govern-
ment required that, east of the river Elbe, children of mixed marriages should be brought
up in the religion of the father. According to Tridentine practice, children of marriages
between Catholics and Protestants had to be brought up as Catholics. In 1825 the govern-
ment requirement was extended to all of Prussia, including the predominantly Catholic
Rhineland. Although the Pope urged restraint there was widespread resistance to the law,
and in 1837 the bishop of Cologne was arrested for publicly denouncing it. He and a
number of other bishops became heroes in the eyes of all their co-religionists. In 1840, at
the beginning of his reign, Frederick William IV gave way to his Catholic subjects and the
church won a major victory over the state, thus giving political Catholicism a major boost.
A number of Catholic associations were formed, and pilgrimages, attracting large numbers,
had distinct political overtones. Joseph Gorres published another brilliant pamphlet,
Athanasius, which provided a program for political Catholicism. He argued that since
parties were an essential part of the modern constitutional state Catholics should organize
themselves to struggle for their rights. These ideas were developed in a new journal,
Historisch-politische Blitter fiir das katholische Deutschland, published in Munich. Gorres
and his friends waged war on the bureaucratic and authoritarian state, on the liberal heirs
of the French Revolution out to destroy all in their wake, on godless socialism, and above
all on the Reformation, which lay at the root of all modern evil. Gorres the one-time radical
was now firmly in the camp of Catholic conservatism, dreaming of reconstituting a cor-
porate society of a long-gone age.

The majority of German Catholics were little concerned about the philosophical ques-
tions of individualism and rationalism which separated the ultra-conservatives from the
liberals. They sympathized with Catholics in Poland and Ireland who were struggling for
national independence. They supported the liberal demands for freedom of expression,
freedom of association, and a diminution of state power. Some went even further and sharply
criticized industrial society as the direct cause of poverty, deprivation, and alienation. They
demanded state intervention to protect the working class from the grosser forms of exploi-
tation, encouraged the working class to organize to further its interests, and played an active
part in workers’ education. Adolf Kolping founded the Catholic Journeymen’s Association
in 1845 to provide for the needs of working men on their travels. Later in the century Bishop
Ketteler of Mainz was to develop social Catholicism into a major political movement.

On the national question the vast majority of Catholics were federalists, anti-Prussian,
and for a greater Germany that included Catholic Austria. They all agreed that the interests
of the church were their paramount concern and refused to allow differences between
conservatives and liberals to compromise their position on this cardinal issue. Political
Catholicism laid the foundations for a genuine people’s party in which Catholic princes
and Catholic workers, Catholic conservatives and Catholic liberals, Prussians and Bavarians
could work together towards common goals. Conservatives represented the interests of the
old elite, liberals those of the new, but the Catholic movement transcended this division
and had no clearly defined class bias. Here were the beginnings of the Christian Democratic
movement that was to play such an important role in European politics. Unfortunately this
division between Catholic and Protestant liberals greatly weakened the liberal movement
in Germany and thus strengthened the conservative camp, and put a brake on the develop-
ment of parliamentary democracy.
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Liberalism

The liberals distanced themselves ever more from the radicals. They were deeply suspicious
of the radical call for equality. While accepting that equality was the essential precondition
of freedom they were keenly aware that it could also destroy freedom. They had before
them the example of the French Revolution, which had clearly demonstrated the totalitar-
ian aspects of egalitarianism, and de Tocqueville’s study of American democracy, published
in 1835, was widely read in liberal circles. Liberals had a horror of revolution and of the
rabble whom the radicals aroused with their fiery rhetoric.

As liberalism moved to the right it ceased to be a purely bourgeois movement and
appealed to a number of aristocrats such as Heinrich von Gagern, Prince Karl zu Leiningen,
and Anton von Schmerling, who were to play important roles in the revolution of 1848.
All agreed that that the existing state of affairs needed to be drastically changed, that
Germany should become a nation-state with a liberal constitution, but there was consider-
able disagreement as to how the new Germany should look.

Liberalism was also given a boost by what the great nationalist historian Heinrich von
Treitschke called the “intellectual diets” — the national meetings of intellectuals and scien-
tists, doctors and schoolteachers, lawyers and linguists, singers and gymnasts. These occa-
sions were highly politicized and laden with national pathos, in particular the meetings of
“Germanisten,” who reveled in ancient Germanic language and lore. By the 1840s there
were regular meetings of a purely political nature in which liberals from all over Germany
met to discuss matters of common concern, but it was not until late in the decade that a
national newspaper, the Deutsche Zeitung, was founded in Heidelberg.

Radicalism

Whereas liberals argued that a natural state of inequality resulted from an unequal distri-
bution of intelligence and talent, radicals insisted that this resulted from an unequal
distribution of power. They called for popular sovereignty, a republic, and a parliament
elected by direct and universal suffrage and without the division of powers with its checks
and balances. If necessary these goals should be attained by violent revolution.

The intellectual standard bearers of this radicalism were the Young Hegelians who used
the powerful tool of Hegelian dialectic to criticize existing conditions and to demonstrate
how the real diverged from the rational. David Friedrich Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach
mounted a massive attack against organized Christianity. Strauss’ Life of Jesus (1835) pre-
sented Christ as a purely mythical figure whose existence as a human being was largely
irrelevant. Feuerbach went one step further and proclaimed that God was a creation of
man, rather than the other way round. This idea was taken up by two Young Hegelians,
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, who in their German Ideology, which they wrote in 1845
but which remained unpublished, took Feuerbach one step further and argued that
his materialism was an “ideology” in that it failed to see that the need for religious
self-mystification could only be relieved by a social revolution necessitated by the contra-
dictions within society. Moses Hess and Karl Griin presented their version of “true
socialism” in direct contrast to Wilhelm Weitling’s mystical vision of a future society, but
it also existed purely in the realm of ideas. Karl Marx savaged all these unfortunate utopians
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in a series of brilliant essays. Philosophy of this ilk, he proclaimed, bore the same relation-
ship to social change as masturbation did to sexual intercourse. Marx and Engels, with
their catchy phrase with which the Communist Manifesto begins, that “the history of all
hitherto existing society is the history of class struggle,” and proclaiming the proletariat as
the universal class, were far ahead of their times. In 1848 such a class barely existed in
Germany.

Radical poets were every bit as influential as the philosophers. They included Hoffmann
von Fallersleben, the author of “Deutschland iiber Alles,” published in his ironically titled
Unpolitical Songs of 1841; Ferdinand Freiligrath, who loudly proclaimed the revolution in
such verses as “Ca ira” of 1846; and the ubiquitous Georg Herwegh, who counted among
his friends Turgenev and Bakunin, Herzen and Belinsky, Marx and Heine, and finally
Richard Wagner, whose mother-in-law was one of his many mistresses. Frederick William
IV was so intrigued with Herwegh that he invited him to an audience in 1840, but on
reflection thought it prudent to exile him. Herwegh then moved to Paris, where he entranced
his wide circle of brilliant friends and admirers.

For all these glittering figures and occasional upheavals, the pre-March was outwardly
a dull and repressive period of restoration and reaction. Only a few keen minds realized
that underneath this apparent stagnation revolutionary changes were taking place. No
government, however oppressive and reactionary, could stop the profound socio-economic
and cultural transformation that was under way. A period often seen in terms of stolid
Biedermeier complacency, a quiet and untroubled idyll of sober simplicity, reflected in Karl
Spitzweg’s paintings of dotty little men, was in fact the complex starting point of a process
that would fundamentally alter society. In 1848/9 the last vestiges of feudalism disappeared
and Germany entered the age of industrialization and constitutional rule.
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The year 1840 was a turning point in Germany in two respects. Fredrick William IV
ascended the Prussian throne and the Orient crisis of that year marked the beginning of a
new phase in German nationalism. High hopes were pinned on the new Prussian king. He
was known to be a pleasant person with a lively intelligence, who was highly critical of the
bureaucratic and authoritarian Prussian state of the Frederician tradition. He thought in
somewhat romanticized German national rather than Prussian terms. He was a man of
compromise who sought to heal the political divisions within the country.

To this end he began his reign by pardoning Jahn and Arndt, the “demagogues” of 1819,
and appointed three of the Gottingen Seven to chairs at Berlin University. The great reform-
ing war minister of the Napoleonic era Hermann von Boyen was reappointed at the ripe
old age of 70. Censorship was relaxed, the policing powers of the Confederation reduced,
the Germanizing policy towards the Poles in Posen was relaxed, and an accommodation
was reached with the Catholic Church. A series of amazing speeches, which were remark-
ably short in substance, gave rise to no end of misunderstandings. They contained memo-
rable rhetorical flourishes that articulated many of the leading ideas of the time in a manner
that was pleasing to almost all except Metternich and the tsar. Unlike his father, Frederick
enjoyed genuine and widespread popularity. In these early years of his reign it seemed to
go almost unnoticed that he was a staunch conservative who deeply distrusted the liberal
bourgeoisie with their demands for a constitution.

The year 1840 was also a critical one for the German Confederation. Cooperation
between Prussia, Austria, and Russia against Polish nationalism in 1830 had resulted in the
formation of an alliance of the three states aimed at crushing revolutionary movements
and also with an eye to dividing up the European spoils of the Ottoman empire. But within
a few years the situation once again changed dramatically. In 1839 Mehemet Ali, an
Albanian warlord who was master of Egypt and Syria, won yet another decisive victory
over the Ottomans at Nezib. It seemed that Constantinople might well fall. England, Russia,
and Austria now found themselves united in support of the Ottomans against Mehemet
Ali and his French allies. Acre fell to the British in 1840, Mehemet Ali lost Syria, and the
French suffered a major diplomatic setback.

The French prime minister Adolphe Thiers, a Marseillais and historian of the French
Revolution, in an ill-considered moment of frustration, demanded a revision of the 1815
settlement and the Rhine frontier. Germany prepared for war, France was forced to back
down in a “diplomatic Waterloo,” forcing Thiers to resign. His successor Guizot, another
historian and politician, announced that he intended to seek “reconciliation with Europe”
and urged his fellow-countrymen to concentrate on making money.

The crisis triggered a wave of German nationalism the likes of which had never been
seen before. Poets churned out reams of patriotic verse, which was rapturously received by
an excited public. The most famous of was Nikolaus Becker’s “Song of the Rhine,” which
warned the French to keep their hands off this sacred German river. It was set to music by
countless composers and enthusiastically sung by glee clubs throughout Germany.
Hoffmann von Fallersleben’s “Deutschlandlied” with its strident nationalism, which was to
become Germany’s national anthem when set to Haydn’s music, was also written at this
time. Equally popular was Max Schneckenberger’s “Watch on the Rhine” with music by
Karl Williams.

Thus 1840 marks a decisive point in the development of German national conscious-
ness. Germany saw itself as the country of the future that would defend itself against the
“Romanism” of France and the “Slavism” of Russia by becoming an industrial giant with



THE REVOLUTIONS OF 1848 67

an invincible army and a superior culture. Germany was united in a wave of anti-French
nationalism that momentarily covered over all major political differences. Many liberals
and some radicals reconsidered their cosmopolitanism. The year marks a new stage in the
development of the tensions between national sentiment and liberal demands. The political
landscape of Germany was changed forever.

Frederick William IV was also swept along by this wave of nationalism. He enthusiasti-
cally supported the movement to complete Cologne cathedral, the building of which had
ceased in 1559. Here he saw an opportunity to reconcile the Catholic Church with the
Prussian state, the monarchy, and the people, Prussians and Rhinelanders. It was to be a
dramatic demonstration of the unity of the German princes in defense of the German
Rhine. He and Archduke John of Austria, whose patriotic credentials were impeccable, were
the principal speakers at a massive rally in September 1842 to mark the laying of the foun-
dation stone. Frederick William IV gave a typically rousing speech and was followed by the
archduke, who announced: “As long as Prussia and Austria along with the rest of Germany,
wherever German is spoken, are united, we shall be as strong as the rocks of our moun-
tains.” This was reported in the press as: “No longer Prussia and Austria, but one Germany,
as solid as our mountains” The archduke was a remarkable man. He had led an army
against Napoleon at the age of 18, when he showed both courage and skill. A lifelong
admirer of Rousseau, he detested Metternich and all that he stood for. He had married a
postman’s daughter and was happiest living the simple life in the mountains. He showed
wisdom and justice as a provincial governor and was loved and respected for his intelligence
and even-handedness. The faulty reporting of his speech made the already popular arch-
duke into a national hero.

Frederick William IV saw himself as somehow mediating between God and the
people, but there was no place within this mystical relationship for what he dismissed as
“principles scribbled on parchment.” At the beginning of his reign both the East and West
Prussian diets, which were dominated by the liberal aristocracy, respectfully requested
the completion of the constitutional process that had begun in 1815. The king turned
this request down. Liberal demands became more strident, and liberal publications were
censored, but charges of lése-majesté and high treason were dismissed by sympathetic
magistrates.

Frederick William was shrewd enough to realize that the constitutional question would
not simply fade away; besides, he needed money in order to finance a national railway
network. In 1842 the “United Committees” were convened, made up of representatives
from the provincial diets. The new body agreed that a comprehensive plan for the railways
was necessary, but felt that it was not an appropriate body to vote on the financing of such
a huge project. The provincial diets saw this as the golden opportunity to secure some sort
of national parliament. After years of agitation during which demands for freedom of the
press, legal reform, and budgetary control had become ever louder, the king ignored
Metternich’s and the tsar’s objections and called a “United Diet” in February 1847. All the
members of the provincial diets came to Berlin to discuss the budget. They were assured
that they would meet on a regular basis and that a smaller body known as the “United
Committee” would be periodically consulted about future legislation. The liberals did not
think that this was going nearly far enough, but they accepted it as being at least a step in
the right direction.

More than 600 delegates met in Berlin. All were men of substance, more than half
of them were aristocrats, seventy from the very highest ranks of the nobility. Yet in spite
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of all this blue blood it was a remarkably liberal body. It agreed wholeheartedly with the
government’s schemes to build the Ostbahn, a railway from Berlin to Konigsberg, and to
the proposal to create credit institutions to help the peasantry free themselves from their
remaining debts resulting from compensatory payments at the time of the emancipation.
But they demanded a high price. By a two-thirds majority they demanded of the abolition
the United Committee, to be replaced by a United Diet, meeting on a regular basis. As the
liberal Rhinelander David Hansemann phrased it: “Once money is involved amicability
disappears.” The king promptly sent the United Diet packing. In doing so he strengthened
the determination of the united front of aristocrats, bourgeois, and farmers to push for
constitutional change. The constitutional question was thus a pressing issue, even in some-
what anachronistic and conservative Prussia.

An increasingly self-confident bourgeoisie was the standard bearer of the new industrial
society that was developing in Germany. It set the tone in the years between 1815 and 1848.
It faced the intractable forces of the old order, the harsh repression of the Metternichian
system, and the irksome supervision of the bureaucratic and authoritarian state. The dyna-
mism of the new clashed with immobility of the old, giving rise to frustration and radical-
ism on both sides. There was little pragmatism on either side, wide divisions within the
ranks, and a latent tendency towards the impractical and the doctrinaire.

By 1845 the economic and social problems of a society in transition had reached crisis
dimensions. Bad harvests resulted in a sharp rise in the price of food, followed by famine
and disease. Incomes dropped and unemployment rose at an alarming rate. Charitable
institutions, whether state or local, church or secular, were unable or unwilling to help.
Thousands were forced to beg or resorted to petty crime. Typhus and cholera were rampant.
In 1846 it was estimated that between 50 and 60 percent of Prussians lived a life described
as “wretched and endangered.” Whereas historians have all too easily assumed that indus-
trialization was the root cause of this widespread misery, contemporaries such as Gustav
Mevissen, the industrialist and owner of the Rheinische Zeitung of which Karl Marx was
the editor, the historian and liberal politician Heinrich von Sybel, the Catholic jurist Peter
Reichensperger, and the economist Friedrich List insisted that industrialization would
provide a solution. They could point to the simple fact that in areas where there was no
“modern industry” the problem of pauperism was most severe. But such voices were rare,
and the solutions they offered were mostly abstract and political. Small wonder then that
many grew impatient with the liberals’ self-absorbed legalism and sought a radical and
even revolutionary solution.

Revolution

As in 1830, it was events in Paris that triggered a series of uprisings in Germany in 1848.
Louis Philippe lost his throne on February 24, and three days later there was a mass meeting
in Mannheim addressed by the radical Friedrich Hecker and the liberal Karl Mathy. They
demanded freedom of the press, freedom of assembly, trial by jury, a militia, and a German
national parliament. On March 1 a deputation went to Karlsruhe to present these demands,
accompanied by a vast crowd, some of whom were armed. The grand duke of Baden at
first refused to negotiate, at the same time turning down an offer of military assistance
from Prussia. He then formed a new ministry, which included the liberal leaders. They
began to implement most of their original demands.
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Similar pressure was exerted on many of the German states, in most instances with a
similar outcome. Elections were held, liberal ministries appointed, constitutional changes
set in train, the remnants of the old feudal order abolished. There was very little violence.
The mob stormed the town halls in Frankfurt and Munich, but it was only in Prussia and
Austria that there were serious confrontations between the people and the military.

There was Jacobin or, in the widely used phrase of the day, “communist” agitation in
the Prussian Rhineland. In Cologne the prominent radical doctor Andreas Gottschalk,
cheered on by an enthusiastic crowd of some 5,000, called for the establishment of a revo-
lutionary committee. The demonstration was broken up by the army, much to the relief
of the liberals. After a series of smaller demonstrations in Berlin involving clashes with the
military, Frederick William IV decided to make a conciliatory gesture. He abolished censor-
ship, and promised that the United Diet would reconvene and that Prussia would at last
be given a constitution. A large crowd gathered outside the royal palace Berlin on March
18 to express their appreciation and to urge that these measures be implemented as soon
as possible. The crowd demanded that the troops guarding the palace be withdrawn. The
garrison commander, General von Prittwitz, regarding this as a menacing attack on the
king’s power of command and on the very foundations of the Prussian military state,
ordered his men to break up the demonstration. Only two shots were fired, it was unclear
by whom, but that was enough to start a bloody street battle. Barricades were erected, and
by the next day more than 230 people lay dead.

Conventional military wisdom was that if the army was unable to storm the barricades
within twenty-four hours it should be withdrawn and lay siege to the town. Prittwitz
accordingly requested that the fighting in Berlin be stopped. Although hardliners, led by
the king’s brother William, regarded this as craven submission to the mob, Frederick
William was appalled at the heavy death toll and was determined to defuse this highly
explosive situation. On March 19 he attended the funeral of those who had died on the
barricades. He then took part in a ceremony in which the palace guard was handed over
to units of the citizens’ militia. Prince William, the leader of the military party, joined
Metternich and Guizot in exile in England.

On March 21 the king rode through the streets of Berlin with the gold, red, and black
armband of the liberal nationalists. Although he refused to be addressed as “emperor of
Germany,” he gave his most famous and typically gnomic speech in which he announced
to an enraptured crowd that “Prussia dissolves into Germany.” One week later he appointed
a new ministry under two prominent liberals from the Rhineland — Ludolf Camphausen
and David Hansemann. The Prussian ultra-conservatives, Bismarck prominent among
them, appalled at the triumph of the western liberals, laid plans for a counter-revolution.
The revolutionaries had won the first round, but they were divided amongst themselves,
and the king, on whose support they depended, was uncertain, hesitant, and under constant
pressure from the army and the royalists.

In Prussia the revolution was largely urban, but in many parts of Germany, particularly
in the southwest and in Thuringia, there were peasant uprisings. They were directed against
the great landowners, the administrators of the demesne lands as well as Jewish moneylend-
ers and cattle dealers. Deeds were burnt, taxes were left unpaid, poachers had a field day,
and committees of public safety were formed. In Wiesbaden thousands of peasants
demanded that noble estates be taken over by the state and divided up among the people.
These peasant uprisings had precious little in common with the urban revolts. Their social
composition, their aims, and their choice of methods were quite different. Urban liberals
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PLATE 6 Street fighting in Berlin on the Night of March 18/19, 1848. © BPK

were appalled by this violence in the countryside and condemned the peasants’ lack of
respect for private property. In some instances liberal governments sent in the troops to
restrain the peasantry. On the other hand they sympathized with the demand that aristo-
cratic privileges be abolished and that the last vestiges of feudalism be removed. Once that
was achieved, peace and quiet was restored and the peasantry, and thus the vast majority
of Germans, had no further interest in the revolution. Constitutional reform and the
national question were of little consequence to them, and only in very rare cases were urban
radicals able to mobilize rural discontents to win support for their cause.

The proletariat, on whose behalf Marx and Engels wrote the Communist Manifesto in
1848, failed to live up to their high and wholly unrealistic expectations. Far from forming
the vanguard of a socialist revolution, workers indulged in an orgy of Luddism. In some
industrial centers machines were smashed, and steamships and railways were taken over
by the workers. They participated in the demonstrations in the larger towns and fought on
the barricades in Berlin, but in other areas the workers remained remarkably passive. The
artisans and their apprentices were far more active. They shared the proletariat’s passionate
hatred of industrialization to such an extent that the two groups are virtually
indistinguishable.

In a complex dialectic the violent protests and political demands of the peasantry,
industrial workers, and artisans lent weight to the peaceful demands of the urban notabili-
ties. But at the same time there was a wide divergence over both aims and methods.
Furthermore there was not one revolution in Germany in 1848 but several. The revolution-
ary movement was decentralized, thus weakening the movement for fundamental change



THE REVOLUTIONS OF 1848 71

in the Confederation. In each of the states liberals were sorely afraid of being overtaken by
radicals and socialists, anxious that the movement for constitutional reform and national
reconstruction might be swept aside by a social revolution. The very fact that governments
had given way so easily and quickly to their initial demands raised the question where
power resided. Was it in the studies of the urban intelligentsia or in the street? The liberal
ministries were determined to halt the social revolution, but they were also keenly aware
that it was popular violence that had brought them to power. The old regime having
capitulated, they now had more to fear from the radicals as the revolution entered a new
phase in which the national question began to be addressed.

The Frankfurt Parliament

On March 5 a diverse group of mainly southwestern politicians met in Heidelberg to discuss
the next move. They included the radical republicans Hecker and Struve and the moderate
liberal monarchist Heinrich von Gagern. They were able to agree on little else than that a
“pre-parliament” should be formed from representatives from the various diets to meet in
Frankfurt to set the ground rules for an all-German election. Shortly afterwards the
Bundestag in Frankfurt appointed a seventeen-man committee to discuss federal reform.

The pre-parliament began its discussions on March 31. The 574 delegates, mainly from
southern and western Germany, with only two from Austria, were soon divided into two
hostile camps. The liberals wanted to create a parliamentary monarchy in close consulta-
tion with the Bundestag. The radicals demanded a republic with executive and legislative
powers invested in a revolutionary convention. There was general agreement, however, that
the decision as to the form of the future Germany should be decided by a new body elected
on a broad franchise. The moderates shied away from outright confrontation, hoping that
it would be possible to create a united and free Germany in consultation with the existing
governments.

Hecker and Struve would have none of this. On April 12 they proclaimed a provisional
republican government in Constance then marched on Freiburg with some 6,000 armed
supporters. Federal troops had little difficulty in crushing this ill-organized rebellion on
April 20. Hecker fled the country. Robert Blum, the leader of the moderate left, denounced
the rebels for betraying the republican cause by robbing it of its democratic legitimacy.
Marx and Engels were even stronger in their condemnation of this ill-considered putsch.

The elections for a national assembly were organized by the individual states so that the
number of those eligible to vote varied widely. Nevertheless by the standards of the day a
remarkably large number of men, somewhere between 75 and 90 percent depending on
the state, were able to go to the polls. Since there were no political parties that could articu-
late sectional interests, most of those elected were prominent figures in the local commu-
nity. The parliament, which met in the Paul’s Church in Frankfurt, was made up largely of
civil servants, lawyers, and university graduates. Of the almost 800 members there were
only four artisans and one peasant. Ten percent were aristocratic and forty-nine professors
played a prominent role in the debates. The social composition of the parliament did not
result from bias in the electoral system but reflected the social esteem in which the academic
professions were held. Members of state parliaments, such as the Prussian Landtag, tended
to come from slightly lower down the social scale, largely because the more prominent
citizens preferred to go the Frankfurt. Women were not represented in either the national
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PLATE 7 A meeting of the National Assembly in the Paul’s Church in Frankfurt, September 16,
1848. © BPK

or state parliaments but they played an active role in 1848 by participating in demonstra-
tions and by organizing a number of women’s groups. This in turn provoked a misogynist
reaction with widespread complaints that women were getting out of hand.

Ultra-conservatives and ultra-radicals were scarcely represented and there was a small
Catholic faction relative to the strength of political Catholicism in the March days. The
various political factions were named after the inns where they met: conservatives in the
Café Milani, moderate liberals in the Casino, left liberals in the Wiirttemberger Hof, Robert
Blum and the democrats in the Deutsche Hof, and Hecker’s radicals in the Donnersberg.
Of these the Casino faction was by far the largest with about 130 members, including
most of the distinguished professors such as the historians Droysen, Dahlmann, and Waitz.
When the debate centered on whether Germany should include or exclude Austria — the
grofideutschelkleindeutsche question — the Greater German faction met in the Mainlust, the
Little Germans in the Weidenbusch.

The Frankfurt parliament set about creating a new Germany with an appropriate con-
stitution, but there was wide disagreement as to how this could or should be done. A
functioning executive was obviously essential, but it was unclear whether the new parlia-
ment had sovereign powers and what its relationship with existing federal institutions, as
well as with the member states of the Confederation, should be. Heinrich von Gagern
offered a compromise solution between the conservative call for consultation with the
states and the radical republican demand for a sovereign parliamentary executive commit-
tee. He suggested that the widely popular Archduke John of Austria should be appointed
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“Reich Administrator,” thus giving the parliamentary system a monarchical coping.
Hopefully this would reconcile the radical demand for parliamentary sovereignty with
conservative dynastic concerns.

Gagern’s proposal was accepted by the overwhelming majority of the delegates in the
Paul’s Church, including a number of prominent radicals. The states having accepted the
decision, the Bundestag handed over its powers to the archduke. He promptly appointed
Prince Karl Leiningen, Queen Victoria’s half-brother and a prominent German Whig, as
minister president with the like-minded Austrian Anton von Schmerling as minister of the
interior and the strong man in the new government.

The new government had widespread popular support, but it was virtually powerless.
It had no money, no offices, no civil service, and no army. It was wholly dependent on the
goodwill of the member states of the Confederation, which was highly questionable. When
the new minister of war, the Prussian General von Peucker, ordered the various armies to
swear an oath of allegiance to the archduke and salute the national flag, Austria, Prussia,
Bavaria, and Hanover promptly refused. An attempt to build a German navy was an equally
embarrassing flop.

For the moment the Frankfurt parliament filled a power vacuum in Germany. Austria
was wholly absorbed in suppressing uprisings throughout its multi-national empire.
Prussia was still reeling after the March days. But the worthy parliamentarians failed to
realize that they had to act expeditiously before the counter-revolution recovered from the
initial shock. As Bismarck was later to remark, the men of 1848 spent far too much time
with resolutions and majority votes. They debated the constitutional question for six
months. At the beginning of July, in what one is tempted to call a typically German fashion,
they began discussing highly theoretical questions of fundamental rights. It was only at the
end of October that they at last addressed practical issues such as where the frontiers of
the new Germany would be, and how the state should be organized. Without a state, ques-
tions of fundamental rights, however important they might be, were of little
consequence.

The question “Where is Germany?” was almost impossible to answer. Linguistic, cul-
tural, geographical, and historical boundaries did not coincide and there were many
enclaves with significant minorities. In the Habsburg empire the Germans were a tiny
minority. The problem became acute when on March 21 the Danes annexed the Duchy of
Schleswig. The Germans in the duchy resisted, claiming that by ancient law that the duchies
of Schleswig and Holstein could not be separated. They formed their own government,
which was recognized by the Frankfurt parliament and which invited the Prussians to send
troops to protect them. The Prussians readily obliged. The Frankfurt parliament announced
that Germany was now at war with Denmark and that the Prussian army was acting on its
behalf.

At this point the British government intervened. It persuaded the Prussians to withdraw
from Schleswig, whereupon the Frankfurt parliament denounced Berlin for betraying the
German people and the German national cause. Under pressure from England and Russia
and with a Danish naval blockade, Prussia signed the Peace of Malmo at the end of August,
which established a new government in the duchy with Danish participation. The peace
was denounced in Frankfurt, particularly by the left, as a dastardly breach of faith by
Prussia. By a vote of 238 to 221 the parliament refused to ratify the treaty, thus forcing
the Leiningen government to resign. Some radicals, Marx among them, dreamed of a
revolutionary war against Denmark, Prussia, and Russia, along the lines of the French
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revolutionary war of 1792. This was hopelessly unrealistic given Germany’s precarious
position both internally and internationally. The Frankfurt parliament reconsidered the
vote, finally ratifying the treaty by a narrow majority.

Another pressing problem was that of Poland. The new Prussian government promised
to reorganize the Prussian province of Posen in favor of the Poles. They also favored an
independent Polish state. Before any changes could be put into effect the two nationalist
movements were in conflict with Polish militia units clashing with the Prussian army. Posen
was now divided into Prussian and Polish regions.

The Polish issue was debated in Frankfurt, where there was precious little sympathy for
the Poles. The democrat William Jordan spoke for many when he spoke of the “empty-
headed sentimentality” of the pro-Polish faction and argued that Germans should think in
terms of “healthy national egotism” since cultural superiority gave them every right over
the backward Poles. Karl Marx and the radical left were in full agreement with this denun-
ciation of a melodramatic cosmopolitanism. By a vote of 342 to 31 parliament voted that
the bulk of Posen should be considered part of the new Germany.

The Frankfurt parliament took a similarly robust attitude towards Czech national aspi-
rations. The Czech leader, yet another historian Franz (Frantisek) Palacky, turned down
the suggestion that Bohemia should be part of Germany and argued that Czechs were better
served by remaining within the multi-national Habsburg empire. The Frankfurt parliament
would have none of this. Bohemia had been part of the Holy Roman Empire of the German
Nation and was within the Confederation; therefore it was clearly German. The same atti-
tude was taken towards South Tyrol when a delegate from the Trentino suggested that it
too should break away from Germany.

The acerbic nationalism and arrogant feeling of cultural superiority of the Frankfurt
parliament is singularly unattractive, but is far removed from later manifestations of
German national sentiment. No claim was made for Alsace or for areas in the Baltic outside
the bounds of the Confederation, where there were substantial German populations.
Furthermore, the Frankfurt parliament was mindful that minority rights within the new
Germany should be respected. On the other hand there was a lot of heady talk of Germany
as the future European superpower that would turn its mighty army against the barbarous
Slavs as the newborn nation had its baptism of fire. Much of this was little more than hot
air, over-compensation for Germany’s pathetic weakness; but it betrayed a disturbing cast
of mind. Monsters were slumbering in Germany that only the keenest of minds such as
the poet Heinrich Heine and the novelist Gottfried Keller were able to detect.

The Frankfurt parliament was plagued not only by the national question but also by the
social problems of a society in the process of fundamental change. An artisans’ congress
was held in Frankfurt in an attempt to put pressure on the parliament. Politically the arti-
sans were mostly liberal democrats, but economically they were arch-conservatives. They
were anti-capitalist and anti-industrial. They hankered after the pre-industrial society of
guilds and proud master craftsmen. They called for an ordered brotherhood under a pro-
tective and interventionist state.

The working classes were also active in 1848. Workers’ associations (Arbeitervereine)
sprang up all over Germany. At the end of August a national congress organized by Stefan
Born, at that time a disciple of Karl Marx, was held in Berlin at which an umbrella organi-
zation called the Workers’ Brotherhood (Allgemeine Deutsche Arbeiterverbriiderung) was
formed. It was a reformist rather than a revolutionary organization, which stood
for working-class solidarity, the formation of unions and cooperatives, and, above all, for
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education. It called for “social democracy,” by which was meant fair wages and justice for
all in a humane and caring society. Obviously there were widely differing views on how
these ideals could be realized, but there was general agreement when Born denounced
“dreamers who foam with rage” and urged a moderate and pragmatic approach. The intel-
lectual giants of the socialist movement, Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, ignored the
workers’ associations, and their Communist League played no role in the revolution. They
had precious few followers and their articles in the Rheinische Zeitung failed to resonate
among the nascent working class.

Meanwhile, the forces of the counter-revolution prepared to strike back. In Prussia the
“camarilla” around the crown prince was tirelessly active. The Gerlach brothers, Ernst and
Leopold, founded an ultra-conservative newspaper soon to be known as the “Iron Cross”
(Kreuzzeitung) because of the medal printed above its title: Neue PreufSische Zeitung. This
was to become the authoritative voice of Prussian conservatism. The Junkers formed an
association to further their interests, meeting in what came to be known as the Junker
parliament, to discuss matters of common concern. The army was solidly behind the
counter-revolution and longed to seek revenge for the humiliation it had suffered in March.
Its attitude was succinctly expressed in the title of an influential pamphlet: Soldiers Are the
Only Remedy for Democrats.

The radicals had been crushed in April in Baden, but they were still active in the Paul’s
Church, where they continued to demand the creation of a republic based on popular
sovereignty. They railed against the conservatives and the liberals, issuing jeremiads about
the horrors of the counter-revolution. Disillusioned with parliamentary procedures, they
hoped to push the revolution forward by extra-parliamentary activism. They called for a
second and more radical revolution in which the will of the people would be directly
expressed by means of a Jacobin dictatorship. Some 200 delegates representing radical
associations from throughout Germany as well as some delegates to the Paul’s Church, met
in Frankfurt in mid-June under the chairmanship of Julius Frobel, the nephew of the
founder of the kindergarten movement. They decided to form a national republican move-
ment with a distinctly totalitarian flavor based in Berlin. They gained considerable support
from the disaffected lower orders, who were yet to feel the effects of an economic upturn.
But it was the acceptance of the Malmo armistice by the Frankfurt parliament that brought
matters to a head. On September 18 a radical mob stormed the Paul’s Church, which was
defended by Austrian, Prussian, and Hessian troops. Eighty people were killed on both
sides, including the conservative deputies General von Auerswald and Prince Lichnowsky,
whereupon the Archduke John placed the city under martial law. It was a richly significant
scene: the Frankfurt parliament could only continue to exist as long as it was still tolerated
by Austria and Prussia.

The violence in Frankfurt, particularly the brutal murder of two deputies, discredited
the radicals in the eyes of most Germans. The subsequent uprising in Baden, led once again
by Hecker and Struve, who blamed the rich and the Jews for the failure of the revolution,
had precious little popular support. It was quickly suppressed by the minuscule Baden
army. Elsewhere in the southwest there were murmurs of discontent, but little violence.

Moderate liberals, terrified by the prospect of further violence, felt obliged to join forces
with the conservatives to combat the radicals. They thus stopped the revolution in its tracks.
The vast majority of Germans agreed with them in prioritizing law and order at the expense
of freedom and due process. The radicals refused to give up the struggle. At the second
Democratic Congress, held in Berlin at the end of October, they pronounced the Frankfurt
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parliament illegitimate and demanded new elections. But by this time the counter-
revolution was virtually complete in Vienna and in Berlin, leaving the radicals hopelessly
divided among rival factions.

Frederick William IV hoped to reach some compromise agreement with the National
Assembly over the constitutional question. By insisting on its sovereign rights, the Berlin
parliament, a somewhat more radical body than the Paul’s Church, was in direct conflict
with the king. There was constant pressure from the radical democratic working classes
and the unemployed leading to frequent clashes with the bourgeois citizens’ militia. Prince
William, the “Grapeshot Prince,” returned to Berlin in June as a delegate to the National
Assembly, thus rendering the atmosphere increasingly tense. On June 14 the mob stormed
the Berlin arsenal, the citizens’ militia was unable to control the situation and the army
had to be called in from Potsdam. The reactionaries called for the dismissal of the National
Assembly, but the king felt this would be too drastic a move.

On July 26 the National Assembly published a draft constitution. It was a moderate
liberal document but one that was unacceptable to conservatives and the left alike. It called
for the army to be bound by the constitution. In the struggle over this central issue the
moderates in the Assembly found themselves caught between the reactionaries and the
radicals. The king took a step in the direction of the reactionaries and then a step back in
the direction of compromise. The Assembly’s position began to harden as it called for
parliamentary control over the judiciary and police, the abolition of aristocratic titles along
with all orders and titles, plus the ending of the king’s claim to rule by the grace of God.
There were sporadic outbursts of violence as the mob grew restless. The moderate reform-
ing minister president, General Pfuel, seeing his hopes for compromise dashed, resigned
at the end of October. His place was taken by Count von Brandenburg, who favored a little
Germany with the Prussian king as emperor. The arch-reactionary Otto von Manteuffel
was minister of the interior. The National Assembly was promptly adjourned but refused
to move. General Wrangel marched his troops into Berlin and proclaimed martial law. The
National Assembly and the citizens’ militia were disbanded. The reaction was in full
command. Not a shot was fired, not a drop of blood spilt. On December 5 the king granted
a constitution which, to the extreme annoyance of the conservatives, bore a distinct resem-
blance to that proposed by the National Assembly. It was a shrewd move. It eased the
tensions and bought time. The line to Frankfurt was not broken, the German question
left open.

Although the counter-revolution was near complete, discussions continued in Frankfurt
over the constitution. It was finally voted upon on December 20, but the cardinal issues of
whether Germany should include Austria and who should be the head of the new nation-
state were left open. It was a moderate liberal document that upheld principles of equality
before the law, civil rights, and the abolition of all remaining vestiges of the feudal system.
It was resolutely liberal on economic issues. Radicals were disappointed that it did not
address the social question, that it was not more robustly democratic, that the influence of
the churches was not to be curbed, and, a favorite demand, that the Jesuits were not to be
turfed out of Germany. The new Germany was to be a federal state, but the framers of the
constitution could find no solution to the problem of overcoming the disparities between
the component states. Should the smaller entities be annexed or the large states like Prussia
be divided up into smaller federations? Although the existing situation was highly unsat-
isfactory, it was decided to leave things as they were and hope for the best. There were
to be two houses of parliament, a House of the People (Volkshaus) which would be
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democratically elected and a House of the States (Staatenhaus) in which the individual
states would be represented. The suffrage question was not settled until the beginning of
March 1849. Many liberals voted for universal direct manhood suffrage in the confident
hope that this would make it impossible for the Prussian king to accept the imperial crown.

There were few republicans in the Frankfurt parliament, and even those who inclined
towards a republican solution realized that it would be impossible to abolish all the existing
monarchies within the Confederation. They favored what came to be called a “republican
monarchy.” Monarchs should exist by the grace of the people represented in parliament,
not by the grace of God. Their model was the Glorious Revolution of 1688. But who was
to be emperor? Should he be elected as in the old empire? Should parliament elect an
emperor who would then establish a hereditary dynasty? Should Austria and Prussia takes
turns in appointing an emperor, or should one or other ruling house rule in perpetuity?
All this was highly theoretical, as was most of the discussion in the Paul’s Church. In the
last resort the answer to the German question lay in the outcome of the struggle within
and between Prussia and Austria.

The majority of delegates to the Paul’s Church assumed that the Habsburg empire was
on the point of disintegration and that therefore German Austria and Bohemia would
willingly join in the new Germany. Austria would then work out some form of personal
union with what was left of the multi-national empire. This was a hopelessly unrealistic
position. Austria could not possibly be both part of a German great power and remain a
great power outside the new Reich. A greater Germany would have necessitated the dis-
memberment of the Habsburg empire. With the counter-revolution in Austria nearly
complete on November 27, 1848, Metternich’s protégé and successor, Prince Schwarzenberg,
proclaimed the indivisibility of the empire, thus putting paid to any hopes for a greater
German solution. In March the following year he proposed that the entire Austrian empire
should be included in the new Germany. This was totally unacceptable since Germany
would then be dominated by Austria, a state in which the vast majority of the population
was not even German.

The kleindeutsche solution was now the only possible answer to the dilemma. Its leading
advocate was Heinrich von Gagern, who became minister president in mid-December, but
the liberal Austrian Schmerling and his grofideutsche supporters were still numerous and
hopeful that the Austrians might be persuaded to change their minds. German nationalists,
among them many on the left, felt that Austria could not possibly be excluded. They imag-
ined that it could well do without its non-German provinces. South German Catholics
detested Protestant Prussia and identified with their Austrian co-religionists. Many feared
that a Little Germany would provoke Russia and Austria to intervene, leaving the country
under the knout.

Prussia, on the other hand, might be reactionary and militaristic, but at least it was a
thoroughly German state and had gone through an impressive series of reforms. It was a
rational state, at least in the Hegelian sense, the architect of the Zollverein, soberly Protestant,
certainly not a threat, even prepared it seemed to “dissolve into Germany.” Schwarzenberg’s
intransigence led to a mass desertion from the grofideutsche cause, and even Schmerling
defected in March. By now it was a case of either a Little Germany or none at all. On the
28th of that month Frederick William IV of Prussia was elected emperor of the Germans,
with 290 votes in favor of the motion and 248 abstentions.

The ruling elite in Prussia favored acceptance, provided that the franchise was changed,
provision made for an absolute veto, and the election accepted by the princes; but Frederick
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William was adamantly opposed. He saw himself as a king by the grace of God and refused
to accept a crown that was made of “muck and mire,” a “dog collar with which they want
to chain me to the revolution of 1848 It was an unthinking and intensely emotional
response, but subsequent events make it seem unlikely that even a compromise solution
would have had much of a chance of success.

Heinrich von Gagern still hoped that a compromise was possible, but it was rejected
both by Frederick William and the majority in the Paul’s Church. The Frankfurt parliament
now began a gradual process of dissolution. Austria and Prussia withdrew their delegations,
Saxony and Hanover followed suit. A rump parliament of intransigent radicals moved to
Stuttgart, where they were soon chased away by a contingent of the Wiirttemberg army.
There were isolated outbursts of violence in protest against the reactionary course.
Barricades were erected in Dresden and were graced with the presence of such luminaries
as the anarchist Mikhail Bakunin, Richard Wagner, who was in Dresden as director of the
Semper Oper and had just finished his opera Lohengrin, the great architect Gottfried
Semper, whose magnificent opera house had been opened in 1841, and the socialist Stefan
Born. Prussian troops were called in to crush the uprising, and fierce fighting ensued.
Rebels managed to install a temporary government in the Palatinate. A colorful assortment
of radicals from all over central Europe rushed to its support. Once again the disorganized
and ill-disciplined radicals were no match for the Prussian army, and the uprising was soon
suppressed. In the Rhineland Friedrich Engels was able to put the relationship between
theory and praxis to the test in a series of riots that were soon mastered by the citizens’
militia. Defeated barricade fighters, mercenaries, and idealists now rushed to Baden for a
last-ditch stand. Here the Prussian army took somewhat longer to repress the revolt, but
the final outcome was never in any doubt. There followed a series of treason trials and
summary executions. Every tenth man captured in the fortress town of Rastatt was shot.
The brutality of the Prussians in Baden left a lasting trauma and bitter hatred and there
was a fresh wave of emigration, mainly to the United States.

Olmiitz

Frederick William having turned down the imperial crown, the Prussia minister president
Radowitz now proposed a Little German union. Agreement was reached at the end of May,
with Saxony and Hanover to create a federal Little Germany, and in the following weeks
most of the other German states approved this scheme. Bavaria was adamantly opposed
to the idea of excluding Austria, and Wiirttemberg did not relish the idea of a Germany
dominated by Prussia. Saxony and Hanover had made their agreement contingent on the
approval of all the other German states and thus now withdrew their support.

The Prussians went ahead regardless, and elections were held on a strictly limited suf-
frage in January 1850 for a parliament that met in Erfurt. The Erfurt Union had precious
little support and Schwarzenberg was determined to destroy it. He put forward a proposal
for a greater German union in which Prussia would have special status, but would still be
subordinate to Austria. Radowitz turned this down, so that Austria and Prussia were now
on a collision course.

The Austrians sponsored a congress to restore the German Confederation but it was
boycotted by Prussia. Electoral Hesse, which was in a state of turmoil with the diet, the
judiciary, the bulk of the civil service, and the officer corps in adamant opposition to a
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series of unconstitutional and reactionary measures proposed by the government, appealed
to the Bundestag for help. The Danish government also asked for federal assistance against
an intransigent and revolutionary local government in Holstein. Austria and Bavaria agreed
to send troops to assist both governments. Prussia saw this as a direct threat to its western
provinces and mobilized its army.

Frederick William was never enthusiastic about the Erfurt Union, had no desire to
antagonize Austria, and was under massive pressure from the tsar to back down. He there-
fore dismissed Radowitz but still insisted that Austrian troops should be withdrawn from
Electoral Hesse. After several weeks of tension the Prussians suddenly capitulated, signing
at Olmiitz on November 29, 1850, a treaty with Austria in which they agreed to disband
the Erfurt Union. On the other hand Schwarzenberg had to agree to a fresh round of
negotiations for the reformation of the Confederation and was thus unable to push through
his scheme for an Austrian-dominated Germany.

For most Prussians Olmiitz was an ignominious humiliation, but there was one notable
exception. Otto von Bismarck poured scorn on the armchair warriors who were prepared
to go to war for an absurd little state like Electoral Hesse and for the Erfurt Union which
subordinated Prussian interests to those of the member states. He argued that Prussia’s
national interests would be far better served in a revived Confederation. Bismarck, in this
savagely witty speech, clearly articulated his belief that Prussian policy should be based on
Realpolitik rather than party politics. It was a belief to which he was to hold true for the
rest of his remarkable career.
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As after 1815, the German Confederation now set about undoing most of the liberal achieve-
ments of 1848. Constitutional reforms were revoked. In many instances new constitutions
were promulgated that were far less liberal than those in effect before 1848. In Wiirttemberg
and Electoral Hesse, this was done by a coup and the proclamation of martial law. Only in
Baden was a liberal regime able to continue unchanged, but even here the heavy hand of
the Confederation could still be felt. A federal law in 1854 placed severe restrictions on the
freedom of the press and of assembly throughout Germany. In Catholic states, particularly
in Austria, the reaction negotiated concordats with the church that strengthened the church’s
hand in matters such as education, marriage, and the family. Protestant states followed
Prussia’s example by strengthening to role of the church in the daily life of the citizenry.

The attempt to put the clock back was only partially successful. The last vestiges of
feudalism had been removed. The formation of the first joint-stock bank was the lasting
achievement of the revolution in Prussia. Attempts to revive elements of the guild system
by protecting artisans against the challenge of industrial capitalism were bound to fail in
the long run due to the harsh realities of the market. Constitutions were still in place,
however much they might have been modified. Many influential figures were determined
to win back their lost freedoms and rights. The concordats provoked a strong liberal reac-
tion. In Protestant states there was a wave of anti-clericalism that obliged the states to give
way. Liberals were most active in the smaller German states. Reactionary authoritarianism
was at least partially tolerable in a strong and efficient state like Prussia with a booming
economy, but was insufferable in insignificant, incompetent, and minuscule political enti-
ties such as Brunswick, Oldenburg, or Hesse-Darmstadt.

Prussia at last had a constitution with universal manhood suffrage, although it was
singularly unequal and indirect since voters were divided into three classes according to
the amount of taxes they paid. In 1849, 4.7 percent of voters chose one-third of the electors,
the next third were elected by 12.6 percent of those eligible to vote, and the remaining third
by 82.7 percent. Fewer than 22 percent of those eligible to vote actually bothered to do so
in 1852. The upper house (Herrenhaus) was the preserve of the landowning aristocracy.
The army was outside the constitution and could proclaim martial law at will. It was directly
responsible to the king, who also had the power of veto and the right to rule by decree.

Prussia in the years of reaction was a police state, its symbolic figure the chief of Berlin’s
police, Carl von Hinkeldey. An army of snoopers and informers rooted out communists and
democrats, the press was muzzled, and liberally minded civil servants were dismissed. On
the other hand the reactionary government enacted a considerable amount of social legisla-
tion, including the control of child labor, factory inspection, and sanitation measures.
Hinkeldey was known to be on the side of the poor and was immensely popular. He did much
to stop rack-renting and to enforce health regulations. Thousands attended his funeral in
1856. Otto von Manteuffel’s government with its pliant diet of docile civil servants, an inde-
pendent executive that could count on the support of the bureaucracy and the army, and his
conscious efforts to win popular support was typically Bonapartist. It was thus never a full-
blown reactionary government and did not set out to undo all the achievements of 1848.

Austro-Prussian Rivalry

The year 1848 marked the end of the cooperation between Austria and Prussia in the
German question that had characterized the Metternichian era. Otto von Bismarck, as
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Prussia’s representative to the Bundestag, was determined to resist Schwarzenberg’s attempts
to bring the entire Habsburg empire into the Confederation, for this would mean a
Germany dominated by 70 million Austrians. The Prussian-controlled Zollverein was a
powerful counterweight to Austrian pretensions, and Bismarck was able to frustrate
Austria’s attempts to dominate the Bundestag, thereby strengthening its authority over the
member states.

In 1853 Britain, France, and Piedmont went to war with Russia and landed a joint
force in the Crimea. Both sides in the conflict were eager to recruit Austria and Prussia.
Prussian opinion was divided. Arch-conservatives wanted an alliance with Russia.
Manteuffel was for strict neutrality because Prussia had no interest in the Eastern Question.
Prince Frederick, second in line to the throne, and his supporters, known as the
Wochenblattpartei after their newspaper, wanted to join the Western powers. A member
of this group, the Prussian diplomat Count Albert von Pourtales, suggested to the British
government that Prussia would join the coalition if Britain would lend its support to
Prussian efforts to exclude Austria from Germany. Britain turned this proposal down for
it still hoped to get Austrian support. The Prussian ambassador, Baron von Bunsen, also
hoped that by joining the coalition Russian hegemony in eastern Europe would end, Poland
would be restored, and Prussia’s position in Germany enhanced. Once again the British
government did not want to risk alienating Austria. The Wochenblattpartei lost the king’s
favor. Bunsen was recalled. The war minister Eduard von Bonin, another prominent figure
among the westerners, lost his job. Prince Frederick protested vigorously against Bonin’s
dismissal. The king promptly took away his nephew’s commission, whereupon Frederick’s
wife, one of Queen Victoria’s daughters, fled back home to England. Clearly there could
be no question now of Prussia joining the coalition, but there was little enthusiasm for
joining the war on Russia’s side. Prussia therefore remained neutral. In December 1854
Austria called upon the Confederation to mobilize, but Bismarck had little difficulty in
frustrating this move. He argued that Austria’s interests in the Balkans were not a German
concern. Prussia by contrast had no interests outside Germany. Austria was left isolated,
and Prussia scored a major victory that partly overcame the shame of Olmiitz. Austria had
succeeded in alienating both sides in the Crimean conflict and thus played no role in
the peace conference in Paris. Prussia was also ignored, but was considered weak rather
than devious.

The Crimean War resulted in a marked decline in Russia’s power and influence in
Europe. The France of Napoleon III now took center stage, soon to be eclipsed by a
Prussian-dominated Europe. Austria had alienated Russia without earning any gratitude
from France and was left isolated. Prussia managed to preserve the conservative under-
standing with Russia and had given the Confederation forceful leadership during the
December crisis.

Austria was soon to suffer another severe setback, this time in Italy. In 1858 Napoleon
111 signed a treaty with Piedmont-Sardinia with the intent of driving Austria out of north-
ern Italy and uniting the country. The Piedmontese premier Cavour skillfully provoked
Austria into a declaration of war in April 1859. The Austrian army, under-financed and
ineptly led, was defeated at the battles of Magenta and Solferino by a French army whose
senior commanders were equally incompetent, but whose troops and subordinate officers
showed considerable courage and dash.

Austria’s defeat in Lombardy placed Germany in a precarious position. Friedrich Engels
spoke for many when he asked whether Napoleon III would make a bid for the Rhine now
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that France was firmly established on the Po. Austria called for support from the
Confederation. Prussia was willing to go part of the way to meet Austria’s request, but
demanded a high price. Prussian support was made dependent on being given an equal
voice to Austria in the Bundestag, command over the troops on the Rhine, and hegemony
in northern Germany. Austria, believing that the Confederation was obliged both consti-
tutionally and through sheer self-interest to become involved, was unwilling to make any
such concessions.

Napoleon III, anxious not to become involved in a lengthy war, quickly negotiated a
preliminary peace at Villafranca in July. Prussia was thus saved from the awkward choices
of whether and how to intervene. Austria ceded Lombardy to the French, but kept Venetia.
Napoleon then gave Lombardy to Piedmont-Sardinia and received Savoy and Nice in
compensation. In Germany there were some who argued that Prussia should now seize the
opportunity to create a little Germany. They ranged from Bismarck, who had been sent as
ambassador to St. Petersburg to cool his heels, to the socialist leader Lassalle, from the
Wochenblattpartei, to radicals such as Ludwig Bamberger and Arnold Ruge. But the vast
majority of Germans were anti-French and sympathized with Austria. They argued that all
Germans should stick together and resist the French. For Marx and Engels Napoleon III
was the arch-villain. Ultra-conservatives like Ernst Ludwig von Gerlach and Friedrich Julius
Stahl heartily agreed.

It was thus a confusing situation made all the more complex by Napoleon III’s baffling
policies. German nationalists admired Cavour and hoped to emulate the Italians, but the
process of Italian unification greatly strengthened France, thereby threatening Germany.
They were angered by both Prussia and Austria. Prussia, they felt, had demanded too high
a price and had left Austria in the lurch. Austria had given in to France too precipitately
and should have waited for the Prussians to come to their aid. This latter charge overlooked
the fact that Austria could not have afforded to be saved in Italy by Prussia, for this would
have further enhanced Prussia’s standing in Germany.

The “New Era”

The Crimean and Italian wars gave fresh impetus to liberals and nationalists. Their hopes
were also raised when Crown Prince William became regent in October 1858, his unfor-
tunate brother, who was always somewhat unbalanced, having become completely deranged.
William was a conservative, the “grapeshot prince” of 1848, but he was a fervent Little
German nationalist, opposed to the arch-conservatives and even prepared to swear by the
constitution. His government was liberal-conservative, bent on healing the differences
among the elites and determined to preserve their status by judicious reform and a gener-
ous social policy. William had spent all his life as an army officer and was determined to
reform the army so as to lend weight to an active and independent Prussian foreign policy.
Education was to be reformed and the churches ordered to stay out of politics. This was a
program that was broadly attractive. Conservatives were delighted; liberal hopes ran unre-
alistically high since they overlooked some of William’s more conservative utterances.
Bismarck urged the regent to open up to the liberals so as to create a broad consensus that
would greatly strengthen Prussia in the eyes of liberal Germans. The regent took note, but
felt it prudent to move Bismarck from the Bundestag to St. Petersburg lest he cause too
much trouble with Austria in the midst of the Italian crisis.
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The “New Era” began cautiously. Moderate reforms were passed. Pressure was placed
on the appalling regime in Electoral Hesse to reinstate the constitution of 1831. Reforms
in Austria under Schmerling, a leading figure in 1848, greatly strengthened the role of the
German urban middle class, who were fervently Greater German and anti-Prussian. Liberal
governments were installed in Bavaria and Baden. Elsewhere in Germany conservative
regimes became more relaxed. Prussia was thus in no way unique. A new generation was
coming to power, which agreed with Bismarck that a conservative regime could no longer
do without popular support. It was also a reflection of the social changes that had taken
place in Germany as a liberal bourgeoisie grew in strength only to find that it was soon to
be faced with the threat of an organized working class. The social question was being
redefined in the industrial age and could not be answered in terms of ultra-conservative
nostalgia for a bygone age.

The “New Era” was a period of dramatic economic change. This was the take-off period
of industrialization in Germany during which, in spite of sharp fluctuations and even
crises, there was a general improvement in living standards. The truly appalling problems
of poverty that marked the early part of the century had been overcome. Industrialization
absorbed large-scale unemployment, the crisis of the late 1840s was overcome, and from
the 1860s the situation of the industrial working class improved. Artisans and craftsmen
adapted to the industrial age by forming cooperatives, by greater specialization, or by
becoming highly skilled industrial workers. The peasantry also profited from this general
prosperity and from improved agricultural methods. But it was the bourgeoisie that really
began to thrive with the wide range of job opportunities offered by an industrial society
and by the handsome profits to be made on the stock exchange.

Changes in the Social Structure

It would be a serious error to imagine that the process whereby society was being trans-
formed from being agricultural and rural to becoming modern, urban, industrial, and
commercial was not fraught with problems and subject to serious disjuncture. New and
sharper class distinctions were apparent as the artisan class slowly eroded. Some became
entrepreneurs and entered the ranks of the bourgeoisie; others sank into the anonymity of
the urban proletariat. Industry was seriously under-capitalized, bankruptcies were fre-
quent, and the stock market collapsed in 1858. The process of modernization was fraught
with difficulties as traditional mentalities and structures struggled to adapt to alarmingly
new conditions. Many were left by the wayside, but there was remarkable growth between
1850 and the early1870s from which most profited. It was a society on the move, but not
one in which social revolution was incubated.

By 1866 the word “estate” was no longer in common currency. Further developments
in a capitalist market economy swept away the last vestiges of the old social order and
reinforced the class structure. All sectors of the economy were affected by the impetus of
market forces, which in turn resulted in profound changes in social configurations.
Agriculture was now entirely market-oriented, the maximization of returns the principal
concern, the application of scientific methods and the practice of double-entry bookkeep-
ing now the norm. The rural population was divided into two main groups. At the
top were some 25,000 large-scale farmers, both aristocratic and bourgeois. At the bottom,
a vast army of day laborers toiled. In northern Germany and east of the Elbe river the
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landowning aristocracy successfully adjusted to a new market reality, while managing to
preserve their social exclusivity, prestige, and political power to the point that they formed
a distinct class, which is often misleadingly described as “feudal.” The day laborers formed
a kind of rural proletariat.

In the 1840s there was an inchoate middle class in urban areas, made up of entrepreneurs
and professionals. This class grew rapidly in size and self-consciousness as industrial capital-
ism expanded briskly until 1873, when the rate of growth slowed down dramatically for
almost a quarter of a century. The result was the formation of a class of industrial entrepre-
neurs of considerable wealth and increasing prestige, determined to share in the exercise of
political power. They presented a challenge to the status and self-image of the aristocracy,
the traditional urban patricians and the Bildungsbiirger. But industrial capitalism soon began
to erode the divisions within the middle classes. The traditional urban elites initially resisted
the pushy newcomers, but they soon realized that this was a hopeless struggle. They were
quick to realize that there were golden opportunities for their sons in the new world of
investment banking, industry, mining, and the railways. Their daughters could be assured
of a future of material comfort by marriage into the new class. Thus rivals amalgamated and
parvenus were transformed into town worthies. In much the same manner the Bildungsbiirger
lost their separate identity and were absorbed into the new bourgeoisie. The doctor, the
apothecary, the lawyer, and the pastor were readily accepted, not least because a higher edu-
cation was a mark of distinction in the eyes of a successful entrepreneur. Marrying off a
daughter to a doctor was thus a shrewd move that gave the family a touch of culture and
learning. Industrial entrepreneurs had earlier met with stiff opposition from a conservative
bureaucracy, which looked askance at their risk-taking and innovative élan; but this also
changed. The bureaucracy ceased to behave like disapproving guardians of what they imag-
ined to be the public interest and were increasingly willing to cooperate, as they had in the
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case of the Zollverein and with their concessions to economic liberalism in the 1860s. Rivalry
within the middle classes was also overcome by the challenge from below as those in pos-
session of capital found themselves in an ever-intensifying conflict situation with those
whose only capital was their labor. Initially a relatively small and homogenous entrepre-
neurial elite confronted a heterogeneous mass of laborers, which was gradually coalescing
into a distinct working class. Even before the 1848 revolution Friedrich Bassermann, a
successful businessman and liberal politician from Baden, had said that the “disproportion-
ateness between owners of property and the proletariat” was a matter of serious concern
throughout Europe. The revolution had come as a profound shock in that it was a dramatic
illustration of deep-rooted social divisions and antagonisms. Pre-March dreams of a classless
society of autonomous citizens were shown to be a pious illusion. The bourgeoisie turned
to the reactionary state for protection and closed its ranks to meet the threat from below.
The working classes came to believe that they could not rely on help from well-meaning
liberals or a benign bureaucracy and would have to defend their class interests themselves.
Rural areas had also been in turmoil during the revolution, with landowners petrified at the
prospect of a peasants’ revolt, of jacquerie, or of a movement analogous to the “Captain
Swing” riots in England. But the rural proletariat as well as the mass of smallholders
were slow to develop specific class identities and thereby a feeling of solidarity. The big
landowners by contrast were strengthened in their determination to protect their interests.

Relations between the bourgeoisie and the aristocracy were complex. Many self-made
entrepreneurs, proud of their achievements, regarded with contempt a class that owed its
privileges solely to the accident of birth. Others bought landed estates and aped the ways
of their social superiors. Industrialists, bankers, and lawyers thought it good for business
to have an aristocrat on the board or in the firm. An exalted name on a brass plate by the
entrance door of a lawyer’s office, or in an annual report for shareholders, helped to inspire
confidence. Many a bourgeois was eager to add a touch of distinction to the family name
by a daughter’s marriage to an aristocrat. One Berlin banker managed to find a noble
spouse for each of his five daughters.

The concept of class is reflected in official language, but in this transitional period it
was necessarily somewhat vague. Zollverein statistics speak of a “merchant class,” “profes-
sional class,” “business class,” “the working classes,” and “the lower classes.” At the same
time the notions of a “working class” and “proletariat” were becoming increasingly common
in specialist literature. Similarly, older terms such “the educated classes” or “the propertied
classes” were giving way to the broader ideas of “the middle classes” or a “bourgeoisie.”
Conflicts of interest were implicit in the notion of class, and it was not only revolutionaries
who spoke of the class struggle. Conservatives in the historical school of political economy,
such as Wilhelm Roscher, realized that the division of society into classes and the tendency
of industrial society to create a small group of the very rich pitched against a vast mass of
the impoverished meant that the traditional conservative ideology of a balanced society
with estates living in harmony was an illusion. The publicist and sociologist Wilhelm Riehl,
who was one of the first to realize the threat that industrial and agricultural capitalism
posed to the environment, saw in the urban working class a “fertile environment for the
socialist spirit of egalitarianism.”

As society changed so did politics. The old equation of liberal change versus conservative
status quo, the people and the crown, “us” and “them,” no longer held good. The complexi-
ties of a modern class society were such that alliances had now to be made that crossed
traditional lines of class and ideology. Napoleon III and Bismarck gave vivid examples of
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how revolutionary means could be used to achieve conservative ends, much to the bewil-
derment of contemporaries and to the bafflement of many a historian.

Liberalism and Conservatism

It took some time for the liberals to recover from their crushing defeat in 1848. It is perhaps
surprising that the term Realpolitik, which is usually associated with Bismarck, its greatest
practitioner, was actually coined by a liberal, August Ludwig von Rochau, in 1853. He
insisted that the greatest weakness of the liberals in 1848 was that they were out of touch
with the real world: they were dreamers, idealists, and doctrinaire theoreticians. They had
to abandon their idealist and romantic notions of the German past and get in tune with
the new philosophy of positivism, empiricism, and materialism. Politics for Rochau was
all about power, for without power no ideals or political goals could be realized. Liberalism
was the political expression of the aspirations of an increasingly self-confident bourgeoisie,
determined to become the dominant political class. That demanded a concentration on
economic concerns rather than ideals and moral issues.

The bourgeois world of the New Era was infused with liberalism. Professors and civil
servants, schoolteachers and Protestant pastors, businessmen and lawyers joined the great
national liberal associations, and subscribed to liberal journals such a the Heinrich von
Sybel’s Historischer Zeitschrift, Heinrich von Treitschke’s Preufiischer Jahrbiicher, and Gustav
Freitag’s Grenzboten. Most of the disillusioned radicals who remained in Germany also
joined the liberal ranks. The liberals won wide support from ordinary people in the many
national associations that still flourished in Germany: the glee singers, gymnasts, and
marksmen. For all the divergences of opinion and social status the liberals formed a coher-
ent and influential force that no politician could afford to ignore.

Wherever there were elected diets the liberals formed a majority. Even Prussia, with its
three-class electoral system, actually gave an advantage to the well-established bourgeois.
Most liberal politicians came from the bourgeois elite and were deeply suspicious of the
masses. They needed their support, but were acutely aware of the dangers of rabble-rousing
and demagogy. They hoped to educate the masses to become responsible citizens, thereby
closing their ears to the siren calls of popular democracy and socialism. Some left-wing
liberals put their faith in the people, but they too denounced those democrats who sought
to mobilize the masses. But for the moment such concerns were hardly pressing. There was
a general political apathy with precious few bothering to make use of their franchise, so
that politics was the concern of a small elite. Prosperous businessmen lent their support
to the movement and, as in 1848, the politicians themselves for the most part were
university-educated professionals, most of them civil servants and lawyers.

Liberals were traumatized by the experience of 1848 when it appeared that parliamentary
democracy could easily descend into Jacobin terror. In the New Era they were less concerned
with strengthening parliament than with ending the dominant influence of the aristocracy
and the military over the government. Most liberals had abandoned their dislike and dis-
trust of the state. A state that was free from all antiquated absolutist tendencies, in which
enlightened liberals had an ascendant influence by means of a liberal constitution, could be
a force for the good, a guarantor of law, order, and individual freedom. Now it was not only
the right-wing liberals who doubted that parliaments were sufficient to overcome social and
political conflicts and who feared that too much freedom could well result in anarchy.



88 THE STRUGGLE FOR MASTERY: 1850-1866

Left-wing liberals still argued in favor of universal suffrage and insisted that the masses
could be trusted to vote for men of substance and culture. The right had less faith in the
common man and pointed to France, where a plebiscitary democracy had resulted in a
Bonapartist autocracy. Bourgeois values were seen as universal values. The vast majority
of liberals distinguished themselves sharply from the lower orders, whom it was hoped
would benefit from general prosperity gradually to reach a cultural level that would enable
them to join the universal class. There was also disagreement over the role of the state in
the economy. Most wanted to leave everything to Adam Smith’s “invisible hand,” but some
intellectuals such as Treitschke felt that the state would have to intervene in order to ensure
a degree of social justice. There was one thing on which both wings could agree — national
unity was the absolute priority. Without unity there could be no real freedom.

As Rochau had preached, nothing could be achieved without gaining power. The liberals
of the New Era mostly took the approach of the liberals of 1848: power could only be won
by cooperation and compromise, not by confrontation and demanding all or nothing. Left
liberals argued that they represented the people, that governments could no longer ignore
the will of the people. Therefore they should act as a pressure group without unleashing
the unpredictable and perilous forces of radical democracy.

The divisions within the liberal movement were a reflection of the heterogeneity of
Germany in a transitional phase of social development, its lack of a common political
culture, regional and religious differences, and the still unsolved German question. Liberals
could circle their wagons when they came under attack, as in Prussia under Bismarck, or
Bavaria and Baden when faced with clerical and conservative reaction. Once the pressure
was off they were too divided over the questions of a Little or Greater Germany and the
awkward issue of which was to be privileged: freedom or unity. They thus found that they
were obliged to ally themselves with either Prussian or Greater German conservatives if
they were not to be condemned to utter powerlessness. It was that extraordinary outsider
Bismarck who was to decide the two major questions that faced the liberals, and in doing
so split the movement irrevocably.

Changes in conservative attitudes were far less dramatic. There was a gradual awareness
that throne, altar, and landed estate were not sufficiently strong to preserve the social order.
Many conservatives argued that that they should reach out to the peasantry and artisans
as well as to all those in opposition to the rapaciously modernizing bourgeoisie and their
academic hangers-on. Lorenz Stein, with his idea of a “social monarchy,” and Hermann
Wagener, the proponent of an energetic social policy, were to have a profound effect on
later developments: Stein on William II and Wagener on Bismarck. Such ideas rendered
the period of reaction after 1848 far less grim than it has often been painted, for conserva-
tives began to realize that they had to have a degree of popular support. Bismarck more
than any other conservative knew that the bourgeois-liberal modern world was a reality
that could not be wished away. He took a leaf out of Napoleon III’s book and with ruthless
realism achieved conservative ends by means that were far from conservative.

Social Democracy

A new factor in the social equation was the rise of an industrial working class — an
army of the propertyless possessing nothing but their labor. In 1848 the proletariat
scarcely existed outside the brilliant imagination of Karl Marx. Even by the 1860s, when
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an independent labor movement began, there was still no class-conscious proletariat as
society was in the final stages of the long transitional phase from artisanal to industrial
production. Communist groups and workers’ associations had been ruthlessly suppressed
after 1848, but in the New Era liberals began to organize workers’ educational associations
in an effort to win the support of craftsmen and workers to their struggle against the
established powers.

Liberals believed that education would provide the answer to the social question by
providing workers with the skills needed to succeed, an understanding of the broad issues
of the day, and access to the riches of higher culture. Education would inoculate them
against socialist ideas and help them understand the community of interests between
capital and labor. Some liberals went further, arguing that workers should be taught to
think critically, to challenge established authority and to become active participants in the
democratic movement for change. Socialists were to take up these ideas, and workers’
education was to play a central role in the labor movement.

The left-liberal Hermann Schulze-Delitzsch, the leading figure behind this liberal
approach to the working class, believed that bourgeoisie and proletariat had a common
interest in an economy unshackled from state control since the benefits from increased
national wealth within a liberal nation-state would be shared. He believed that any friction
between capital and labor could be overcome by cooperatives both for production and
retail. These ideas were imported from England, where Robert Owen’s ideas had been dis-
seminated by the London Co-operative Society and put into practice by the Rochdale
Pioneers in the 1840s.

These were utopian ideas, but they had a powerful resonance among socialists in spite
of Karl Marx’s stern disapproval. Ferdinand Lassalle, the founding father of German Social
Democracy, launched a ferocious attack on Schulze-Delitzsch, but he still argued that
cooperative labor was the answer to all economic and social evils. Even Bismarck, with his
distaste for capitalist entrepreneurs, was favorably disposed towards cooperatives. Most of
these schemes proved unworkable, but some success was achieved with cooperative savings
banks that provided modest loans for working people.

Liberals took a patronizing attitude towards the working classes and argued that they
should be educated up to their level before being regarded as equal partners. Workers were
excluded from the National Association by a hefty annual subscription. Suggestions that
concessions should be made to enable workers to join were bluntly rejected. On the other
hand the Association sponsored a workers’ delegation to go to London for the World
Exhibition. It was decided that the delegation should report back to a workers’ congress.
A committee was convened in Leipzig to discuss the form this congress should take, but
its conclusions were alarming to liberals. It called for an independent labor movement and
appealed to Ferdinand Lassalle to write a reply to Schulze-Delitzsch’s denunciations of
a labor movement cut loose from the liberals. Lassalle was a radical democrat and intel-
lectual, a flamboyant bon vivant and dandy, a captivating orator, and a charismatic and
dictatorial leader. His “Open Response” of March 1, 1863, is one of the key texts of Social
Democracy.

Lassalle’s central contention was that his somewhat vague vision of socialism could only
be achieved by universal suffrage. The ballot box and not revolution was the only way
forward. Since 1848 liberals of all shades had no longer been the driving force behind the
national revolution; differences between capital and labor were irreconcilable. According
to his “iron law of wages” — a notion upon which Karl Marx poured vitriolic scorn — the
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working class was condemned never to rise above a minimum subsistence level. Only when
society was organized into productive cooperative associations of the workers themselves,
financed by the state, could this misery be overcome. Lassalle believed that the working
class should take its destiny in its own hands, and argued that the nation-state had a vital
role to play in the creation of a just society. Lassalle’s state socialism was thus an odd
mixture of radical democracy, authoritarianism, and fervent nationalism. His important
contribution to the labor movement was his insistence that the liberation of the working
class should be the task of the working class itself and that all links to Schulze-Delitzsch’s
liberals should be severed.
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The Leipzig committee accepted Lassalle’s report, which became the program of the
General German Workers” Association (ADAV) with Lassalle as its president. This was not
only the first independent national working-class political organization; it was also the first
modern political party in Germany. Many workers’ associations were not prepared to make
such a radical break with the progressives. They were suspicious of state power, especially
in its Prussian manifestation. They remained Greater Germans in the tradition of 1848 and
were understandably confused by Lassalle’s inchoate ideas. When he was killed in the fol-
lowing year following an absurd affront to a crack marksman over his fiancée, ending in a
duel which was little more than a suicide, the party, now numbering some 3,000 members,

PLATE 10 August Bebel. © Friedrich Ebert Stiftung



92 THE STRUGGLE FOR MASTERY: 1850-1866

began to fall apart. But Lassalle’s influence on the labor movement in Germany was
profound.

A number of trade unions were formed in the 1860s and a series of strikes marked a
further radicalization of the working class. Lassalleans with their “iron law of wages” felt
that trade unions were a futile waste of time and effort. Liberals who were anxious to lure
workers away from ADAV were more sympathetic, but this in turn threatened the liberal
alliance with business interests. The Social Democratic Workers’ Party (SDAP), founded
by August Bebel and Wilhelm Liebknecht at a congress in Eisenach in 1869, was formed
in staunch opposition to ADAV. The Eisenachers’ largely Marxist program appealed to
radical workers, to trade unionists, and to Greater German radicals who could not stomach
the Lassalleans’ Little German and pro-Prussian policies.

Even as late as 1869 the socialist movement was hardly the “specter that is haunting
Europe” as Marx and Engels had claimed it to be as early as 1848. There were some 3,000
Lassalleans, while Bebel and Liebknecht had even fewer followers. During the New Era the
central issues were the national question and army reform in Prussia.

Prussian Army Reforms

On becoming regent in 1858 William had made it clear that he was determined to make
some drastic changes in the Prussian army. Nothing had been done to improve the army
since the great reforms of the Napoleonic era. In spite of a dramatic increase in population
from 11 to 18 million, its size had remained the same. The army was minute when com-
pared to those of Russia, France, and Austria. Mobilization during the Crimean War had
shown up some serious deficiencies. Above all the Landwehr needed a complete overhaul.
It had proved thoroughly unreliable in 1848, some units having sided with the rebels. Its
officers were poorly trained and elderly, the men ill-disciplined. It needed to be better
integrated into the regular army. William also believed that service in the army should be
increased from two to three years. Three years were needed to turn citizens into soldiers,
to convert disgruntled liberals into loyal subjects, to make a clear distinction between the
civil and the military and to professionalize an army that was based on the liberal principle
of universal military service. The largely aristocratic officer corps saw itself as the monar-
chy’s Praetorian Guard, standing outside the constitution, ever ready to strike back against
revolution, modernity, and liberalism.

There was general agreement that the army needed to be reformed and its size increased,
but there was considerable disagreement over the thorny issue of its social role. William’s
first minister of war, Bonin, whom he had instantly reappointed, wanting to avoid con-
frontation with the House of Deputies (Abgeordnetenhaus) over the Landwehr, argued that
a relatively independent territorial army was essential in order to reconcile civilians with
the regular army. William would have none of this and promptly replaced Bonin with
Count Albrecht von Roon, a man known not to shy away from confrontation. Roon pro-
posed increasing army service from two to three years and the size of the army from 150,000
to 220,000. The Landwehr was to be reduced in size and significance and henceforth given
regular, reserve, or retired officers. In short it should virtually cease to exist as a force
independent from the regular army.

The liberals welcomed the proposed increase to the size of the army, for they were
concerned about Prussia’s security and also wanted a strong army to support a vigorous
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German policy. The cost of Roon’s proposals was far from exorbitant. The great stumbling
block for left liberals was the Landwehr, about which they harbored fond romantic illu-
sions. For them the Landwehr was a true citizens” army, the guarantee of liberal freedoms
against the reactionary and aristocratic regular army. The right-wing liberals were less
concerned about the Landwehr. They were far more worried about the three-year service,
which they saw as a dangerous step towards the militarization of bourgeois society. They
were determined to resist William and Roon’s ambition to turn the army into the “school
of the nation” intent on transforming citizens into mindless robots to be sent back to civil-
ian life as loyal, pliant, and obedient subjects. Above all, the liberals were determined that
the House of Deputies should have a say in military affairs and should not simply rubber-
stamp the government’s proposals. Step by step the army should be brought under the
constitution.

The liberals were prepared to provide the money for the increases in the army, but would
not agree to the proposed administrative reforms or to the three-year service. The govern-
ment counter-attacked, claiming that parliament had no authority to determine the size
or organization of the army. Such matters came under the king’s “power of command”
(Kommandogewalt). The question of army reform thus now became an outright power
struggle between the throne and parliament. Ultra-conservatives around the head of the
military cabinet, Edwin von Manteuffel, hoped that this would lead to a coup d’état and
the overthrow of the constitution. Most conservatives did not want to go quite so far, but
they were determined to use the crisis to clip parliament’s wings and move sharply to the
right. Even though liberal objections to the proposed army reforms were exceedingly
modest, Roon announced that Prussia was “rotting in the sewer of doctrinaire liberalism.”
He welcomed the prospect of settling accounts with the liberals once and for all.

Roon took the money, reorganized the army, established the new units, and paraded
them before a humiliated public. Left-wing liberals were outraged both by Roon’s provoca-
tive actions and by the supine attitude of the Old Liberals (as the faction was known) to
the right. A group which included Hermann Schultze-Delitzsch, the historian Theodor
Mommsen, and the pathologist Rudolf Virchow formed a new party know as the Progressives
(Fortschrittspartei), which called for major liberal constitutional reforms. In the elections
in December 1861 the new party won 109 seats, the Old Liberals 91, and the conservatives
were reduced to a mere 14 seats. Manteuffel called for a military dictatorship, the army
rattled its swords, but William remained calm. He was determined to keep the army out of
parliamentary control, but he knew that the liberals were not a serious revolutionary danger.
Encouraged by their resounding success at the polls the liberals now fought back by demand-
ing exactly how the money they had granted for the army had been spent, whereupon the
king dissolved the House of Deputies and appointed a new conservative government.

A fresh round of elections returned a comfortable liberal majority to the House. The
opposition was now willing to reach a compromise, but insisted on the two-year service.
William would not budge on this issue, insisting that parliament should have no say in the
way that the army was organized. The conflict was now one of principle. Which side would
be obliged to give way — the crown or parliament? The outcome of this struggle would be
of fundamental significance to Prussia’s constitutional development. Would the crown bow
to parliament, or strengthen its authority in a bloodless coup?

The House now refused to vote on the budget on the assumption that the government
would be unable to govern without a budget and would be forced to concede. The king
and the ultra-conservatives did not for a moment intend to capitulate. They came up with
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the ingenious idea that there was a “hole” in the constitution since there was no provision
made therein for what should happen when the House and the government were deadlocked.
Most of the ministers were horrified at the proposal that they should govern without a
budget and insisted that this was blatantly unconstitutional. They knew that another elec-
tion would bring no relief and therefore begged William to give way. The king thought of
abdicating in favor of his son Frederick. The crown prince, who was sympathetic towards
the liberals, begged his father not to take this drastic step and the crisis deepened.

Bismarck

At this point Roon urged his friend Bismarck, who was at this time Prussian ambassador
in Paris, to come to Berlin by sending a famous telegram: “Periculum in mora. Dépéchez-
vous” (“There is danger in delay — get a move on!”). Bismarck, knowing that his hour had
come, hastened to the capital. This was one of the decisive moments in Prussian, German,
and European history. It determined that Prussia would not become a parliamentary
democracy on British lines, but would remain an autocratic military monarchy with a
parliamentary appendage.

William had serious reservations about Bismarck. He was a rogue elephant, an extremist
with a brutal streak, a political gambler and adventurer, an unpredictable and highly strung
opportunist. In addition Queen Augusta detested the man. But at the height of the crisis
in 1862 he saw no alternative to the mad Junker if he wanted to govern without a budget
and push through the army reforms in their original form. Bismarck pulled out all the
histrionic stops and swore that he would serve the monarch “as an Electoral-Brandenburg
vassal,” not as a “constitutional minister,” thereby preserving the full authority of the crown.
At the same time he insisted that he would act as he saw fit and that he was not the creature
of any man or any party. From the outset Bismarck was thus vested with virtually dictato-
rial powers able at last, as he put it, to make his own music.

Bismarck appeared as minister president before the budgetary committee on September
30, bearing an olive branch as a symbol of his willingness to reach an accommodation with
the liberals to whom he had already offered three ministerial positions. But he cautioned
the deputies that he intended to govern without a budget. In the most famous of his many
pithy phrases he told his horrified audience that: “The great questions of the day are not
settled by speeches and majority votes, that was the mistake of the men of 1848, but by
blood and iron.” The liberal historian Heinrich von Treitschke, who was later to become a
starry-eyed admirer of Bismarck, spoke for many when he said: “it seems to me that when
I hear a simple Junker like this Bismarck fellow talk of the blood and iron with which he
intends to lord it over Germany, the blackguardly is only outdone by the ridiculous.”

Bismarck ruled without a budget. Civil servants who raised any objections were instantly
dismissed, denied a pension, and stripped of their civil rights. Prosecutors who demurred
when called upon to proceed against the government’s critics were given similar treatment.
The press was muzzled and parliament dissolved. The elections returned the liberals with
a two-thirds majority. Bismarck continued to ignore parliament and it was dissolved once
again in May 1866, shortly before the war against Austria.

The heated rhetoric on both sides disguised the fact that liberal ambitions were far from
revolutionary, and that Bismarck knew that he could not tackle the “great questions of the
day” without substantial parliamentary support. He began to do so by stealing the liberals’
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thunder. His attitude towards the German problem was, as we shall shortly see, very close
to that of the Progressives, his most outspoken critics in the House of Representatives
(Abgeordnetenhaus). He was strongly opposed to Manteuffel’s proposal for a coup d’état
but thought it prudent to hide his intention to win over the liberals by lashing them in
public. Bismarck told Ferdinand Lassalle, with whom he got along famously, that he
intended to introduce universal manhood suffrage at some future date. This was clearly no
ordinary conservative, but a Bonapartist who set out to break the political deadlock by a
foreign political success that would win over the liberal nationalists. This in turn was to
place the liberals in an awkward predicament. They wanted both national unity and liberal
freedom. Some felt that these two principles were dialectically linked and that Prussia as
part of a united Little Germany would cease to be autocratic and militaristic. Others
doubted that unity under a Bismarck could ever bring freedom.

The German Question

For the time being the German question was submerged by the constitutional crisis. In the
early 1860s there had been general agreement that it could not be settled by revolution.
Precious few wanted a repeat performance of 1848. “Blood and iron” was not yet on the
agenda, with Austria humiliated after Villafranca and the tiny Prussian army in a wretched
state. Reform of the Confederation seemed to be the only possible way forward.

There was no shortage of suggestions as to how the Confederation should be changed.
Prussia wanted equality with Austria with hegemony north of the river Main plus the right
to call the shots in Schleswig-Holstein and Electoral Hesse. Given the threat to Germany
posed by Napoleon III, the Prussians were prepared to cooperate with Austria. Austria was
in an awkward position. It did not wish to give up its dominant position in Germany, but
it also needed a strong Confederation to help strengthen its position in Venetia. It was
anxious to frustrate Prussia’s reform plans, but also realized that it might need Prussian
support. The Austrians therefore could not decide whether to tackle the Prussians head on,
or to agree to an Austro-Prussian dualism.

The Third Germany (Trias) was determined to resist an Austro-Prussian duumvirate,
and was equally appalled by the idea of a Germany dominated by Prussia and excluding
Austria. The Saxon minister president Count Friedrich von Beust put forward a compre-
hensive plan in 1861 that called for a triumvirate, a strengthened federal executive, and a
federal parliament. The weakness of this scheme was that the Trias was a fissiparous col-
lection of states, which Bavaria sought to dominate. Beust’s ambitious scheme therefore
came to nothing.

Since the Austrians were unable to agree with the Prussians they now turned towards
the Third Germany but it was too late. Little German sentiment was growing. The govern-
ment of Baden approached Prussia suggesting a dramatic reform of the Confederation that
would include a constitution, a federal parliament, and the exclusion of Austria, which in
turn would be given the assurance of military support and would be closely associated with
the new Germany. Bismarck was already thinking along much the same lines, but the
Prussian government disliked the idea of a federal parliament and still shied away from a
confrontation with Austria.

Austria could mobilize considerable support against this Little German solution. Most
of the Third German states now supported the idea of a common code of law and a
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conference of parliamentary delegates. It was even suggested that Prussia should be obliged
to submit to the majority decisions of the Bundesrat, whereupon Bismarck threatened
to withdraw from the Confederation. He then threatened the Austrians with war if they
did not agree to parity in Germany along with Prussian hegemony in the north. Knowing
that this would be totally unacceptable to Austria he then proposed a German parliament
with direct elections. The suggestion was met with a mixture of amazement, derision,
and alarm.

In 1863 the Austrians mounted their counter-attack. They proposed a strengthening of
the federal executive with a five- or six-man directory, the creation of a chamber of princes,
and supported the idea of a conference of parliamentary delegates. They further suggested
that a new Little German Confederation could be formed without them if the Prussians
did not agree. The Emperor Francis Joseph invited the German princes to discuss these
plans in Frankfurt in August. In a stormy scene Bismarck forced William to refuse the
invitation, for this was transparently a scheme to reduce Prussia to having only one voice
in the directory.

The Austrian plan floundered and died due to determined Prussian opposition, but the
German question still remained a burning issue. Popular opinion had been mobilized by
the National Association (Nationalverein) founded in 1859 at the height of the Italian crisis.
Its members were moderate liberals who supported the federal constitution of 1849 and
called for the creation of a Little German nation-state with a parliament elected by uni-
versal manhood suffrage. They saw Prussia as Germany’s Piedmont, but a Prussia with
Bismarck as minister president promising “blood and iron” and trampling on Prussia’s
constitutional rights was something that no liberal could stomach. From 1862 the National
Association’s project had to be put on hold, but this did not mean that the Greater Germans
with their German Reform Association (Deutsche Reformverein) won any converts. Their
vision of a Germany in which Austria and Prussia could live together in harmony was
hopelessly unrealistic. Liberal democrats who longed for a German parliament also knew
that this was impossible in a Germany that included Austria. Bismarck might have pro-
posed a parliament out of cynical considerations of Realpolitik, but Bismarck would not
be there forever and Prussia could change.

In 1860 Richard Cobden, the radical “apostle of free trade” and president of the
board of trade in Palmerston’s cabinet, negotiated a trade treaty between Britain and France
which for Prussia was both a threat and an opportunity. The “revolutionary” France of
Napoleon III allied to Britain was an alarming prospect to Prussian conservatives. But
almost simultaneously Prussia was approached by France for a trade treaty and by Austria
proposing a defensive agreement as well as entry into the Zollverein. The Prussians saw a
golden opportunity to exclude Austria from the Zollverein, thus delivering Austria an
economic Villafranca. A trade agreement was reached with France in 1862 opening up the
French market to German industrial goods, thus helping the economy to climb out of a
severe recession. Austrian attempts to wean the southern German states away from the
Zollverein came to naught, in spite of strong anti-Prussian sentiments in the region.
Bismarck threatened to dissolve the Zollverein unless there was unanimous consent of all
its members to the treaty with France. Faced with such a prospect even the most staunchly
anti-Prussian governments meekly agreed. This did not make a Little German solution
under Prussian leadership inevitable, but it certainly made it more than likely. The
new Germany might have been made by blood and iron, but coal and iron were its
foundations.



THE STRUGGLE FOR MASTERY: 1850-1866 97

The uprising in the Polish provinces in Russia gave Bismarck his first opportunity to
strengthen Prussia’s diplomatic standing. He was determined that Napoleon III should not
be allowed to “form a French bridgehead on the Vistula” by helping the Poles as he had the
Italians, but even more important was the opportunity to discredit the Russian foreign
minister Gorchakov with his pro-Polish and pro-French policies. The Prussian army was
mobilized and help offered to Russia in the Alvensleben Convention of February, 8, 1863.

There were howls of protest in Paris against Prussia. The Empress Eugénie suggested to
the Austrians that they should give Venetia to Italy and in return Buol’s old idea of annex-
ing Silesia could be put into effect. France would then move up to the Rhine, and Prussia
would be given some modest compensation in the north. Napoleon had overplayed his
hand. He had lost the understanding with Russia, which now turned towards Prussia.
Bismarck was freed from pressure on two sides, and by guaranteeing Belgium was now in
England’s good books. Public opinion was outraged that Prussia was now on the best of
terms with Asiatic despotism and had alienated France.

The Schleswig-Holstein Question

It was thus in a most uneasy situation that the Schleswig-Holstein question was once more
on the agenda. In November 1863 the new Danish king, Christian IX, formally divided the
duchies and incorporated Schleswig into the Danish state. German nationalists were out-
raged at this flagrant violation of international treaties. They demanded that both duchies
should be independent from Denmark and when the son of the duke of Augustenburg,
who had renounced his claim in the previous crisis, claimed the duchies he overnight became
the darling of the liberal nationalists in Germany. Schleswig-Holstein Associations sprang
up throughout Germany in the first mass political movement in Germany since 1849.

Bismarck had no sympathy for the baying hordes of Augustenburgers. He did not want
to see a new state formed on Prussia’s borders. He was fearful that the powers would inter-
vene as they had done in 1848 and that the Russians and French would patch up their
differences. He therefore insisted that the London Protocols of 1852 should be respected
and that Christian IX be recognized as the legitimate king of Denmark and duke of
Schleswig-Holstein, although the duchies should remain united. In taking this position he
was denounced by the German nationalists as a vile traitor, but he could afford to ignore
their emotional protests. The new Austrian foreign minister, Rechberg, was anxious to
cooperate with Prussia and agreed that international treaties had to be respected. Bismarck
exploited this situation to the full and dragged Austria into blindly supporting his policy
in Schleswig-Holstein, even though it resulted in the loss of all support from the Trias and
forced Austria into an untenable position. This was truly a bravura piece of diplomatic
wizardry.

The smaller German states wanted the Confederation to go to war with Denmark, but
Austria and Prussia threatened to dissolve the Confederation if their policy was not
accepted. The Bundestag agreed by a majority of only one vote to an “Execution” against
Christian IX’s illegal annexation of Schleswig. Federal troops now marched into Holstein
and in February 1864 Austrian and Prussian forces occupied Schleswig. They were soon in
Jutland, and on April 8 Prussian troops stormed the Danish fortifications at Diippel in a
dramatic and widely publicized action that won the grudging admiration of many a
German nationalist.
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These events were of considerable concern to the powers. Russia suspected that
Napoleon III would soon become involved in the reordering of northern Europe.
Palmerston was pro-Danish, but like the Russians was anxious to keep the French in
check. Queen Victoria did not want to get involved. Napoleon III was determined to
use the crisis to his advantage. A conference was held in London in April but proved
fruitless. The Danes were under the illusion that they had widespread support and
refused any compromise. Palmerston wanted to intervene, but since public opinion,
most of the establishment, and the queen were all deeply suspicious of Napoleon III
and thus strongly opposed, he was obliged to give way. Napoleon III shied away from
unleashing a European war without any allies. Russia was determined to preserve the
alliance with Prussia, and Bismarck skillfully used the threat of an understanding
with France to strengthen these ties. The London conference having thus failed, the war
continued, Denmark was defeated, and Schleswig-Holstein became an Austro-Prussian
condominium.

The Danish war was an old-fashioned, limited, cabinet war but it caused a diplomatic
revolution. Britain and Russia both now made it plain that they had no immediate interests
in Germany. They stood aloof in 1866 and left France isolated in 1870. The effects within
Germany were equally significant. There were complaints that Augustenburg had been
betrayed and that the rights of the people of Schleswig-Holstein to national self-
determination had been ignored, but there was widespread delight at a German victory.
Liberals, both right and left, began to revise their opinion of Bismarck. Treitschke no longer
thought him absurd and Sybel, Mommsen, and Droysen, his colleagues in the historians’
guild, joined him in endorsing Prussian policies.

The condominium was clearly only a temporary solution, with Bismarck determined
that the duchies should be firmly under Prussian control. To this end he suggested to
Rechberg that Prussia and Austria should go to war with France so that Austria could win
back Lombardy and Prussia would annex the duchies as compensation. It is difficult to
know how serious this proposal was, but Francis Joseph had no desire to add a large
number of disgruntled Italians to his empire, while William still thought that the annexa-
tion of the duchies was altogether too risky a business.

At this point Austria was finally excluded from the Zollverein and Rechberg, the man
of compromise with Prussia, was dismissed. Austria now went over to a policy of confron-
tation with Prussia. It did so from a singularly weak position. It had no allies. Russia was
at daggers drawn over Romania, France would demand Venetia as the price of friendship,
in Germany the Trias was alienated and Greater Germany a dead letter. In Schleswig-
Holstein the Austrians now supported the claims of the duke of Augustenburg. It was a
popular move in the smaller German states, with their strong aversion to power-hungry
Prussia. On May 25 a Prussian crown council decided to aim for outright annexation of
the duchies, even at the risk of war. Bismarck now set about preparing the diplomatic
ground. Public opinion in Germany was still far too enamored of Augustenburg and an
arrangement had to be made with France.

Tensions between Prussia and Austria were temporarily relieved with the Treaty of
Gastein in August 1865, whereby Schleswig was to be administered by Prussia and Holstein
by Austria. This left Austria in an untenable position, with Holstein sandwiched between
Prussian territory and with Prussia enjoying a number of special rights in the duchy.
Austria, tottering on the verge of bankruptcy, had no alternative but to give way, but Gastein
was clearly only a temporary arrangement.
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The Austro-Prussian War

Austria was denounced in the Trias states for having betrayed Augustenburg and for appar-
ently agreeing to divide the duchies, which according to the Treaty of Ripen of 1460 were
to be joined together in perpetuity. The Prussians found every possible excuse to denounce
the Austrians for violations of the terms of the treaty. By early 1866 both sides came to the
conclusion that war was almost inevitable: Austria out of desperation, Bismarck for power-
political reasons. Determined to win the support of liberal nationalists for Prussia’s war
against Austria he put forward a proposal for federal reform in April 1866. This was truly
revolutionary. Bismarck the conservative was seeking an alliance with the nationalists,
calling for a German parliament with universal manhood suffrage and the expulsion of
Austria from the Confederation. It was a cunning move, for it also made it unlikely that
the powers would intervene. As Bismarck phrased it later, the offer of universal manhood
suffrage was designed to stop other countries from “sticking their fingers into our national
omelette”

The problem was that the Augustenburgers and southern German liberals thought this
was disingenuous villainy, while Greater Germans and conservatives were equally appalled.
Bismarck had more success in foreign politics. On April 8, the day before he presented his
reform proposals to the Confederation, he concluded an offensive alliance with Italy. It was
agreed that Prussia should provoke a war with Austria within three months and Italy would
join in so as to complete the process of national unification.

Everything now depended on Napoleon III. He wanted to finish off the job in Italy, but
he also wanted substantial compensation from Germany. He did not want to see Prussia
replace France as united Italy’s midwife, and many of his advisors argued that France had
more immediate interest in the Rhine than in the Po. At the very last moment he reached
an agreement with Austria. Austria agreed to hand over Venetia to Italy; Napoleon III
agreed to remain neutral. Austria was to be compensated in southern Germany. A Rhineland
state would be formed outside the Confederation and closely tied to France.

Austria brought war closer by bringing the Schleswig-Holstein question before the
Bundestag and by convening the estates in Holstein. Prussia responded by marching into
Holstein on June 9 — a flagrant breach of federal law. Austria called upon the Confederation
to mobilize against Prussia. Bavaria, Wiirttemberg, Saxony, and Hanover, and a number of
smaller states, including the two Hesses, voted in favor. Baden abstained. The remainder
sided with Prussia. Prussia declared the Confederation dissolved and issued an ultimatum
to Saxony, Hanover, and Electoral Hesse. When all three states refused to bend, Prussia
attacked on June 15.

The war was immensely unpopular in Germany and it was bitterly ironic that virtually
the only support for Bismarck came from the socialist ADAV because of his promise to
introduce universal manhood suffrage. Bismarck released Lassalle’s successor Johann
Baptist von Schweizer from jail and arranged to subsidize his newspaper, Der Sozialdemokrat.
The outcome was uncertain and most people, Napoleon III among them, imagined that it
would be a long war, possibly lasting several years. Bismarck also thought this a distinct
possibility and preparations were made to stir up national revolts in the Habsburg empire
which included a plan to bring Garibaldi first to Dalmatia and then to Hungary.

Thanks to Helmuth von Moltke’s operational genius the war was staggeringly short.
Within three weeks the Austrian army was smashed at Kéniggritz in Bohemia on July 3,
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when three Prussian armies marching separately came together on the battlefield, but only
in the nick of time. The Austrians lost 45,000 in the battle including 20,000 prisoners, the
Prussians 9,000. It was a decisive victory, but not a rout. The bulk of the Austrian army
escaped. Austria scored victories over the Italians on land at Custozza on June 24 and at
sea at Lissa on July 20, but it was obvious that The Austrians were no match for the
Prussians. The Prussian army was equipped with a needle gun that could release seven
rounds a minute and could be fired lying down. The Austrian muzzle-loading rifle could
barely fire two rounds a minute and had to be fired standing up. Austria got precious little
help from its coalition partners and Benedek was no match for Moltke, the greatest military
genius since Napoleon. He had made full use of the railways to ensure rapid mobility and
controlled his dispersed forces by telegraph.

Prussia’s swift victory caught Europe by surprise. Napoleon III acted as mediator, and
an armistice was quickly concluded. Bismarck had no desire to humiliate Austria and the
French agreed to his moderate terms: the creation of a north German Confederation under
Prussia; the annexation of Schleswig-Holstein, Hanover, Electoral Hesse, Nassau, and
Frankfurt; plus the creation of an independent southern German federation excluding
Austria. Once Napoleon III agreed to this arrangement the Austrians were left with no
alternative but to treat with Prussia. The strongest opposition to Bismarck’s plan came from
the king. He wanted to teach Austria a lesson and had serious reservations about trampling
on the legitimate sovereign rights of the north German states. Bismarck did not want
Austria to harbor thoughts of revenge and saw it as a potential future ally. North of the
river Main he favored a revolutionary solution analogous to what had happened in Italy.
After a series of heated exchanges with Bismarck, William gave way.

Napoleon III tried to get some reward for his efforts, but Bismarck, who was appealing
to German national sentiments, categorically refused to cede an inch of German soil.
Napoleon III was without allies and had to give way, much to the disgust of his nationalist
critics like Thiers. Russia, distressed about the national-revolutionary implications of the
settlement, called for an international conference to discuss the German question. The
British government was opposed to this suggestion, as was Bismarck. The French also
showed little interest and the Russians backed down. The European powers were now
reconciled to the new situation in Germany. The provisions of the preliminary Peace of
Nikolsburg were finalized in Prague on August 23, 1866. Bismarck also negotiated a series
of defensive alliances with the southern German states guaranteeing their territorial integ-
rity. In the event of war their forces were to be placed under a Prussian supreme com-
mander, thus surrendering a significant part of their sovereignty. This was a clear warning
to Napoleon III to keep his hands off Germany.

Europe was radically changed in the summer of 1866. Austria was now excluded from
the Germany of which it had been a vital part for a thousand years. The German Austrians
soon shared power in the Habsburg empire with the Magyars in the new political construc-
tion of Austria—Hungary. The Slavs were still denied an equal voice. Germany was now well
on the way to becoming a nation-state, since the new order was clearly only temporary.



--;-.;.-Q-~-.-—*-"‘ | -—€HAPT‘I:ER SIX
- THE UNIFICATION OF- GERMANY
| 866—1871|-

CHAPTER CONTENTS

Liberalism, Nationalism, and Particularism 104
The Franco-Prussian War 105
The German Empire 108
Bonapartism |11
The Military and Militarism |13
Nationalism 116
The German Jewish Community |17

A History of Modern Germany: 1800 to the Present, Second Edition. Martin Kitchen.
© 2012 Martin Kitchen. Published 2012 by Blackwell Publishing Ltd.



102 THE UNIFICATION OF GERMANY: 1866—1871

The Prussian victory at Koniggritz left many contemporaries dazed and confused. The
arch-reactionary, militaristic Junker Bismarck, who had trampled on the Prussian constitu-
tion, had begun the war with a call for a national parliament based on universal suffrage,
thus partially realizing the ambitions of the Little German bourgeoisie. But elections held
in Prussia on the same day as this decisive battle resulted in a crushing defeat for the liber-
als. There was considerable amazement when Bismarck asked the Landtag for an indemnity
for the expenditure that it had refused to sanction during the constitutional crisis. It was
a masterly move. Most conservatives were delighted that he had made no apology for what
he had done, thereby implying that he would do it again if necessary. Many liberals found
some comfort in that he thus acknowledged that he had ignored parliamentary rights. The
indemnity made an alliance between moderate conservatives and (the newly formed)
National Liberals possible.

The “Old Conservatives” (as the ultra-conservatives styled themselves) were appalled
that Bismarck was swimming with the tide of nationalism, constitutionalism, and parlia-
mentarianism. They remained adamant in their opposition to his domestic Realpolitik. On
the other side a number of liberals found it equally impossible to swallow Bismarck’s
Bonapartist strategy and the cynicism of the indemnity. They disagreed with the National
Liberals that a Germany formed under his leadership could ever become an acceptable
constitutional state. Liberals in the Progressive Party voted by a fairly narrow majority
against the Indemnity Bill. The left center voted by a two-thirds majority in favor. Only a
few of those who were to join the pro-Bismarck National Liberals voted against.

Germany north of the river Main was reorganized as the North German Confederation.
The princes and governments formed an upper house (Bundesrat) with a presidential
committee (Praesidium) appointed by Bismarck as chancellor forming a government. The
lower house (Reichstag) was elected by universal and secret manhood suffrage. In an
attempt to exclude such dangerous elements as the “educated proletariat” and “dema-
gogues,” members were not paid. The states to the south did not form a southern German
equivalent, largely due to the opposition of Baden and Wiirttemberg. For all the economic,
cultural, and confessional differences between north and south it was clear that these
arrangements were temporary, and the “Main line” along the river Main provisional. After
Koniggritz the Greater German solution was no longer on the agenda. The big question
was not whether a Little Germany should be created, but under what circumstances. Should
unity take priority over freedom, or vice versa? Should a united Germany under Bismarck’s
Prussia be accepted as the unavoidable first step towards the creation of a constitutional
state, or should unity only be accepted on the basis of a liberal constitution? The second
major question was how the southern German states should be linked to the North German
Confederation. Should this be the concern of governments or of parliaments? Should unity
be achieved at one fell swoop, or piecemeal? Were an international crisis and the resort to
“blood and iron” unavoidable?

Anti-Prussian sentiments resulted in strange bedfellows. Socialists and radicals were
enthusiastic supporters of the idea of a nation-state, but were determined to resist
its domination by a conservative and militaristic Prussia. Conservative particularists
and ultramontane Catholics joined in the anti-Prussian chorus; but cocking snooks at
the “Borussians” was all that united them. Arch-conservatives and revolutionary
socialists could never agree on a solution to the national problem. Anti-Prussianism
was naturally strongest in the south, but it was also prevalent elsewhere, particularly in
Hamburg, Hanover, and Saxony. On the other side were the National Liberals, who argued
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that first Germany should be united, and only then could the constitutional question be
resolved.

Amid all this confusion no one had a master plan, least of all Bismarck. His main
concern was the power vacuum south of the Main. He could not allow southern Germany
to fall under the sway of Napoleon III or of Austrian revisionists. At the same time he knew
that the German question could only be solved by cooperation and consent, not by coer-
cion. He knew he had to move cautiously and was careful not to neglect public opinion.
Above all he was determined to preserve the Prussian monarchy and the authoritarian state
in this radically new capitalist, bourgeois, national liberal, and constitutional world in
which the relations between the European states had been drastically altered.

Military reforms in southern Germany on the Prussian model were a small step forward
in the direction of a federal Germany under Prussian leadership. So too was the creation
of a Customs Parliament, first with an upper house (Zollbundesrat) and then a lower house
(Zollparlament). Elections for the Customs Parliament were a disappointment for those
who had hoped for a popular demonstration in favor of national unity. The particularists
won a resounding victory in southern Germany. It was a vote against Prussia and a major
setback for Bismarck. The National Liberals had hoped that the Zollverein would be the
motor for national unification. They were bitterly disillusioned. Bismarck was less pessi-
mistic. He knew that the southern German states could not afford to leave the Zollverein.
He could therefore write off the election results as a temporary setback. The southern
German states were tied to the north economically through the Zollverein and militarily
by a series of defensive alliances. Sharp differences between the different states, confusion,
and lack of firm leadership, meant that a south German Confederation was never a serious
option. The solution of 1871 was not inevitable, but for most contemporaries, whether
they liked it or not, it seemed to be the most probable outcome of Prussia’s victory over
Austria in 1866.

Austria’s exclusion from Germany and Prussia’s dominant position in central Europe
was viewed by the powers with relative equanimity. The British government was far from
enthusiastic about Bismarck’s conservatism, but it welcomed a counterweight to the unpre-
dictable and ambitious France of Napoleon III. Russia could find comfort in the assurance
that in Prussia it had a reliable conservative partner against Austria. The Austrians were
absorbed with the problem of negotiating the “Compromise” with Hungary of 1867, and
with dealing with the subject nationalities. These problems were so pressing that they could
not possibly think of seeking revenge for Koniggritz.

For Bismarck 1866 had only brought a temporary solution to the German problem.
Having once conjured up the support of liberal nationalists, nothing short of the creation
of a nation-state would suffice to integrate them in a monarchical and conservative system
dominated by Prussia. Bismarck had no idea how or when this national policy could be
realized and he was confident enough to wait upon events. He was ready to seize any
opportunity to secure this ultimate goal. Above all he was determined to maintain firm
control and not allow liberal nationalists or public opinion undue influence. His was a
revolutionary policy designed to overthrow the power-political balance of Europe, but it
was to be a revolution from above that could not be allowed to slip out of his hands.

The France of Napoleon III was an unstable power that sought to overcome its chronic
domestic political tensions by a dramatically adventurous foreign policy. It was thus highly
unpredictable. Napoleon III was determined to assert France’s hegemony over western
Europe, but at the same time, in line with his policy of undoing the decisions of 1815, he
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showed great sympathy for nationalist movements in Italy, Poland, and central Europe. Yet
for all that, he could hardly risk the establishment of a powerful Germany that would
dominate Europe east of the Rhine. He could either try to contain Prussia north of the
river Main, or support a German nation-state in return for major territorial concessions.
Alternatively he could enter on a confrontation course with Prussia and try to stop any
further accretion of power.

Napoleon lost the first round against Bismarck. He had hoped to purchase Luxembourg,
which had been part of the now defunct German Confederation, from the king of Holland,
who was short of cash and had no interest in the duchy. German nationalists were outraged
at the proposed sale. Bismarck could not afford to alienate the nationalists and therefore
made the defensive treaties public, whereupon the Dutch king announced that he would
only agree to the sale if his Prussian counterpart agreed. Bismarck wanted to avoid a direct
conflict with France and therefore put the question before the north German parliament,
which threw up its hands in predictable horror. Bismarck then used this reaction as an
excuse to turn down the French bid but since, unlike Moltke, he did not think that the
Luxembourg question was a convincing reason to go to war with France, he agreed to
withdraw the Prussian garrison from the duchy and guaranteed its neutrality. Luxembourg
thus ceased to be part of Germany although it remained in the Zollverein. France was
spared from total humiliation, Europe from war.

The Luxembourg crisis spelt the end of any hopes that Prussia might agree to be France’s
junior partner in Europe, leaving Napoleon III determined to frustrate Bismarck’s territo-
rial ambitions. Austria was the only viable partner for such a policy, but with its internal
problems and its rivalry with Russia in the Balkans it was in no position to play an active
anti-Prussian role. On the other hand negotiations between Paris and Vienna, coupled with
Britain’s and Russia’s preference for the maintenance of the status quo in Germany, obliged
Bismarck to move cautiously. Thus between 1867 and 1870 there was something of a
foreign political stalemate over the German question and no opportunity arose that
Bismarck could exploit.

Liberalism, Nationalism, and Particularism

Elections for the north German Reichstag were held in February 1867. Bismarck’s support-
ers won 180 of the 297 seats: the National Liberals, Free Conservatives, a smattering of
Independents and “Old Liberals.” The opposition was made up of 59 Old Conservatives,
13 Poles, 19 left liberals, and 18 “Guelphs” — Hanoverian nationalists and federalists. Once
the constitution had been agreed upon fresh elections were held in August that year, result-
ing in little change in the relative position of the parties.

Bismarck now set Rudolf Delbriick to work modernizing the economy. As a thorough-
going economic liberal he removed all remaining trade barriers in the North German
Confederation, established uniform weights and measures, abolished all restrictive prac-
tices, and the Trade Bill of 1869 completed the emancipation of the Jews. Finally in 1870
a common code of law was introduced. The Reichstag played a vital role in this crucial
series of fundamental reforms.

Prussia remained staunchly conservative and the Free Conservative and National Liberal
alliance that dominated the Reichstag was seldom in the majority. The grotesquely reac-
tionary ministers of justice and economics were replaced by men of a slightly more liberal



THE UNIFICATION OF GERMANY: 1866—-1871 105

castof mind, but otherwise Prussia was unaffected by the liberal climate of the Confederation.
The conservative, monarchical, and Borrusian tone did nothing to help the process of
integrating the territories that had been absorbed by Prussia in 1866. Those who had been
in opposition to the repressive regimes in Electoral Hesse and Hanover saw this as a
welcome change and mostly joined the National Liberals. In Hanover the deposed king still
had his supporters in the Guelph party that won the support of a number of other disaf-
fected anti-Prussians. The proudly independent Frankfurters bitterly resented being
absorbed by the new state of Hesse-Nassau. Schleswig-Holstein, faithful to the Augustenburgs,
remained aloof.

The Prussian administration, anxious not to offend the sensibilities of the new prov-
inces, allowed them a considerable degree of autonomy. The princes were given ample
compensation for their losses. The major exception was Hanover, where King George V
protested against the loss of his throne and formed an anti-Prussian “Guelph Legion.”
Bismarck made use of an emergency decree to seize the king’s considerable private fortune,
the interest on which was supposed to be used to combat the Guelphs. In fact Bismarck
used this “Guelph fund” as a secret slush fund for all manner of nefarious activities, includ-
ing bribing the press, politicians, and princes.

Liberal reforms in the economy, education, and the law were also carried out in most
of the German states south of the Main in the late 1860s. Reforms in the economy through
the Zollverein and the Customs Parliament, along with military reforms on Prussian lines,
had liberal and national implications, thus furthering the Little German cause. On the other
side of the political divide were conservative Catholics, opponents of economic liberalism,
Greater Germans, and particularists. The “patriotic” majority in Bavaria was determined
to preserve the country’s independence. In Baden a vociferous minority held similar views.
The Wiirttembergers were anti-Prussian and Greater German, but parliament was virtually
deadlocked over the German question, the government paralyzed. The situation was further
complicated by fierce debates over the Vatican Council, which was to lead to a serious split
within the Catholic Church in Germany. The Bavarian king refused to cave in to the anti-
Prussian ultramontanes. Wiirttemberg was determined to resist the anti-Prussian demo-
crats. Both governments thus needed an alliance with Prussia in order not to give in to
parliamentary majorities. In Baden there was a general agreement on the desirability of
joining the North German Confederation. Bismarck viewed the southern Germans with
ill-concealed contempt. He compared Bavaria, whose natives he described as a cross
between human beings and Austrians, as Germany’s Calabria: a primitive and backward
area that he could well do without.

The Franco-Prussian War

The gridlock over German unification was broken by events outside its borders. In 1868
the Spanish army deposed the absolutist queen and sought to establish a constitutional
monarchy. The favored candidate was the German Prince Leopold of Hohenzollern-
Sigmaringen, the south German and Catholic branch of the Prussian ruling house. At first
Bismarck paid little attention to the Hohenzollern candidature, but by the winter of 1869,
when it was clear that the Spanish were anxious to go ahead, he lent it his full support.
Napoleon III used the prospect of a Hohenzollern on the throne of Spain as an opportunity
to denounce Prussia’s German policy as reactionary and selfish land-grabbing, rather than
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an expression of the genuine nationalism that he wholeheartedly supported in Italy and
Poland. Bismarck hoped to gain support in the south for his German policy by confronting
France, thereby mobilizing German national sentiment.

In April 1870 Leopold, having been cautioned by the Prussian king who wanted to avoid
a showdown with the French, turned down the Spanish offer and the affair seemed to be
over. Then, one month later, Napoleon III moved the ambitious and hawkish Gramont
from the embassy in Vienna to the foreign ministry. He hoped to strengthen Napoleon’s
position at home by a resounding victory over Prussia. Bismarck welcomed the challenge.
He persuaded William to drop his objections to Leopold’s candidature and the prince
agreed to put his name forward. On July 5 Gramont denounced Prussia for attempting to
revive the empire of Charles V (an argument that Bismarck had used when trying to win
William’s support for the candidature) and warned that should the Hohenzollerns persist
France would go to war. Both Britain and Russia expressed sympathy for the French point
of view. Bismarck beat a hasty retreat, and the candidature was once again withdrawn.

The French government, emboldened by this victory, now went for the kill. The French
envoy Benedetti was sent to Bad Ems where the Prussian king was taking the waters to
demand what amounted to an apology and a guarantee that the Hohenzollern candidature
would never again be revived. William found this deeply insulting and, although he
had no intention of further supporting Leopold’s aspirations to the Spanish crown,
flatly refused.

The king sent a telegram to Bismarck reporting on this exchange. Bismarck published
a slightly shortened but not significantly altered version in the press. Contrary to Bismarck’s
assertion in his memoirs that he so radically altered the tone of the “Ems telegram” that
he provoked France into declaring war, the French government had already decided to go
to war before the telegram was published. The “Ems telegram” did, however, mobilize
public opinion throughout Germany and the country was united in its determination to
resist the overbearing French.

France formally declared war on July 19. The defensive treaties with the south German
states came into immediate effect. Napoleon III thus caused what he had tried at all costs
to avoid: a Germany united under Prussian leadership. The Franco-Prussian war thus
became a Franco-German war to which the south German states, including the Bavarian
patriots, gave their full and enthusiastic support.

The planned French offensive came to nothing due to poor planning and organizational
chaos. After a number of bloody engagements in Lorraine, part of the French army under
Marshal Bazaine was trapped in the fortress town of Metz, prompting the commanding
officer to remark: “We are in a chamber pot and are about to be shat upon!” The French
commander Marshal MacMahon wanted to withdraw towards Paris, but he was ordered
to relieve Metz. Moltke saw his chance, halted his advance towards the French capital,
and encircled the bulk of the French army at Sedan. The French capitulated. Napoleon
III was captured, along with 100,000 other prisoners of war. The republic was declared
in Paris, and on September 6 the new government announced that it would agree to a
peace provided that the territorial integrity of France was respected. This the Prussians
refused.

The French Republic under Gambetta created a partisan army that fought a bitter and
brutal guerrilla war, harrowingly described in Guy de Maupassant’s stories, in a desperate
attempt to stop the cessation of Alsace and Lorraine. By mid-September the Germans laid
siege to Paris, and by the end of January the republican government agreed to an armistice.



THE UNIFICATION OF GERMANY: 1866—-1871 107

PLATE Il The Battle of Sedan. © BPK

A preliminary peace was signed on February 26, in which France was to lose Alsace and
Lorraine and pay an indemnity of five thousand million francs.

Bismarck was anxious to end the war as soon as possible for fear of the reaction of the
powers. This brought him into direct conflict with the military, who wanted to annihilate
the French army and to reduce France to total subjection for at least the next hundred
years. The international constellation was favorable to Prussia. Britain had sympathized
initially with France over the Hohenzollern candidature, but had lost patience with its
increasingly bellicose policy. Austria could hardly intervene with the whole of Germany
resolutely in support of Prussia. Italy resented the presence of French troops in Rome left
to guard the Pope. Russia’s deep resentments about Napoleon III’s support for the Poles
far outweighed fears of a united Germany. Although Bismarck was heartily disliked
throughout most of Europe, the prospect of a French victory and consequent hegemony
was far more alarming than the extension of Prussian power and influence south of
the Main.

The annexation of Alsace and Lorraine was demanded by the military, applauded by
the majority of Germans, and supported by Bismarck. It permanently poisoned relations
between Germany and France, although Bismarck insisted they would have been every bit
as strained even without these annexations. The powers saw this as an alarming sign that
a defensive war had become a brutal war of conquest and that Bismarck was not only
aiming at uniting Germany but striving for hegemony in Europe. His critics at home and
abroad were loud in their condemnation of this policy, with Karl Marx shrewdly arguing
that he had thus sown the seeds of a European catastrophe. This unease at a new nation
founded by blood and iron, seemingly intoxicated by victory, and gorged with conquest,
was shared by many intellectuals from the extremes of left and right.
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The German Empire

It was clear to all that this Germany, swept away on a wave of national euphoria, would
form a nation-state, but it was uncertain what form it would take. The south German states
were anxious to retain their identity and their sovereignty. Bismarck, wanting to negotiate
with the princes and governments, was determined to resist the blandishments of popular
nationalism. National unity would be achieved from above, not from below; as a federation
of monarchical states, not a unitary parliamentary government.

Bismarck hoped that the south German states would join the North German
Confederation. In October 1870 Hesse-Darmstadt and Baden requested membership.
Bismarck hoped that he could persuade Bavaria and Wiirttemberg to follow suit. Faced
with Bavarian resistance, Bismarck negotiated separately in Versailles with the other states
in the course of November, leaving Bavaria increasingly isolated. At the end of November
the Bavarians finally gave way. Wiirttemberg, which at the last minute had tried to win a
privileged position in the new state, just as Bavaria had done, capitulated two days later.

The Prussian chancellor had made very few concessions. The Bundesrat was somewhat
strengthened, thus giving the member states slightly more say in federal affairs. Bavaria
retained an independent peacetime army, as well as a separate postal service and railway.
It was also permitted to send an ambassador to the Vatican, have a separate say in the
negotiation of peace treaties, and an independent right to tax beer — the national tipple.

In order to assert Prussia’s supremacy over the new Germany, Bismarck was determined
that the king of Prussia should be made emperor, and that the title should be offered to
him by the princes, not come “from the gutter” as had been proposed by the Bundestag in
1849. King Ludwig of Bavaria was given a massive bribe from the “Guelph fund” to per-
suade him to offer the imperial crown to William on behalf of the German princes. William
was most unhappy about the proposed title of “German emperor,” which he felt had an
empty ring about it, and wanted to be known the “emperor of Germany,” but Bismarck
argued that this would cause offense among the princes, who would feel subordinated to
the Prussian king. Both agreed that the other suggested title — “emperor of the Germans”
— smacked of popular nationalism and was unacceptable.

The new German empire was formally created on January 1, 1871, when the various
treaties were concluded. The real foundation of the Second Reich was on January 18, when
William was formally proclaimed kaiser. That was the traditional coronation day of the
Prussian kings since 1701, when the Elector of Brandenburg was crowned king “in” Prussia.
Held in the Hall of Mirrors at Versailles, it was not quite the magnificent ceremony repre-
sented in Anton von Werner’s famous painting, commissioned fourteen years later. There
were many reservations and much foreboding. Most noticeable was the absence of parlia-
mentarians and civilians. The Reich of blood and iron was proclaimed by the military, by
the princes, and by the old elite, all squeezed into military uniforms festooned with the
medals of a victorious army.

The German empire of 1871 was a curious affair destined to last a mere forty-seven
years. It was a national constitutional state with a parliament elected by universal manhood
suffrage, comprising a loose federation of quasi-independent states, the whole dominated
by the Prussian military state. It was the result of a series of uneasy compromises: between
the federal and the particular, monarchy and democracy, aristocracy and bourgeoisie. There
was no national flag and no national anthem. It was sharply criticized by many and won
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the undivided devotion of precious few. The states had wide-ranging areas of competence,
including a monopoly of direct taxation and most indirect taxes, education, church affairs,
and transportation. Each state had its own constitution and administration. As it was a
federal state, federal law took precedence over state law, but the states differed widely in
matters of jurisprudence.

The Reich was responsible for foreign policy, the military, economic, and social policy,
and federal law. Sovereign power was said to reside in the “allied governments” represented
in the Bundesrat with the kaiser as its hereditary president. Bismarck as chancellor served
as chairman. Prussia, which made up two-thirds of the territory of the Reich and a similar
proportion of the population, only had one-third of the votes in the Bundesrat, although
it had a right of veto over military and constitutional matters. In practice Prussia domi-
nated the Bundesrat since it could easily force the smaller states to toe the line.

In theory the Bundesrat had a number of significant executive powers. It had the same
right to initiate legislation as the Reichstag, and no legislation could pass without its
approval. The kaiser and the Bundesrat had the right to dismiss parliament and to declare
war, although in practice such decisions were taken by the kaiser and the chancellor.
Fundamentally it was an administrative body, made up of delegates and plenipotentiaries
from the states. It did not have its own building, but was housed anonymously in the
chancellery. It had virtually no staff and played no public role. Bills were prepared in the
Reich ministries, or by the Prussian government, and presented to the Bundesrat at the last
moment. Its inexperienced and ill-prepared members were little more than rubber stamps,
since Bismarck preferred to negotiate with the states individually before launching any
legislative initiative.

But it was not completely powerless. It stood as a guarantee of state rights and was
determined to resist any attempt to strengthen Prussia’s already excessive power within the
Reich. Furthermore it was designed to hold the Reichstag in check. The chancellor, the
secretaries of state, and the Prussian ministers stood before the Reichstag as representatives
of the Bundesrat and were not answerable to parliament. No member of the Reichstag
could be simultaneously a member of the Bundesrat, and thus could not be chancellor,
secretary of state, or a Prussian minister. With Prussia’s right of veto over any constitutional
changes this was a formidable barrier to the growth of parliamentary government as well
as a means of further strengthening Prussia’s domination over the empire. Federalism thus
stunted parliamentary government. Those who wanted to hold the Reichstag in check were
obliged to support states’ rights. The states were united in their determination to resist any
attempts by the Reichstag to increase its powers, since it would mean a diminution of their
own rights. This determination gave a degree of coherence to this exceedingly complex and
confusing constitutional structure. It also helped reconcile the states to Prussia’s unique
position within the Reich.

Prussian and imperial institutions were so intimately intertwined that they could hardly
be distinguished. Since the king of Prussia was also president of the Bundesrat, all bills put
forward in that body were first discussed by the Prussian parliament. Bismarck was both
Prussian minister president and chancellor of the Reich. When these two offices were sepa-
rated under his successor, Leo von Caprivi, the system proved unworkable so that when
the Bavarian Prince Hohenlohe was appointed chancellor he was simultaneously made
minister president of Prussia. Bismarck as Prussian foreign minister “instructed” the
Bundesrat’s plenipotentiary for foreign affairs — an office held by a Bavarian appointee —
but in reality was in absolute command of imperial foreign policy. The Prussian minister
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of war also functioned as an imperial minister. Imperial secretaries of state worked closely
with the Prussian ministries and were appointed ministers without portfolio.

In these early years Prussia clearly dominated the Reich; but Prussian influence was
slowly undermined by the need to make concessions to the states, by the influence of impe-
rial secretaries of state on Prussia, by the development of a distinct federal identity, and by
the need for Prussia to stand together with the states to uphold the status quo and to resist
the inroads of parliamentary democracy. The dominant position of Prussia within the
empire was the most important factor hindering the development of parliamentary democ-
racy. Prussia, with its House of Peers (Herrenhaus) and a parliament elected by a three-class
system, was dominated by the aristocracy, the military, and an ultra-conservative civil
service.

It would be a mistake, however, to imagine that the Reich was simply Prussia writ large.
A distinct national identity developed that transcended the member states. This is most
clearly seen in the emergence of the kaiser as a metapolitical symbol of national unity, and
in the celebration of such national triumphs as the annual “Sedan Day.” At the imperial
level the monarchy was constitutional, and it was often forgotten that the kaiser was also
an absolutist king of Prussia, pursuing a quite different agenda. As matters of national
concern became increasingly important so too did the Reichstag.

The national parliament was much more than the “fig-leaf of despotism” that the social-
ist leader August Bebel claimed it to be, or the powerless institution of many later histori-
ans. Although no legislation could pass without the approval of the Bundesrat — and thus
in effect without that of the kaiser, the chancellor, or Prussia — no bill could become law
unless it passed the Reichstag. The newly founded empire needed a vast number of new
laws. Laws had to be approved by the Reichstag. The government had to ensure that this
approval was forthcoming. Deals had to be negotiated and concessions granted.

The government also needed money and needed it in ever-increasing amounts. The
approval of the Reichstag was required for the annual budget and for additional increases
in revenue. Military expenditure, which accounted for the bulk of the national budget, was
excepted. It was covered first by seven-year bills (Septennate) and then by five-year bills
(Quinquennate) which virtually excluded parliamentary debates over the military budget.
Similarly the bulk of federal revenue came through indirect taxation and customs duties,
which were issues that seldom came up for debate. Parliament could not of its own initia-
tive either increase or decrease taxation. Nor could the Reichstag seriously consider refusing
the budget for fear of disastrous reactions from an electorate that was becoming increas-
ingly reliant on the largesse of the state. Since the Reichstag was virtually excluded from
government its role was largely negative. Riven with party strife, it could never present a
determined opposition, and was further weakened by the fact that it could be dismissed at
any time. Bismarck would call snap elections and turn them into Bonapartist plebiscites,
thus strengthening his own position and painting the Reichstag as an unpatriotic colle