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AXEL FLÜGEL, Bürgerliche Rittergüter: Sozialer Wandel und politische
Reform in Kursachsen (1680-1844 ), Bürgertum: Beiträge zur europä-
ischen Gesellschaftsgeschichte, 16 (Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Rup-
recht, 2000), 304 pp. ISBN 3 525 35681 1. DM 78.00

Rarely has so much effort been devoted to refuting a piece of anec-
dotal evidence, but also rarely to such good effect as in Axel Flügel’s
study of bourgeois ownership of Saxon aristocratic estates. Flügel
goes far beyond simply proving that a relatively minor detail has
been persistently misinterpreted, to draw well-founded wider con-
clusions about the transition from early modern to modern society.
The starting point is a remark by Heinrich von Treitschke that only
fourteen of the 214 aristocratic fiefs (Rittergüter) in the Leipzig district
with entitlement to sit in the Saxon diet remained in noble hands by
1817. Treitschke’s argument was that the intrusion of Leipzig mer-
chants into the rural property market had resulted in the majority of
fiefs being held by commoners who were personally ineligible to sit
in the knights’ college in the diet. Treitschke used this as an example
of the fossilization of old regime state and society, and to support his
wider argument that only Prussia could emerge as the leader of a
modern Germany. To subsequent historians, the Leipzig example
seemed a striking illustration of how the aristocracy’s hold on politi-
cal power had been eaten away by dynamic social and economic
change. Political reform looked inevitable as bourgeois property
ownership removed the basis for aristocratic privilege.

There are three strands to the reappraisal of these arguments. The
first analyses the legal position of fief holders and demonstrates both
the complexity and flexibility of early modern arrangements. Fiefs
were economic assets associated with feudal and political obligations
and rights. As the elector of Saxony’s vassals, fief holders were
obliged to provide advice, military service, and carry out other feu-
dal duties. While feudal law set certain restrictions on possession, it
left considerable scope for vassals to make their own arrangements
regarding sale, inheritance, and co-ownership of fiefs. Bourgeois
ownership had been fully accepted since the sixteenth century and
included all the associated privileges, including the hunting rights
and lesser legal jurisdiction enjoyed by aristocratic estate owners.
Commoners also enjoyed exemption from land tax which, far from
being an ancient privilege, dated only from the sixteenth century and

58



was off-set by the trend towards commuting actual personal military
service into cash payment. By contrast, political rights were limited
to the aristocracy who, after 1700, had to prove four generations of
noble birth to be eligible to sit in the diet. Membership was further
restricted by the fact that only certain fiefs qualified for personal
seats, while the others were represented indirectly by their owners
electing a limited number of aristocratic deputies. Thus, Flügel is
already able to demolish much of Treitschke’s argument that bour-
geois ownership alone was responsible for the decline in aristocratic
dietines. While the nobility still held the majority of the estates with
personal seats, many were ineligible to take them up because they
either lacked the requisite aristocratic pedigree, or because they were
below the minimum age of twenty-one, or because they were one of
the significant minority of female vassals who were also disbarred
from attending. Moreover, some bourgeois owners were already
indirectly represented as owners of the lesser fiefs entitled to elect
deputies, since although they could not stand as candidates, they
were still enfranchised.

The second strand analyses the social composition of fief holders
in the Leipzig district in six sample years: 1681, 1724, 1764, 1793, 1819,
and 1844. In contrast to other studies which concentrate on aristo-
cratic landownership, Flügel examines all owners, providing consid-
erable insight into the development of the Saxon bourgeois élite, as
well as the changing composition of the electorates’ nobility.
Contrary to the cliché, the ‘Leipzig merchant’ was a comparative rar-
ity among the commoners who acquired fiefs, as the majority were
civil administrators or professionals. Bourgeois ownership was al-
ready firmly established in the late seventeenth century, when com-
moners held twenty-nine of the fiefs in the Leipzig area. However, it
became both more pronounced and more stable from the mid-eigh-
teenth century, as individual families retained their land for longer
periods, while collectively commoners came to hold eighty-eight fiefs
by 1819. While their share steadily declined, the aristocracy none the
less held on to the majority of the fiefs qualifying for personal seats.
Individual families also held more land and displayed greater stabil-
ity in their ownership than their bourgeois contemporaries. How-
ever, ‘the conventional impression of the nobility residing for cen-
turies in their family seats is misleading’ (p. 52), since out of the 206
noble families resident in the Leipzig area at one time between 1681
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and 1844, only five owned the same estates throughout. Moreover,
the Saxon nobility remained a relatively open élite and included a
growing proportion of recently ennobled families.

These conclusions further undermine Treitschke’s thesis and pro-
vide the foundation for the third strand in Flügel’s argument which
examines the debates on political reform in Saxony after the Seven
Years War. The approach shifts from the quantitative analysis of the
main section of the book to an examination of the pamphlet literature
of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century. This demon-
strates the broad consensus between bourgeois owners and the
newer nobility. Both groups wished to end the political monopoly of
the old nobility, whilst retaining the privileges which came with their
common possession of aristocratic estates. These demands became
more vocal after 1793 and resulted in a series of gradual reforms
which effectively ended the aristocracy’s monopoly of seats in the
diet by 1820. Far from embracing new, revolutionary political ideas,
bourgeois pressure had helped modernize an early modern constitu-
tion without destroying the essentially hierarchical nature of society.
A conservative model of ‘bourgeois society’ had been created with
formal legal equality, whilst maintaining the pre-eminence of an
estate-owning class over other social groups. These arrangements
were entrenched through other political and legal reforms by 1855.

As well as providing a more subtle explanation of the political
and social transformation in Saxony, Flügel makes an important
point about early modern German society. Far from becoming
increasingly rigid and brittle, early modern society proved extraordi-
narily resilient. This resilience lay in the nature of its legal arrange-
ments which, by their very complexity, proved capable of absorbing
and containing considerable change. Estate ownership offers an
excellent illustration of this, as the thick web of feudal law permitted
the emergence of practices ostensibly contrary to the whole basis of
early modern society. It became perfectly legal for commoners and
women to hold fiefs and enjoy privileges otherwise associated with
the aristocratic function of personal military service; a task which
they were formally disbarred from undertaking. This anomaly was
reinforced by the aristocracy’s embrace of the ‘bourgeois freedom’ of
the free disposal of property which was also protected by the laws
permitting flexible inheritance, sale, and transfer arrangements for
their fiefs. The substantial growth of bourgeois ownership in the later
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eighteenth century made it harder to reconcile these contradictions,
but far from destroying the ‘old order’, the ensuing tensions merely
forced its modification and adaptation to circumstances.

These arguments are impressive and persuasive, particularly as
they are in line with other research into the functioning of early mod-
ern socio-legal arrangements. Some of this work is referred to by
Flügel who offers some brief, but suggestive comparisons with the
pattern of landownership elsewhere in eighteenth and early nine-
teenth-century Germany. These indicate a degree of mobility within
the Saxon estate-owning élite that was far higher than elsewhere.
This difference is not really explained, nor are the changes in owner-
ship that are charted throughout the book and its extensive appen-
dices. The one reason that does emerge is the significance of the var-
ied circumstances and different strategies of individual families
which are discussed in considerable detail in the main body of the
text. Altogether, this is a well-executed and lucidly presented piece of
research which has an important point to make about the transition
to the ‘bourgeois society’ of the nineteenth century.

PETER H. WILSON is Professor of Early Modern History at the Uni-
versity of Sunderland. In addition to many articles, he has published
four books, including Absolutism in Central Europe (2000), and is cur-
rently completing a study of German political development between
1495 and 1806.
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