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LOTHAR KITTSTEIN, Politik im Zeitalter der Revolution: Untersuchun-
gen zur preußischen Staatlichkeit 1792–1807 (Stuttgart: Franz Steiner
Verlag, 2003), 692 pp. ISBN 3 515 08275 1. EUR 76.00

Anybody expecting to find an account of Prusso–French relations
between 1792 and 1807 in this study will be disappointed. This is not
a history of foreign policy in the traditional sense, but rather, an
examination of the political ideas governing Prussian policy during
the revolutionary era. Kittstein’s analysis is partly based on the fol-
lowing premise: in the long-term, social factors determine the behav-
iour of political actors. At the time, however, the freedom of the prin-
cipal political actors to make choices is absolute.

Kittstein’s premisses (pp. 12–26) are interesting and they are
applied to an analysis of Prussian politics and political behaviour
with a degree of success. In his study, Kittstein discerns a number of
intellectual trends, for want of a better term, that dominated Prussian
thinking during this period. One of the most important, which is a
recurrent theme in the first part of the book, was the Prussian politi-
cal élite’s fear of the French Revolution (Revolutionsfurcht), something
that was underscored by a deep uncertainty about Prussia’s power
and position, not only in the north of Germany, but, indeed, within
the European system. Revolutionsfurcht was an especially important
factor in Prussia’s decision to go to war against France in 1792, fear
that propaganda would infect the people, and that north Germany
would somehow rise up and destroy everything that the court of
Berlin held dear. The Prussian military élite even feared that the spir-
it of independence and freedom would creep into the rank and file if
they were not careful. At the same time, however, this Revolutions-
furcht, which can broadly be translated as fear of the democratizing
process and fear of anything that could undermine the monarchical
system, seems to have been the reason why Prussia withdrew from the
war in 1795—the continuation of the war with France was putting the
monarchy in danger—and why it attempted to build a North German
neutrality zone as an ‘anti-revolutionary protective zone’ (p. 78).

The inclusiveness of this explanation is at times a little discon-
certing; just about everything Prussia did between 1792 and 1807 is
explained in terms of Revolutionsfurcht. There is no doubt a great deal
in this, as Kittstein admirably demonstrates time and again, but other
factors, if not overlooked, seem to have been relegated to a secondary
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role in the author’s determination to get his point across. Thus,
although Kittstein convincingly demonstrates the role that Revolu-
tionsfurcht played in the decision to go to war with France, it is a lit-
tle surprising not to find any reference to T. C. W. Blanning’s The
Origins of the French Revolutionary Wars (1986), synthesizing Great
Power relations and the origins of the war of the First Coalition.
Kittstein, in other words, reduces the decision to go to war to ideo-
logical reasons when Blanning, for example, argues that it had little
to do with ideology and much more to do with Great Power rela-
tions. It is an interesting debate and one that I think the author could
have engaged with more substantially.

But that is perhaps asking the author to write another kind of
book, when the reader is already faced with massive amounts of
detail and information. This says a great deal about the thoroughness
with which Kittstein has trawled the archives (not only in Berlin, but
also in Paris, Vienna, Munich, Dresden, and Marburg) to produce an
original interpretative work. The problem, though, is that there is so
much information that at times it is difficult to know what to do with
all this detail. At 620 pages of dense text, the detail risks overwhelm-
ing Kittstein’s thesis. Moreover, it is written with a specialist audi-
ence in mind, that is, a very narrow readership perfectly familiar
with the ins and outs of Prussian politics during the revolutionary
era, and fluent in German, French, and English (there are extensive
quotations in French, and to a lesser extent in English, throughout).
Also, the author has a tendency to assume that the reader is familiar
with the events and people he is talking about, which, with the
exception of a handful of people, is not likely to be the case. There is
a list of characters at the back of the book—although no index, which
is unacceptable in a book of this length—but that does not really
make up for this shortcoming. Nor is there a conclusion at the end
that draws it all together. Instead we have a summary of the chapters,
useful admittedly, but which hardly takes the place of a conclusion.
It raises all sorts of questions about the usefulness of publishing this
kind of work—a doctoral dissertation submitted to the University of
Bonn. Would it not have been better to publish a series of articles and
a more accessible synthesis of 300-odd pages, making it easier for stu-
dents of the period to grasp the larger themes of the book?

In addition, the manner in which the findings have been struc-
tured produces some overlap in terms of chronology. Parts one
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(Prussia and the French Revolution) and two (Prussia at the end of
the revolutionary era) of the book largely follow a chronological
order from about 1792 to 1806. In the third part of the book though,
dealing with the Prussian Regierungssystem (system of government),
Kittstein takes us back to the beginning of the reign of Frederick
William III (1797) and then over a number of themes, such as the
effectiveness of the Kabinett, the invasion of Hanover in 1803, Haug-
witz’s resignation in 1804, the path to war with France in 1805 and
1806, before going on to the limits of a psychological interpretation of
power, and the Prussian reform movement before 1807. Readers on
top of the subject would normally be able to take this in their stride,
but at the end of the day, Kittstein’s treatment is a little frustrating.

With these reservations in mind, Kittstein has teased out some
really interesting themes: the analysis of the workings of the Kabinett
and the personalities around them; the questions it raises about his-
torians’ interpretation of the Prussian reform movement, and its fail-
ure, prior to 1806; the expectation, unfounded as it turned out, that
revolutionary France would somehow eventually return to ‘normal’
behaviour in politics and reach an accord with the other European
powers; the depth of Prussia’s own doubts about its place in the
European system, as can be seen from the monarchy’s failure to cele-
brate its one hundredth anniversary through fear that it might be a
reminder that Prussia was not really a great, but only a second-rate,
power. Much of this study is about how Prussia perceived itself, and
if Kittstein is right, then it is obvious that the Prussian political élite
were ridden with self-doubt, with fear and uncertainty, about
Prussia’s position in Europe and its future. Kittstein, in short, tries to
go beyond the primacy of the foreign/domestic policy dichotomy
that has recently been in vogue, largely in the English-language liter-
ature, and attempts to explain Prussian politics as an ‘expression of a
crisis of self-confidence among the political élite’ (p. 21).

Kittstein also questions the reliability of the traditional interpreta-
tion of Prussia’s decadent demise as due to the failings of what is
commonly referred to in the English literature as the Kitchen Cabinet.
He traces its nefarious influence back to a rumour spread by the
Austrian ambassador to Berlin around 1800, Josef von Hudelist. This
particular traditional interpretation as an explanation for Prussia’s
lacklustre foreign political behaviour during this period goes hand-
in-hand with the disdain most historians have developed for
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Prussia’s policy of neutrality. Kittstein’s contention—which is that
the bad press received by the Kabinett was an integral part of the
development of an anti-revolutionary sentiment in Prussia (the
Kabinett was perceived to be pro-French)—is interesting, although I
am not sure how much light it throws on the decision-making
process at the highest levels of the state. 

This work is, nevertheless, in some respects at least, an important
study because it can eventually leave the reader with a deeper under-
standing of the political/ideological motives that governed Prussia’s
political élite. In other respects, though, it does so at the expense of
geo-political considerations. We do not really get a sense, for exam-
ple, of why Napoleon decided to invade Hanover in 1803 and why
Prussia failed to resist the French incursion into its sphere of neutral-
ity. Instead, we have a whole section on the Prussian élite’s attitude
towards Bonaparte in one part of the book, and another section on
whether there was a conflict between Haugwitz and the Cabinet in
another part of the book. I am not sure whether I have missed the
point, or whether Kittstein thinks that geo-political considerations
were irrelevant in the scheme of things. At any rate, any historian
who studies Prussia during this period will be obliged to consult this
work.

PHILIP G. DWYER is a Lecturer in the School of Liberal Arts at the
University of Newcastle, Australia. He has published extensively on
the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic period. Among his most
recent books are The Rise of Prussia, 1700–1830 (2000), Napoleon and
Europe (2001), and Talleyrand (2002).

77

Prussian Policy in the Revolutionary Era


