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PETER H. WILSON, German Armies. War and German Politics 1648-1806,
Warfare and History (London: UCL Press, 1998), xix + 432 pp. ISBN 1
85728 106 3. £14.95

Recent research has changed our image of the Holy Roman Empire in
a number of ways. It has become considerably more differentiated, and
is also generally seen in a much more positive light. Insights into the
destructive potential of sovereign nation-states, to which the author
expressly refers (p. 1), our present-day experience of how difficult it is
to develop transnational security systems, and demonstrations of how
badly they work have all led scholars to revise earlier judgements. The
previously dominant view was that this central European confederation
suffered a process of dissolution and decline that began in the late
Middle Ages and accelerated after 1648. This assessment was shaped by
several influences: the criticisms of contemporary constitutional law;
the attractions of what were seen as ‘more modern’ concepts of the state;
and the condemnations, still effective today, of nineteenth-century
historians obsessed by the nation-state.

Wilson’s main aim in the book under review is to offer a corrective
to the stereotype that the imperial organization was weak and
fragmented, outdated and inefficient. He does this by looking at the
Holy Roman Empire’s military organization. Wilson examines its
internal development and how it interacted with the political system,
as well as its role in the European wars of the seventeenth and eighteenth
centuries. At the same time, he wants to do away with the generalization
that older German militarism was, in principle, aggressive by nature.
The attempt to explain to an Anglophone readership from a British
point of view the structures and particular problems, the traditions and
mentalities governing the armed forces and military policy under the
specific ‘geopolitical’ conditions of a state encompassing all the Germans
forms a constant subtext in this well-informed and committed account.
And, given the current debate on the Federal Republic of Germany’s
new political role in Europe and the world, it is certainly worth taking
note of this subtext. Wilson’s main concern, which can be summed up
as attempting to achieve a reconciliation with German militarism
through the history of the Holy Roman Empire, gives his work
significance at a number of levels. It is important as a contribution to
research which also adds to the present-day debate. And as a survey
intended for a broad expert audience, it will also be useful for students.



64

The revision and relativization of current judgements and clichés about
Brandenburg-Prussia, supposedly the purest embodiment of an
aggressive German military state, the careful reassessment of it in the
context of the Holy Roman Empire, and the comparison of the
Hohenzollern Estates with the Imperial Diets (pp. 242 ff.) fits into this
line of argument.

This individual case is anticipated here because of its extraordinary
historiographical impact. However, it is less the development of
individual states than that of the Holy Roman Empire as a whole that
provides the frame of reference for Wilson’s study – one which to this
reviewer seems logically built up and convincingly filled in. Going far
beyond a narrow military historical approach, the author begins by
outlining the complex political structure of the Holy Roman Empire,
and showing how it was integrated into the international order. Taking
a systems analysis approach, he looks at constitutional ‘texts’ and
constitutional ‘realities’. The crucial factors – Emperor, Imperial Diets,
circles (Kreise), and Provincial Estates – are analysed in terms of position,
function, and interests in the context of the formation of the early
modern state. Wilson clarifies inherent tensions and external influ-
ences, and, finally, discusses the main potential developments in the
concept of the state and the organization of force within this multi-
dimensional system. Possible options identified by Wilson, and placed
within their political context, are deterrence and defence. Deterrence is
visible in imperial absolutism and the absolutism of individual states.

The scenario that Wilson develops out of these considerations – the
Holy Roman Empire as a defensive union of individual members
orientated towards expansion and subjected to expansionist pressure
from external powers – is a suitable point from which to embark upon
an analysis of the system. Combining structural investigation and an
account of what happened, the author asks how the imperial organization
reacted to changes caused by relative gains in the power of individual
members, and to external threats. He asks how it survived actual
military challenges, and how it dealt with internal tensions, and finally,
how it put up with these pressures for so long. He concludes that, given
limited resources of its own, the state and military organization of the
Holy Roman Empire displayed a relatively high degree of efficiency vis-
à-vis superior enemies. Moreover, its achievement in integrating the
expansive interests of individual Imperial Diets which threatened the
collective system was astonishing.
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We can agree with this positive view of the Holy Roman Empire as
a self-regulating system that had to, and obviously did, cope with
enormous tensions, and long remained stable. It is equally clear that its
military system was defensive in nature, even if, as far as Brandenburg-
Prussia is concerned, this thesis goes a good deal beyond the ‘national’
perspective outlined, and the strict integration of this (to put it mildly)
particularly dynamic state into the total context. However, this reviewer
wondered whether Wilson’s undoubtedly necessary and legitimate
revisionist attempt does not occasionally go too far in wanting to see the
Holy Roman Empire over the whole period of one and a half centuries,
right up to the conflicts with revolutionary France, as a success story. Up
to the beginning of the eighteenth century argument and assessment
merge seamlessly, but for the later period contradictions become
apparent. Thus the author makes clear how much the military’s
organizational and political constellations had changed since the 1740s,
and how much the Seven Years War, in particular, contributed to the
long-term decline of the collective security system; at the same time,
however, he clings tenaciously to the fundamental possibility of
integration (p. 280).

The problems emerge especially clearly in the discussion of the
reasons for the rapid and thorough military defeat and later political
dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire. The view that the causes of the
collapse should be sought not in the weakness of the Empire, which
after all had stood up relatively well to the French armies, but in the lack
of will of its members to preserve the imperial organization (p. 298)
seems, like much of the basically positive assessment, to rely heavily on
an internal perspective. It leaves itself open to the question of whether
history would have taken a different course if the internal constitution
of the Holy Roman Empire had been stronger. Of course, the author is
well aware of this problem, and in the concluding chapter he clarifies
and differentiates the external factors which contributed to the Empire’s
failure. In particular, his accounts of the completely different military
doctrines and the refusal of the imperial armies to imitate their enemy
and wage ‘total war’ contribute more to our understanding than the
global socio-economic explanations which Wilson thoroughly and
convincingly debunks. And the reader will not fail to notice the political
message that Wilson’s explanations convey.

The strengths of this study are not merely that it connects careful
argument and firm judgement, thus stimulating thorough reflection. It
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also offers an impartial view, which steers clear of prejudices and treats
various potential developments as, in principle, equal. It offers a
balance between the discussion of problems and the need to give an
overview, and focuses on the Empire as a whole even when analysing
developments specific to particular states or regions. Yet this book does
more than present the development of military organization in the
context of European power politics. Its particular value is that it can be
read as an introduction to, and problem-orientated survey of military,
society, and politics in the Holy Roman Empire. Moreover, it can also be
used as a reference work to help readers untangle the confusions of
European diplomacy and cabinet wars, and explain complex connec-
tions. The chronological division into large sections, an account saturated
in facts which none the less never loses the thread, the discussion of
research positions and gaps in the research, a comprehensive bibli-
ography which is supplemented by references to specialized literature
in the footnotes and demonstrates again that Wilson has a fine grasp of
the material, and finally, a detailed index plus tables of the rulers of the
larger Imperial Diets and maps of the administrative organization of the
Holy Roman Empire all contribute to making this such a useful work.

When examples are given to illustrate specific cases, they are
frequently drawn from south-western Germany. This does not merely
reflect Wilson’s own research, in particular, on Württemberg, but is also
justified by the fact that during the period under discussion south-
western Germany was one of the main focuses of military conflict with
its powerful neighbour, France. Occasionally, however, the author
tends to overload his text. While the attempt to include the experiences
and suffering of contemporaries is certainly praiseworthy (and comes
across especially clearly on pp. 70 f. and pp. 84 ff., for example), the
passages on social history, everyday life, and cultural history ultimately
detract from the grand sweep and the systematic approach. The everyday
experience of war would certainly have deserved separate treatment.
And because this study is assured of success as a reference work and text
book, it might have been helpful to take more account of the history of
research on the topic. Scattered references could usefully have been
brought together in the introduction or in an appendix. This would
have made it even clearer how much the historiography of this sensitive
topic has been shaped by influences from outside the subject, and by the
various (German and non-German) authors’ views on the problem of
the German state in general, and German militarism in particular. These
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criticism are by no means intended to detract from the positive assessment
of Wilson’s work.

BERNHARD STIER is Privatdozent in Modern History at the University
of Mannheim. His publications include Fürsorge und Disziplinierung im
Zeitalter des Absolutismus. Das Pforzheimer Zucht- und Waisenhaus und die
badische Sozialpolitik in 18. Jahrhundert (1988), and Staat und Strom. Die
politische Steuerung des Elektrizitätssystems in Deutschland 1890-1950
(1999). At present he is working on perceptions of Britain in Germany’s
technological, economic, and political discourse in the nineteenth
century.
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WOLFGANG BURGDORF, Reichskonstitution und Nation. Verfassungs-
reformprojekte für das Heilige Römische Reich Deutscher Nation im politischen
Schrifttum von1648 bis 1806, Veröffentlichungen des Instituts für Euro-
päische Geschichte Mainz, Abteilung Universalgeschichte, 173; Beiträge
zur Sozial- und Verfassungsgeschichte des Alten Reiches, 13 (Mainz:
Philipp von Zabern, 1998), xi + 578 pp. ISBN 3 8053 2499 5. DM 98.00

Despite the more positive view that has emerged since 1945 of the
history of the Holy Roman Empire, many elements of the traditional
picture have endured. The prevailing view has been dominated since
the 1960s by the writing of Karl Otmar von Aretin, most recently his
magisterial three-volume study (Das Alte Reich, 1993-1997). Aretin
emphasizes that after 1648 the Reich provided a framework of unity but
that it was living on borrowed time. The system was held in place by
inertia and by the strong interest in its survival of the minor Estates. The
most important developments, however, were those which took place
in opposition to it. The revival of Imperial power in the late seventeenth
century benefited Austria rather than the Reich itself. The rise of Prussia
and its opposition to Austria’s great power aspirations also brought it
no advantage. Neither Austria nor Prussia was willing to take responsi-
bility for the Reich. The ‘modern’ ideal of state sovereignty proved
infinitely more attractive than the increasingly anachronistic Imperial
ideal. From 1740 at the latest the Reich was doomed.

According to Aretin, the progressive sclerosis of the Reich was also
reflected in the literature devoted to its constitution. The vast compendia
of Imperial law and custom produced in the eighteenth century by
figures such as Johann Jacob Moser were largely descriptive. They
delighted in recording the myriad anomalies and inconsistencies that
characterized the history of the Reich. Yet their empirical approach
apparently implied a sense of the hopelessness of a system that defied
theoretical analysis, and they remained immune to enlightened ideas
and the development of the modern theory of the state. This literature
was inherently conservative: description seemed to argue against change.
Thus in some ways it contributed to the stability of the Reich and it also
perhaps explains why so many commentators, previously critical of the
Reich, leapt to its defence after the French Revolution and sang the
praises of the system as the embodiment of true German freedom. On
the other hand this affirmative and potentially stabilizing function
counted for nothing in the subsequent crisis of the 1790s. Furthermore,


