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What was the state in early modern Germany? Did its development there differ from the way it evolved 

in England or France? Few questions have been so controversial and yet so central to the study of 

early modern German history over the last few decades. The provocative argument put forward by 

Georg Schmidt in the 1990s that the Holy Roman Empire itself was a state fundamentally challenged 

the orthodoxy that had prevailed since the early nineteenth century. This held that the state in 

Germany had developed at the territorial level, that the Holy Roman Empire was little but a federal 

shell, and that its existence fostered the development of local and regional patriotism and delayed the 

development of German national sentiment. Schmidt’s argument that the Reich itself was a state 

which functioned at many levels and that the territories must be considered as constituent parts of it 

implied the opposite: the Reich provided the national framework for the development of the German 

nation from the later Middle Ages, and its federal and multi-level structures both preceded the later 

nation state and foreshadowed the post-national state structures that emerged in the later twentieth 

century.

As Joachim Bahlcke points out in his excellent contribution to the »Enzyklopädie Deutscher 

Geschichte«, contemporary views provide evidence to justify all positions in the debate. While some 

emphasised that the empire’s lack of a central power placed the Germans at a disadvantage, others 

argued they benefited from the freedom afforded by a decentralised order that also fostered the 

development of German culture. Many authors recognised the duality of the German state system 

(Doppelstaatlichkeit) but were unable to give a precise definition of the powers and functions of either 

empire or territories. Pufendorf famously asserted that the empire defied definition by comparison with 

other European states. Veit Ludwig von Seckendorff declared in the preface to his »Teutscher 

Fürstenstaat« of 1656 that he had simply used the term »state« for want of a better word and later 

wrote that »the word state, which is wholly impure and not high German«, disgusted him. To the end of 

the Reich’s existence writers struggled to define an empire that devolved so much power to 

subordinate authorities and to classify territories that were not sovereign and that included among their 

ranks both major regional powers such as Brandenburg and Saxony and the minor 

Landesherrschaften of counts, abbots or imperial knights. Johann Stephan Pütter’s suggestion that 

the empire was a »state composed of other states« was inspired but it scarcely clarified the issues.

Bahlcke’s survey is a superb introduction to this complex issue which has ramifications for virtually 

every aspect of early modern Germany. Like all the volumes in this series, the work is divided into two 

parts: firstly, a »Enzyklopädischer Überblick« and secondly an account of »Grundprobleme und 
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Tendenzen der Forschung«. Both parts are exceptionally well done.

The outline account given of the development of the German territories is balanced while revealing 

Bahlcke’s own position in the debates about the subject. He acknowledges the uncertainty expressed 

by contemporaries about the precise relation between the empire and its constituent parts, but he 

emphasises the steady growth of governmental functions in the territories from the later Middle Ages 

onwards. He is essentially sceptical about the idea that the empire itself was a state and he suggests 

that its existence impeded the emergence of German national sentiment until the late eighteenth 

century. The most important developments were those that unfolded in the territories: the tendency 

towards the creation of discrete territorial units in place of the scatter of landholdings that 

characterised the lands of so many medieval rulers; the development of administrations and the 

extension of governmental power; the increasing activity in legislation, in financial management and 

finally in taxation; the extension of powers over the churches, differently articulated in different 

confessional contexts, but an unmistakeable trend overall; the development of armed forces, notably 

amongst the more powerful territories, which set some of them on a path that was increasingly 

incompatible with their status as subordinate units of the empire; the tensions that arose between the 

aspirations of rulers and their territorial estates, which tempered absolutism and paved the way for 

distinctive kinds of constitutional government from the eighteenth century. Throughout Bahlcke is 

careful to avoid the kind of teleological view of the development of the German state that many 

nineteenth and early twentieth century writers espoused. He is sensitive to the limitations of pre-

modern government competence, to the implications of differences of confession, region, nature and 

size of territory. In an historical survey of only fifty-eight pages he manages to convey a huge amount 

of information and a sense of the variety and uneven patterns of development among the German 

territories.

The second part of the book is devoted to a discussion of two broad areas and four particular debates. 

The first is the process of state formation in (predominantly German) historiography, in which Bahlcke 

expresses a preference for the approach adopted by Wolfgang Reinhard in his »Geschichte der 

Staatsgewalt«: an emphasis on the development of state power which to some extent avoids the need 

to define the state at any one stage and which steers clear of the Reich/territory dichotomy. The 

second area focuses on the debates about the political impact and the social reach of attempts by 

princes to strengthen their hold on their territories. Finally, Bahlcke surveys the debates generated by 

the confessionalisation thesis, by the issue of the significance of communalism for the development of 

the territorial state, by the arguments about absolutism and the early modern state, and by the 

discussion of the nature and potential of the ecclesiastical (episcopal) territories of the empire. Again, 

in just fifty eight pages Bahlcke provides an excellent account of the historiography documented in the 

496 items in his bibliography.

Bahlcke’s book is a triumph of compression and balanced insight. The clarity and precision of his 

prose as well as the sheer range of his knowledge make this an excellent handbook. As Bahlcke 

himself acknowledges, one will need to consult other volumes in the series to form a fully rounded 
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picture of topics such as the development of the churches, the nature and role of the nobility, the 

significance of the estates, the structure of the empire, the history of the towns and cities, or the 

reforms of the eighteenth century. His book, however, is in many ways the keystone which makes 

sense of and binds together the others, and it is one of the very best contributions to this long 

established Oldenbourg series. No one who is interested in early modern German history should 

ignore Joachim Bahlcke’s book.
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