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I 

German liberalism in the mid-nineteenth century assumed 

various shades and meanings which are often nebulous and in­

def i nite. However, there seems to be so me pattern, some dir­

ection, even if it might be negative, which liberalism can be 

s een to have t aken in the German states. The problems then, 

a re these: Wha t was the nature of liberalism in Germany? And 

more importantly, was it truly liberalism in the western 

European way of look ing at things? And f i nal l y, what result 

can the i mpact and development of libera l ism be said to have 

had on t he German state? These que stions have been r ai sed to 

show the direction and purpose of thi s es say. 

Much of the libe1al thought in Germany had i ts roots in 

the French revolution and the Napoleonic wars. In 1789 , the 

European world was rocked by a momentous event-- t he French 

Revolution. Fro m thi s event came new ideas , concepts, and 

movements whi ch we r e to affect Europe from then on. The cul­

minat i on of the French Revolution wa s the Napoleonic Empire. 

Into Prussian and German terri tories poured t hese new ideas. 

Although the i deas of the French Revolution were not al i en to 

Prus sia before Napoleon , it was his victories at the bat t les 

~ of Jena and Auers tHdt whi ch f orced the ancien regime in 

Prussia to come to terms wi t h t hese concepts. Within s even 

years after be ing subj ected to these ideas , Prussia was to 

have ad opted French concepts and was to have turned the tide 
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against Napoleon at the battle of Le ipzig . But, was it only 

the simple adoption of French techniques which allowed the 

Prussians to make this surprising recovery? No, I think it 

will be shown that the Prus sians took the French techniques, 

then fitt ed and changed t hem according to their ·society_~ As, 

perhaps, in the period after World War I the western idea s of 

nationalism and democracy are perverted and then turned upon 

Wes tern society, so were the ideals of the French Revolution 

perverted and turned upon the French. The Prussian bout with 

liberal ideas spread by t he Revolut i on must be looked at as 

a successful response in the defeat of the French a t Leipzig; 

but on a reapprai sal the liberal reforms which looked so 

promis ing at the defeat of Napoleon must be seen as a failure. 

By 1819 with t he threat of Napoleon gone, t he desire for a 

const i tut i on had definitely waned in court c i rcles. The 

celebra t ion of students a t Wartburg commemora ting Luther's 

burning af a papal bull convinced the king and the conserva.:,,. 

tives that subvers i ve act i v i ty was present. Moreover, the 

Carlsbad decrees of Metterni ch led the Prus sian monarch to 

similar moves. Consequently, Hardenberg and Rumbolt, liberal 

minist e rs, were dismissed . The liberal movement was defeated. 

The French Revolution is seen as t he source for liberal 

ideas with which Prussia had t o contend. What, then were the 

ideals of t he French Revolut i on? What were some of the ideas 

of which Napoleon made the Prussians so acutely aware? 

H. A. L. F'isher summarizes the work and t houghts of the men 

of the Revolution: . 



The working faith of the best men of the French 
Revolution was the legecy of the Eighteenth century 
philosophy, beli ef in scientific progres s , in grow­
ing material comfort, in natural rights, in r elig­
i ous tolerat i on, and the ult imate triumph of good 
sense throughout the world . It was a philosophy · 
which took little heed of the vari ous temperaments 
and idiosyncrasies of men or nations, regarding 
humanity as s ometh ing homogeneous t hrough pl ace 
and time, capable of be ing nourished by the same 
food and rescued by the same conditions, believing 
that in politics as in phys i cs, there was a mathe­
matical art of discovery and scientific certa i nty 
of truth.l 

However, there is one part of t his analysis of the French 

Revolution which mu st be emphasized. The idea s of the 

Revolution were n ot a direct heritage fro m the phi loso phes 
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of t he eighteenth cen t ury. The philosophe s believe in a sta­

tic and unchanging soc i ety which was r a t i onally oased and or­

der ed. This was t he solution to the problems of the age . 2 

However, the French Revolution 11had a t l eas t one tenuous kind 

of unity, one determi n ing and constant f actor i n its climate 

of opinion: change--change in manners, morals, i n s t i tutions, 

business , art ••• "3 It was a combinat ion of t hese factors of 

natural r ights and laws coupled with the i dea of change which 

was the essence of the French Revolut i on. 

The Napoleonic system was t he tool for the s pread of the 

idea s of the French Revolut i on and , of course , for the fo s ter­

i ng of t he ambitions of Napo leon. Herein i s seen one of t he 

r eason s for t he perversion of the ideals of t he ~evolut i on. 

Napoleon's asp i r a tions and the i deals of the revolut i ons are 

not necessari ly s imilar. It may be important first to note 

how the Napoleonic system appl i ed to Ger many in i ts . theory and 
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pr actice. 

The ancient ins t i t u t ion of t he Holy Ro man Empi re had 

pa s sed. Outmoded and archa i c a s i t was, it served a useful 

f unc tion a s protector of the weak aga i nst t he s trong and as a 

safe guard of traditional r ights against t he despot i sm of the 

pri nces.4 Napoleon di s regarded t he desire s of t he people for 

"natural r i ghts" and instead inst i tuted a "federat i on of men 

and money. 11 "The s mall people ,1ant to be protected aga i nst 

t he b i g ; t he b i g want t o govern a ccordi ng to their fancy ; 

now a s I only want a feder at i on of men and money, and a s it is 

the b i g people and not t h e small peopl e who can give me the 

one and t he other I l eave the former i n pea ce and the l a t ter 

must get on as best t hey can . 11 5 This i s a di rect con t r adic­

t i on of Na poleon's promi se to t he Rhin e l an d confederat i on : 

"Under our rule , t he rights of man will b e r estored and a ll 

t h e ob stacles to material progres s r a i sed by the selfishne s s 

of pr i nce or noble, of pr i est or guild wi ll cr umbl e a t a t ou ch. 116 

Wha t is t he importan ce of t h is obvious dis cr epan cy between the 
.;} 

i deal s of the French Revolution and o f the pol i ci es of Napol eon? 

During t he pre cedi ng period i n German hi story , t here was 

Napoleon car ried out many reforms , howev er . He pr ovided 
the s t a tes wi t h French t ype consti t ut i ons and legal codes, 
r edu ced t he number of sover e i gn princes, simpl ified t he polit i ca l 
geogr aphy, se cul ar i zed t _e e cc l e sia s t i ca l s t a tes, built up Bade~, 
Bavaria, and Wurtenburg , and abolished t he Holy Roman Empire. 
Moreover, although many of the r ef orms were destroyed when the. 
ol d house s. r e turned t o r u l e , a good deal of t he l egal system 
seemed r ea sonable in comparison t o t he pr ev i ous "hybr i d" system, 
and wa s k ept i n many ins t ances--kept t o pr ov i de a s tronger b a sis 
for sutocr a t i c r ule. 
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a tendency in German polit i c s toward duali sm , i . e . the German 

peo ple gravita ted either toward Austr i a or Prus sia . \ould t he 

German people now turn to Napoleonic France? Only long con-

i ciliation could work this out . , The men of Napoleon ' s bureau -

cracy s aw the answer : ''They saw their best work shattered be­

fore the i r i deal s--the idea l of explo i t ation conquering the 

i deal of benefi cence , the enthusiasm of the governed passing 

into a cquiescence , and the a cquie s cnece into concentrat ed hate . 11 8 

The masses under the Napoleonic system wer e l eft out of i ts 

benef i ts ; yet it was the se peo9le to whom the French Revolution 

appealed . They turned fro m France , who should have attracted 

t hem , and turned to Prus s ia f or inspir a t i on and leadership . 

The di cho tomy between t h e t heory and practice of the ideals of 

the revolut i on served to s trengthen the Prussian rev i val . 

There is another di chotomy which the r evolution fostered 

and which s erved to destroy it . This i.·ras the discrepancy b et­

ween t he co smopoli t an ideas of t he philo sophes and the obv i ous 

/ nationa l ism whi ch t he revolution demonstrated i n the l evee en 

masse and the more organi c r elationships which wer e ev ident in 

the republ i c. The spr ead o f cosmopolitanism by nationalistic 

means cou l d only serve to s pread nationa li sm wi th i t s st i ll 

obvious dire results . 

Wha t can be said then about the reform movement i n 

Prussia? Obviousl y it was a failure i f one is to judge i t as 

a movement toward liberalism. The constitutional crisis of 

1819 repudiated t he liberal reforms of Ste in and Hardenber g , 
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inno cuous a s some of them were. But why ,;,,as · it a f ai l ure ? 

The answer is a complex one wi t h i ts roo ts ba ck to the French 

Revolution and b efore. Th e constitut i onal cri sis of 1819 can­

no t be understood wi thout cons idering this . One factor which 

must be considered is t ha t there was the obvious discrepancy 

bet ween the ideals of the French Revolution and t h e pr a ctices 

as personified in the Napoleonic system. Thi s di s crepancy 

turned t he Ger mans from the revolution and its ideal s and only 

br ought them into opposition to i t. A.nether factor i s t he 

at tempt by t he French to create a genera l l i beral European 

system b ased on the cosmopolitan i deas of the philosophes by 

nationalistic means. The levee en mas se and the wars of the 

Revolution enhanced national i s m r a ther then internat i onalism. 

Ano ther f actor for the failure is that the h istorical trad­

it ions of Germany an d it s condi t i on i n t i me would not allow 

the i mpo si·tion o f l i beral idea s wit,hout chang i ng them to f11:i 

Ger man experi ence. This is a pr agmatic proof of the i nval idity 

of t he cosmopolitan ideas as repre sented in the Napoleoni c 

system . Th e impact of new idea s upon the German state brought 

about not a revolution but an "enormity," as Toynbee would say. 

The l:i:beral ideas reestab l i shed the power i n t he hands of t he 

defende r s of the s t a t us quo. The status quo was strengllten ed , 

by t he new ideas of ef f i c i en cy and rat ional gover nment. The 

absolute government of Frederi ck t he Great wa s repl aced by a 

n ew government even stron er and more powerf ul. · 

Wh at is t he nature and t he importance of the 11 enor mity 11 



7 

created by these factors? The failure of the liber a l movement 

whi ch rea ched its end in 1819 precluded the events during the 

r est of German hi s t or y . This generalization is imprecise, but 

perhaps it can throw light on later aspects of German h istory. 

The years 1848, 1871, 1918, and 1945 are all date s which were 

determined largely by the misstep the German people made in 

1819. The year 1819, not 1848, must be cons idered the turning 

point in German history, if t here are turning po i nts. The 

failure of the reform movement which had begun so hopefully 

in 1806 only to f ai l so i ngloriously in 1819 must be considered 

as the derermining factor of Prus sian and German history. The 

new s tatus of power provided by the perverted i deas of reform 

wa s never succes sfully challenged. However, the failure of 

the r eforms in 1819 mu st be seen as f ailures whi ch were bound 

to occur given the exist i ng s i tuat ion in Prussia a t the t i me 

of the French Revolution. The failure of the Prussian reform 

movement i n 1819 seems to have set Germany and German liberalism 

on a path fro m whi ch i t did not stray. However, this fa i lure 

did not elimi nate a strong liberal tendency f rom Ger man thought. 

It is found in the revolutions of 1648 . Louis Namier and 

A. J.P. Tay lor seem to have caught the r eal meaning of these 

revolutions. Namier calls i t the "The Revolution. of t he 

Intellectuals." It wa s a bri lliant and fragile movement with 

the r omantic idealism of liberal humanitariani sm. But here 

was its weakness : 

States are not created 9r de str9yed , and frontiers 



redrawn or obliterated, by argument and ma jority 
votes; nat i ons are freed, united, or broken by 
blood and iron, and not by a generous applicat i on 
of liberty and t omato sauee ••• "The revolution of 
the intellectuals" exhausted itself without ach ie­
ving concrete results: it left its imp~int only in 
t he realm of i deas.9 

The revolutions were also complex events, but the conclusion 

was the same as in 1819--failure of the libera l movement. 

But as 1819 set the path for the failure of liberal ideas, 

1848 sounded its death knell. Taylor notes, perhaps too 

strongly, but cogently, that: 

1848 was the decisive year of Germany and so of 
European history: it recapitualted Germany's pa st 
and anticipated Germany's future. Echoes of the 
Holy Roman Empire merged into a prelude of the Nazi 
"New Order "; · the doctrines of Rousseau and the doc­
trines of Marx, the shade of Luther and the shadow 
of Hitler, jostled each other in a bewildering 
succession. Never has there been a revolution so . 
inspired by a limitles s faith in the power of ideas; 
never has a revolution so di scredited the power of 
ideas in its result. The success of the revolution 
discredi ted conservative ideas. Aft e r it, nothing 
remaineo but the idea of force, and this i dea 
stood at the helm of German history f rom then on.1° 

8 

The year 1848 was a dec i sive year in German h i story . But 

the events of 1848 were unavo·a.able. It could have occurred 

no other way. I doubt that there ar e any real turning points 

in history. There are only periods where factors long pre­

sent meet i n a casually connected way to bring about the 

i nevitable r esults . Libera l i sm i n some form survive ", but it 

was i n a much altered form. The t a sk now is to examine liber­

alism and the lack of liberalism afte r it has been set on its 

way by the events of 1789 , 1819, and 1848 . 
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II 

The r evolut i ons of 1848 and the react i ons of 1848 must 

now be studied . If t he humani t e.rian libera lism of Stein and 

Hardenberg wa s to receive its coup de grace in 1849 after its 

brief r evival of 1848 , it is nece s sary then to examine the 

d i rect i on this liber al ism to ok in the de cisive yea r s of 1848 

and more i mportantly, to discover what to ok its pl ace. Rev­

olutions may be diverse and h eterogeneous, but Sir Louas 

Namier finds a certain unity in the se movements i n 1848 : 

••• then the common denominator was i deolog i cal , and 
even l i t erary, an d there was a b asi c unity and co­
he s ion i n the intellectual world of the European 
cont inent , such a s usually a sserts i tself in the 
peak periods of its spiritual develo pment . 1848 
came no t as an after math of war and defeat (as so 
many revolutions i n the follow.:.ng century) , but 
was the outcome of t h irty-three crea t i ve years of 
European peace carefully preserved on a consciously 
count er-revolutionary ba sis . The r evol utions was 
born at lea t as much of hope s a s of dis contents .11 

One of the most i mportant f act s to note about Germany is 

t he f act t hat Ge r many as a nation wa s not yet a unified s t ate . 

Thi s problem of uni fication was to run t h r ough the ent ire 

movement , and once it is ident i fi ed t he revolution b egins to 

h ave more mean ing and signif ic~nce . Undoubtedl y , the Ger rr.an 

people were grea t i n a rt, thought, and cult ur e . The s imply 

lacked national uni ty . A movement to rard na tiona l uni ty wa s 

fo s tered in the wars of l iberation i n t h e precedin5 gen eration , 

and 1848 f oun d the t ime r i pe for an expre s s i on of t hi s feeling . 1 2 

Fo remost i n the revol ut ionary ideology was the demand by t he 

middle classes f or t he government of the v ar ious s t ates to be 
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remodeled according to the national principle • .And it was the 

middle class intellectuals from urban centers -who seemed to be 

the leaders of this movement . The basic conflict now can be 

seen as a struggle between t he dyna stic pr'inciple in the states 

and national sovere ignty . The forme r was feudal in origin , 

de eply rooted , but irrational ; .the lat t e r was r ational and 

s imple, but seemed to be impr a ctical in n eality . The fight 

resolved j_tself in a conflict be t ween arbitr ary rul e and 

autocra cy a s against popula r sovereignty and nat ional self­

governrnent •13 However, t he supporters of thi s cogently r easoned 

principl e of national sovereignty had t o fi ght for their 

principl e i n t he territories of s t a tes based on his tori ca l 

tradit ion and her itage . 14 The uni versa l truth of t he national 

principl e found its ba t t l e ground in the relativistic and 

empirica l truth of dynast:c sovereign ty . 

It is this revol ution i n the realm of Frederick Will iam N 

with whi ch we a re most concerned . Frederick Willi am was not 

adverse to a l l ehanges by any means . Prus o: ian kings h ad 

fought a cont j_nuous bat t l e against the provincial ism and par­

t i culari sm of the Junkers and the bureaucr a cy f or t h e Pruss i an 

s t a te . But , on the whole , he wa s a man for whom the urge of 

the moment overrode his best natura l impulses . 15 Basically 

he was a man of the past; embittered against revolutionary 

ideas by the French Revolution and Napoleon , he r esist ed the 

n ew Ger many ·whi ch wa s in t __ e pro ce ss of creat ion . 16 Valentin 

aptly desc r ibes him : 



; •• he wa s a pedant, ,1ho llked to s tre s s the lm­
portance of l i ttle thlngs , because he ha d no sym­
pathy with or unders t anding of , grea t ness ••• 
People of t a lent whose instinct drove t hem to do 
the r ight t hing , i rritat ed his monarchial sensi­
bilities and ar oused hls obstina cy , a f ain s t whi ch 
i t was pra ctical l y impossible to do anything . 
Absolutism wa s i n t he very bloo d of t his roya l 
philistine .17 . 
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Thi~icture of Frederick William can be seen t h r oughout thes 

two decisive yea r s . His personality is always a fa cto r i n 

the events whi ch vrn r e to t ake pl a ce. 

The revolution whi ch br olrn out in March of 1 81+8 was 
, 

s par k ed and dominated by the middle clas ses; 11 'l'he signifi-

cant f a ctor of t he middle cla s s is i t s combination of ab:.li ty 

wi t h a certain a mount of pro perty and a certain degree of 

culture. 1118 Even t he lower clas ses wi shed only "to malrn their 

way 11 wi thin a constitutional system (they co mprised no prol­

e t aria t and had l i ttle impact on the revolution). New t ypes 

wi thin the bourgeoisie were aris i ng . One of these was a 

patric ian cla ss, qui te often wi th t :l tles and means. They were 

i ntellectually inclined and became moderately critical of t he 

gover nment and t he des i res o f reform. Another group were t h e 

plutocrats who were the wholes a l e merchants and large manu­

f acturers. Al thoug,,.11. they were f ew , t hey were energetic in 

t he ir ri s e to po,-,er . Their main a i m was to protect and increase 

their inve s t ments. To theB, s oc i ety ha0 t o be reoriented to 

the capi t al i s t i c point of v i ew.' it must be noted that it was 

these men who were to become " quite conservat ive under 

Bismarck once the i r de s i re for a capi t a l ist ic system was ob­

t ained.19 One of their chief a ims was t o b e the unificat i on 
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of Germany so that econo mi cs of capit a lism could operate more 

eff i ciently. They reali ze the l i mi t ations which ,-:ere inherent 

economically i n states as s mall as Prussia and the even smaller 

German states. It wa s these two groups whi ch were to t ake the 

l ead throughout most of t he revolution. They were never to 

become revolutionary: t he communi st and soc i alist movements 

wi th their revolut i onary property ideas was to alienate these 

gr oups fro m all revoluti onary ideas . 20 

Th e revolutions of March were i nspired by the February 

r evolution in Pa ris. Thi s event ,-ras both fortunate and unfor­

t un ate for i t both encouraged the revolutionari e s by the exam­

ple of success and deceived them by the intoxica t ion of that 

sa1e success. 21 It gegan in earnest i n Baden, wi t h stormy 

meetings also i n Mannheim, Karlsruhe, and He idelberg . In 

Baden, t he r evolut ionaries r r ew up a progr am whi ch was to have 

simi l ar counterparts in mo st of the rest of the Ger man s t a t es . 

They proclaimed the abolition of arbitrary l aw, equa l r ights 

f or rel i g ious sec ts, 't'r i al by jury, the crea tion of a mil i tia, 

progre s s i ve i n come tax, and mi nisterial reforms . In Offenburg , 

a uni f i ed program wa s made and mas s demonstra t ions were held. 

And, of mor e i mportance, declarations from Heidelber g called 

for parli amentary government for all of Germany, :and for t h e 

reconstruction of Germany along t hese l i nes. Although Pruss ia 

a."1.d Austria were unshaken a t this t ime, they fel t it was 

neces sary to consult for common s afety. 22 And well that they 

should, for everywhere the pet t y prin ces were gr anting 
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constitutions and , appointing liber al ministers. The Frankfort 

Diet issued a dcument of great i mportance appea l ing to the 

nationa l i dea . It is recreated by Valent in : 

This document appealed as the "legal organ of the 
nationa l and po l i t i ca l uni ty of Germany" to the 
Ge rman government s and people, exhorted them to 
work together harmonious ly and loyally i n the 
interests of upholding invulnerability abro ad , 
and quiet and order, s ecur i ty and prosperity a t 
home . Th e Diet promised. "to care for Germany 's 
securi t y abroad a s well a s to further nationa l 
interes ts at home . 11 Germany "must be r a ised to the 
position wh~Qh i s hers of r i ght a mong t he n a tions 
of Euro pe ." 5 

rne revolut ion di d not seem to b e one of extremes--neither 

autocr a cy nor demo cra cy wer e complet ely crushed or victori ous . 24 

It wc. s on ly in Berl i n t ha t ther e was bloodshed, and i t is to 

this scene t hat we t ur n our a t tent ion . By March 18 , the 

revolut i on had r eached Berlin i tself. Large delegat i ons came 

fro m the prov i nce s and t he c i ty to pre sent t heir demands to 

t he king . It wa s to the Rhenish an d muni c ipa l delegat i ons 

tha t the k ing promi sed a liber al proclamation . Following this 

action, the k i ng pro _i sed the abolition of censorsh i p (however 

the news papers were s t i ll restricted) . He also ca lled up a 

un i ted Diet and proc i sed a reorganization of the Federa l 

Constitut ion . As succes s and promi se f ol lowed succe s s and 

promi se , t he prot e stants grew bolder ; t hey demanded t he 

naming of a n ew and more libera l cab i net . Troops called in 

to pro t ect Berl i n fro m demonstrators were gr e et ed wi th 

demonstra t ions demanding their r emoval. However , t he crowds 

mil l ing ab ou t t he royal pa l a ce wer e f i red upon by these 
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troops and the revolution began in earnest . Up went t he 

barricades, while ivilian fo rces prepared to r esist thi s 

ins t ance of brute force agains t the free and. demo cratj_c spirit.25 

The barri cades seemed to have gone up qui ckly , but , 

nonetheless, there d i d not seem to have been an international 

or even preconceived conspi r a cy against the s t ate as some con­

serva t ive critics have claimed . 26 Leaders of thi s s tre et 

fighting were varied, but, alt hough differing in aims and 

interests, they seemed t o represent t he intellectual l eader­

ship of Ger many . One was Dr . Rutenberg who l a ter became 

editor of t he Staatszei tung . P..no t her was Dr . I..owenberg who 

l ed the r adical students. Dr . Woeni ger organi zed the mass 

petition . Urban was the v eterinar ian ·who l ead t he actual 

street f ighting . Levin Weiss was referred to as the "Phi l o.-

h II sop_ er . But unl ike the Fr ench Revolut ion t her e were no 

r eal l eaders . The king , adopt ing a paterna listic att itude, 

whi ch might be ca l led characteri s tic of h im , viewed the fighting 

as a misunderstandin g and a misfort une . Prit twitz ' s t r oops 

f ound it i mpos s ibl e to a chieve a rapid victory . The only 

so lut i on wa s to bombar d the town , but the king thought t hat 

thi s wa s an atroci t y and de c i ded t o re call the t roops . 

Freder ick ;·;il l i am in his f amous address , "To my dear Berliners, " 

put t he entire blame on s trangers and f oreigners . regotia­

tions Ti th the insurrection ists provided for t he gradual 

wi t hdrawal of troops and the t earin5 dovm of t he barr'i cades .27 

Following this, the king ~:ranted the demand f or a r ms and reform, 



15 

and reviewed t he insur gent s a s they carried out their dead 

f or burial . The revolut i on Wc~s successful an d t he r ebels 

mi sht well hav e agreed wi t h Va lent i r;.'1 s l a ter statement on 

rebellions : "A r evolu t ion has al1,-rays had t hat measure of his­

tor i cal jus tification-whi ch is given to it by the f ai lure of 

governing powers . 11 28 

Apri l was a t ime of o:pt imism ; the b ar ricade s and revol­

ut i on had been ju s t i f ied a s a means of ef f ecting a political 

purpose . Berl i n s e emed to t ake the lead in eff'ect i n e; a fre e 

Germany . The people ruled i n t h e diets, conscious of t heir 

own hard won powe r . 29 The pre-parl iament had met at 

He idelber g , compo s ed of fifty -three libe r a l s who de c ided to 

se t a r epresenta t i ve body for the whole of Germany to be elected 

by direct manhoo d suf ferage . Although the body me t wi thout 

any v i olence or advoca cy of so cial-revolut ionary r e forms , 

i t did make a ¢ajar declara tion : " •.• t hat the decision on 

t h e future const i tution of Germany shoul d rest sole l y and en­

tirely with t h e Na t i onal As sembly to be elected b y the people . 11 30 

By implication , the princes were to be l ef t out and t he national 

princ i pl e was a s serted . The groups which took t __ e l ead now 

were l iber a l , der i ving t hei r idea ls fro m the French and 

Engl ish revolutions . Intern at ional i n scope, t hey were moulded 

by local influences . 31 April may b e called t he highwater mark 

of t he revolution--sentiment for and confiden ce in the rev­

olution s eemed to be everywhere-. 

On May 18, t he Frankfort National As ._. embly met for t he 
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fi r s t time. It was the only parliament in German history 

which had been freely e l ected by the people. As might have 

been i magined, i t was a middl e clas s body, composed of many 

lawyers, professors, doctors, judges, of ficial s and bus i ness­

men . The lower cla sses were not repre s ented ; only one rep­

resentative could have been called a peasant.32 But it met 

a f ter t h e hours of action had passed and , being away fro m t he 

true center s of decision , "thi s proud and courageous -b ody 

suf f ered a truly ~erman fate of hav i ng been s trongest a s an 

idea, and growing ever fe ebler as i ts work and b e ing came 

nearer to rea l izat ion. 11 33 The deb 2.tes of thi s group were of 

a high order, but i t ·was soon to be seen t hat h igh ideals and 

log ic are not infallible .34 It is per h aps to t he credit of 

this body tha t it did nothing r adi cal and promoted noter­

rorism. However, t h e parliament and t he revo lut i on were to 

prove something more importan t than t h e suc ce s s or fai lure of 

this body . The pe ople of Germany wer e to come to ask for 

somet h ing more t han what this parliament was to g:...ve them: 

They were thE: power, the future. Th ese mass e s coul d 
be led , they could be welded into uni t y . They could 
be beaten dovm , s t arved out , by means of all the 
superior mi l itary-poli t i cal, and economi c pot encies 
of whi ch t h e Revolut i on had left t h e old powers i n 
pos s e s s i on ; but even t h e mightiest indiv i dual coul d 
not again de stroy t he ent i ty of the se masses as a 
social and politi ca l power.)5 

The parliamentar y liber a l and t h e b arricade f ighters of 1848 

prepared t he way for Bi smarck ' s Rea l Pol i t ik and a new t ype 

of politics was t o b ecome i mportant i n Ger many . 

The Frankfort assembly had to concern itself with many 
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and varied problems of t he German nation. 0-ne of these was 

the problem of minorities and more particul arly, the problem 

of the Polish minori t i es.of Eastern Prussia . The handling 

of this problem has led one historian to conclude t hat German 

liberalism was more verbal than r ea1 . 36 The idea of the 

na t i onal principle was turning intQ the more harsh imper ial i s­

ti c nationalism. There was now to be s een the fundamental 

contradict i on in the Ger man libera l movement: nationality 

was a ll right for the Germans but not for other people.when 

it confl i cted with t he interests of Germany . One representa tive 

s tated t he position this way: "The right of peopl es to seg­

regate themse lves a ccording to nationality is a brand-new 

;right recognized nowhere ••• In politics, only possess ion i s 

decisive and regognized by the nations . 11 37 At f i rst, the lib­

erals espoused the Polish cause, but outbreaks in Polan d and 

other Slavic states nurtured the ide a l of Ger manism . This 

brought about the above statement and others . German l iberal­

ism, as it wa s t he ideology of the middle class , eit her clai1 ed 

that t he part i t ion of Paland was t h e "mi ssion" of Germany, or, 

more harshly, "the r ight of t he str onger; t he r i ght of con­

quest, i s Ge r many's r ight. 11 38 Th e seeds soim by Napo leon were 

brought out into the open by these expres sions of nationalism 

and Real Politik . 39 And i t wa s to have an e f fe ct upon later 

times and places: "Acid na tionalisms based on l anguage (on 

plent y of it and little in it) originat e mainly with urban 

middle-c lass i ntellectuals; and t h ::C s is ·why 1848 is of such 

c 1 ; Y o, 
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supreme importance in the growth of European nationalisms . 1140 

The Frankfort as sembly i"ra s to wear itself out on other 

problems besides the minority one; Although their aims were 

clear enough , the means t o realize these aims were never clear­

ly established . The as sembly had two possible courses to fol­

low . They could eit her t ake the power energetically to pro­

mote the cons t i tution, or they could ally thems elves wi th a 

large state. Th e fact is t hat they did neither we11.41 

Archduke John of Austria, who had been cho s en to head a uni­

fied military force, was v irtuall y powerless. The assembly 

wa s characterized by working with and against Prussia . This 

was eviden t on the matter of defense . A navy ·was to be built 

on Prussian lines and guidance; but defense forces were to be 

set u p to counterba l ance Prussian forces . 42 And when Prussia 

was forced to back down at t he :Malmo by the great powers over 

t h e Sch le swi g- Hols te in affair, t he assembly could neither 

dec .:..de to support or condemn Prussia . Final ly , when the 

as sembly offe r ed Frederi ck William the croi,•m of a uni ted 

Germany, the k in had l i ttle sympathy wi t h thi s rather inde­

cisive group and , following his absolutist i c thou h unsure 

ideals , he turned do1.,m the off er . The fact wa s tha t this 

rationalist i c and philo sophical bo dy c ompletely underest i mated 

the f orces wh i ch were at work . The dynamic s of dynastic 

par ticul a r ism, the dynamics of power a s expres s ed in foreign 

policy , and the dynamics of the s ocial revol ut i ,,nary and 

communis t i c idea could not be s a t i sf i ed by t h is group . 



I 

19 

Something more powerfu l and destructive was to t ake its pl ac e . 43 

Finally, howeve r , the parliament did creat e an I mperial 

Constitution . It mu s t be said t o the credit of t his institu­

tion that even in 1849 t he do cument r epre sented t h e b e s t spi­

rit and v i gor of 18LJ-8 . The fj_r s t powe r of the govennment ,-ms 

to be in t he hands o r"' the Emperor, who was empowered t o make 

treat i es, wa r , peace , control movements of t h e army and navy, 

to sµpervise t he highways and pos t . He was to have a civil 

list and respons i ble ministers and the r ight to d i ssolve the 

Re i chs t ag , whi ch ·was to be composed of a h ouse of s t ates and 

a house of people . Es sent iallj , the Emperor was to be a 

un i fying f actor over and agains t the petty princes and t he 

Re i chstag . A third f a ctor was t he I mper ial court of just ice , 

whi ch was to prov ide a unity of l aw and justice for t he rea l m. 44 

However, the r e were compr omi ses 1·rhi ch we re t o wea __ en this 

uni t a ry consti t uti on . Although the individual states had to 

g i ve up envoys and consuls, they r e t ained repre s ent a tive 

bodies whi ch we r e t o be chosen by t hemselves . Impei-•ial l aw­

givin was under certain rest raint s , and taxe s could only be 

levied in case of need . In add.:.tion , t he house of s t a t es wa s 

a conservat i ve body whi ch c oul d act agains t de c i sions made by 

the r epr esen t a tive s of t he people who we r e e l ected b y univer­

sal, irect , and secr et ballot . Throughout , however , thi s 

document was to expr ess the German democratic spirit . 45 

HoHever c onservat ive t he wor k of the Frankf ort parl iament 

mi ·ht h ave been , the :c·e were more conservat ive forces a t work . 
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The counter-revolution in Austria wa s a signal for Prussia to 

do t he same t hin g and t o do i t wi t hout any bloodshed . Th e 

fact of the matter was t hat the mas ses had lo s t i nte r est in 

the Frankfort parliament , which had ceased to win conce s sions 

an r ights for t_em. 46 One t h e other hand , the upper middle 

clas ses fe a red lo s s of influence and all i ed themselves with 

the dynasti c and bureaucrat i c intere sts . L~7 The f inal b low 

to t he hopes of t he parl iament came when the king refus ed to 

a cce pt the emperorship , despite moments of hesi t ation and 

confusion . After this , attention was now turned to t he i n di ­

v i dual states and herein lay Germany 's weakness : "Germany 

was once more poor in its r i chnes s , small i n its greatness , 

y e t great in pettines s , r i ch in wretchedness • •• Part i cularism 

wa s the true curse of Germany . 11 48 The revolut i on had f ai led; 

it only waited for Prussia to s tri ke t h e b low. 

The count er-revolutionary forc es now r eached the i r peak 

and f orced conserva t i ve altera t ions in t h e con s titution . The 

nobil i t y was pre served , the dea th penalty r e t ained , the r ight 

of franchi se limited , fre e i nstruct i on of the needy denied , 

and t he veto f or t he Imperial counci l re s t ored . But even now, 

Prus s i a would no t a c cept t he const itution and , following 

Pruss i a's lead , Saxony refused the con s t i tut i on . Prussian 

troops were sent to Dresden to support t he conserva t i ve govern­

ment there . Soon revolution b r oke out in ~urtemberg and Baden, 

whe r e even t h e mi l i t a ry jo i ned t he insur gents . But nothing 

could stop Prus s ia and t he fortres s of Rastalt was t h e last 

to hold out . 49 It wa s Prus s ia which destroyed German 
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patriotism which she herself had developed.so well in the 

pr e ceding gene :-a t i on . 50 Thi s Badensian Cradl e Song expresses 

t h e b i t terness which was directed at Prussia : 

Sleep , my child , don't cry, 
The Prussian's goin g by . 
He killed your father a t his door , 
He made y our wretched mo ther poor . 
Keep very s t i ll, i f you ' d be wise , 

r he'll find ways to shut your eyes . 
Sleep , my child , don ' t cry, 
The Prussian ' s going by . 51 

Force u_pon force was t o be the prime mover in German politics 

from now on . 
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I I I 

The defeat of l i b eralism at Rastalt was t o set liberal­

ism on a new course . The l iberal movement which had its roots 

i n the Enlightenment and the French Revolut i on wa s to abandon 

i ts humanisti c i deal ism which char acterized t he peri od fro m 

Ste in to the Frankfort parl iament and to a dopt t he integr a l 

type of national ism wh :tch was to find i t s gr eatest exponent 

i n Bi smarck • . Th e t a sk , therefore , is to exami ne l iberali sm 

as a concept before and a f ter this period and to asse s s t he 

reasons for its change of course and the significance of this 

change . 

Basically the l iberalism which was developed in Germany 

dur i ns and after t he Napoleoni c wars was in oppos i tion to the 

l i beralism and na t i onalism of J acobi nism. For t he princ i plEes 

of revolution and reason were substitut es for t h e ideas of 

history and traditi6n . The idea of history a s an evolutionary 

movement was pro pounded most naturally by ph i l osopher s of his­

tory, such as Hegel and Herder, who were t o take t he lead in 

develo ping a "libera l" phi loso phy . Although much of the 

thought which vms to come from t his reaction against Jacobinism 

wa s conservat i ve, ther als o aro s e from this movement a middle 

group of l i bera l n a tiona l i sts . 

This movement combined both n ationalism and liberalism. 

I ts exponent s thou ght each n~tionality should have an inde­

pendent state of i t s own . Di v:ded nationalities should be 

joined i nto on e state and I mperial state s should be d i v i ded 

i nto their con s t ituent national i tie s . If every nat i onal s tate 
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should be fre e , l ikewise the citizens of these states mus t be 

fre e . Especially, they must have personal libert i es, such as 

speech, press , worsh i p , and association. Economi c liberties 

were also important; tnere should be fre edom of contract, pro­

fession , and trade. And most importantly there must be pol­

itica l freedo m. They espoused the princ i ple of repr esent a tive 

democracy whereby as s emblies would be chosen by equal, univer­

sal , and secret sufferage . But , i t must be r emembered , that 

t hese princ iples were advocated by the middle classes who had 

no burnin · fervor for 11natural r i ghts,~• but maintained them 

to be the evolutionary end of society . Liberal principles 

were to be promoted by the l iber al inst i tut:ons of fre e pop­

ular education, short t e rm militia , popular journalism, and 

patriotic societ i es .52 

One of the leadin J exponent s of this t ype of libera l ism 

i n Germany was Karl Theodor Welcker. As a student he had been 

fi red by the patriotism whi ch had a,mkened Germany during 

Napoleon's v i ctories . It is interesting to note t hat he was 

trained in hi story and jurispru ence. The key to his phil­

osophy i s hi s belief in the evolutionary history o::" rnahkind . 

Pol itical deve lo pment, he perce i ved , was l ike t he individual's 

deve lopment from childhood to youth and manhood . Governments 

had pro ceeded fro m de spotism, t o theocra cy , and were now to 

come to the legal sta t e . It w<J, s ac companied by a chang ing 

method of social control fro m force and f ear to faith and now 

to r eason and l iberty. Liberty, for h:m , meant a trust in the 
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ability of the individual to develop the grea te s t pos sible 

v i rtue and happiness . Within the lega l state , men could r eal i ze 

themse l ves and their pot ent ial i ti e s . The legal s t ate was , 

therefore , a const i tut ional state in whi ch the l ibert ies were 

l isted and guaranteed . The c i t izens of the s t a te shoul d t ake 

an a ct i ve r ole in insuring the guar antees of individual l i b ­

erties . However, he wa s definitel y opposed to revolution as 

a means of realizing t his state and t his state was t o be com­

posed of not more than one nat i ona lity which mu s t be in itself 

highly developed . 

The "Declara tion of the Fundamenta l Rights of the German 

People, 11 which vras issued fro m t he Frankfort Par liament, was 

in part created by Welcker . Like the French Declar a tion of 

t he Rights of Man and of t he Citizen , i t e spoused national 

popula r sovereignty , per s0nal l ibert i es , an d·enunciat i on of 

nobility and class privileges . Yet i t is a more r estr i cted 

document emphasizing the Ge r man nation and omitting any 

reference t o n atural rights and the r ight of revolution . 

Liber a l ism was t hen to be peaceful and trad i t iona1 . 53 

Hav ing looked a t Theo dor Welcker as a t herot i c ian , it 

might be well to look at Heinri ch von Gagern , t he l eader of 

the Fr ankfort parliament . He t oo bel ieved t . a t each na t i on 

and every. individual should exerc ise t he r i e;ht of self­

deter mination , wi t h in t he traditions of the historica l as t . 

Hi s philosophy is noted by Hans Kohn : 

The emphasis upon individual nationa l i ty and its 



r ights and t he high evalua t ion of popul ar tradi t ions 
and of t he ver nacular--th e v is ion of a future pea ce ­
ful worl d , i n whi ch ea ch na tiona l ity ·woul d dwell in 
l iberty i n i ts e-wn pl a ce , each awa_rnned by the high 
me ssage of humanity , each cult i va t ing it ovm 1.my , 
a ll , ·whe t he r l a r ge or smal l , equa l and competing 
pea cef ully f or t h e common good of 11 ankind--the faith 
of a har monious synthesizatj_on of the r ight s of t he 
individual with his loyalty to t he nat i onal commun­
i t y and its duties t o mankind : these were the new 
elements ••• 54 · 

Von Gagern led t he parli ament wi t h ab i l ity and incorporated 

his i dea s into the work of the parliament. But, f i nally, 
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he was not able to comba t t he t ide of more pr a ct i ca l and more 

realistic national ism and po liti cs whi ch were coming into 

Germany as a react i on to t he r ev ol u tions of 1848. 

Although Welclcer was a professor, supporters were found 

i n every wa l k of life. Politicians such a s Gagern, Schmerling, 

and Lask er, indu striali s ts such a s Hansemann and Mevi s s en and 

economist s such as Prince-Smith and Faucher endorsed these 

principles. Di ffering , an any l a r ge gr oup wj_ll, they as-

sumed in general tha t each nationali ty should be a s epa r a te 

pol i tica l unit with an independent const i tut i onl government 

ending despotism, aristocra cy, and ecclesiast i cal influence. 

They believed t hat each s tate i n serving i ts mm interests 

·would b e serv i n g t he int ere sts of human i t y a s a whole by 

nat i onal pol i c ie s of fre e-trade, anti-milit a r ism, anti-imperia lism 

and international cooperation . Th ey borrowed heav i ly from the 

r omant i c movement. The had sympathy for t he under dog and t he 

oppre s sed. And , in do j_n g so, t h ey rev i ved interest i n the 

past, i n national heroes and l egends. But peacefu l a s t h ey 
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might have been, they l i ved i n a les s t han pacific world . To 

promote t heir principl es they encour aged people to f i gh t for 

unity and fre edom ; but here was the cause of the:'Lr f a ilure. 

Once the sword had been t aken up , i t was di ff i cult to lay 

do,m. Nat ionalism grew in strength while l i beralism became 

weaker. The deed became more importan t th2il. t he idea an d led 

to t he more harsh type of l iberalism whi ch was to become 

pr ominent after t he reactions of 1849 .55 

Without a doubt liber a l nationalism l i ved on , but t h e 

new form of intefral n a t ionalism was to t ake i ts place a s the 

most important movement in the 1 s t half of the n i neteen t h 

century. Charles Maurra s was a Frenchman of t h is t ype and 

describes t he movement in his ovm words as "the exclusive 

pursuit of na tiona l polic i e s , the ab s olute maintenance of 

n at ional integr i ty and t he steady increa se of national power-­

f or a nation declines when it lo ses i ts mil i tary might. 11 56 

The ::.·,efore, it is seen to be a j ingoistic and mili t ant movement 

which h as its heirs in the t we;ntieth cen t ury . In general , it 

di strusts minorit ies , othe r nat ions, and internat i ,Jna l:i.sm, 

b a sed on mutual re spect and coopera t i on.57 

However, most distres singl y it came from liber a l nat­

ionali sm . How t h en w s this humanl t ar ian and l iber a l move­

ment transformed i nto a mi l i t ant and intolerant one1 One 

f a ctor is t h e fact that the l i beral na t i onalists took u p the 

sword to l i b erate 0:P})ressed nat i onal i t ies , whet her i t was 

t hemselves or another. In t he case of 1848 , peaceful and 
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tolerant a ctions were seen to f ai l in t he f a ce of t he forces 

of reaction. Bismarck wa a to prove pragmatically t he value 

of force. Integral na tion.alism was nurtured a s much on the 

failures of libe r a l na tionali sm a s on i ts oi:m successes . The 

va lue of the force of .arms to mainta in independence was est­

ablished . Another f a ctor wa s t hat once the liber e,ls success ­

fully a chiev ed the i r i ndependence, their heads were tur ned by 

t hat success. For example, the part ial succes s whi ch the 

r evolutions of 1848 had created l ed the Franlrfort a ssembly t o 

deny the nationa l princ ipl e to fol and. A third fact or was t he 

establishment of l iberal institutions such a s publ i c education, 

fr ee press and association • . Schools , press and a ssoc iations 

a s they came more and mor e under the con trol of the national 

s t ate were u s ed to i nculcate t he i deals of nationa li sm to the 

mas ses. This movement appeal s to the masses and operates wi t h 

t heir bles s ing and a pproval for the glory of t he f a t herland. 

In do ing so i t bec omes a rel igion. Although it i s t he ch ild 

of liber alism, l iberalism after 1848 was unable to combat i ts 

offspr i ng . 
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After t h e revolutions of 1848 and t h e r eactions of 1 849 

the Prussian state cont i nued to be much t he s ame a s it we,s in 

t h e previous peri od--not quite the s ame t o be sure, but the 

s ocial structure had not been seriously chan ged or upset. In 

Pr u ssia t h e socia l and poli t i c 2, l s tru cture had as sumed an a s­

pect peculiar to tha t state. Indeed, it had s i mi l a r i t i es to 

bo th Rus sia and France, Engl an d and Austria; but, on t h e whole, 

i t must be said that its socia l s truc t ure was dist i nctive and 

d i fferent. It is t hi s s t r u cture whi ch exi sted between 18L~8 

and 1870 whi ch must now be examin ed. 

The f i r s t group whi ch should be considered i s t h e Junkers. 

Hi stori cally, they were the oldest group i n Pru ssia--predating 

even the Hohenzollerns. As England h ac t he i r country squires 

so did the ea.st seven prov i nces of Prus sia have t hei r Junkers. 

They di f f ered f r om t he rest -,f t he German nobi l i ty in that they 

had mixed a t an early date wi th the Slav i c peoples ·who 1,,·rere 

t h e ori ginal set t lers and had been conquered by t h em. On 

a ccoun t of t heir conqu est, t h ey r apidl y a s sumed an atti tude 

of command and dominat i on over t h e :i..r sub Jects, who had been 

made s erfs, compell i ng t hese pe a s ants to wor k t he i r l an ds for 

them and to perform othe r s ervi ces whi ch t he s quire deemed 

neces sary. In loca l affairs, t he Junkers rapidl y as sumed 

control t hr ough the p0v,rer of t h e loca l diet s and de rrianded to 

b e heredi t ar y mi l i t ar y and pol i t i ca l advi sors t o t h e pr i nce. 

And t h rough. t he lucrat i ve gr a i n trade whi ch f lo·we d t hr ou gb 

this part of north -centra l Etrtrope, t hey gaj_ned t h e power of 
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t h e purse. Through th i s power they were able to extend t heir 

con t rol over t he diets and the peasants.58 

Although t h ey were eventually control l ed by t he Hohen­

zollerns, they becam enthu siasti c supporters of t he crown and 

were thus able to r e t ain much of t heir powers. The Great 

Elector gr anted t h em complete control over t he i r loca l spheres. 

The Junker, who was to become t h e symbol of authority and 

obediance · to t he s tate, learned much of t hi s loyalty to the 

f a t herland fro m servi ce in t he ar my; t hese qua l i t ies he 

passed on to his subj ect s a t ,-home. On t h e ,-rhole , t h e Junkers 

wer e able t o make an admi r able compromi se between f eudalism 

and absolut i s m by gain i ng c ontrol over t h e loca l s pher es and 

by servi ce t o the sta te a s a whole in se rv i ce i n bureaucrati c 

and court posts.59 

In the nineteenth century the Junkers were challenged 

again, t hi s t ime by the libera l i ndu strial capit~l ism of the 

r i sing middle class and t he material istic profi t moti ve. They 

became agres s i ve s elf- se elrnrs, turning to t he past 2.nd t he 

romant i c movemen t whi ch fo s tered t heir existence, and putting 

up a s t out r esis t an ce. Even when l imited by Ste i n and 

Hardenberg 's reforms,e. g . emanc ipation of serfs, c i t i zen 

ar mie s , equal c i t izenship , and t he l i mi t i ng of t he i r a dmi n : ­

s tr2.t i ve f un ct ions, t heir power was hardl y impaired a t t he -

local level an t h ey were a ctually ab l e t o bring more l and 

un der t he i r control becau se of t he land r eforms. Th ey 

continu ed thei r poli cy of serv i ce and alliance to t he king , 

although t hey always remained s epara te f rom _t h e roya l influen ce. 
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Their ldeal of a corporate s t a te, God-ordained, which had been 

promoted by Lutheranism, was s trengt hened by t he revolut ions 

of 1248. Bi sma:::·ck , who was e.lso a Junker , brought them to 

new poHer wi t h a policy of r eal ism an d national ism . Bismarc.i:: 1 s 

poli c i es, 1·1hich were to carry the Junkers further than they 

wi shed, converted t ie u pper middle cla s s to t h e i r ideals . 

Throughout t hi s pe r i od t he Jun..'k. ers were able to cont1nue in 

t heir tradition of control and serv i ce to state.60 

·what ·were t he car eers t he Junkers might follo w in the 

bureaucracy and administra tion of t he Prus sian s t a te? As a 

generalization, i t mi5ht be said t hat t hey he ld genera l off i ces 

r a t he r t han particular or technical off i ces f or which they 

l a cked training . In a c] d i tion, they often h e l d court off ices 

whi ch had grea t influence r ather than t hose i n the diplomatic 

service becaus e of the wide range of inter ests demanded by 

these pos i tions. 61 It may well be a s serted t hat t he part i ­

c ipat ::i_on of Junkers i n t he Prussian administra tion may h ave 

been a large f ac t or in the supremacy of t he conservat i ve s in 

t h1 s per i od . 62 In t he provinces , t he office of Ober-Praesj_dent 

wa s often he ld by a Junker and fro m t hj_s off i c a Junker oft en 

became· a min is t er. In t he governmental distr i cts the Junkers 

exerted gre at i nfl uence a s pr es ident s over t hese distr 1cts 

an d maint a ined a s emi-autono~,,ous aut hority . And in all of t h e 

lesser l oca l divis i ons , the Junkers were able to hold off i ces 

of gr e a t i mportance and numbe r iI'1; t he ministries, expecj_ally 

interior, agr i culture , and. war, as well as court offices. 

Also t hey mainta i ned considerable s trengt h i n t he provincial 
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German liberalism in the mid-nineteenth century assumed 

various shades and meanings which are often nebulous and in­

definite . However , there seems to be some pattern, some dir­

ection, even if it might be negative, which liberalism can be 

s een to have taken in the German states. The problems then, 

are these : What was the nature of liberalism in Germany? And 

more importantly, was it truly liberalism in the western 

European way of looking at things? And f i nal l y, what result 

can the i mpact and development of liberalism b.e said to have 

had on the German state? These questions have been r aised to 

show the direct ion and purpose of this es say. 

Much of the libe1al thought in Germany had its roots in 

the French revolution and the Napoleonic wars . In 1789, the 

European world was rocked by a momentous event--the French 

Revolution . From thi s event came new ideas, concepts , and 

movements which we r e to affect Europe from then on . The cul­

mination of the French Revolution was the Napoleonic Empire. 

Into Prussian and German terri tories poured the se new ideas . 

Although the ideas of the French Revolution were not al i en to 

Prussia before Napoleon , it was his victories at the battles 

~ of Jena and AuerstHdt which f orced the ancien regime in 

Prussia to come to terms with t hese concepts . Within seven 

years after be ing subjected to these ideas, Prussia was to 

have adopted French concepts and was to have turned the tide 
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against Napoleon at the battle of Leipzig . But, was it only 

the simple adoption of French techniques whi ch allowed the 

Prussians to make this surprising recovery? No , I t hink it 

will be shown that the Prus sians took the French techniques , 

then fitted and changed them a ccording to their : ·society_.; As, 

perhaps , in the pe r i od after World War I the western i dea s of 

nationali sm and democracy a re perverted and then turned u pon 

Wes tern society, so were the ideals of the French Revolution 

perverted and turned upon the French. The Prussian bout with 

liberal ideas spread by t he Revolut i on must be looked at as 

a successful re sponse in the defeat of the French a t Le ipzig ; 

but on a reappraisal the liber al reforms whi ch l ooked so 

promis ing a t the defeat of Napoleon must be seen as a fa i lure. 

By 1819 with t he threat of Napoleon gone , t he desire for a 

constitution had def initel y waned in court c i rcles. The 

celebration of students at Wartburg commemorating Lut her 's 

burning af a papal bull convinced the king and t h e conserva.;,. 

tives that subvers i ve act i v ity was present . Moreover, the 

Carlsbad decrees of Metternich led t he Prus s ian monarch to 

similar moves. Consequently, Hardenberg and Rumbolt, liberal 

mi nisters, were dismi s sed . The liberal movement was defeated. 

The French Revolution is seen as t he source for liberal 

ideas with which Prussia had t o contend. What, then were the 

ideals of t he French Revolution? What were some of the ideas 

of which Napoleon made the Prussians so a cutely aware? 

H. A. L. F'isher summarizes t he work and thoughts of the men 

of the Revolution: . 



The working faith of the best men of the French 
Revolution wa s the legecy of the Eighteenth century 
philosophy, belief in scientific progres s , i n grow­
ing material comfort, in natural rights , in r elig­
i ous toleration, and the ult imate triumph of good 
sense throug..hout the world. It was a phi loso phy · 
which took little heed of the vari ous temper aments 
and idiosyncras i es of men or nations, regarding 
humanity as something homogeneous t hrough place 
and time, capable of being nourished by the same 
food and rescued by the same conditions, believing 
that in politics as in physics , there was a mathe­
matical art of discovery and scientific certa inty 
of truth.l 

However, there is one part of t h i s analysis of the French 

Revolution which must be emphasized . The ideas of the 

Revolution were n ot a direct heritage from the philosophes 

3 

of t he eighteenth century . The philosophe s believe i n a sta­

tic and unchanging society which was rationally based and or­

dered. This was t he solution to the prob lems of the age. 2 

However, the French Revolution "had at least one tenuous kind 

of unity, one determining and constant factor in its climate 

of opinion: change--change in manners, morals, ins t i tutions, 

business , art ••• "3 It was a combinat i on of these factors of 

natural right s and laws coupled with the idea of change which 

was t he essence of the French Revolut ion . 

The Napoleonic system was the tool for the s pread of the 

ideas of the Fren ch Revolut i on and , of course, fo r the fo ster­

i n g of the a mbition s of Napoleon. Herein is seen one of the 

reasons for t he perversion of the ideals of the ~evolution. 

Napoleon's a spirat i ons and the ideals of the revolutions are 

not necessa r ily similar. It may be i mportant first to note 

ho:w the Napoleonic system applied to Ger many in its .. theory and 
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pr actice. 

The ancient inst i tut ion of the Holy Ro man Empi re had 

passed. Outmoded and archaic a s i t was , it served a useful 

f unc tion a s protector of the weak against t he s trong and as a 

safeguard of traditional r ights against t he despot i sm of the 

princes.4 Napoleon di s regarded t he desires of the people for 

"natural r igllts" and instead instituted a "federat i on of men 

and money. 11 "The small people ,-mnt to be protected against 

t he b ig ; the b ig want to govern a ccording to their fancy; 

now a s I only want a feder ation of men and money, and as it is 

the big people and not the small people who can give me the 

one and the other I leave the former i n pea ce and the l a t ter 

must get on as best t hey can . 11 5 Thi s i s a di rect contradi c­

t i on of Napoleon's promise to t he Rhine land confederation: 

"Under our rule, t he rights of man will be restored and all 

t h e obstacles to material progress raised by the selfishness 

of prince or noble , of pr i est or guild will crumb l e a t a t ouch. 116 

What is t he importance of t hi s obv ious dis crepancy bet ween the 
.;} 

ideals of the French Revolution and of the policies of Napoleon? 

During the precedi ng period in German hi story , there was 

Napoleon carried out many reforms, however . He pr ovided 
the states with French type const i t utions and legal codes, 
redu ced t he number of sovereign princes, simpl ified t he political 
geo graphy, secul ar i zed t he eccles ias t i ca l s t a tes, built up Bade~, 
Bavaria, and Wurtenburg , and abolished t he Holy Ro man Empire. 
Moreover, although many of the r eforms were destroyed when the. 
old houses. returned to rule , a good deal of the lega l system 
seemed r ea sonable in comparison to t he previous "hybrid " system, 
and was k ept in many instances--kept to prov i de a s tronger b asis 
for sutocra t i c r ule. 
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a tendency in German politics towar d duali sm , i.e. t he German 

people gr avita t ed either toward Austr i a or Prus si'a . Would the 

German peopl e now turn to Napoleoni c France? Only long con-

'f cilia tion could work this out. , The men of Napoleon ' s bureau-

cra cy s aw t h e answer: "They saw their best work shat tered be­

fore the i r i deals--the ideal of exploitation conquering the 

i deal of beneficence, the enthu siasm of the governed pas s ing 

into a cqui e s cence, and the a cquie s cnece i nto concentrated hate . 118 

Th e ma s ses under t he Napoleonic system wer e l eft out of i ts 

benefi ts; yet it was the se people to whom t he French Revolution 

appealed . They turned fro m France, who should have attracted 

t hem, and turned to Prus s ia f or i n spir ation and leadership . 

The dichotomy between t h e t heory and prac t i ce of t he i deals of 

the revolut i on served to strengthen the Pruss ian rev i val . 

There is another di chotomy which the r evolution fostered 

and which s erved to destroy it . This was the d i screpancy b et­

ween t he co smopolitan ideas of t he philo sophes and the obv i ous 

/ nationalism which the r evolut i on demonstrated in the levee en 

mas se and the more organi c relationships which were ev i dent in 

the republic . The spread of co smopol i t anism by nat i ona listic 

means could only serve to s pread na tionalism vr i th i t s st i ll 

obvious dire r esults . 

Wha t can be said then about the reform movement i n 

Prussia? Obviously it was a failure i f one is to judge i t as 

a movement toward liberalism. The constitutional crisis of 

1819 r epud i ated the liberal reforms of Stein and Hardenber g , 
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inno cuous a s some of them were. But why was · it a f ailure ? 

The answer is a compl ex one wi t h it s root s ba ck to the French 

Revolution and before. The constitutional cri sis of 1819 can­

no t be understood wi thout cons ider ing this . One factor which 

must be considered is t ha t there was the obvious discrepancy 

bet ween the ideals of the French Revolut i on and the pr a ctices 

as personified in the Napoleonic system. Thi s discrepancy 

turned t he Ger mans from the revolution and its ideal s and only 

brought them in;t ·b opposit i on to i t. Another factor l s t he 

at tempt by t he French to creat e a genera l liberal European 

system b ased on the cosmopolitan i deas of the philosophes by 

nationalistic means. The levee en mas se and the wars of the 

Revolution enhanced nationali s m rather then inter nationalism. 

Ano t her fact or for the failure is tha t the histori cal trad­

i tions of Germany an d its condi t i on i n t i me would not allow 

the i mposition of liber a l idea s wi:thout changi ng them to f11:, 

Ger man experi ence. This i s a pr agmatic proof of the i nval idity 

of the cosmopolitan ideas as repre sented in the Napoleon i c 

system . The impact of new ideas upon the German state brought 

about not a revolution but an 11 enormity, 11 as Toynbee would say. 

The liberal ideas reestab l i shed t he power i n t he han ds of t he 

defenders of the s t a t us quo. The status quo was strengllten ed , 

by the new ideas of effi c iency and rat ional gover nment. The 

absolute government of Frederi ck t he Great wa s repl aced by a 

n ew government even stronger and more powerf u l. · 

Wh at i s the nature and t he importance of the "enor mity" 
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created by these f actors? The f ai lure of the liber al movement 

whi ch rea ched its end in 1819 pr ecluded the events duri ng the 

r est of GerLan hi s t or y . This generalization is imprecise, but 

perhaps it can t hrow light on later aspects of German h istory. 

'rhe years 1848, 1871, 1918, and 1945 are al l date s whi ch were 

determined largely by t h e miss tep the German people made in 

1819. The yea r 1819, not 1848, must be cons idered the turning 

point in German history, if t here are turning po i nts. Th e 

failure of the reform movement which had begun so hopefully 

i n 1806 only to f ai l so i ngloriously in 1819 mu st be considered 

as the derermining factor of Prus sian and German history. The 

new status of power provided by the perverted i deas of refo rm 

wa s never successfully challenged. However, the fai lure of 

the r eforms in 1819 mu st b e seen as f ai lures whi ch were bound 

to occur given the exi s t i ng s i tuation in Prussia a t the t i me 

of the French Revolution. The fa i lure of the Prussian ref or m 

movement i n 1819 seems to have set Germany and Ger man liberalism 

on a pat h from wh i ch i t d i d not stray. However, this fa i lure 

did not elimi nate a strong libera l tendency f ro m German thought. 

It is found in the revolutions of 1848 . Louis Namier and 

A. J.P. Taylor se em to have caught the r eal meaning of these 

revolutions. Namier calls it the 11 The Revoluti on .. of t he 

Intellectuals." It wa s a br i l liant and fragile movement wi th 

the r omantic idealism of l iberal humanitarianism. But here 

was its weakness: 

States are not created 9r destr9yed , and frontiers 



redrawn or obliterated, by argument an d majority 
votes; nat i ons are freed, un i ted, or broken by 
blood and iron, and not by a generous application 
of liberty and t omato sauee ••• "The revolution of 
the intellectuals" exhausted itself without achie­
v i n g concrete results: it left its imp~int only in 
t he realm of ideas.9 

The revolutions were also complex events, but the conclusion 

was the same as in 1819--failure of the libera l movement. 

But as 1819 set t h e path for the failure of liberal ideas, 

1848 sounded its dea th knell. Taylor notes, perhaps too 

s trongly, but cogently, that: 

1848 was the decisive year of Germany and so of 
European history: it recapi tualted Germany 's past 
and anticipated Germany's future. Echoes of the 
Holy Roman Empire merged into a prelude of the Nazi 
"New Order 11 ; · the doctrine s of Rousseau and the doc­
trines of Marx, the shade of Luther and the shadow 
of Hitler, jostled each other in a bewildering 
succession. Never has there been a revolution so _ 
inspired. by a limitles s faith in the power of ideas; 
never has a revolution so discredited the power of 
ideas in its result. The success of t he revolution 
discredi ted conservative ideas. Aft e r it, nothing 
remained but the idea of force, and this i dea 
stood at the helm of German history f rom then on.1° 

8 

The year 1848 was a dec i sive year i n German history . But 

t he events of 1848 were unavo idable. I t could have occurred 

no other way. I doubt that there ar e any real turning points 

in history. There are only periods ·where factors long pre ­

sent meet i n a casually connected way to bring about the 

i nevitable result s . Liber a l ism i n some form survive" , but it 

was i n a much altered form. The t a sk now is to examine liber­

alism and the lack of l iber a lism afte r it has been set on its 

way by the events of 1789 , 1819 , and 1848 . 
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II 

The r evolut ions of 1848 and t he react i ons of 1848 must 

now be studied. If t he humani t e.r ian liber a li sm of Stein and 

Hardenber g wa s to r e ce ive its coup de gr a ce in 1849 aft er its 

brief r evival of 1848 , i t is nece ssa ry t hen to examine the 

d i rect i on this liber a lism to ok in t he dec i sive year s of 1848 

and more i mportantly , to discover what to 1 k its pl a ce . Rev­

olut ions may be diverse and h eterogeneous, but Sir Louis 

Namier finds a certain unity in the s e movements i n 1848 : 

••• then the common denominator was i deolog i cal, and 
even l iter ary , an d there was a b a si c unit y and co­
he sion i n the intellectual ·world of the Eur opean 
continent , such a s usua lly a ssert s i tself in the 
peak periods of its spir i t ual develo pment . 1848 
came no t as an afte r mat h of wa i~ and defeat (as so 
many revol utions i n t h e fo llow.:..ng centur y ) , but 
was t he out come of t hirty-three creat i ve years of 
Eur opean peace carefully preserved on a consciously 
count er - revolutionary b a sis . The r evol utions was 
born at lea t as much of hopes as of discontents . 11 

One of the most i mportant f a ct . to note about Germany is 

t he f act t hat Germany as a na tion wa s not yet a unified state . 

This pr oblem of uni f i ca t ion was to run t hr ough the ent i re 

movement, and once it is ident ified t he revolution begins to 

h ave more meaning and sign.i f ic~nce . Undoubt edl y , t h e GertY-,an 

peopl e wer e gr ea t i n a rt , thought, and cult ur e . The s i mply 

lacked nationa l uni ty . A movement to rard nationa l un i ty wa s 

fostered in the wars of l iber a tion i n t h e pr e ceding generation , 

and 1848 found the t ime ripe for an expre ssion of t hi s feeling . 1 2 

Foremost i n the r evoluti onar y idee logy was t he demand by t he 

middle clas s es for t h e government of t he var ious s t a te s to be 
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r emodeled according to the nat i onal principle • .And i t was the 

middle class i nte llectua l s f r om urban centers '1.vho seemed to be 

the leaders of t his movement . The basic conflict now can be 

seen as a s truggle b etween t he dynastic pr'inciple in the states 

and national sovereignty . The former was f eudal in orlgj_n , 

deeply rooted , but irrational ; .the lat t e r was r ational and 

s i mple, but seemed to be impr a ctical in n eality . The fight 

r esolved j_ tself in a conflict between arbitrary rule and 

autocra cy a s aga inst popula r sovere ignty and nat ional self­

government.13 However , the supporters of thi s cogently r easoned 

principl e of nat ional sovereignty had to fi ght Tor their 

princi}l e in the t e r ri tories of s t ates based on historica l 

tradit ion and herit age . 14 The uni versa l truth of the national 

principl e found its ba t tle gr ound in the relativistic and 

empirica l truth of dynasti c sovereign t y . 

It is this revolution i n the r ealm of Frederick Will iam D1 

with which we are most concerned . Fr ederick William was not 

adverse to all ehanges by any means . Pr us s ian kings had 

fough.t a cont i nuous battle against the provincial ism and par­

ticulari sm of the Junkers and the bur eaucr a cy fo r t he Prus s ian 

s t a te . But, on the whole, he wa s a man for whom the urge of 

the moment overrode hi s best na tura l impulses. 15 Basically 

he was a man of the past; embi ttered against revol utionary 

ideas by the French Revoluti on and Napo leon, he r esisted the 

n ew Ger many whi ch wa s in t __ e process of crea t ion . 16 Val entin 

aptly descr i bes him : 



; •• he wa s a pedant, ,vho l iked to s tres s t he im­
portance of l i ttle things , because he had no sym­
pathy wi th or unders t anding of , grea t ness ••• 
People of t a l ent who se inst inct drove t h em to do 
the r ight t hing , i rritat ed '1i s monarchial sen si ­
b i l i t ies and a r•cused his obstinacy , a f a i n s t whi ch 
i t was pra ct i cal l y impos s i ble to do anythi ng . 
Absolutism wa s i n t he v ery bloo d of t his roya l 
philist ine .17 . 

ll 

Thi~icture of Frederick WilJ.iam can be s een throughout the s 

two decisive years . Hi s per sona lity is always a fa cto r in 

the events whi ch wer e to t ake pl a ce. 

The revolut ion which broke out in March of 1848 was 
, 

s par ked and domina ted by the middle clas ses; "Th e signifi-

cant f a ctor of t he middle cla s s is i t s combination of ab i lity 

wit h a certain a mount of pro perty and a cer t a in degre e of 

culture. 1118 Even t he lower clas ses wi shed only 11 to ma.lee their 

way 11 wi thi n a cons t i tutional system (they co mpr ised no prol­

etariat and had 1: t tle impact on the revolution). New types 

wi thin t he bour eoisie were a r i s i n g . One of these was a 

patric ian cla ss , qui te often with t i tles and means. They were 

i ntellectually inclined and became moderately cr i tical of t he 

gover nment and t he des i res of reform. Another group we r e t h e 

plutocrats who ,vere the who lesa l e merchants and l a r ge manu­

f acturers . Al thoug..11. t hey were f evr , t h ey were energeti c i n 

t hei r ri se to po,-rer . The i r main a i m was to protect and increase 

t hei r i nve s t ment s . To thew, s oc i ety had t o be r eori ented to 

the capi t a li s t i c point of v i ew . it mu st b e noted that it was 

these men who wer e to become · quite conserva t ive under 

Bismarck once the i r des i re for a capi t a l ist ic system was ob­

t ained.19 One of their chief a ims was t o be t he unification 
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of Ger many so that economi cs of capit a l ism could operat e more 

eff i ciently. They reali zed the limitat ions which 1·:ere inherent 

economically in states as small as Prussia and the even smaller 

German states. It was t hese two groups whi ch were to t ake the 

l ead throughout most of the revolution. They were never to 

become revolutionary : the communist and socialist movements 

with t heir revolut i onary property i deas was to alienate these 

groups fro m all revolut ionary ideas . 20 

Th e revolutions of March were i nspired by the February 

revolution in Paris. This event uas both fortunate and unfor­

tunate for i t both encouraged the revolutionarie s by the exam­

ple of success and dec e i ved them by the intoxica t ion of that 

same success. 21 I t gegan in ea rne s t in Baden, with s t ormy 

meetings also i n Ma:nnh.eim, Karlsruhe, and He idelberg . In 

Baden , the revolutionaries dr ew up a pro gram which was to have 

simi l ar counterparts in most of the rest of the German st a tes. 

They proclaimed t he abolition of arbitrary l aw, equal r ights 

f or relig ious sects , -tl'rial by jury, the crea tion of a militia, 

progre s sive income tax, and ministerial reforms . In Offenburg , 

a unified progr am was made and mass demon strations wer e held. 

And, of mor e i mportance , declarations from Heidelber g called 

for parliament ary government for all of Ger many, :and for the 

reconstruction of Germany along t hese l i nes . Although Prussia 

and Austria were unshaken a t this t ime, they felt it was 

neces sary to consult for common safety . 22 And well that they 

should, for everywhere the pet t y princes were gr anting 
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constitutions and , appointing liber a l mini s ters. The Franl~fort 

Diet issued a dcument of grea t i mportance appea l ing to the 

national i dea. It is recreated by Valent in : 

This document appealed as the ''legal organ of the 
nationa l and poli t ical uni ty of Germany" to the 
Ge rman government s and people, exhorted them to 
work together har moni ously and loyally i n the 
i nterests of upholding i nvulnerability abroad , 
and quie t and order, s ecurity and pro sperity a t 
home . The Diet pr omi sed "to care for Germany 's 
securi t y abroad a s well a s to further national 
interests at home ." Germany "must be r aised to the 
posit ion wh~Qh is hers of r ight among t he n a tions 
of Euro pe ." 5 

Tne revolut ion d i d not seem to b e one of extr emes--neither 

autocr a cy nor demo cra cy wer e completely cru shed or victorious . 24 

It wa s only in Berl i n t hat ther e was bloodshed , and i t is to 

t his scene t hat we turn our at tent ion . By March 18 , the 

r evolut i on had r eached Berlin itself. Large delegat i ons came 

fro m the prov i nce s and t he c i ty to pre sent t heir demands to 

t he king . I t wa s to the Rhenish an d municipal delegat i ons 

tha t the k ing promi sed a liber a l proclamation . Following this 

action, the k i ng proo i sed the abo l i t ion of cen sorship (however 

the newspapers were s t i ll restricted) . He also called up a 

uni ted Diet and pror.c: ised a reorganization of the Federa l 

Constitution . As succes s and promi se f ollowed suc ce s s and 

promi se, t h e protestants grew bolder ; t hey demanded t he 

naming of a n ew and more libera l cabinet. Troops called in 

to prot ec t Berl i n from demonstra tors vrere gr e eted with 

demon stra t ions demandj_ng t heir r emoval. Howev er, t he crowds 

mi l ling ab ou t t he royal pa l ace were f i r ed upon by these 
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troops and t he revolution began i n earnest . Up went t h e 

barricades, while ivi l i an fo rces prepared to r es ist thi s 

ins t ance of brute force against the free and democrat j_c spirit.25 

The barricade s seemed to have gone up quickl y , but, 

nonetheless, t here d i d not seem to have been an international 

or even preconceived conspi r a cy aga inst t he s t a t e as some con­

serva t i ve crit i cs have claimed . 26 Lea ders of thi s s treet 

fighting were vari ed, but, alt hough differ i ng in aims and 

int erests , they seemed to represent t he intellectual l eader­

ship of Ger many . One was Dr . Rutenber g who l a ter became 

editor of t he St aats zei tung . P...nother was Dr . Lowenber g who 

l ed t he r adi ca l students . Dr . Woeni ger organized the mass 

petition. Urban was the v eterine.r ian ·who lead t h e ac t ual 

street f ight i n g . Levin Weiss was referr ed to as the "Philo.­

sopher." But unl ike the Fr ench Revolut i on t he r e were no 

r eal l eaders . The king , adopt ing a paternalis t i c at t itude, 

whi ch might be called characteri stic of h im , v iewed the fi ght i ng 

as a misunder s t andin g and a misfortune . Prittwit z ' s t r oops 

f ound i t i mpos sibl e to a chieve a rapid victor y . The only 

so lut i on wa s to bombar d the town , but the king thought that 

t h i s was an atroc i t y and de c ided t o re ca l l the t r oops . 

Frederi ck ;'!ill i am in his f amous a ddr ess , "To my dear Ber l iners, 11 

put t he entire b l ame on s trangers and f or eigners . Negotia­

tions Ti t h the insurrection ist s prov ided f or t he gradual 

wi t hdrawal of troops and t he t earing down of t he bar r'i cade s .27 

Following t his , the king ~!r ant ed the demand f or a r ms and reform, 
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and rev i ewed t he insur gents as they car ried ou t t hei r dead 

f or bur ial . The revolution Wc~s succes sful and the r ebels 

misht well have agreed wi t h Va lent i r: 1 s l ater sta tement on 

rebelli ons : 11 A r evolution has always h ad t hat measure of his­

tor i cal jus t i fic ation' which is gi ven to it by t h e f ai l u re of 

governing pov,e rs . 11 28 

Apri l was a t ime of optimi sm; the b arr i cade s and revol­

ut i on had been jus t i f i ed a s a means of ef f ecting a polit i cal 

purpos e . Berl i n s e emed to t ake the lead in eff ectin a free 

Germany . The people ruled in t h e diets , conscious of t heir 

own har d won uower . 29 The pre-parliament had met a t 

Heidelber 5 , co mpo sed of fi fty - t hree libe r als who de c _ded to 

set a r epresent a t i ve body for the whole of Germany to be elected 

by direct manhoo d suf ferage . Although the bo dy □et wi thout 

any v i olence or advocacy of so cial - revo l u t ionary r eforms, 

i t did make a ipajor declar a tion : 11 ••• t hat t he dec i sion on 

t he future const i tut ion of Germany should r est sole l y and en­

t i rely wi th t h e Nat i onal As sembly to be e lected by t h e people . 11 30 

By i mplication, the pr i nces wer e to be left out and t he national 

princ i pl e was a s serted . The groups wh i ch took t he l ead now 

were l i b er a l , deri v ing t heir i dea ls fro m t he French and 

Engl ish revolutions . Inte r n a tional i n scope, they were moul ded 

by local influences . 31 Apri l may be called t he highwater mark 

of t he revolution--sent i ment for and confiden ce in the rev­

olution s eemed to be everywhere-. 

On :ray 18, the Frankfort ational As ~emb ly met for the 
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first time . It was the only parliament in German history 

whi ch had been freely elected by the people . As might have 

been imagined , i t was a middle clas s body, composed of many 

lawyer s , profe s sors , doc tors, judges, officials and bus i ness ­

men . The lower classes were not represented; only one rep­

resentative could have been called a peasant.32 But it met 

after t he hours of ac t ion had passed and , being away from t he 

true center s of dec ision , "this proud and courageous ~body 

suffered a trul y ger man fat e of hav ing been stronges t as an 

idea, and growing ever fe ebl er as its work and being came 

nearer to rea l ization . 11 33 The deb 2,tes of this group were of 

a high order, but i t was soon to be seen that h igh ideals and 

logic ar e not infallible . 34 It is perhaps to t he credit of 

this body that it did nothing radical and pro moted noter­

rorism . However, t he parliament and the revolution were to 

prove something more important t han the succe ss or failure o f 

this body . The people of Germany wer e t o come to ask for 

something more than what this parliament was to give them: 

They were the: power, the future . These mass e s could 
be led , they coul d be welded into uni ty . They could 
be beaten dovm , starved out, by means of all the 
superior military-pol i t i cal , and economi c potencies 
of wh: ch the Revolut i on had left the old powers in 
posses si on ; but even the mightiest indiv idual could 
no t again destroy the entity of these masse s as a 
social and political power.55 

Th e parl iamentary liberal and the b arricade fi ghters of 1848 

prepared t he way for Bismarck ' s Real Pol itik and a new type 

of politics was t o become i mport ant in Gernany . 

The Frankfort a ssembly h ad t o concer n itself with many 
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and varied problems of t he Ge r man nation. One of the se was 

the problem of minorities and more particularly, the problem 

of t h e Polish minori t i es . of Eastern Prussia . The handling 

of thi s problem has led one historian to conclude t hat German 

libera lism was more verbal t han r eaJ. . 36 The idea of the 

national principle was t urni ng intQ the more harsh imper ial i s­

ti c nationalism. There was no"vJ' to be s een the fundamenta l 

contradiction in the Ger man l iber a l movement: nationa l i ty 

was a.11 right for t h e Ger mans but not for other people .when 

it conf l i cted wi t h t he interest s of Germany . One representa t i ve 

s tated t he posit i on this way: "The right of peoples to seg­

rega te t hemse lves a ccording to nat i ona l i t y i s a brand-new 

right recognized nowhere ••• In poli t i c s , only poss ess ion i s 

decisive and regogn i zed by the nations . 11 37 At f i rst, the l i b­

er als espoused the Pol ish cause, but outbr eaks i n Poland and 

other Slavic states nurtured the ide a l of Ger manism . This 

brought about t he above s t a t ement and others . German l iberal­

ism , a s i t wa s t he ideology of t h e middle class , eit her claimed 

that t he part i tion of Paland was t h e "mi ssion" of Germany , or, 

more harshly , "the r ight of t he str onger ; t he r igh t of con­

quest, is Ger many's ri ght. 11 38 Th e s eed s s oim by Napoleon were 

brought out into t he open by t he se expre ssions of nationa l ism 

and Real Polit i k . 39 And i t wa s to have an ef fe ct upon l ater 

t imes and places: "Acid na tionalisms based on l anguage (on 

plent y of it and little in it ) ori ginat e mainly wi t h urban 

middle-class i ntellectuals; and t h :'... s is ·v1hy 1848 is of such 
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supreme i mpo·rt ance i n the gr owt h of Euro pean national isms . 1140 

The Frankfort as sembly uas to wear itself out on other 

problems bes ide s the minori ty one: Although their aims were 

clea r enough , t he means to realize the s e aims were never clear­

ly established . Tt:e as sembly had two pos sible courses to f ol­

l ow. They could eit her t ake the power ener get i cally to pro­

mote the cons t i tution, or t h ey could ally thems elves wi th a 

l arge state . Th e f a ct is t hat they did ne ither we11.41 

Archduke John of Austria , who had been chosen to head a uni­

fied mil itary force, was v irt ual l y powerless . Th e assembly 

wa s cha r a cter i zed by working with and against Prussia . Thj_s 

was evident on the matter of defense . A navy ·was to be built 

on Prussian lines and guidance; but defense fo r ces were to b e 

s et up to counterb a l ance Prussian forces . 42 And when Prussia 

was fo rc ed to baclc do,m at t he I'Ialmo by the great powers over 

t he Sch l eswig- Ho l s te i n affair, t h e ass embly could neither 

dec ide to support or condemn Prussia . Final ly , when the 

as sembly offe red Freder i ck Wil liam t he cro\•m of a united 

Ger many, the l{ing had little sympat hy v, i t h this rather i nde­

c isive 5r oup and , following his absolutist i c t hough unsure 

ide a l s , h e turned d01,m the of f er . Th e fact was that this 

r ationalist i c and philosoph i cal body c omplete l y underestimated 

the f orce s whi ch were at work . The dynami cs of dynastic 

par ticul arism , the dynamics of power a s expres sed in fore i gn 

pol i cy , and the dyn amj.cs of the so cial r evol uti r•n ary and 

communis t ic idea could not be s a tisfied by t h is gr oup . 
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Something more powerful and destructive was to take its place . 43 

Finally, howeve r , the parliament did create an Imperial 

Constitution . It must be said t o the credit of this institu­

tion that even in 1849 t he docunent r epre sented the b e s t spi­

rit and vigor of 18Li-8 . Th e fj_r st power of the govennment 1.·ms 

to be in t he hands o r"' the Emperor, who was empowered to make 

t rea t i es, war , peace , control movements of t he army and navy, 

to Eµpervise t h e highways and po s t . He was to have a civil 

list and responsible mi nisters and the r ight to d i ssolve t h e 

Reichstag , whi ch was to be composed of a h ouse of s t ates and 

a house of people . Es sent ially , the Emperor was to be a 

unifying f actor over and against the petty princes and t l e 

Reichstag . A t h ird f a ctor was the Imperial court of Just i ce, 

whi ch wa s to prov ide a uni ty of law and justice for t he r ealm . Li-4 

However , t here were compr omi ses wh ich were t o wea __ en t h is 

uni t a ry cons t i tuti on . Although the individual sta t es h 2.d to 

g i ve up envoys and consuls, they reta ined repre s enta tive 

bodies which we r e t o be chosen by t hemselve s . I mperial l aw­

givin was under certain restraints , and taxe s could only be 

levied in ca se of need . In addi tion, t he hous e of s t a t e s wa s 

a conservative body wh i ch could act aga i n s t de c is ions made by 

the r epre s ent a tives of t he people who wepe e l ected b y univer­

sal , di rect , and s ecret ballot . Throu · out , howev er , t h is 

document wa s to expr ess t h e Ger man democratic spiri t . 45 

HOi·rnver conservat i ve t he wor k of t h e Fran..'l{fort parliament 

mi ·tit h ave been , the re were more conservative forces a t work . 
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Th e counter-revo lution in Austria wa s a signal for Prussia to 

do t he same thing and t o do i t w·thout any bloodshed. Th e 

f act of the matter was t hat the mas ses had lo s t interest in 

the Frankfort parlia ment , which had ceased to win conce ssions 

and r ights for t_em. 46 One t h e other h and , t he upper midc le 

classes f eared loss of influence and a ll i ed themselves with 

the dynastic and bureaucra t i c intere sts . l~7 'l'he final b low 

to t he hopes of t he parliament came when the k i ng refused to 

a cce pt the emperorship , despite moments of hesi t ation and 

confusion . After this , attention was now turned to the i ndi ­

v i dual states and here i n lay Ge rmany's weakness : "Germany 

was once more poor in its r i chnes s , small i n i ts greatness , 

yet great i n pettiness, r i ch in wret chednes s ••• Part i cularism 

i;ms the true curse of Germany . 11 48 The revolu t i on had f ai led; 

it only wai t ed for Prussia t o s tri ke the blow. 

Th e count er-revolutj_ onary forc es now rea ched the i r peak 

and f orced conserva t i ve alte r a tions in t h e con s titution . The 

nobil i t y wa s pre served , the dea th penalty r et ained , the r i ght 

of franchise limited, fre e instruct ion of the n e edy denied, 

and t h e veto f or the Imperial council r es t ored. But even now , 

Prussia would no t a c ce pt t he constitution and , following 

Pruss i a ' s lead , Saxony r efused the con s t i tution . Prussian 

troops ,-re re sent to Dre sden to support t he conservat i ve govern ­

ment there . Soon revolution b r oke ov.t i n Wurtember and Baden, 

whe r e even the mi l i t a ry joined t h e insurgents . But nothing 

could stop Prus sia and t he fortres s of Rastalt was t he last 

to ho l d out. 49 It wa s Prus s ia whi ch des troyed German 
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patriotism which she herself had developed.so well in the 

pr e ceding gene :· a t i on . 50 Thi s Baden sian Cradl e Song expresses 

t h e b i t terness which was directed a t Prussia : 

Sleep , my child, don't cry, 
The Prussian's goin5 by . 
He killed your f at1e r a t his door , 
He made your wretch ed mother poor . 
Keep ver y s t i ll, i f you' d be wise, 

r he'll find ways t o shut your eye s . 
Sleep , my child , don 't cry, 
The Prussian ' s going by . 51 

Forca u.pon force was t o b e the pr ime mover in German politics 

from now on . 
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III 

The defeat of liberalism at Rastalt wa s t o set liberal­

ism on a new course . The liberal movement which had its roots 

i n the Enlightenment and the French Revolut i on wa s to abandon 

its humanistic i dealism which characterized the peri od fro m 

Stein to the Frankfort parl i ament and to adopt t he integr a l 

type of nationali sm wh i ch was to find i ts greatest exponent 

i n Bi s marck • . Th e t a sk, therefore, is to exami ne l iberalism 

as a concept before and a f ter this period and to ass e s s the 

reasons for its change of course and the significance of this 

change . 

Basically the liberalism ·which was developed in Germany 

durin(:~ and after the Napoleonic wars was in oppos i tion to the 

l i beralism and n a t i onalism of Jacobinism. For t he principl e es 

of revolution and reason were substitutes for t he ideas of 

his tory and tradition . The idea of history a s an evolutionary 

movement was pro pounded most n atura lly by ph i losopher s of his­

tory, such as Hegel and Herder, who were t o take the lead in 

developing a "liberal" philosophy . Although much of the 

thought which was to come fro m t his reaction against Jacob inisu1 

wa s conservat i ve, ther also a ro se from this movement a middle 

group of l ibera l n ationalists . 

This movement combined both national ism and liberalism . 

Its exponent s thought each n ationality should have an inde­

pendent state of i t s own . Di v ided nationalities should be 

joined i nto one state and Imperial states should be d i v i ded 

i nto their const ituent national i tie s . If every nat ional state 
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should be fre e , l ikewise t he c i t izen s of these state s mus t be 

fre e . Especially, they mu s t have personal l i berties, su ch as 

s peech, pre ss , worsh i p , and assoc iat i on . Economi c libert i e s 

we r e also important; ther e shou ld be fre edom of contract, pro­

fessi on, and trade . And most i mpor t antly t h ere must be pol­

i t i ca l freedom . T~ey espoused t he pr inc i pl e of r epr esent a t ive 

democra cy whereby as semblies would be ch osen by equ al, univer­

sal, and secret sufferage. But, i t mus t be r ememb er ed , that 

t hese pr inciples wer e advocated by the middle clas ses who had 

no burning f ervor fo r 11natural r i ghts,~• but mainta i ned t h em 

to be t he evolutionary end of so ciety. Li be r a l principles 

were t o be promoted by t he l iber a l inst i t utions of free pop­

ular educat ion, short t er m mi l itia , popular journalism, and 

patriotic soc i et i es.52 

One of the l e adin exponent s of this t ype of libera l ism 

in Germany wa s Karl Theodor We lcker. As a s t udent he had been 

fi red by the patriotism ·whi ch had awakened Ger many dur i ng 

Napoleon's v i c t ories . It is i nter est i ng to not e that he wa s 

t rained in h i story and jurisprudence . The key to his phil­

osophy i s hi s belief i n t he evolut ionary hi s t ory o~ mankind . 

Polit i cal deve lo pment, he perce i ved , was l ike t he individual' s 

deve lopment from chi l dhoo d to youth and manhood . Gover nments 

had pro ceeded f r om de spotism, t o theo cra cy , and wer e now to 

come to t he l egal stat e . It w:J,s ac companied by a ch ang i ng 

met hod of social control fro m f orce and f ear t o fa i t h and now 

to r eason and l i berty. Libert y , for h:m , meant a trus t i n t he 
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ability of the i ndividual to develop the greatest pos sible 

v i rtue and happiness . Within the lega l state , men could r eal 1ze 

t hemse l ve s "' nd their pot ent i ali t ies . The lega l s t ate wa s , 

therefore , a const i tut ional s t a te i n which the liberties ·were 

listed and guaranteed . The c i t izens of the s t ate should t ake 

an a ct i ve r ole in insur i ng the guarantees of individual lib­

ert i es. However, he wa s de f initely opposed t o revolution as 

a means of realizing t his state and t his state was t o b e com­

posed of not more t han one nat i ona lity whi ch mu s t be in itself 

h ighly developed . 

The "Declar a tion of the Fundamenta l Rights of the German 

People ," which vrs. s issued f r om t he Frankfort Par liament, was 

i n part crea ted by Welcker . Like the French De clara tion of 

t he Rights of Man and of t he Ci ti zen , i t espoused national 

popula r sovereignty , pers0nal l ibert i es , and denunc iation of 

nobi l ity and class pr ivileges . Yet i t is a more re stri cted 

do cument empha sizing the Gerr. an nation and omit t ing any 

refer ence t o n atural rights and the r ight of revolution . 

Liber alism was t hen t o be peaceful and tradi ti ona1 . 53 

Hav ing looked a t Theo dor Welcker as a t herot i c i an , it 

might be well to look at Heinri ch von Gagern , the l eader of 

the Frankfort parliament . He t oo bel ieved t hat each na tion 

and ever y individual should exercise t he r i e;ht of self­

de termina tion , wi t hin t he t r aditions of the h istorica l past. 

His philosophy is noted by Hans Kohn : 

The emphasi s upon indivi dual nationa lity and its 



r ights and the high eva luation of popular trad i t ions 
and of t he ve r ne,cular--the vision of a future peace ­
fu l world, in whi ch ea ch nationa lity ·wou l d dwel l in 
libe r ty in its uwn place , each avmkened by the high 
me ssage of humanity , each cultivating it ovm 1.;ay , 
all , whether l a r ge or smal l , equa l and competing 
peaceful ly for the common good of ma~-~ind--the faith 
of a harmonious synthesization of t he rights of the 
individual wi th his loyalty to the national commun­
i t y and its duties t o mankind : these were the new 
elements ••• 54 

Von Gagern l ed t he parl iament wi t h abi lity and incorporated 

his i dea s into t he work of the parl iament. But, f i nally, 
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he 1,•ms not able to comba t t h e t ide of more pr a ctical and mo re 

reali stic nat i onalism and po l i t i cs whi ch were coming into 

Germany as a react i on to t he r ev olutions of 1848. 

Although Welcker was a professor, supporters were found 

in every wa lll: of life . Politicians such as Gagern, Schmerling , 

and Lasker , i ndustriali s ts such as Hansemann and Mevi s s en and 

economist s such as Prince-Smith and Fauche r endorsed these 

principles. Di ffering , aa. any l a r ge gr oup will, they a s­

sumed in general that each nationality should be a s epa r a te 

pol i t i ca l unit with an independent const i tut ionl government 

ending despot ism , aristocra cy, and ecclesiast i cal influence. 

They believed t hat ea.ch s tate in serving i ts 0vm interests 

would be serving t he int erests of human j_ ty a s a ·whole by 

national policies of free-trade, anti - mil i t arism, anti-imperialism 

and internationa l cooperation . They borrowed heav i ly from the 

r omanti c movement. The had sympat hy for t he unde r dog and the 

oppres sed. And , in doing so , t h ey rev i ved inter e s t i n the 

past, in national heroes and l egends. But peacefu l as t h ey 
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might have been, they lived in a les s than pacif i c world. To 

promote t heir principles t hey encouraged people to fi ght for 

unity and freedom; but here ·w-as the cause of the i r f ailure. 

Once the sword had been taken up, it was difficult to lay 

down. Nationalism grew in strength while l i beralism became 

weaker. The deed became more important t hen the idea an d led 

to t he more harsh type of liberalism which was to become 

prominent after the reactions of 1849 .55 

Without a doubt liberal nationalism lived on , but the 

new form of intefral n ationalism was to t ake its place as the 

most important movement in the 1st half of the n i neteenth 

century. Charles Maurra s was a Frenchman of this type and 

describes t he movement in his O\•m words as "the exclusive 

pursuit of nationa l policies , the absolute maintenance of 

nat ional integrity and the steady increase of national power-­

for a nation declines when it loses its military might. 11 56 

The ::..-·efore, it is seen to be a jingoistic and militant movement 

which h as its heirs in the twentieth century. In general, it 

di strusts minorities, other nat ions, and i nternati ,)na lism, 

based on mutual re spect and cooperation.57 

How·ever, most distres s ingly it came from liberal nat­

ionalism . How t hen w s this human j_ t a r ian and liberal move­

ment transformed into a mi l i t ant and intolerant onei One 

f a ctor is t he fact that the l i beral nationalists took up the 

sword. to l i b erate oppressed nationalities, whet her i t was 

t hemselves or another. In the case of 1848 , peaceful and 
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tolerant actions were seen to f ai l in t he f ac e of t he forces 

of reaction. Bismarck was to prove pragmatically t he value 

of force. Integral nat ionalism was nurtured a s much on the 

failures of liberal nationalism a s on its oi,m successes. The 

value of the force of .arms to maintain independence was est­

ablished. Another f a ctor wa s tha t once the libere,ls success­

fully achieved the i r independence, their heads uere tur ned by 

tha t success. For example, the part ial success which the 

r evolutions of 1848 h ad created l ed the Fran1rfort assembly to 

deny the n ational principle to ;Poland. A third factor was the 

establishment of liberal institutions such as public education, 

fr ee press and association • . Schools, press and associations 

a s they came more and mor e under the control of the national 

state were used to i nculcate the i deals of nationa li sm to the 

masses. This move ment appeal s to the masse s and operates with 

t heir blessing and approval for the glory of the f a therland. 

In do ing so i t becomes a religion. Although it is the ch ild 

of liberalism, liberalism after 1848 was unable to combat i ts 

offspring. 
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IV 

After t h e revolutions of 1848 and t he r eactions of 1 849 

the Prussian state conti nued to b e much t he s ame a s it we.s in 

t h e previous peri od--not quite the s ame t o be sure, but t h e 

s ocial structure h ad not been seri ous ly changed or upse t . In 

Pr u ssia t h e social and :pol i t i c r.l s tructure h ad a ssumed an a s­

pect peculiar to that state. Indeed, i t had s i mi l arities to 

both Rus s ia and France, England and Austria; but, on t h e whole, 

i t must be s a i d t hat its social s truct ure ,m s disti nctive and 

different. It i s t hi s stru cture whi ch exi sted between 181~8 

and 1870 whi ch must now be examined. 

The f i r s t group whi ch should be considered is t h e Junkers. 

Hi stori cally, they were the olde s t group i n Prussia--precating 

even the Hohenzollerns. As Engl and h ad t he i r country squires 

so did the east seven prov i nces of Prus sia have t heir Junkers. 

They di f f ered f r om t he r e st ·Jf t h e German nobi l i ty i n that they 

h ad mixed a t an early date with the Slav i c peoples who were 

t he ori ginal sett lers and had been conquered by t h em. On 

a c coun t of t h e i r conqu est, t h ey r api d ly a s sumed an attitude 

of c ommand and dominat i on over t he i r sub Jects, who had b e en 

made s erfs, compelli ng t hese pea s ants to wor k t h e i r l ands for 

them and t o perform othe r servi ces whi ch t he s quire deemed 

neces sary. In local affairs, t he Junkers rapidl y a s sumed 

control t hr ough the power of t h e loca l diet s and de man ded to 

b e heredi t ar y mi l i t ar y and pol i t i ca l advi sors t o t h e pr i nce. 

And through. t he l ucrat i ve gr a i n trade whi ch f lowe d t hr ou gb 

t h is part of north -central E;\1:rope, t hey ga:i.ned t he power of 
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the purse. Through this power they were able to extend their 

control over t he diets and the peasants.58 

Although t h ey were eventually controlled by the Hohen­

zol.lerns, they be cam enthu siasti c supporters of the cro1,m and 

·were thus able to r e t ain much of their powers. The Great 

Elector gr anted t hem complete control over t heir loca l spheres. 

The Junker, who was to become t h e symbol of aut hority and 

obediance to · t he state, learned much of t hi s loyalty to the 

fatherland fro m service in the ar my; these qual i ties he 

passed on to his subj ect s at -home. On t h e whole, t h e Junkers 

wer e able t o make an admirable compromi se between feudalism 

2,nd absolutism by gaining c ontrol over t he local s pheres and 

by service to the state as a who l e in service in bureaucratic 

and court posts.59 

In the nineteenth century the Junkers were challenged 

again, this t ime by the libera l industrial capi t 2.lism of the 

r i sing middle class and t he materialistic profit motive. They 

became agres s ive self-seekers, turning to t he past ~nd t h e 

romantic movement whi ch fostered t heir existence, and putting 

up a s tout re sistance. Even when l imited by Stein and 

Hardenberg 's reforms,e. g . emancipation of serfs, cit izen 

ar mies, equal c i t izenship , and t he l i mi t ing of t he i r a dmj_ni ­

str2,t i ve functions, t hei r power wa s hardl y i mpaired a t t he -

local level and they were a ctually able t o bring more land 

under t h e i r control because of the land reforms. They 

cont inued their poli cy of serv i ce and alliance to t he king , 

although t hey always remained s epara te fro m _t he royal influence. 
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Their ideal of a corporate s t ate, God-ordained, which had been 

promoted by Lutheranism, wa s strengt hened by t he revolutions 

of 1848. Bisma ::::'ck, who was e,lso a Junker, brought them to 

new pm1er with a policy of re a l i sm and nationalism. Bismarck 's 

pol i c i es, which ·were to carry the Junkers furthe r than they 

wished, converted t 1e upper middle cla s s to t h e i r ideals. 

Throughout t h is period t .. _e Jun._1-rnrs were able to cont1nue in 

t heir tradition of control and serv i ce to state.60 

What ·were the careers t h e Junkers might follo w in the 

bureaucracy and administra tion of t he Prussian state? As a 

generalization, it might be said t hat they held genera l offices 

rather than particular or techn i cal office s for which they 

lacked training . In a cl d i tion, they often he l d court offices 

which had grea t influence rather t han those i n the diplomatic 

service becaus e of the wide range of interests dem~,nded by 

t he se pos i tions. 61 It may well be 2.s serted that t h e parti­

cipat :.i..on of Jun.~ers in t he Prussian a dministra tion may h ave 

been a large fact or i n t he supremacy of t he cons ervat i ve s i n 

t h:i. s period. 62 In t he provinces, t he office of Ober-Prae sj.dent 

was often h eld by a Junker and from th j_ s offi c a Junker often 

became· a minister. In t he governmental dis tri cts t he Junkers 

exerted gre at i nfluence a s pr es idents over t he se d:i.s tri cts 

an d mainta ined a s emi-aut ono :G1 ous auth ori ty. And in all of the 

lesser l oca l di vis j_ on s , t he Junlrnrs were able t o hold off ices 

of gre at i mportanc e and. number in t he minj_stries, expecj_ ally 

interior, agr i culture, and. war, as well as court offices. 

Also t hey maintained cons iderable s trength in t h e provi ncial 
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t he i r position and the po stion of con servat ism . 63 
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The n ext part of Prus s i an socie t y t o cons ider i s the 

ld.ng. In 1858 Prince William succeeded Frederi ck William IV, 
, 

who h ad become der 2,n ged . The new king h d. been a milita ry man, 

and , as a younger son not j_n dJ. r ect line to the cro,.,m , h e had 

not been trained for this pos i tion. He h ad i:nheri ted t he 

Hohen zollern tendencies t o mode s t t a lents and steadines s of 

character. As the kings before him, he b e lieved in the divine 

r ight of kings, but he wanted t o stay wi t hin t he l i mJ.t s of t h e 

const i tution by keeping wi thin t he historical tradi tions of 

absolut i sm. It could hardly be said t hat he had much concept i on 

of pr actica l politics or of t he new industria lism, for he 

t hought of society as i t had been in the ancien regi me.64 

Shortly after Williaw became king , he appo i nted r ight 

,-ring l i be rals as mi nisters. However, this was not to be t hought 

of a s a move t o l i beralism. Rather, t he kjng wanted to }'Jut 

t h rough certai n militar y reforms of wh i ch he wa s most fond. 

The l iber a ls themselves were unaware of the king's r eal auto ­

cratic bel iefs. An c"j a s ea.rly as 1859 t he kin g wa s que stioning 

h i s pr evious policy. Pi nned down t o the actual reforms which 

he wanted, his desire for mi l i t ary reforms (which the liberals 

opposed) , his reform of the elect ion distr i cts and local gov­

ernments, and hi s reform of t he .l and t ax (whi ch was to be used 

for military purposes) was hardly enough for the l iberals who 

in addi tion wanted reform of t he conservative upper house , 

action agains t rea ctionary off i c ials, les s apa~hy toward 
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uni fication an d for the whole of Germany. But the liberal s 

had l ittle chance; once the kins had put t hr ou3h h i s l and tax , 

hi s differences with the conservatives, who had st i ll reta ined 

influence a t court, were wiped out. 65 
' Although , indeed , t he social sy stem of Prussia had not 

been rnuch altered, there were certa in f orce s which were a t 

wor k to shake up t he then pr e sent existing socia l order. One 

of these wa s the great increase in popula,t ion and the corres­

ponding rise of c i t i es. The tO\·ms were dr awing from t he 

countrys ide . and industry frorn the handicrafts. There was, 

consequently, a r apid increa se in t he middl e &lass and the 

expansi on of industry and t h e turnover of goods . Even l and 

after t he Stein r e forms becam mobile pr operty and a subject 

for capitalistic enterpr ise : 66 "The pursuit of Ma:mmon had 

overcome t he stronghold of J'unlrnr moral purity. 11 67 Social 

mobility and the breakdovm of the caste stat e were leading the 

popula t i on to l eberalism, which they hoped ·ould guarantee them 

the benefits whi ch t he new society of mat er i a lism and cap­

itali sm seemed to gr ant t hem in thi s expanding society. Nb 

longer ·were the uni vers i ties the leaders in this movement; 

r ather, t hey clung to t heir old ways. Liberalism seemed to 

be materialistic r at her t han icleali stic.68 The problem f or 

t he Prussian caste system was whether it c ould allow economic 

and social freedom without losing absolut ism .69 

The const i tution of 1850 i n Article 4 sta tes: "All 

Prus 2ians are equal before the law. Caste privileges are 
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invalid.n70 As well might be imagined , t here was a dis t i nct 

difference between t heory and pr actice int e applicat ion of 

this art i cle and by 1856 this clause ·we"s under heavy atta ck 

by the conservatives. The ca ste sy stem wa s s t i ll held in 

' Pruss i a despite this constitution, and despite socia l mobility. 

In actuality, the conserva t i ves tried to l i mit the power of 

this statement by interpretation in .order to preserve the 

old est&.tes-state whereby each person was legally and socially 

restrd: cted to the rights and responsibilities of his ovm 

esta te.71 On the other hand, t he liberals believed strongly . 

in t he article. Liberty for t h e indi vidua l person, equality 

before t he law, protection against ar ist ocra t i c preference 

and arbitrary power·:.. were interpreted by them as t he rea l mean­

i ng of the article.72 

The ideals of privilege and caste were well entrenched 

i n Prussian society, but it did n ot seem to a !:)pear that 

soc i al origin or environment seemed to have been dec i s i ve in 

t he beliefs of individual Prus s ians . Nobles like Freiherr van 

Vincke mi ght con demn t he conservatives, a s might the church. 

This i s seen most r eadily when one cons iders that even after 

the conserva t i ve regime of Manteuffel-Wesphalen h ad been 

repl ac ed by liberals, t here wa s no d : fference in t he so cia l 

origin of t he administration. Even in the selection of lib­

eral offic ials t he cas te s t andard seemed t o have been predom­

inant. The upper house rema ined Junker, (f .:_ fty perc ent of them 

were hereditary and the rest wer~ elected by the highest 
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paying taxpayers) wrecking a ll of t he reform bills. Only t he 

Landtag represented t he people to any degree. The loca l as s ­

emblies or Kreistage were controlled by t h e nobles as before 

and t he fe w burgh ers ·who were allowed to sit remained con­

s ervo.ti ve. These a ssemblies were able to control t h e finance s 

of c i rcles and were enormously !)Owerful, despite t he f act tha t 

t he t ovms were cons iderably l ar ger and pa id more t axes than 

t he few nobles who were a llo·wed to s i t in t hese assmeblies. 73 

The means and meth ods of t h e Police s t ate enabled t he 

conservative f a cti ons in the state to mainta in t h e ca ste system. 

For the Prussians the term "Police State" meant t he all inclu­

s i ve authori ty of the centra lized bureaucra cy. In reality, a 

c i tizen h ad no recourse to just i ce a s again s t the bureaucracy 

unless he could show that an a dministrator or department had 

violated a contra ctual obl i ga t i on. In t he f i n a l analysis, the 

police had all authority in private and personal affairs. All 

compl a ints were handled in a system of r ed t ape, often by the 

department a gains t which they were addressed . Even the local 

assembl i es f ound that the i r actions had to be a pproved by 

some administrative officer and t he towns f ound that t h ey 

could condu ct nothi ng on the i r ovm , even t h e introduction of 

street lighting wi thout the approva l of t he Landrat.74 The 

l i b er a ls, a lthough des i rous of loca l reforms and more self­

government , distrusted the ability of t he toiims and the pea ­

s ants f or self-government, and consequently f ai led t o a rouse 

t he support of the se groups in t he i r f lght wi t h the conserva­

t i ve forces.75 
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The right of a free press had been provi ded for by the 

constitution. However, it was not long before t he conserva­

t i ves put through a press law provided for by an e scape law 

in the constitution. Also the r ight to societies and assem­

blies was sub jec_t to temporary restrictions under l aw . The 

restrictions provided for t he neces si t y of obtaining a permit 

for meetings and for t h e providing of details such a s member­

ship lists. Moreover, t he police could be present at any 

meetings. Political as soc iations were particularly watched. 

Protests agai4st this sort of action were di rec t ed to the 

s t ate ·' s a t tourney who would then decide which cases would be 

brought to court.76 

The old i nst i tution of mercant i li sm and t he guild sys-

t em cont i nued to frustra te profess ions and handi crafts 

t hrough the es t abli shment of economic counselors and other 

government l i censing agencies. In all , it was often a con­

flict between autocratic mercantilism and the r i sing capital­

i stic industrialism. Businessmen were adamant in thei r con­

t ent ion that n ev; indu stry could not expana under this t ype of 

system, ·which retained t he paternal ism of the old regirre . They 

believed t hat t he government should only h andle for business 

t hose essentia l serv i ces whi ch i t a l one coul d handle. Rail­

r oad construction, the coa l and iron industry , and the private 

b a,:nks were harns trung by the numer ous r egulations wh i ch even 

i ncluded a u sury l aw. It is to the credi t of German indust­

r ialists and f i n anciers as well a s t o gener a l condi t i ons that 

there was econor.'.l ic expan s ion despite the many re stri ctions.77 
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Militari sm had and would pl ay a gr eat part in Prus s ian 

soc i ety. To the king , the army must not be ec ono mi zed on and 

mu st, in addition, g ive we ight to t he polit i cal si tuation. 

His pro pens ity t oward mi l i t a r y matters led t o t he appoi nt-
, 

ment of von Roon -as min ister of war and , eventually, to the 

appo i ntment of Bismarck as mini ste r pr e s ident. In 1859, when 

the Ita lian war forc ed the mob i lization of t he ar my, reform 

seemed necessa r y ·. Consequently, reform was pres sed in the 

Landtag . The conserva t i ve s and the king pointed ou t that 

t he popula t i on had increased wh i le the a r my had not. The 

program i ncluded an increa se of recruit s from 40,000 to 

63 ,000 and the reorgan i zat i on of the Landwehr. The kin g h ad 

dec i ded to stand or fall on t h i s issue of eff~cency i n t he 

ar my. Von Roon typi f i es t he conserva t i ve pos i t i on on t he army 

issue:78 "The ar med force doe s not del i b er a te, it executes. 11 79 

The goal of this pos i t i on wa s, of course, to preserve the 

ca ste sy s tem under ~a const i tutional cover. On the othe r hand, 

the liberal s di s l i ked the ar my progr am, ob ject i ng both to the 

los s of t he l abor force and the increa se in taxe s whi ch it 

would enta ii. 80 It wa s on thi s i s sue t hat t he l i bera ls and 

cons ervatives were to f i ght most b itterly duri ng thi s period 

after 1848 : 

The liberals beli eved tha t a country was s trong in 
defence i f i t was e conomi cally pro sperou s . They 
f ear ed that t he milita ry reforms would wre ck t he 
e conomy and expose t h e country in t ime of war to 
ex treme danger. They bel i eved i n t he intelligent 
loyalty of each c i ti zen to t he country and hi s 
willingness and ability to f i ght in a cri s i s ••• 
The king and his militar y entourage empha s ized the 



necessity of drill nd more drill for the incul­
cation of social and political obedience, not to 
say docility ••• Two d i fferent views of life were 
here opposed to each other, that of t he growing 
industr~al, liberal s ociety and that of the Old 
Regime. 1 
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The fight c~ntered around t h is military controversy was 

basically a fight over t~e l arger issue of t he caste . spirit 

and that caste s pirit which was formed by the army. The lib­

erals denounced the holding of all the high posts by the no­

bility. A duel between Manteuffel and the liberal critic 

Twesten, who tried to avoid the fi ght, showed that t he mili­

t ary thought themselves unapproachable. The liberals favored 

two years of military service and the strengthening of t he 

Landwehr as a counter to the regular army. Bas i cally they 

wanted to mainta in t he system which h ad defeated Napoleon and 

11,as i dentified with the popular reforms of that day. 82 \vben 

the king presented his budget, the liberals claimed that he 

wa s h i d i ng the true cost of the military reforms in different 

categories of the budget, which ·was probably true. 83 As a 

result, the libera ls refused. to approve t he budget. Doing 

this, they put t hemselves in unalterable opposition to the 

k i ng. The king immediateiy retorted that the libera l depu­

t i es were not pa triotic and he a s serted h i s d ivine right of 

kingsh ip.84 

The problem, of. unificat1on was - to stir the Prus s ian state 

greatly in this period and to involve all facti on s in the 

contreversy. As the idea of unificat i on occupied the interests 



of the liberals at Frankfort so did t he concept now. The 

liberals wanted a progr am ''of remaking Prus s ian and German 

culture on the patte r n of fre edom and compelled the i ndi f­

ferent, lukewar m, theoret ically inte r e s ted and hostile ele­

ments to respond'in one way or another. 11 85 

The king theoretically approved of i t but t hought that 
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he would not live t o see i t. In f act, he did little on his 

own i niti a tive outside of cont i nuing the Prussian poli cy of 

absorbing small st ates, one of whi ch was Kurhes s , whi ch 

separ a ted East and West Prussia. And, under no c ircums t ances 

was unification to proceed except under the hegemony of 

Prussia. It was for this reason that he opposed the i nclusion 

of Austria in any new German n a tion.86 

The liberals took a vi ew which may be seen as charac­

t eristic of them. They thought that more room was needed for 

activity than the present sphere alloted to t hem . (especially 

for economic r easons). Small s:tfat:e&, which included Prussia, 

had to support a r mie s too costly for t hei r size and to main­

t ain the se ar mies , in turn, i t was necessary t o have an auto­

cratic form of government. These small state s we r e only able 

to maintain t he i r indepepdence solely t h r ough t he balance of 

power. Consequently t heir contention was t ha t t he greater 

resources of Germany would render absolut ism u seless on mil­

i t ary gr ounds , and the liberal pr i nc iple s of social freedom 

and human d igni ty would preva i l over caste and privilege. 

Independence and security would equal honor and se lf-respect. 87 
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Anderson remarks: "The ideals of liberty were employed to 

justify a people in assert i ng the r ight of self-determination 

wi thin the limits of his own na t i on."88 

The issue which was most often raised an d often seemingly 

t he most influential was the one of economi c expansion. The 

continuing mercantilistic and absolutistic policies of the 

Old Regime made it . impossible for great industrial advancement 

even in a state as large a s Prussia . A corollary to unifica­

tion was free trade. The liber a ls had so l i t t le confidence 

i n the princes to acco mplish this that t hey formed the 

"National Verein, 11 which became the headquarters for t he lib­

eral point of view. This organizat ion published a weekly 

journal, and, being an organization widespread t hrough Germany, 

it was able to influence the small states . They thoueY"lt tha t 

the uni fication could proceed peacefully without forei gn in­

t ervention and war. However, most of the members of t h is 

organization wanted to exclude Austri a on the ground that she 

was too large and had to o many Slavic subjects. The goal, of 

course, wa s a free democra t i c s tate run under the principles 

of laissez-fai re, with Prus s ia t aking t he lead .89 

The conservatives were not to r emain inactive in the is­

sue of unifica t i on; t hey se t up the Prussian Union in op­

position to the liberal organization.90 The fi rst principle 

of their program set the t one for t he organization: "Unity 

of our Ger man fatherl and, not in the manner of t he Italian 

kingdom by biood and f i re but in the unity of its princes and 



peoples and in the f i r m preservat i on of authority and law. 

No repudiation of our Prus 2ian fatherland. and its e.;lorious 

history; no perishing in the f ilth of a German republic; no 

robbery of the cro,,m and national i ty s windle. 1191 The con­

servatives were not vitally intere s ted in uni f i cation, but 

r ather in ma i nta ining the status quo. 
I 

The Prussian Union 
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was to combat the l ibera l or gani zat ion r ather than to ini­

t i ate action itself. The conservs t i ve s were still fe arful of 

nat iona l ism since it had been as sociated w:... th Napoleon and 

revolution.92 

Bismarck took a broader view, however; he··real i zed the 

neces s ity for unif i cat ion a s a prerequ i site for making Prussis 

an i nter n2.tiona l power. Re a l izing qui te clearly t hat t he 

Ger man Confederation would be unable to do it, he knew that 

t h e ini tiat ive lay with Prus s i a . Therefor e , Bismarclr adopted 

the libera l objective of uni f i ca tion wi th l iber a l support, but 

he conducte d. it under conservative control. Like t he lib ­

erals, he wanted a German na tional parl iament to represen t the 

people, rea li zing t ~e gener a l de sire fo r i t. Howev er, the 

parl iament would be under conserva t i ve control and would 

train t he people politica lly. Once again , Bi sm~rck 's means 

were d1fferant from the l i b er a ls. The liber als thought unifi­

ca t i on would be interna l and peaceful~ but Bi smarck thought 

to conduct i t by d i pl oma cy and war, as means more important 

than popular suppo rt. Politics under Bismarck became mor e 

import :?.n t than t he econo mics of unif i ca t ion.93 
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The constitution of 1850 s tood b ehind the cast e system, 

the confl i cts over milita r y , and t he unifica tion problem. The 

constitution wa s an ambiguous do cument, a compromise wi t h the 

revolutions of 1848 . It l ooked e i t her t o t he p~s t or t o t he 

future, de pending on one 's po l i t i ca l loyalt ies . At f i r st , the 

k ing had tried to re so lve his b 2,sic l oy2,l t y t o his hous e an d 

t he upholding of the cons t i. tution. To him t he consti tution 

meant t he gu a r s.ntee of hi s hegemony wi th the parl iament and 

the people a cqu i e s c ing . The king had lo st conf idence in the 

Landtag when t he libera l de put i es of t hat body had oppo sed him. 

He consequ ently condemned l ibera l i deas i n t he develo pment of 

the const i tution, largely a t the ur gings of Von Roon and 

Bi smarck . 94 

Wi thin t he constitutional framework, the conserva t ives 

led by Von Ro on worked for t he dismis sal of t he l iberal mini­

s ter s . Von Ro on claimed t hat t he const i tut ion had b e en g iven 

b y t he ldng an d that he could expan d tl:.e document t o provide 

c ertain l egal r estraints .against l i b er al ideas . He went t o 

wor k on t he k ing , claiming that t he liberals des i red reforms 

merely to k e ep t hei r own po sitions , not b ecaus e the country 

wanted t he m. He a s serted that the a rmy, not t he Landtap;, re-

pre s en ted the b e s t intere s t s of the s t a t e . Essent ially , his 

posi tion was tha t of 11 cons t itutional l aw as interpr e ted by the 

mil itary. 11 95 Von Roon l i t t le understood t he i de a s of polit­

i cal p c,rt ies an t he new ideologies, but he did convince the 

kin g to accept Bismarck. After his f i r s t he sitation , t h e king 

·welcomed Bi sme.rck on account of the l a t t er I s attack on the 
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l i berals in the Landtag . Bismarck understood better the 

workings of the con stitut i on. He knew that divine right wa s 

no longer possible but that a s sembl i es could be modified and 

controlled to support the executive.96 

Bismarck so on took the field against t he l i berals in 

the Landtag. provoking a constitutional crisis iiihereby t he 

poi,.rer of t he conservative s when led by a man like Bismarck 

vms proven and the inherent weakne sses of the libera ls were 

revealed. The conflict, as was mentioned before, wa s over 

the budget and the mi l i t e.ry reforms. He quickly curbed the 

press and di s persed liberal officials and judges to less l i b­

eral districts of the state. He violated bot h the spirit and 

letter of the constitution to a chieve victory. The lower 

hou se reta l iated by refus i ng to pass t he budget. Although 

there might have been a compromise on t he measure by the ·. ·­

gr anting of parliamentary responsib i lity in exchange for the · 

mi litary budget, the liberals v-.rere not uni fi ed on t h e nature 

of parliamentary responsibllity and the king and Bismarck were 

little inclined to grant it. Bismarck simpl y impl emented his ~ 

budget by the "gap measure 11 or Article 99 of the cons t i tut ion 

which s t a ted t hat the "state mu st live.n97 The line s were 

well dravm now and would not be resolved until t he elections 

of 1862 and 1863. 

As sides were taken for t he corning const i tutional be.ttle, 

the politi c a l parties v;ere to organize t hemselves further 

to provide the bases for the struggle. Although political 
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partie s had developed earlier as the r esult for the need for 

political organiza tion after t he crea t i on of represent a tive 

bodies, they h ad not become the s t andar d means for expr ession 

unt i l t his period . Pol i t i ca l experience had never been ex-

' tensive among the Prus s ians. Pol i tica l part ies were develop-

ing to t ake the pl a ce of caste and clas s . The parties wer e 

bounc to create more social equality, for the candidate s 

often had to se ek the sup:9ort of people 11below 11 them socially.98 

The conserva tives coulu never reconcile t hemselves to 

this po s ition and allied themselves with t he king and the 

power a t court. The conserv ative s v:e r e di f fe rentiated sharply 

from all other part i e s ; they coo per a t ed only on t he loca l 

level, if at a ll, with the liberals. When the king appo i nted 

t he l i bera l min isters, they lo st much of thei r power. Not used 

to having to f end for t heir polit i ca l l i ves, they ·worked only 

to reverse t he opini on of the king throu gh t he ir power a t court, 

which was still grea t. Having declined fro m 181 deputies in 

t he Landtae; in 1855 to 10 i n 1862, a group of conservatives 

formed a commi ttee to develop an organiza tion to promote con­

servat i ve power. The committee urged campaigning in all dis­

tricts and an alli ance wi th the Prus s i an Handworkers Congr e ss, 

which had a s its a i m the retent ion of guild r ights in opposi­

tion to the new ideas of freedom of occupation. These t wo 

groups formed t h e Prussian Vo l ksv-erein .- to combat the liberal 

organ izations. Actually t he conservat i ves and t he handworkers 

had little in common and the l att er f ound themselves over whelmed. 
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The organi zati on, · whi ch wa s s:trong in itself, gr ew to a 

membership of 50,000 i n 534 locals by 1865. But is was gen­

era lly ineffective due to i nadequa te press represente,tion. 

The conservatives aimed the i r gr eatest efforts a t the rural 

popula ce rather -than the towns. Their procedure wa s to con­

trol the i r dependents and to watch over the po lls to see t ha t 

these dependents voted the way that they were instructed.99 

One no bile, von Kleist-Retzow, expressed their vievrpoint when 

he said , 11 We demand of our people that t hey select us; then 

we must t ake ca r·e of them. 0 100 The conservatives lacking pop- •. 

ular appeal were forced to adopt extreme measure, e. g . cult­

i v ation of' anti-semi t ism and the c l aj_m t hat t he liberals 

advocated revolution and t he part i t i on of Prus sia among 

France, Russia, and t he Jews. In the end the conservatives 

were forced to follow Bismarck wherever he might take t h em.lOl 

The liberal part ies were char ac terized by a l a ck of 

clarity and indi viduality. They did not thin.¼: of parties as 

part1san group s but thought of them as introducing a new way 

of life to Prus s ia. The Progressive Liberals tried to unite 

to promote f ormal party respons ibility; however, parties cont­

inued to be run much like local social clubs.102 The 

Const1tut i onalists wer e t he oldest group of liberals, often 

aristocratic, who wanted to lead the king gently alone; .to 

const i tutional government. It Has generally compo s ed of prom­

inent men who di sliked popular and party a ct i on. Many lib­

eral s became disenchanted with this group and fo r med the 

German Progres sive Party, vrhose aim i t was to b r i ng all 
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liberals toget her into a cohe s i ve whole. Thi s l eft wing 

group b ecame more i m~ortant as the government became more re­

a ctionary. Although the ari stocrats cont i nued t o prov ide 

lea ders for thi s movement, i ndustria l ists, i nsurance di rec­

t ors, and b ankers, a s well a s professors and lawyer s beca me 

the r eal leaders. The b our geo i sie b ecame increasingly i m­

portant a s Prus s ia's ec onomy picked up . Gover nment off icials 

were often l i b eral deputies and remained l i b eral de spi te of­

f i cial pressure, as were judges wh o were often qu i te close to 

the peasants and workers. In all, t he domi nant group wa s from 

trade and i ndu stry. The liberals were abl e to organize a num­

b er of groups despi te restri ctions. Econ omic i ntere s ts such 

a s mini ng , i ron and stee l organ i za tions, t he Congres s of 

German Ec onomi sts, .and the Prussian and German commerc i al 

as soc iations were part i cularly strong. These groups prov ided 

the means of en t er i n g i nto po lit i ca l aff a i r s . 103 The Lasallean 

soc ial ist organi zat i on, Genera l Association of German Workers, 

was n ot s trong , but wa s to hav e an effec t a t a later time. 

The i r main pro gr am was the unifi cat i on of Germany t o prov i de 

f or gr ea ter e conomi c free dom .104 The Progres siv~s a tt empted 

to org ni ze t he elect i ons by s ett i ng up a cent r a l election 

commi t te e to pr ov ide worthy candida te s f or di f feren t sections 

and by sett i ng u p loca l commi ttees f or lo ca l e lections. But 

t he org ,-n i zation in ea ch ar ea depended u pon t he ent husiasm of 

t h e indi v idual memb ers and l eaders. 105 

The composition of the l i beral partie s l eadershi p is 
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interest i ng. The business percentage wa s l ar ge, about 20%, 

but wh en administrative fi gures, judicial f igures, and la,.,ry ers 

are included in one group they amount to over one-thi rd. By 

t hi s time t he numbe r of profes sors, do ctors, and a r my 9ff iciers 

had declined. 'I!he -. impression which they leave is one of a 

prosperous elite compo se d of busine s smen, middle cla s s bureau­

cra ts, and large l andholders. There were hardly any f a ctory 

workers and laborers. They were a lso relat i vely well-educated. 

At least two-thirds had o,t t en ed a univers i ty and about one­

third had rece ived hi ,:her degrees. Whi l e Engl and and France 

had developed a strong liberal middle class, the l i beral 

initiative in Prussia lay wi th the bureaucrats and officials. 

Yet it was these offi cials who were never t o become overly 

liberal. They were a h mys fe arful of r eprisals and more im­

portantly they represented that group interested in the inter­

pretation and pre s ervation of t he existing laws. Obedience 

and discipline, a sort of esprit de corps , characterized them. 

Lenore 0 1Boyle contends , cogently, I think, that thi s occu­

pational influence can a t least offer a partial expl ana tion 

of t he wealtnes s of German liberalism. The ques t ion is, "Were 

they commi tted to exi s t i n c; va lues 1" rfo st of the l iberal 

leadersh i p h ad l i ttle to gain by a shaking up of s oc iety. 

Truly, t hey did not l ike an i nfer•ior social position, but they 

were in the ruling gr ou p now. The Zollvere i n h ad given a t 

least some satisfa ction to t he industrialist s and businessmen. 

The desire for socia l equa lity and more pol i tica l power did 

n ot s eem to be sufficj_ent for aggressive liberal r ::- sistance,.l06 



The election system in which the conflict wa s to t ake 

pl a ce wa s satisfactory to all groups; it had returned , on 

varying occasions, both liberal an conserv at i ve majorities 

'"' 
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to t he Landtag. The Lower House of 350 deput1es was elected 
' by all males or - 24 year s of age. The citizens vo t ed for 

electors who represented 250 people and voted i n one of t hree 

cla s ses a ccording to direct s t ate taxes whi ch the members of 

tha t clas s paid; each clas s had one-thi r d of t h e electors. 

The i dead of inequality which i E a pparent :i.n th i s sy stem 

underlay t he entire socia l structure. One glaring inequality 

was the provision for t he open ballot.- --· The secret ballot had 

been repea tedly defeated, but even the l i berals were not 

s trong for this~reform, a ccepting social inequa lity as a 

fact. Bec :m se of this and the three cla ss system of voting 

t hey f a iled to get a ll the voters out.107 

The elections of 1862 and 1863 returned s trong liberal 

ma jorities to the lower house. However, Bismarck was unim­

pressed by these victories a.nd continued his progr am by extra­

lega l means. He sums up his attitude on t he situation: "We 

live no t unde r the regi me of general sufferage but under the 

rule of the king and the laws. 11108 With sweeping successes 

in the f i eld of i nternational politic s and. war, he was able to 

ga in the sympa thy of some liberals. By 1867, the National 

Libera ls i.·rere formed out of the Progress ive Party and gave 

support to Bj_smarck. 

After t he dereat of Au stria at Sadowa , Bi s marck wa s able 
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to uni te the North German sta te s under Prussia in the North 

German Confedera tion. The k ing of Prus s i a he l d t he pr e sidency 

of the federa l government and wa s repre sented by h is chancel­

lor, Bi smarck, respons i b l e on ly to t he -Ici ng . The Bunde sr at, 

or f ede r a l counci l, wa s made up of de l ega t es fro m the v arious 

sta t es . Pruss ia with i ts seventeen vo te s was ab l e to control 

t his council, since a t wo-thi r ds vote was neces sa ry f or a 

con stitutional change. The lower house, or Reichstag , w2.s 

equa l to t he Bunde sr at in l egis l at i ve powers . It wa s composed 

of memb er s selected by universal suff er a5e . Prus sia ,-ms 

domin ant and libe r al res pon sibl e gov er nment was defeated .l09 
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V 

Bismarck had indeed been b ehind the defeat of the l iber a ls. 

However it is doubtful t hat liber a lism in Ger many h ad ever 

been truly strong,. Nonetheless, Bismarck as a person over­

shadows this period of cons t i tutional s truggle. The Minister­

Pre sident was a conservative wi th a n ew outlook a s t o means 

to accomplish the conservative ends : he was a perfect example 

of the di choto my of t he French Revolut i on--repul sed by i ts 

ends, intrigued by its means. He had l ittle sympathy or 

feel ing f or t he reforms and idea l s of St ein . He was a roman- ,· 

t i c i deal ist, prone to duels and f ights. In the 1830 's, the 

decline of liberalism cau sed Bi s marck to turn fro·m idealism 

to orthodex y and from l i beralism t o conserva t ism . Th e 

Chris t iam ethic of serv i ng the s t a t e and pr e serving t he nat­

ura l or de r of t hin gs appealed to him . As min i ster-pres ident 

he was, of course, a gainst most l iberal i deals, whi ch he sus­

pected came from t he French and Ame r i can r evolutions. To him 

politica l part ies led to chaos and only t he historically tried 

i deas and traditions were a ccept able. On the othe r hand, he 

realized that ab so lute monarchy had been out gro\,m . Acco r ding­

ly, he wanted a parl iament whi ch could watch king an d bureau­

cra cy but wh i ch could a l so defe at both l iber a l and democratic 

mov ements. Under Bismarck the nat i onal principl e wi th Prussig 

a s the leader b e came t he dominant element.110 A s tatement 

of Bismarck 's concerning l iberal and n a tiona l idea s is 

wo.,rth noting : "The duty of the statesman is to conserve a 
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state, independent of popular forces. 11 111 So this r omant i c 

idealist with conservative sympathies turned Prussia from a 

state who solved its problems internally to one who solved its 

problems externally. What wa s to follo w was Sadowa, Sedan s, 

t he treaty of Ve~sailles, and, most a s suredly , the defeat of 

the liberals. 

Conservatism in Prussia was r e t a ined and liberalism 

defeated. vlhat caused t his defeat? What were the weaknesses 

of liberalism which doomed i t in Bismarck's empire? To me the 

most i mportant f actor wa s t hat t he dichotomy be t ween the 

i deals and the deeds of the French Revolution proved true. 

Preaching liberal idea ls, the French Revolution instituted 

the terror. Preachi ng t he brotherhood of man , the French 

Revolution established the Napoleoni c Empire. These incon­

s lstencies have been pointed out before an I think t hey a re 

still justified. Li bera lism was only ut ilized for a brief 

t i me in Prus s i a under Ste j_n and Hardenberg to defeat Napoleon 

and bec ame, thereby, nationa l and na t i onalist i c. And national­

ism was mo re of a problem in Ge r many wh i ch was not united . 

Combined wi th the f ee l ing wh i ch the French Revolution institu­

ted , t his desi re for a unified nat l on proved too mu ch for 

liberalism. Louis Snyder analyzes the limitations of Prus s ian 

libera l i sm in 1848 : 

The Liberals (in 1848 ) combined to overthrow the 
shackles of the Metterni chian order. On the sur­
face, it seemed tha t the streams of rationa lism 
were converging a t l a st in Ger many. But the main 
stream of revolt was directed not wi th but agains t 



the ideas of the Fren ch Revolution. All t h e catch­
words of liberalism, democra cy, and eonstitution­
alism were ut i li zed freely, bu t the overall pa ttern 
wa s d j_ s tinctly na tiona l and not liberal. The men 
of 1848 ,rnre not radica ls i n the modern sense of 
t he term. In most cas e s , their spiri t of emanc i ­
pa tory libera lism wa s tempered by ve s t ige s of 
authori t a rj_anism. Wh a t they des i red most of all 
was a combina tion of unity and liberty wi t h in 
the framework of a new democrat i c monarchy.112 
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The qu e stion of Poles and Slavs in t,_e Empire to ok up much of 

the time of t h e Frankfort Parli ament and showed the nation­

ali stic tendendies of thi s l ebera lism. Bi s marck won the rel­

uctant a dmiration of the liberals, especia lly t h e National 

Libera l s , by t h e pragmat i c justifi ca t i on of h i s policy of 

"blood and iron." Force, only present in Prus 2i an so ciety, 

was justif i ed a s a ·way of action. .An empi re created by force 

had to be maintaj_ned by force. In t he l a st analy sis, Bi smarck 

appears as a l atter day Freder i ck t he Great. 

But what of this obvious de fe at of liberali sm? Is t he 

world worse off b e cau se Germany n ever could rea l ize libera l 

ideals? Some would , of course , tra ce t his defea t of l i beral­

i sm t o Hitler and Na zi sm and , perhaps , wi t h good rea son. Now, 

of cour se, t he broader que stion is whether or not t he. move­

ment of h i story h a s any mean i ng . The an·swer can be e ither 

Yes or No, de pendi n g upon your outlook . It mi gh t be well to 

remember t he words of Crane Brinton a t t his t i me to see i f 

the defe a t of liberalism does not, af ter a ll, have s ome real 

meaning : 

If you judge t h e course of h is t ory by s t anda r ds 
ult imatel y beyon,.s. history, a s the full Chri stian 
mu s t, you may t hen a t lea st s ay, not t hat medi eval 



men were happier than ·we are, but t h a t t hey were 
better t han we are, for t hey knew, t hey believed, 
wh at mi l l ion s of us cannot bring ours elves to 
know and be lieve, t ha t there i s something b eyond 
h istory. Within hi story, men se er; always essen­
t ially t h e s ame in t he ir dj_ fferences, and 
Tall.eyr s.nd quite i rrefut able: Plus E change , 
plus c' e s t l a meme chose .113 .,--
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