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JAMES M. BROPHY, Capitalism, Politics, and Railroads in Prussia, 1830-
1870, Historical Perspectives on Business Enterprise Series (Columbus:
Ohio State University Press, 1998), 273 pp. ISBN 0 8142 0751 0. $50.00

History is written by members of one generation and rewritten by the
next. In recent years this practice has become increasingly common, and
it has produced considerable amounts of evidence that qualifies earlier
approaches to crucial elements of our collective consciousness. One of
the periods of modern German history that has attracted a great deal of
attention by recent scholars, and has merited considerable qualification
of what used to be the state of the art of historiographical understanding,
is Prussian history during the Industrial Revolution. From approaches
that were primarily concerned to look back to the roots and causes of the
disaster of twentieth-century German history with its two world wars
and the Nazi regime, the focus has increasingly shifted towards a more
differentiated exploration of what characterized Prussian, or more
generally German, history in its own right in the nineteenth century.
The focus of research interest and questioning has shifted from
structuralist approaches to meso-level and micro-level studies, which
have made a considerable contribution to qualifying many of the
historical findings of the previous generation of historians. While this
earlier generation needs to be given credit for having brought social and
economic history to the centre of historiographical interest, credit must
also go to many more recent historians who have tested structuralist
assumptions and revealed a surprisingly colourful and differentiated
picture.

This study of capitalism, politics, and the railways in Prussia by
James M. Brophy is a fine example of this sort of work. It sets out to
examine the relationship between capitalism, the bourgeoisie (rep-
resented by one of its most prominent groups, Prussian railway entre-
preneurs), the state, and the development of the Prussian political
system. It is common knowledge that railways lay at the heart of
industrialization in many of the first industrializing countries, though
they may have played different roles, ranging from that of a demand-
driven sector in an already growing economy to that of a supply-side
booster. Which of these roles they played could vary from region to
region within one country, but, despite these differences, the railway
industry was closely intertwined with the rise of capital markets, the
banking system, and the emergent stock market. As other recent studies
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have shown, the exponents of the bourgeoisie who were the driving
actors behind these developments constituted a core group of the rising
middle class, and were deeply embedded in many varieties of networks
that connected them with each other and with other social classes. The
correctness of the author’s belief ‘that collectively railroad businessmen
represented Prussia’s capitalist class better than their counterparts in
other sectors of the economy’ (p. 20) has recently been demonstrated by
a German study.

The author thus has a good justification for choosing this industry as
his focus and as the empirical basis from which to test far reaching
questions and research interests. In brief, he aims to help qualify the
Sonderweg debate by assessing the activities of the railway entrepreneurs
as a part of the bourgeoisie, and examining their attitudes to Prussian
politics and the state. He doubts that simplistic formulas of ‘betrayal,
alliance, and symbiosis’ (p. 3) represent appropriate descriptions of the
relationship between bourgeois entrepreneurs on the one hand and
their government, the state, and the traditional landed élites on the
other. In order to bring to light the empirical evidence which allows him
to identify which ambiguous and conflict-driven relationship between
business and politics actually prevailed in Prussia, the author
concentrates on the Rhenish bourgeoisie involved in the railway sector.
This is a limitation, although it does not prevent the author from coming
to clear conclusions based on sound argument and evidence.

By concentrating on the conflict over night trains, the controversies
over joint-stock banking and the development of the banking system in
general, and the activities of the Prussian Railway Fund with regard to
the private sector, Brophy can indeed demonstrate the ambiguities of
the relationship between the middle classes and the government.
Ironically enough, the core political actor in the conflicts described was
the Prussian minister von der Heydt, who himself came from a Rhenish
middle-class banking background, as did most of his opponents in the
business world. This detail seems to have escaped the author. However,
this does not invalidate his findings, which shed light on a history of
conflict and co-operation, each episode driven by the requirements of
business and its interests, and not by adherence to, or betrayal of, a
political vision.

The author’s evidence underpins the view that German liberalism
as represented by the railway entrepreneurs, a group which included
many leading liberals, was clearly distinct from Western European
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liberalism in that it did not seek fundamentally to alter the political
system, but rather aspired to limited reform to establish the rule of law
and secure investment conditions for their business aspirations. Unlike
the English middle classes, German entrepreneurs did not aspire to
parliamentary representation in order to advance their interests, but
acted within a system of negotiation, bureaucratic and legal pro-
ceduralism, and reconciliation. They had become accustomed to the
bureaucratic rather than parliamentary representation of their political
interests, and to reconciling conflicts of interest. The pre-1848 period,
therefore, was an era of state encouragement and financial support for
the railway industry, but at the price of tremendous inefficiencies in the
political system. Because he does not take a comparative approach to
his questions (in regard to other German states or to other countries),
the author can show that the bourgeoisie struggled with its government,
but he can make only a limited contribution to any assessment of how
successful it was by comparison with other options in state-society
relations.

It becomes quite clear that the Prussian business class had some
power to shape both the pre-1848 and the post-revolutionary political
setting, and exercised it. But it is equally obvious that in the long term
the middle classes had to give way to a state which itself became an
exponent of a capitalist and competitive strategy in the railway market.
Middle-class entrepreneurs could avoid personal losses – always their
primary concern – in that competitive battle by selling their property, at
considerable compensatory rates, to the Prussian state when Bismarck
nationalized the railways. But they had not changed their attitude as
compared to the early years when they were developing their sector:
they looked upon the state literally as a guarantor of their securities.

This book makes a valuable contribution to our knowledge of
Germany’s bourgeoisie and its activities in the leading sector of the
railways. Despite some limitations in scope as the result of its Rhenish
focus and the author’s decision not to take a comparative perspective,
this concise and clearly written study presents a lively image of German
middle-class history. It goes well with a number of other recent studies
which qualify nineteenth-century Prussian history by looking at the
possibilities offered by micro-history.

VOLKER THEN is Director, Philanthropy and Foundations, at the
Bertelsmann Foundation, Gütersloh. He is the author of Eisenbahnen
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und Eisenbahnunternehmer in der Industriellen Revolution. Ein preußisch/
deutsch-englischer Vergleich (1997) and is currently working on foundation
governance and management as well as civil society issues.

Railways in Prussia 1830-1870


