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PATRICK WAGNER, Bauern, Junker und Beamte: Lokale Herrschaft und
Partizipation im Ostelbien des 19. Jahrhunderts, Moderne Zeit. Neue
Forschungen zur Gesellschafts- und Kulturgeschichte des 19. und 20.
Jahrhunderts, 9 (Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2005), 623 pp. ISBN 3
89244 946 5. EUR 54.00

This important book paints a bold new picture of grass-roots gov-
ernment in nineteenth-century east Elbian Prussia. Looming largest
is not aristocratic domination—Junkerherrschaft, or rule of the noble-
born (Junker) estate owners—but rather what Patrick Wagner
weightily calls Durchstaatlichung, or penetration of the countryside
by the power of the modern regulatory state (Max Weber’s Anstalts-
staat) (p. 14). This challenges the view, sturdily surviving in classic
works of Thomas Nipperdey and Hans-Ulrich Wehler, but also in
contemporary historiography, upholding a far-reaching Junker pri-
macy, traceable famously to Weber but also to the Junkers’ other lib-
eral critics of the late German Empire (notably the jurist Hugo Preuß,
drafter of the Weimar constitution). Wagner quotes Norbert
Steinbeck’s ‘nice formulation’ of this hitherto hegemonic perspective:
‘under the Empire too the Junkers held on “fossil-like to the lordly
existence en miniature of the patrimonial master of bygone cen-
turies” ’ (p. 11).1
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1 It does not seem necessary to burden this article with citations of the stan-
dard literature on 19th-century German and Prussian history, which will be
familiar to many readers of these pages, and which Wagner’s book scrupu-
lously cites. Bibliographically useful also is Hartwin Spenkuch, ‘Vergleichs-
weise besonders? Politisches System und Strukturen Preußens als Kern des
“deutschen Sonderwegs”’,Geschichte und Gesellschaft, 29 (2003), pp. 262–93.
Substantively, Spenkuch vigorously challenges ‘revisionist’ critiques of the
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Wagner himself, never averse to lexical Anglicism, faults the his-
toriographical Mainstream for characterizing ‘east Elbian power rela-
tions by their stasis and traditionalism’ (p. 590). He rightly debunks
the widespread misunderstanding of agrarian east Elbia as a domain
of large estate owners and peon-like estate labourers. In 1875, but
18.7 per cent of the rural population of Prussia’s east Elbian
provinces lived under direct landlordly administration in ‘large-
estate districts’ (Gutsbezirke), while the remaining 81.3 per cent—the
vast majority—lived in self-governing, state-regulated ‘village com-
munes’ (Landgemeinden). By 1910 the former number had declined to
16.3 per cent (p. 534).

Though Wagner does not dwell on the subject, the distribution of
east Elbian farmland (excluding forests) favoured village farmers
(mainly Mittel- und Großbauern) over estate owners in an overall pro-
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argument for the German Sonderweg or ‘separate path to modernity’, which
he upholds in roughly the same form as it was influentially formulated by
Hans Rosenberg and Hans-Ulrich Wehler. This entails the sociologically
reductionist view of the Prussian state as an executive committee of the
Prussian Junkers which Patrick Wagner’s book shows to be untenable, polit-
ically powerful though the east Elbian Prussian noble landlords were. The
same may be said of the viewpoint taken in Hartmut Harnisch’s valuable
essay, Adel und Großgrundbesitz im ostelbischen Preußen 1800–1914: Antritts-
vorlesung 16. Juni 1992 (Humboldt University Berlin, Institut für Geschichts-
wissenschaft, 1993). Christopher Clark’s synoptic Iron Kingdom: The Rise and
Downfall of Prussia, 1600–1947 (Cambridge, Mass., 2006) spares its reader
extended presentation of the social-political structural analysis characteristic
both of the Weber-beholden Bielefeld school (Gesellschaftsgeschichte) and
Patrick Wagner’s book. In invoking, however ironically, ‘the “Asiatic steppe”
of Prussian east Elbia’, and in emphasizing in post-1871 Prussian political life
an ‘influence of the conservative rural interest’ so powerful as to block elec-
toral-constitutional reform and bring about Prussian self-immobilization
(pp. 561–3), Clark’s masterful book falls within the broad historiographical
consensus which Wagner challenges and revises. But it does not take a stand
on the issues central to Wagner’s book. This is true, too, of Margaret Lavinia
Anderson’s sophisticated and illuminating study, Practising Democracy:
Elections and Political Culture in Imperial Germany (Princeton, 2000), whose
treatment of east Elbia concentrates on estate owners’ influence over their
labourers’ and other clients’ voting behaviour (cf. pp. 152–98, 425), the
strength of which Wagner would not contest. But Wagner’s analysis encom-
passes a wider east Elbian landscape. 



portion, varying by province, of some 60:40 or more, with the long-
term trend favouring the villagers. In 1910, among east Elbia’s rough-
ly 17,000 noble properties (Rittergüter), only 5,000 qualified as ‘large
estates’ (Großbetriebe). Most of these reposed in aristocratic hands,
although in the late nineteenth century ‘the core group of noble estate
owners in all of Prussia numbered at the most 2,000 persons’ (p. 45).
Among them, multi-generational possession of an ancestral property
was more exception than rule. The smaller estates belonged mostly to
upwardly mobile, non-noble entrepreneurs. Wagner frequently con-
trasts the provinces of East and West Prussia, with their numerous
landed peasantry or village farmer class and their many commoner
estate owners (often political liberals), with Silesia’s agrarian heart-
land, where aristocratic landlords with deep roots in the land over-
shadowed a smallholding peasantry.

The pre-existing literature has accustomed some social historians
to accept the cohabitation in the eastern countryside of magnate aris-
tocrats, the Junker service nobility, bourgeois estate owners, a thick-
spread landed peasantry, numerous smallholders and cottage-
labourers, alongside landless workers of both sexes, including many
Poles, working on long-term contracts and seasonally. Yet Wagner
shows in telling quotations how German political history continues to
accord ‘the Junkers’ hegemonic power, both in their rural bailiwicks
and at the heart of executive power in the kingdom of Prussia and the
German Empire. 

Nor does Wagner aim to topple the Junkers en masse from this
pedestal. ‘The thesis of the present study’, he writes, ‘does not pro-
pose a decline in the power of the conservative Junkers at the highest
level of the state.’ Their power in the parliaments and ministries, at
the court and on the army’s commanding heights remained ‘firmly
institutionalized’.

But—and this is what was at stake in this investigation, and
here is where it departs from the accustomed views of east
Elbia—these power-positions did not rest on a solid founda-
tion of traditional structures of lordship in east Elbia’s rural
districts. In the year 1900 the Junkers were no longer [as Weber
in 1895 described them] a ruling class deployed (disloziert)
across the land (pp. 584–5).
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Wagner does not oblige the reader with a lapidary formulation in
positive terms of his book’s central thesis, but rather distils it as a set
of findings from his deep excavations of the primary sources, espe-
cially those extracted from regional archives, the press, and ‘above
all’, as he says, the proceedings of the Prussian Chamber of Deputies
and its documentary publications (Drucksachen) (pp. 29–30). Wagner
draws methodological and theoretical inspiration from recent con-
ceptualizations of authority or lordship (Herrschaft) as negotiated
(ausgehandelt) rather than imposed top-down on passive subjects. He
makes creative use of Gerd Spittler’s and Trutz von Trotha’s studies
of European rule in colonial Africa. These emphasize, in harmony
with views stressing the ‘organization of modernity’ through state
power, the crucial dimension of information-gathering, at the ex-
pense of relatively autonomous local power elites and tax-liable vil-
lagers, through an ever more omnipresent and efficient bureaucratic
network, a process that Wagner finds at work in nineteenth-century
east Elbia.2

Though Wagner disputes Hans-Ulrich Wehler’s judgements, he
shares Wehler’s essential Weberianism, fusing it, as Wehler has also
done, with Pierre Bourdieu’s theoretical visions. Wagner puts
Bourdieu’s ideas on bureaucratization and his categories of econom-
ic, social, and cultural capital to productive use, but in the end, it is
the instrumental rationality of economic and political power which
governs Wagner’s book. Central to his analysis, at the explicitly stat-
ed expense of ‘culturalist’ approaches, are ‘questions of resource
extraction and distribution, of taxes and road-building, of attempts
by particular groups to appropriate material resources and the state’s
efforts to monopolize them or share them only with groups of its own
choosing’ (p. 25). 

Nor, despite their place of honour in Wagner’s book title, do nine-
teenth-century east Elbian village farmers or peasants (Bauern)
emerge in brighter light or fuller individuality from Wagner’s pages.
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2 Gerd Spittler, Herrschaft über Bauern: Die Ausbreitung staatlicher Herrschaft
und einer islamisch-urbanen Kultur in Gobir (Niger) (Frankfurt, 1978); Trutz von
Trotha, Koloniale Herrschaft: Zur soziologischen Theorie der Staatsentstehung am
Beispiel des ‘Schutzgebietes Togo’ (Tübingen, 1994). See also James Scott, Seeing
Like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition Have Failed
(New Haven, 1998) and Peter Wagner, A Sociology of Modernity: Liberty and
Discipline (London, 1994).



Their voices, as recorded (subject to distortion) in the bureaucratic
and journalistic record, are seldom heard in this hefty and densely
documented tome. When Wagner has them speak, it is more often
than not to express naive monarchism and paranoia-laden anxieties
about designs against them on the part of landlords (including, per-
haps especially, liberal-capitalist landlords), and occasionally also (in
nationalist perspective) of Poles and (for socio-economic reasons)
Jews, from whom they hoped the king/emperor and his officials
would shield them (e.g. pp. 361 ff.). Such emphasis lends weight to
the unhistorical ‘anthropological’ and ‘naturalistic’ concept of ‘the
peasantry’ which, as Wagner interestingly shows, Prussian officials
often embraced, in part to justify their tutelage of the rural common
folk. But, as he concedes, his book does not aim to reconstruct the vil-
lagers’ material and cultural world. Not inaccurately, he writes that
‘research has made at most a beginning on the east Elbian peasantry
under the Empire’, adding also (despite many valuable studies of
Junker lineages) that ‘investigations of the exercise of authority with-
in the large-estate districts are a desideratum’ for Imperial German
history (pp. 28, 527; cf. 362).

Wagner’s book stands in the shadow of Heinrich Heffter’s path-
breaking study of German ‘self-administration’ in the nineteenth cen-
tury. Yet it differs in its steady focus on the political contestation of
local government and the contending parties’ actual practices, as
they are now damningly, now tediously, and sometimes amusingly
revealed in Wagner’s sources.3 His central finding, contradicting the
‘myth’ of Junkerherrschaft, highlights ‘the growing power of the
bureaucracy in relation to local elites’. As the nineteenth century pro-
gressed, it was ‘only the bureaucracy’s protection that secured the
power of the noble large landowners’. Though they still wielded
much authority on their own within the large-estate districts, the
Junkers on the eve of 1914 commanded ‘only enclaves in a society
now thoroughly penetrated by state power’ (p. 570).

Wagner traces the emergence of this state of affairs through three
nineteenth-century stages. First came Erosion of the Old Regime
structures privileging the landed aristocracy, a process which
Wagner, following Reinhart Koselleck and others, associates with the
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3 Heinrich Heffter, Die deutsche Selbstverwaltung im 19. Jahrhundert: Geschichte
der Ideen und Institutionen (Stuttgart, 1950).



post-1815 era, though in reality, if not de jure, it reaches back to the
seventeenth century. In any case, by the 1840s and 1850s it was clear
that the Junkers were widely incapable of—or uninterested in—exer-
cising the police powers they possessed over villages outside the
boundaries of their estates and nearby settlements of their dependent
labourers. Nor were they keener to finance and uphold their patri-
monial courts (abolished in the aftermath of the 1848 revolution), or
to shoulder poor-relief responsibilities. The post-1815 system of
noble-dominated provincial and county assemblies stymied infra-
structural improvements through conservative particularism and
blockage of the Prussian government’s mobilization of rural com-
moners, whose assent to further taxation required political conces-
sions.

There followed Wagner’s second stage, that of ‘a creeping admin-
istrative Substitution’ of state action for landlordly inaction, culmi-
nating in the Prussian parliament’s County Ordinance (Kreisordnung)
of 1872 and the Rural Commune Ordinance (Landgemeindeordnung) of
1891. These instituted far-ranging state control over police and edu-
cation, and elected, if inegalitarian, village and county assemblies
with corresponding mayors and executive committees. The third
stage comprised a conflict-ridden Transformationsprozeß stretching
from 1872 into the 1890s. Here the Prussian bureaucracy, acting espe-
cially through the offices of the increasingly powerful and autono-
mous Rural (or County) Commissioners (Landräte), forced its domi-
nation of the new political institutions on landlords and villagers
alike, to the advantage of all who willingly bowed their heads to the
Berlin government, including when they voted for deputies to the
Prussian parliament (Landtag) and the Imperial Reichstag.

By 1900 the ‘career Landräte’, and not the Junker landlords, ruled
the east Elbian countryside. Crucially, the Landräte succeeded in
bending the villagers’ new political leadership to their will. They
forced the village farmers to accept that they stood to gain most from
loyalty to the government, and to lose most not only from subordi-
nation to the traditionally suspect or even hated Junkers, but likewise
from hearkening to oppositional liberal landlords, whom from the
late 1870s the government, under Minister of Interior Robert von
Puttkamer, ground down in their East and West Prussian redoubts.
Wagner views sceptically the formerly influential arguments of
Hans-Jürgen Puhle and others, who saw in the Bund der Landwirte
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or Agrarian League—the powerful Wilhelmine-era lobby of the east
Elbian landlords and village farmers—a force independent of, and
often opposed to, the government. In Wagner’s view, the Bund,
though sometimes restive, generally accepted local alliances with the
Landräte, without whose support funding of local projects and virtu-
ally every other important fiscal-administrative action sought by the
Bund’s membership were unachievable. The Bund as well as the
Prussian government saw to it that the economic interests of the east
Elbian middle- and large-holding farmers, especially as livestock
producers, found protection and consideration, so that the political
alliance of these villagers with Junker and state officialdom reflected
their ‘common interests’ (pp. 386–403).

As for the notion that the Landräte were but Junkers outfitted in
the king’s coat, Wagner shows that while many were supernumerary
sons of the landed nobility, more were the offspring of civil-military
officials and middle-class professionals. In any case, the ethos and
discipline imposed on those entering the Prussian civil service,
alongside rising standards of education and professional compe-
tence, made of the Landräte an elite corps tied to their superiors in
Berlin and rarely drawn from, or beholden to, the local nobility
among whom they worked, often but fleetingly, as they struggled to
climb the bureaucratic ladder (pp. 370–1). 

It was crucially important, undoubtedly, that the Imperial regime,
under Bismarck and his successors, determinedly sought to defend
the east Elbian large landowners’ economic interests and political
privileges, and to maintain them as the ‘first servants of the State’.
Yet this did not, in Wagner’s view, entail the ‘condominium’ of
Junker landlord and Prussian Landrat which Hugo Preuß postulated.
The condominium existed, especially in the most aristocratized
regions of east Elbia, but everywhere it was, Wagner concludes,
‘deeply asymmetrical’, to the state’s advantage (cf. pp. 381 ff., 581). 

Wagner builds on the social science literature dealing with
patron–client relations, appropriate to what he takes, perhaps too
trustingly, as the patrimonialism of the Prussian Old Regime. He
adopts Eric Wolf’s concept of ‘broker’ (not yet fully Weber’s ‘bureau-
crat’) to illuminate the post-1848 Landrat’s semi-autonomous role in
mediating between state and social groups. More broadly, Wagner
compares east Elbia’s nineteenth-century state-driven development,
under the guidance of the Landrat–broker, to similar processes in the
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Italian Mezzogiorno and Spanish Andalucia, tracing out a ‘specific
path to modernity’ alongside other regional patterns within the larg-
er European national state (pp. 386 ff., 413 ff., and 591). Such promis-
ing comparisons call for further pursuit. 

Wagner ends his analysis not in 1914, or 1918, or 1933, but at the
twentieth century’s dawn, when the penetration of the agrarian east
by the institutions of state power had achieved the ends its govern-
mental proponents had sought. This may disappoint those readers
who wish to understand the implications of Wagner’s analysis for
war and defeat, and the subsequent Nazification of the east Elbian
countryside. Doubtless the statist thrust of Wagner’s book works
against social-political arguments emphasizing a fateful pre-1914
pressurization of the Prussian and Imperial governments into
extremist domestic and foreign policy measures by the forces of
political radicalization on right and left. Instead, Wagner’s argument
underscores the domination and autonomy of the state itself, whose
entry into self-destructive war seemingly resulted from the ambitions
and self-delusions of power. 

As for the Nazis, Wagner records the blow the Junkers suffered in
the abolition in 1927 of the east Elbian large-estate districts, leaving
them finally to be absorbed into unitary rural communes encom-
passing both manor-house and village. ‘The large landowners react-
ed in part by retirement into private life, in part by political radical-
ization’, that is, self-Nazification. But, perpetuating the discourse of
the German ‘separate path’ or Sonderweg, Wagner concludes that the
villagers’ inability to make better use of the freedoms they gained
under the Weimar Republic 

points to the ambivalence of [their] late emancipation and also
to the fatal consequences for the development of democratic
attitudes of their earlier subordination. After 1918 east Elbia’s
village farmers possessed no accustomed mental resources for
making an arrangement—in the terminology of Hans Fallada’s
novel Bauern, Bonzen und Bomben—with the ‘big shots’ (Bonzen)
representing the democratic party-political state. Their yearn-
ing for a welfare state that would also take them under its
wardship made the turn toward Bomben more attractive (p.
592).
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Here, again, are evident both Wagner’s forceful statism and per-
haps, too, his inclination to accept the ‘anthropological’ view of the
peasantry which, when Prussian bureaucrats articulated it, he found
ideological and untenable. But until the histories of the nineteenth
century and of the 1914–33 cataclysm are more fully told in the east
Elbian villagers’ words and interpreted from their viewpoint, all
efforts to explain their rationale and motives for flocking to Hitler
will be speculative and, in E. H. Carr’s phrase, ‘soaked in theory’.

*  *  *
Among the highlights and central findings of Wagner’s ten substan-
tive chapters is his emphasis on the flimsiness of local Junker power
after 1815, and the determination of the central government, after the
heart-stopping crisis of monarchical authority in 1848, to seize con-
trol of the east Elbian countryside, acting through bureaucratically
more efficient Landräte dependent for their personal fortunes far
more on Berlin than on the local gentry. Formalized bureaucratic
print-culture (Verschriftlichung) soared to hitherto unknown levels,
driven partly by ordinary villagers’ growing demand for documen-
tation of their rights and interests (p. 72). Wagner is lucid on the post-
1848 tax reforms—the new personal income tax of 1851, and the sub-
jection in 1861 of noble properties to a newly defined land tax—
showing also how the Landräte colluded in under-assessment of the
nobility and other forms of genteel tax-evasion widely tolerated
among the propertied classes. 

Analysing widespread, sometimes turbulent post-1848 protest
among poorer villagers against the state’s enforcement, in line with
liberal orthodoxy favouring more prosperous landowners, of privati-
zation and enclosure of formerly communal pastures and woodland,
Wagner again underscores the fragility of rural structures of author-
ity, whether estate-owners’ police officials, village mayors, or the
Landräte themselves. That soldiers needed occasionally to be dis-
patched to quell rural disorders proves the point. Wagner concludes
that ‘the state’s success in the imposition of its norms depends cru-
cially on local demand for these norms and for the state to play the
role of their guarantor’ (p. 110). But before the late nineteenth centu-
ry such demand was low in east Elbian villages, even when crimi-
nality was in play (p. 112).
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Wagner discovers a ‘disintegration’, after the abolition in 1807–16
of seigneurialism and the peasantry’s legal subjection, of pre-existing
structures of village governance. East Elbian village mayors had
rarely been strong authorities. After 1815 the old-established oli-
garchy of village fullholders and halfholders lost its grip, as proper-
ty ownership fell into flux, and a new polarization emerged of bene-
ficiaries of freehold legislation vis-à-vis sinking smallholders and the
landless. Village assemblies grew chaotic. It was, Wagner argues, a
triumph of the bureaucracy to impose, in the 1872 Kreisordnung and
1891 Landgemeindeordnung, the property-weighted three-class voting
system as the electoral schema governing the new system of village
and rural self-government, for it made of the middle- and large-hold-
ing peasants allies and tools of the state in domination of the coun-
tryside.

Yet the Prussian state’s refusal (before 1927) to merge the east
Elbian estate districts into the village communes condemned these
latter to economic and political debility. Estate owners escaped the
fiscal burden of developing the rural infrastructure, while the village
communes remained too small to flourish independently. Among
them in 1850 there were 20,500, of a total of 23,000, counting fewer
than 500 inhabitants. By contrast, Rhenish rural communes were con-
siderably more populous and richer in ownership of communal
lands whose rents fattened village budgets (p. 142).4

Wagner traces, in fine detail, the nineteenth-century rise to rural
political hegemony of the Prussian Landrat. One of his chapters bears
the characteristically Weberian–Wehlerian title, ‘From Estate Owner-
Landrat to Career-Landrat: The Transformation of a Functional Elite
and the Erosion of Estates-Bound Authority’ (p. 205). Building on
John Gillis’s durable work, Wagner shows that while mid-nine-
teenth-century Prussian officialdom subordinated the Junkers to its
centralized power, it aimed also at ‘the strengthening of the conser-
vative, noble, and long-settled segment of estate property, whose
local power resources were thus indeed expanded, though it fell into
increasing dependency on the bureaucracy’ (p. 287).5
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4 The effects of post-1870 rural emigration (the Landflucht) are evident in the
fact that of the 24,500 east Elbian communes in 1889, only 40 % numbered
more than 300 souls. Wagner, Bauern, Junker und Beamte, p. 535.
5 John Gillis, The Prussian Bureaucracy in Crisis: Origins of an Administrative
Ethos (Stanford, Calif., 1971).



Wagner excavates interesting evidence of the Prussian Con-
servative Party’s anti-Semitic demagoguery, which found consider-
able echo among rural commoners, in the politics of the post-1858 lib-
eral ‘New Era’ and ensuing constitutional struggle (pp. 296–303,
310–11). Yet the book largely bypasses ideological and weltanschaulich
matters in favour of hard economic and political interests. Wagner
reduces the post-1840 political liberalism among Junkers, notably in
East and West Prussia, to concern for capitalist rationality and anti-
governmental factionalism, not unlike centre–periphery power
struggles in modern southern Italy.

In the debates preceding the promulgation of the 1872 Kreisord-
nung liberals hoped by the reform to replace the ‘reactionary Junkers’
with a new east Elbian ‘gentry’, comprising modern-minded noble
estate owners and upwardly mobile rural property-holders of all
types. But Wagner discounts this ambition, to which Heinrich Heffter
attached much importance as one among other German paths not
taken. Wagner writes coldly that ‘the 1868 proposal of the Pro-
gressive Party to introduce in all the Prussian provinces a uniform
county structure [encompassing village and non-village lands], to
dissolve the estate districts, and create self-government authorities in
all communes elected according to the three-class law was hopeless
from the beginning’ (p. 322). 

Conversely, Wagner offers weighty evidence that profit-seeking
agrarian entrepreneurs, often drawn toward the liberal parties,
imposed new wage-labour discipline, while overturning the old-
rooted cottage-labour system based on yearly contracts and provi-
sion of extensive natural incomes. As Max Weber and other social sci-
entists of the day emphasized (though they sometimes confused the
cottage-worker regime with ‘traditional’ Junkerherrschaft), this deeply
embittered the landless or land-poor east Elbian villagers, driving
them after 1870 increasingly into emigration, and into local protest
whose extent remains uncharted.

Instead of a liberal gentry, new rural ‘power elites’ emerged from
the elections which the 1872 reform mandated to newly created
County Assemblies and Executive Committees (Kreisausschüsse, and
above them, geographically larger Amtsbezirke presided over by
Amtsvorsteher, commonly a lesser estate owner or estate manager).
The three-class voting system ensured that none but well-heeled vil-
lagers and other rural commoners should join the Junkers in partici-
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pation in these organs, to which (at the Amtsbezirk and provincial lev-
els) the country towns usually dispatched municipal officials little
inclined or even legally entitled to political intransigence. Wagner
shows, moreover, that the Landräte were in most cases quick to
reduce these modest institutions to rubber-stamps of their own ini-
tiatives. As the Landräte came to embody the interventionist, mod-
ernizing state, and to control the money centrally allocated to east
Elbian infrastructural improvements, it behooved the new power
elites (a crucial step in Wagner’s argument) to curry the favour of the
Landrat, acting in his role as ‘broker’ between Berlin and grass-roots
interests. 

Yet Wagner resists old stereotypes of the east Elbian common
people’s passivity under elite domination (without denying rural
labourers’ deference to Junker prestige and patriarchalism, where
they survived) (cf. pp. 531 ff.). The lawsuits which individual citizens
initiated in the Empire’s Administrative Courts (Verwaltungsgerichte)
show that ‘readiness to defend individual rights against acts of offi-
cialdom in rural East Prussia (and likewise in Brandenburg,
Pomerania, or Silesia) was no less firm than in the industrial zones of
the west’ (p. 421).

East Elbian villagers yielded to the pressure of the Landrat acting
in his role as ‘electoral manager’ (Wahlmanager), to vote in Prussian
and Imperial elections for pro-governmental candidates. This illus-
trates Wagner’s cold-blooded conviction that the ‘retributive charac-
ter’ of elections or, in other words, the Landrat’s readiness to with-
hold resources from renitent communities ‘figured in east Elbian
agrarian society as self-evident, while electoral choice was under-
stood as part of a trade-off of “economic action” for “political count-
er-action” ’ (p. 424). Politics rested on cost–benefit calculations.

The villagers’ old habituated distrust of the Junkers inclined them
the more readily to join the Landratspartei and so, too, did the advanc-
ing subjection of village schoolmasters (and clergymen–school
inspectors) to state patronage and control (pp. 453, 565–7). And if
upwardly mobile commoner agriculturalists successfully acculturat-
ed into the Junker milieu, this can only be termed ‘neo-feudalization’
if it is accepted that the Junker habitus in the Wilhelmine era was a
complex product ‘of the nineteenth and precisely not of the eigh-
teenth or any earlier century’ (p. 444).
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*  *  *
The ‘post-structuralist’ turn in Prussian history has tilted away from
those arguments, old and new, which traced the German ‘separate
path’ to fascist dictatorship to the power of ‘pre-modern elites’ and,
pre-eminent among them, ‘the Junkers’. By highlighting nineteenth-
century penetration of the modernizing state’s bureaucratic regulato-
ry authority into the east Elbian countryside in a process that subor-
dinated both villagers and estate owners to its hegemony, Wagner’s
book focuses attention away from social-structural explanations of
the drift of Bismarckian–Wilhelmine Germany into war and revolu-
tion. Instead, it emphasizes the role of modern state power—that is,
the kind of developmentalist and modernizing, heavily bureaucra-
tized, activist and interventionist state power that emerged in
Prussian-led Germany—in shaping what, from a present-day per-
spective, may and must be constructed, though non-teleologically, as
the path toward 1918, 1933, and 1939.6

Wagner himself does not address this overarching problem of
German history, but his book beckons backwards toward older con-
ceptions of German political culture as heavily—too heavily—
stamped by trust in and dependence on state power: the ‘vulgar
Hegelianism’ of Heinrich von Treitschke, an attitude not absent from
Thomas Mann’s Reflections of an Unpolitical Man or the ideological
blueprints of pre-1933 German Social Democracy. At the same time,
Wagner’s book looks forward to recent historiography on the
dystopian aspects of the welfare state and the Weberian–Foucauldian
administrative ‘disciplining’ state in general.7

What seems to characterize the German pattern is, first, a dichoto-
my or antagonism, widely perceived under the German Empire in
the propertied classes, between democratic self-government and sta-
ble, protective state power. Second, the catastrophic failure of state
power (in the First World War and its aftermath), inspired wide-
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6 See my essay, ‘Master Narratives After Postmodernity: Germany’s
“Separate Path” in Historiographical-Philosophical Light’, German Studies
Review, 33/1 (February 2007), pp. 1–32.
7 For a penetrating discussion of a broad literature focused on Germany, see
Edward Ross Dickinson, ‘Biopolitics, Fascism, Democracy: Some Reflections
on Our Discourse About “Modernity” ’, Central European History, 37/1 (2004),
pp. 1–48. 



spread longings—often tinged with utopianism or redemptionism—
which undermined much of the shaky confidence in self-government
that had managed to coalesce before 1930. If ‘modernity’ must be
‘organized’ through state power, it is evidently disastrous for gov-
ernments to fail in their most essential, self-legitimizing domestic
projects, or in their grand military–diplomatic gambles.

Wagner’s book displays an east Elbia which, rather than lan-
guishing in pre-modern aristocratic–authoritarian backwardness,
had been enticed and coerced into junior partnership in a ‘modern-
ization offensive’ that, until 1914, Prussian officialdom, especially the
Landräte, efficiently managed to the economic and political advan-
tage of both estate-owners and commercialized village farmers.8
Imperial Germany’s attempt during the First World War to ‘seize
world power’—its Griff nach der Weltmacht, with its terrible conse-
quences—cannot plausibly be primarily derived from the east Elbian
agrarian conservatives’ noisy and egocentric pre-1914 politics. It fol-
lowed, instead, from the Bismarckian–Wilhelmine state’s success in
organizing German society for growth and power. Wagner’s book
offers deep and often vivid insight into this process in its east Elbian
manifestation.

8 The phrase is Peter Wagner’s. See n. 2 above.
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