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Since the end of the nineteenth century the Rhineland has been a
popular topic for historical research. This is no coincidence. As a bor-
der region, it experienced several different regimes from the end of
the eighteenth century and, especially under Napoleon, these were
associated with fundamental reforms and changes. After 1815 the
Prussian state, which created the ‘Rhine Province’ in 1815, faced the
task of having to integrate a region which differed clearly from
Prussia in many respects, including religion. Precisely because the
Rhineland was exposed to various strategies of modernization and
reform as well as attempts to create an identity, historians regard it
as laboratory of modernity which permits insights into the associat-
ed processes and their consequences. 

In essence, there are two issues which, with slight changes, run
through the whole history of the Rhine Province. The first concerns
the long-term impact and consequences of French, or, rather,
Napoleonic, policy. The second, closely associated with the first, is
that of a Rhenish identity. Were the Rhinelanders really French as the
Prussians liked to claim, or were they in fact Germans who were still
wedded to the idea of the Old Reich? The French had certainly found
the Rhinelanders to be Germans still wedded to the idea of the Old
Reich at the beginning of the nineteenth century, while the Prussians
repeatedly found them thus until well into its second third. Therefore
any policy of making the Rhinelanders French or Prussian met with
resistance.

These two questions concerning identity and how deeply Nap-
oleonic rule penetrated the Rhineland run right through this inter-
esting investigation by Michael Rowe, Lecturer in the Department of
History at King’s College London. However, there is another strand
in the account which arises out of his selection of an unusual time-
frame. Unlike most studies, which concentrate on the period either
before or after 1815, Rowe’s book focuses on the time between 1780
and 1830. This makes sense because continuities going beyond the
French period, as well as breaks caused by the various regime
changes, become much more visible. The third strand in the investi-
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gation arises out of this chronological framework. Rowe draws upon
the reflections of the Frankfurt school of research on the Bürgertum
around Lothar Gall and his students, which stresses the significance
of the old traditions of the urban bourgeoisie in the emergence of
early liberalism. Examining the élites, their values, and view of self,
Rowe contributes an important additional aspect to the debate about
the old urban bourgeoisie’s capacity for change.

The methodological consequence of this approach is that Rowe
cannot be content to take the perspective of the state alone, but must
always combine regime and society with each other. He succeeds
impressively and, as a result, a picture emerges of continuities in a
society capable of change. The work of S. N. Eisenstadt is not listed
in the bibliography, but, ultimately, Rowe illustrates one of the many
paths to modernity. In the case of the Rhineland, this was not a linear
process, but mixed existing institutions, traditions, and values with
innovations, thus making possible new beginnings and re-evalua-
tions.

Rowe comes to this conclusion in a three-step process. He divides
the period up on the basis of politically significant dates, and then
investigates any structural changes. At the centre of the account is the
Napoleonic period, which also takes up the most space. In the first
part, covering the years from 1780 to 1801, Rowe looks at the Rhine-
land’s social and political structures under the ancien régime. These
include political representation and justice, the agrarian structure,
the guild system, religion, and education. This panorama suggests
that we are not dealing with a stagnating society at a time of transi-
tion. Rather, it was based on established mechanisms of conflict reg-
ulation which proved to be capable of reform. The French invasion
and occupation of 1792 resulted in a pluralization of political con-
cepts and ideas. This led to serious conflicts within the region, and,
after 1797, also with representatives of the administration. These
years were also characterized by military violence, price inflation, the
loss of cultural assets, and the interruption of social benefits, for
example, in the area of poor relief. The clearest break took place at
institutional level with the abolition of the bureaucratic structures of
the ancien régime and the re-organization of the administration.
However, this was balanced by a large degree of personal continuity,
although some of the notables at first kept the French at a distance.
Yet once the princes had fled across the Rhine, these notables
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assumed a mediating role and began to collaborate with the new
rulers. To the extent that the majority of Rhinelanders modelled
themselves on them and their behaviour, the French began to take
more notice of the Rhineland, or even of smaller units such as the var-
ious regions and towns. A regional patriotism which fed on the old
cultural and legal identities and affiliations gained the upper hand
over a state-based patriotism, defined as loyalty towards a dynastic
state. According to Rowe, however, this sort of state patriotism was
not well developed in the Rhineland anyway, with the exception of
the Prussian areas.

Rowe returns to this aspect of identity-building in his central
chapter on Napoleonic rule (pp. 116 ff.). Here, for the first time, he
discusses the issue of a definition of the Rhineland and Rhinelanders.
In the perceptions both of foreigners and of the Rhinelanders them-
selves, there were no clear boundaries, at least before the French peri-
od. This applies in respect of both culture and society, as the ‘Rhine-
land’ was crisscrossed by many ‘borders’, such as those between lan-
guages and dialects. This is where French policy started with its
attempts to impose homogeneity. It aimed for administrative inte-
gration, which resulted in a number of new institutions. The Rhine-
landers accepted them because they were compatible with the exist-
ing system, and because they represented an improvement. The
reform of justice, in particular, offered protection from arbitrary deci-
sions, and the Rhinelanders valued the transparency which it
brought so highly that they defended it fiercely against the Prussians
after 1815. Rowe sees the rule of law as among the most important
legacies of the French period in the Rhineland.

The dissemination of new institutions was linked with a policy
which aimed to impose the French language throughout the admin-
istration and in education. However, during the Napoleonic period
this policy did not assume a harder edge until after 1810. Attempts to
impose the French language by force were foiled by conditions on the
spot, which demanded at least bilingualism, because many people
never learned French. Added to this—and here Rowe modifies the
existing picture of an efficient, centralized, and authoritarian French
bureaucracy under Napoleon—was French dependence on local
élites. The Napoleonic system of clientage, however, meant that the
local élites made only limited use of the restricted career opportuni-
ties on offer, and as a result, no new professional bureaucracy was
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created. The Rhinelanders made such a small cultural investment, as
Rowe describes their restraint in this area, not least because they had
different concepts of education and training, which, unlike the re-
forms in justice, were incompatible with French ideas. Thus the
Rhinelanders continued to prefer private schools and ‘German’ uni-
versities, and not just because of the language barrier. Even after the
French period, they displayed no interest in maintaining French
‘achievements’ in the school and university sector, but returned to
their familiar education systems.

How does Rowe interpret these findings in relation to the identi-
ty and loyalties of the Rhinelanders? From the outside, that is, from
the perspective of the other German states, they became ‘new
French’. This perception was strengthened, especially in Prussia after
1815, when the population of the Rhineland opted for the institutions
of the Rhenish Law. Beyond these attributions, the Rhinelanders, ac-
cording to Rowe, preserved multiple identities which developed
along social lines. Despite perceptions from outside, the Rhine-
landers hardly became French. A number of factors suggest that
there was no highly developed French identity, despite many mixed
marriages. These include a limited willingness to invest cultural cap-
ital, in the sense, for example, of seeking an education at a French
university outside the Rhineland, and the continued existence of
social segregation by nationality. By contrast, Rowe perceives a much
stronger European identity. The emphasis on empire during the
Napoleonic period could pick up on a tradition which had developed
since the Enlightenment. It would surely be worth pursuing this
strand of identity through the nineteenth and twentieth centuries,
especially since prominent ‘builders of Europe’ in the twentieth cen-
tury were self-confessed, dedicated Rhinelanders. It would also be
worth asking, in connection with Rowe’s work, to what extent there
were points of contact and overlaps between this European identity
and a patriotism for the Reich, as its survival and a loyalty towards
the Habsburgs also continued to constitute part of this identity. The
Rhinelanders did not become ‘Germans’, even if the severance of cul-
tural connections, censorship of the press, and widespread French
arrogance towards German culture led to a ‘sense of German identi-
ty’ (p. 129). Here, of course, the question arises as to what a ‘German’
identity was at the beginning of the nineteenth century. Even con-
temporaries had difficulty defining it. If we accept Arndt’s language

71

The Rhineland in the Revolutionary Age



criterion, then the fact that French was accepted only hesitantly out-
side circles to do with trade points at least to one building block of a
‘German’ identity.

Finally, Rowe’s finding that there was a multiplicity of overlap-
ping, complementary, and sometimes contradictory identities, which
had a spatial as well as social aspect, coincides with the results of
studies on other border regions and immigrant societies, such as, for
example, those by Anssi Paasi on Finland and David Kaplan on
Canada. Unfortunately, Rowe does not look at his results in the con-
text of this research. To be sure, it robs the Rhine Province of some of
its fascination; on the other hand, however, it opens completely new
research perspectives. After all, the continuing search for a single
identity grows out of ideas and premisses based on the nation-state,
which, even when we are looking at the past, dictate that identity can
be based on loyalty exclusively to one nation.

In the case of Rhenish identity, religious affiliation undoubtedly
formed an important component both of how people saw them-
selves, and of how others saw them. Rowe devotes much space to
this aspect, and expertly illuminates the forms and conditions gov-
erning religious life in the Rhineland. Here, too, his choice of time-
frame proves to be useful because he can demonstrate changing rela-
tions between state and Church, as well as within the denominations.
Rowe does not concentrate just on Catholicism, the denomination
with the most adherents in the Rhineland. The French period brought
ambivalences and tensions for all religions, in different ways. This
applies in particular to the Jews, whose status improved markedly
under Napoleon. However, limits were imposed on full equality, and
thus some of the achievements of 1789 were reversed. For Protest-
ants, too, the change of ruler and territorial shifts brought funda-
mental alterations, which often led to new conflicts with the Catholic
neighbours. On the other hand, Rowe suggests, French rule smooth-
ed the path to union between Calvinists and Lutherans because the
new political situation and the creation of new communities in areas
that had been exclusively Catholic forced them to co-operate.

For Catholics in the Rhineland, rule by the Catholic French repre-
sented both a culmination of the ancien régime and a new beginning.
Napoleon continued the process of regulating and limiting religious
life which the eighteenth-century reformers had started, although he
was less negative about local forms of religious expression than they
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had been. To be sure, the people of the Rhineland experienced the
existing tensions between the state and the papacy when the Holy
See delayed the appointment of bishops. Napoleon’s restrictions on
mixed marriages, which were more tolerantly regarded in Germany
than in France, though each territory had its own regulations, also led
to violent conflicts in Mainz, which continued until well into the
nineteenth century.

The main area of co-operation between the state and the Church
was education, as the state used the clergy both as teachers and
school inspectors. Thus parts of the Rhine Province benefited from
the continuation of an education policy which had already resulted
in the ‘highest literacy rates in Europe’ (p. 27) under the ancien régime.
It is all the more surprising, therefore, that Rowe does not subject to
critical scrutiny the observation, voiced by a French official, ‘that
Protestants were, on average, better educated and wealthier than
Catholics’ (p. 149). One almost gains the impression that he does not
entirely trust his own conclusions concerning the defining cultural
force of the Catholic religion until well into the nineteenth century,
which, in the Rhine Province, was not in insuperable opposition to
Liberalism. For even if Rowe does not explore this aspect further,
after reading his work one must ask about the significance of religion
in the modern period, and on the way to modernity. The path taken
by the Rhine Province represents one of a number of variants in
which religion had a central social function. Ultimately, by dissolv-
ing the opposition between modernity and the Catholic religion, thus
breaking through established ideas and perspectives, Rowe expands
the research on the Rhine Province by more than just a new account.
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