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FLORIAN SCHUI, Rebellious Prussians: Urban Political Culture under
Frederick the Great and his Successors (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2013), xiii + 221 pp. ISBN 978 0 19 959396 5 £60.00

The study of Prussian history in the English-speaking world has a
long tradition, reaching back far into the nineteenth century. The
Frederican period in particular has repeatedly attracted the interest
of historians. This study by Florian Schui must be placed into this
wider context. The author’s aim is to present a fresh perspective on
relations between the state and civil society in Prussia during the sec-
ond half of the eighteenth century. He wants to show that members
of the Prussian middle classes engaged closely with the policies of
the royal administration, against which they held up their own per-
ceptions of Prussian conditions. From this were derived clear de -
mands addressed to the state, which then fed into practical politics.
Going beyond this, the author also places this way of thinking into a
European context.
The details do not need further elucidation here as most of the

contemporary authors and their arguments are well known:
Büsching, Humboldt, and Süßmilch, to name only a few examples
from the Prussian territories. To sum up briefly, their writings were
mainly concerned with issues relating to the public and private prac-
tice of religion. Woellner’s edicts of 1788 were the immediate cause
that sparked off the debates discussed here. The real reason for the
conflict, however, lay deeper. Ultimately, it went back to the conflict-
ing beliefs of Lutherans and Calvinists, which was what lay behind
the highly praised Hohenzollern policy of religious toleration. Issues
relating to population policy and economic development, and the
contribution of the state and its organs to public relief are further top-
ics discussed. These are all themes that acquired a new look in the
middle of the eighteenth century, under the influence of western
European thinking. But they were not new, because Branden burg-
Prussia was still struggling with the upheavals caused by the Thirty
Years War. While Berlin and the areas around the residences grew
rapidly, the provinces derived little or no benefit from this. There the
consequences of this catastrophe were, in many cases, not overcome
until around 1800.

Trans. Angela Davies, GHIL.
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The problem with this study is not how it weighs up the interpre-
tations of contemporary writings, but how the author situates them
socially and politically. He sees these positions as the expression of
an emergent Prussian civil society, whose existence was necessarily
tied to a firm state framework which forged it into a community. It is
no coincidence, therefore, that Schui’s description of Prussian state-
hood is based on Otto Hintze and other historians of the nineteenth
century. For the latter, the royal administration had held the frag-
mented Hohenzollern territories together tightly since the early eigh-
teenth century, shaping them into a solid body politic for its own pur-
poses. This interpretation, however, has long been contested, or at
least relativized, based on strong arguments. Doubt has often been
cast on the unifying effect of princely absolutism and its ability to pen-
etrate administratively to the most distant provinces. The claims of
princely administrative policy and its reality were often poles apart.
This is illustrated not least by the story of Prussia’s burghers.

They tenaciously defended themselves against the princely officials
who encroached upon their established privileges. The Steuerrat (tax
official), so highly regarded by the author, visited the towns in his
official district only once or twice a year (mostly with difficulty),
arriving on a farm wagon. A glance at older works of local history
might have helped the author to a better understanding of the his-
torical reality. Thus Klaus Schwieger’s unpublished dissertation on
the situation of the burghers would have been useful.
The Silesian wars resulted in a loosening of ties between the

Hohenzollern territories and the Kaiser and Reich, but the individual
territories which formed the Hohenzollern monarchy did not lose
their older territorial identity in the minds of the people. The unified
Prussian state is a fiction of the nineteenth century. Regionalism and
the integration of officials into the society of the territories set limits
on the crown’s power everywhere in old Europe. All too often, royal
power disintegrated in the vastness of the provinces. Therefore a
voice that was heard in Berlin should not be regarded as speaking for
Königs berg, Cleves, or Breslau. So far, little connected the different
parts of the country and their inhabitants with each other in everyday
life. The Hohenzollern state had neither a uniform customs and tax
policy, nor an economic and legal policy that crossed the borders of
the territorial states. Only the military held the whole monarchy
together.
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Despite all the efforts of the monarchy, moreover, the Hohen -
zollern territories did not lose their fundamentally feudal character
until the reforms of the early nineteenth century, as the whole legal
order showed. It is therefore no coincidence that the fundamentally
socially conservative Allgemeines Preussisches Landrecht is hardly men -
tioned in this study. Regionalism and an agrarian attitude meant that
the political and economic changes that were being discussed by
urban elites all over Europe could only be partially implemented in
Brandenburg-Prussia until well into the nineteenth century. The
author could have considered this more closely in order better to
grasp the meaning of the literature he draws upon in this book.
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