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HERMANN BUTZER, Diäten und Freifahrt im Deutschen Reichstag. Der
Weg zum Entschädigungsgesetz von 1906 und die Nachwirkung dieser
Regelung bis in die Zeit des Grundgesetzes, Beiträge zur Geschichte des
Parlamentarismus und der politischen Parteien, 116 (Düsseldorf: Droste,
1999), 515 pp. ISBN 3 7700 5217 X. DM 118.00

In his essay on ‘Politics as a Vocation’, delivered as a lecture at Munich
in 1918 and published in 1919, Max Weber explored the nature of the
calling of politics in his three ideal types of legitimation of domination:
traditional, charismatic, and legal-rational. He concludes that, just as
only in the Occident has a formally rational system of law evolved, only
there has the professional politician emerged. In a melancholy tone,
Weber distinguishes between two ways of making politics one’s voca-
tion: by living ‘for’ politics and by living ‘off’ politics. Government by
those who live ‘for’ politics is necessarily plutocratic; in order to open
the political process to the propertyless, it is necessary to provide a
salary to the professional politician, to let that person live ‘off’ politics,
a need that Weber transparently lamented as he castigated German
professional politicians for having formed narrow and insular parties
that amounted to ‘guilds’ of notables.

Weber’s essay encapsulates a fundamental tension within the liberal
conception of representative government since the nineteenth century.
On the one hand, voters want their elected officials to represent the
electorate independent of their own personal and financial interests,
including the universal human need to earn a living; on the other hand,
parliamentary deputies must somehow earn a living, and if they are not
all to be independently wealthy, they must receive recompense from
public funds for time and effort spent on public affairs which otherwise
would have been devoted to employment.

Starting from Weber’s famous essay, Hermann Butzer exhaustively
and ably traces the constitutional and legal theory and practice of the
provision of compensation to Reichstag deputies from the Constitution
of the North German Confederation in 1867, through various regime
changes and across numerous caesuras, to the Grundgesetz and the
Federal Republic. Although the great bulk of the book is devoted to
pre-1906 efforts by Reichstag deputies to attain formal recognition
of their need for just compensation, Butzer argues convincingly that
continuity of practice was the hallmark of the issue of compensation
until the final and thorough public acceptance of the profession-
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alization of politics in 1958-61 and 1975, long after Weber’s pessi-
mistic account.

As is well known, nineteenth-century conservatives bore an ancient
antipathy to ‘gainful parliamentarism’ (p. 48). In 1849 Bismarck, writing
in the Kreuzzeitung, blasted delegates to the Prussian Haus der Abgeord-
neten as ‘filthy drawers of salaries, who confuse their own hunger for
the people’s thirst for freedom’ (p. 437), and in 1867 he called parliamen-
tary salaries ‘pay for a cultivated proletariat for the purpose of the
gainful pursuit of demagogy’ (p. 48). But he found reinforcement in the
political writings and theories of representation of John Stuart Mill,
who argued in Considerations on Representative Government (1865) that
parliamentary salaries would attract ‘adventurers of lower rank’ and
debase political discourse. German liberalism as well harboured an
ambivalence to salaried politicians, with noted theorists such as Rudolf
von Gneist openly admiring the pre-Reform Act English system of
unpaid public service in ‘honorary office’, despite the provision for
parliamentary salaries in the still-born Constitution of 1849.

The Constitution for the North German Confederation presented to
the constituent Reichstag in 1867 contained an article which provided:
‘Members of the Reichstag may not as such draw any salary or compen-
sation.’ During the debates, Progressive and National Liberal leaders
repeatedly tried to replace this prohibition with an express right to
compensation, but Bismarck let it be known that this was utterly un-
acceptable. Facing defections from the right-wing of the National
Liberal Party, and fearing that Bismarck would simply decree a Consti-
tution, Rudolf von Bennigsen read into the parliamentary record his
conviction that this provision did not prohibit reimbursement of depu-
ties from private (meaning party) sources. After Bismarck Delphicly
endorsed this interpretation, the Reichstag ratified a Constitution whose
Article 32 consisted of the language of the original draft. This article was
carried forward unchanged into the Reich Constitution of 1871.

Progressive and National Liberal deputies, supported after 1879 by
those of the Zentrum, sought almost every year to amend the Con-
stitution to provide for compensation, but each year their efforts foun-
dered against the rock of Bismarck’s opposition and control of the
Bundesrat. After 1871, focus shifted to the right of deputies to free travel
on German railways, which was enacted in 1873 by a statutory amend-
ment of the Constitution with Bismarck’s assent. Over time, retention of
free rail passes and attainment of compensation became a ‘fundamental
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interest’ (Ur-Interesse) (p. 207) of the Reichstag, and the party base of
support for such a constitutional revision widened, after 1900 including
even the Conservatives and Free Conservatives.

What emerged was a parliamentary system in which deputies either
possessed the independent wealth envisioned by liberal Honoratioren
theories of representation, or survived in one of two ways: they drew
private salaries provided through their parties (either collected from
party supporters in their constituencies or contributed by wealthy
party supporters, or through employment as party functionaries, or
particularly in the case of the SPD, journalists for party newspapers), or
they held ‘double-mandates’ in state parliaments that paid compensa-
tion. Particularly important here was the Prussian Haus der Abgeordneten,
in which compensation had been paid since 1850 and whose conve-
nient location in Berlin made it especially attractive for Reichstag
deputies.

This practice of informal private salaries or dependence upon in-
come from serving as a state legislator, so different from the theory of
Article 32 which formally denied compensation to Reichstag members,
had two perverse and paradoxical effects. First, it hampered the work
of the Reichstag by discouraging attendance of delegates from constitu-
encies far removed from Berlin, and of delegates who served in state
parliaments and who had to attend there in order to draw their per diem
salaries. This often prevented there being a quorum in the Reichstag,
and it also meant that plenary sessions in which votes were not sched-
uled saw very poor attendance that hindered the free exchange of ideas
in debate. Second, dependence upon private salaries paid by the
parties, or upon election to the Prussian parliament, distorted the
internal distribution of power within the political parties, greatly
strengthening the hand of party leadership, especially the Fraktion
leadership who decided placement on the party list. Perversely, a
measure designed to prevent the professionalization of politics actually
promoted it by centralizing control over the livelihoods of deputies in the
hands of central party bosses in Berlin (pp. 141-58). Moreover, it
promoted a Berlin-centred, Prussia-focused structure of politics, as
south German Reichstag members either stayed away to avoid costs of
living so far from home, or actually resigned state parliamentary
mandates in their native states and moved to Berlin and stood for
election to the Prussian Haus der Abgeordneten. The absence of some
system of public compensation for Reichstag deputies promoted the
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professionalization of politics and the power of party leadership,
eliminating the Honoratiorenpolitik it was intended to enshrine.

So long as Bismarck continued in office he maintained his opposi-
tion to compensation for Reichstag deputies. When political conjunc-
ture suited, as it did in 1884-85, he again restricted free railway passage,
arguing (correctly) that Reichstag deputies had been using (and thus
abusing) the privilege to travel about on party business (pp. 158-81). He
also upset the system that had emerged in practice by having the
Prussian treasury in July 1885 file civil actions against seven deputies
(four Progressives and three Socialists) under the Prussian General Law
Code to recover the private salaries they had received from their parties.
Although all seven suits were dismissed initially, Bismarck’s position
prevailed on appeal in five of six cases. But the practice of private
salaries being paid by parties resumed, and even this civil law threat to
deputies’ livelihood was removed with the enactment of the Civil Law
Code in 1900 (p. 187), which superseded the Prussian General Law
Code.

Bismarck’s departure from the political scene eliminated the staunch-
est opponent of compensation for Reichstag deputies, but the power of
conservative parties, and fear of the rising Social Democratic presence
in the Reichstag after 1890, meant that recurrent efforts to amend the
Constitution met no success under Caprivi or Hohenlohe. The Reich
Ministry of the Interior practised a gradual expansion of the right of free
railway passage by a more generous administration than the narrow
reform of 1884, but cash compensation was not forthcoming. After 1900,
Bernhard von Bülow faced a Reichstag in which even the Conservatives
and Free Conservatives favoured reform of Article 32, and in 1906, in
order to win Zentrum support for his great finance reform, he agreed to
an amendment to Article 32, which now read: ‘Members of the Reichstag
may not as such draw any salary. They will receive compensation as
provided by law.’ A simultaneous implementing law provided for
unlimited free railway passage plus an ‘expense compensation’ of 3,000
marks per year, subject to deductions for days of unexcused absence
from Reichstag sessions. With this breakthrough, the long struggle for
public compensation for Reichstag deputies ended.

The remaining pre-war years and the war-time era saw both adjust-
ments of how deputies registered their presence in order to avoid
deductions, adjustments of payment schedules, and corrections to
account for inflation. The Revolution of 1918 and the drafting of the
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Weimar Constitution represented no profound discontinuity in policy;
Article 40 provided: ‘Members of the Reichstag receive the right to free
travel on all German railways as well as compensation as provided by
national law.’ Continuity on this issue was so pronounced that even the
same ministerial files simply continued unchanged. Since the adoption
of a republican form of government had obviated the contradiction
between government and parliament, conflicts over visions for com-
pensation for deputies were far less tense and fundamental, even as
important external pressures such as hyperinflation until 1924 and
austerity programmes after 1928 forced modification to the level and
form of payments. The National Socialists, too, continued to recognize
the right of deputies to compensation, although the sinecure-like sala-
ries of Nazi Reichstag members were subject to deductions for Party
dues and welfare programmes. And continuity marked the transition to
the Federal Republic, as Article 48, Paragraph 3 provided: ‘Representa-
tives have a claim to an appropriate compensation that secures their
independence. They have the right to free use of all state-owned means
of transport. Federal law will regulate particulars’ (p. 416).

The long continuity of theory of compensation of deputies ended
only in 1958, when the implementing law was amended to link Bundestag
salaries to a fixed proportion of those of ministers, and in 1975, when a
decision of the Federal Constitutional Court required salaries to be set
at a ‘full maintenance’ level for all deputies. These steps finally co-
ordinated the constitutional and legal theory that viewed deputies as
‘amateurs’ with practice that had long treated them as professionals (p.
427).

The greatest virtue of this book is its contribution to the history of
politics in the Kaiserreich. Its painstaking reconstruction of the battles
over the issue of compensation traces the emergence of a view of the
Reichstag as an independent institution among deputies and the struc-
ture of political parties, particularly that of the SPD. It highlights the
contradictions and inadequacies of mid-century liberal notions of
representation and of the formal focus of liberal thought, which ex-
cluded from consideration vulgar and venal issues like that of compen-
sation for parliamentary representatives. One would like to have seen
more treatment of the social reality that lay behind the political debates
over compensation, more discussion of the financial lives of the Reichstag
deputies who served before 1906, but the author’s decision to rely upon
ministerial and parliamentary records makes that an inquiry for an-
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other book. Finally, this book points out again the dangers of over-
reliance upon traditional periodizations of the history of Germany since
its first unification in 1871; not only does this issue pre-date the great
decisions of ‘blood and iron’ and outlast the Empire, Weimar Republic,
Third Reich, and ‘Stunde Null’, dates enshrined by political historians,
but it transcends the ‘conservative re-foundation’, the ‘dropping of the
pilot’, the growth of the interventionist state, and other turning points
so dear to social historians. In its historicist particularism, Butzer’s
work shows that particular, seemingly particularist and narrow, issues
can shed light far more broadly on the workings of political, constitu-
tional, legal, and social change.
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(1996). He is currently writing a social history of the Prussian judiciary
from 1848 to 1914.
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