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DEBATE

* Michael Maurer’s book, Die Biographie des Bürgers. Lebensformen und Denk-
weisen in der formativen Phase des deutschen Bürgertums (1680-1815) (1996), was
reviewed by John J. Breuilly in the May 1999 issue of the Bulletin, Vol. XXI, No.
1, pp. 22-29.

Michael Maurer responds to John J. Breuilly*

It is a pleasure to respond to a reviewer who has really read a voluminous
German book, and presents it to a British public precisely and without
misunderstandings. Terminology relating to the subject of the book,
however, presents an obstacle to communication from the start. John
Breuilly calls my Bürgertum ‘bourgeoisie’. But is a country parson
‘bourgeois’? He is most certainly a Bürger. Another reviewer insinuated
that in my book the discussion shifts from the Bürgertum to the
Bildungsbürgertum (Urs Häfner, writing in the Neue Zürcher Zeitung, 28
May 1997). This is obviously an anachronistic projection of nineteenth-
century conditions back to earlier times. In the nineteenth century, the
Bildungsbürger was commonly opposed to the Wirtschaftsbürger, but this
terminology is not helpful for the eighteenth century. In any case, the
category Bürgertum/bourgeoisie, in its sociological and supra-historical
sense, is questionable, even misleading, as applied to German history.
In my view, there are at least three phases of development which it
would actually have been worth distinguishing between, in termino-
logical as well as other respects: the altständische Bürgertum, which was
anchored in the towns, and whose core was made up of artisans and
merchants (Middle Ages and early modern period); the aufgeklärte
Bürgertum, or the neue Bürgertum, which was still part of a corporate
society but had developed new opinions and new media, which makes
it possible to distinguish it clearly (eighteenth century); and finally the
nineteenth-century Bürgertum. We must consider whether this is
adequately described in terms of the dichotomy between Wirtschafts-
bürger and Bildungsbürger. The core of the nineteenth-century Bürgertum
was the Wirtschaftsbürgertum, those who were economically active in a
trade or business, manufacturers, and members of the free professions
who really were ‘bourgeois’, and mostly also liberal. The heart of the
eighteenth-century Bürgertum, however, was drawn from the scholarly
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class (Gelehrtenstand), the majority of whom were in the service of the
state, whether as professors or administrative officials. It is a German
peculiarity that clergy in the Lutheran territorial states and teachers,
who had not yet completely formed their own profession, were also
quasi-officials.

After these preliminary comments about the subject of the book, we
can see more clearly that it is not a history of the German Bürgertum as
such, but concerns the second of the three phases outlined above. Nor
is it really a history of the Bürgertum (in the sense of a social history).
Rather, it is intended to show how, during this phase of history, a
particular social group (that is, the Bürger), used a discussion of values
on the literary market to elevate itself into a position from which it could
dominate the whole of society, achieving a hegemony of values over all
other social groups. This core idea has two components: setting
boundaries upwards (delimitation vis-à-vis the nobility) and downwards
(separation from, for example, peasants and domestic servants); and
consolidation within the Bürgertum (that is, bridging the gulf between
artisans and merchants on the one side, and the academically educated
on the other).

John Breuilly’s first objection relates to the methodology of my
study. While he notes with approval that I do not ‘introduce any
fashionable jargon about discourse’ (p. 27), the problem is the effect of
the biographies which I use as a source. The book itself contains many-
layered reflections on this problem; I am far from reading biographies
simply as a mirror of the life and values of the Bürgertum. On the one
hand the biographies (however stylized) contain reports of reality,
about life as it was lived. On the other hand, they can also be read as
normative: ‘The model described was industrious and successful –
ergo, be industrious and you will be successful too!’ One of my reviewers
who saw this point particularly clearly expressed it thus: ‘The type of
source is skilfully selected, for the biography has a particular affinity
with the new Bürgertum in two respects: from now on it is not origin and
predetermined social position within the corporate social structure that
dictate social-moral logic, but what the individual “makes of his life”.
Secondly, the biography is located exactly on the interface between
norm and praxis. It contributes to the creation and articulation of
values, but is in direct contact with life as it is lived.’1

1 Edwin Dillmann, writing in Archiv für Sozialgeschichte, 38 (1998), p. 730.
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The question is how such biographical sources should be used. I
decided to de-contextualize them and exploit them en masse, in a way
which John Breuilly describes as ‘qualitative literary analysis’ (p. 27).
This means that although assessments were made on the basis of a very
large group of sources, the account is in parts a summary, enlivened by
examples which seemed typical. Important sequences of ideas are
derived, step by step, from the sources (and where possible, extracts are
quoted), but I dispensed with quantitative analysis. This is, quite
clearly, a matter of how the discipline is regarded. A social scientist
would probably not have hesitated to write the sort of sentences which
do not appear in my book: ‘Ninety-nine per cent of all Bürger were
industrious; in only 3 per cent of cases could sexual misdemeanours be
demonstrated.’ I regard this as pseudo objectivity. Such sentences feign
a degree of precision which perhaps makes them less vulnerable to
attack, but is incompatible with my understanding of historical work.
It should not be forgotten that even with large data bases, the latitude
for interpretation is still considerable. As the data is differentiated, even
large samples become small, with the result that percentages derived
from them are illusory.

A related element is that of temporal differentiation (to which
Breuilly pays little attention). At each individual point in my analyses,
for example, of the understanding of love, age, and the many other
themes and sub-themes which are addressed in long chapters, an
attempt was made to locate the point precisely within the total temporal
framework spanning the years 1680 to 1815 by asking: since when? how
long? how did it change over the whole period of the investigation? In
combination with the attribution to professional groups, functional
élites, and religious confession (where possible), the numbers that
resulted in each case were often quite small, despite the size of the total
data base. To this extent the whole argument is often constructively
built up; the findings are not simply derived from the sources and a
quantitative analysis of them, but are the result of a complex process of
interpretation involving a reconstruction of the local world and the
value horizons of the Bürgertum, for which the method of ‘qualitative
literary analysis’ which I chose seemed appropriate.

Breuilly’s second objection concerns the coherence of my argument
and the coherence of the Bürgertum. Perhaps the diversity was greater
than it seemed to me. But in order to be able to present my view of the
Bürgertum at all, I had to give particular weight to one main idea (plus
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a few secondary ones). Yet I believe that the examples I quote give my
account so much life and reality that no reader is likely to gain the
impression that my Bürgertum was a mere construct, a paper concept.

The third objection relates to a terminological difficulty concerning
Bürgertum/bourgeoisie, and the temporal limitation of my work to the
eighteenth century. Reviewers such as Lothar Gall, writing in the
Frankfurter Allgemeine Zeitung on 3 December 1996, read my work
essentially as a pre-history of the nineteenth-century Bürgertum. On the
basis of the material I consulted, I cannot claim to have done more. Yes,
the nineteenth-century Bürgertum differed from the Enlightened Bürger-
tum. But is it not fascinating to trace how those values were built up
which ultimately made it possible to have a good conscience while
earning money?

The unity of the Bürgertum will continue to present a problem. For
me, the result of eighteenth-century developments presents itself as a
model of acculturation. As the Bürgertum equated itself with humanity,
it had to be an open group: entry was possible by the adoption of its
values. The attractiveness of this model is demonstrated by women
who wanted to become equal, by Jews who wanted to become equal,
and even by those members of the nobility who found this model of a
new time more attractive than the revival of corporate society (which,
as we know, was the ideal of another section of the nobility in the
nineteenth century). I do not need to remind the historian of nationalism
of the unifying power of general ideas! On the other hand, differences
within Germany admittedly remained very large – in terms both of
religious confession and region. But that the population as a whole
could be conceived of as ‘society’ where life on the ground revealed only
differences and fragmentation is probably the result not only of political
and social ideas, but also of the dominant values of the Bürgertum,
which I have described.

One of the crucial aims of my study (which Breuilly clearly recog-
nizes) was also to assess the significance of the Christian religion in the
process of forming the Bürgertum. The fact that norms and values were
primarily to be dictated by religion was widely accepted in the eighteenth
century, and not only by preachers. At its end, of course, we find a highly
differentiated condition which cannot simply be described as secularized,
but which had clearly been changed by secularized elements.

The final, decisive point, in my opinion, is that our view of the
eighteenth century changes completely if we communicate not in terms
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of the universal categories of social history, or the reified concepts of the
Enlightenment, but instead allow diverse historical reality to emerge as
it is reflected in the perceptions of contemporaries when they describe
the lives of their fellow men. From today’s perspective it is easy to see
that the condition reached at the end of our period of investigation was
only a transitional one. Among others, Romanticism and Restoration
provided alternative models to the ordered world of the Enlightened
Bürgertum. These flirted with the revival of the nobility, the corporate
world of the Middle Ages, and pre-Reformation Catholic unity. But that
is another story . . .
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