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BOOK REVIEWS

PETER NITSCHKE, “Staatsräson kontra Utopie?” Von Thomas Müntzer
bis zu Friedrich II. von Preußen (Stuttgart and Weimar: Metzler, 1995),
320 pp. ISBN 3 476 01344 8. DM 68.00

Eleatic Stranger: Whatever we attribute to motion and rest in
common, cannot be either of them.
Theaetetus: Why not?
Stranger: Because motion would be at rest and rest in motion, for
either of them, being predicated of both, will compel the other to
change into the opposite of its own nature, because partaking of
its opposite.

Plato, Sophist (360BCE)

Peter Nitschke proposes to apply Plato’s ‘ontological dialectic’ to
explain the relationship between two seemingly conflicting strands of
early modern German politics – Reason of State and Utopia. These
supposed opposites, he suggests, met and interacted. This encounter
happened in history, not in Plato’s world of ideas, but the Platonic
model is a useful one for understanding such confluences. Further-
more, Nitschke argues, the interplay of Reason of State and Utopia was
a distinctly German phenomenon. So, one might add, is the philo-
sophical matrix within which Nitschke approaches the history of
political thought.

Nitschke’s book is not intended as a historical study. The author
emphatically shrinks from ‘analysing the [Holy Roman] Empire and its
constitution’ (p. 4), and his approach to political theory is selective,
excluding such areas as foreign relations, economy and finance. Nor
does he wish to take up a history of concepts in the manner pursued by
the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe school. Nitschke is not in search of
teleological accounts of modernization, and prefers the term ‘premodern’
to ‘early modern’ in his discussion of sixteenth, seventeenth and
eighteenth-century German thinkers. He departs, rather, from Carl
Schmitt’s newly fashionable discussion of ‘the political’, and touches
on present-day philosophical concerns about the nature of politics. In
an ontological vein, he offers a reflection on Cassirer’s attempted
synthesis between phenomenon and idea. Addressing a crucial dis-
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tinction embedded in German social science, he aims to explain how
‘positivist’ and ‘normative’ approaches to politics can meet and corre-
late. Nitschke’s own position, however, is by no means neutral. It is, in
his own Platonic terms, ‘normative ontological’. It is about ideas of the
good polity, and the ways in which they interacted and affected actions
in historical contexts.

This setting of the scene does not promise easy reading for most
historians. Valuable insights can be gleaned from the book’s subject
matter: an analysis of ideas of polity, police, order, and the public good,
over three centuries of German political writing. The author’s concep-
tual setting, however, may appear forbidding to readers not versed in
recent German political theory.

The first part of the book lays out the field of investigation. It
discusses previous approaches to the history of ideas, and proposes
‘ontological dialectic’ as a new method of analysing early modern
discussions of Reason of State and Utopia. The doctrine of ratio status,
introduced primarily via Machiavelli’s Il Principe (1513), chronologi-
cally dovetailed with the genre initiated by Thomas More’s Utopia
(1516). Beyond the conflicting aspects of these doctrines, it is argued,
lay areas of overlap. Strategies of mediation were developed. One
major common denominator can be traced in the concept of the
common good: the bonum commune could be conceived as one doc-
trine’s rational target and the other’s moral launching-point. The
adjacent ideal of gute Policey, the early modern German conception of
‘the well-governed state’, was powerfully knitted into both Reason of
State and Utopia. For both these doctrines – and this is one of Nitschke’s
most interesting points – were deeply concerned with planning and
design. And both of these approaches to politics were ‘functional’ in
the sense that their promoters were eager to supply means to ends, and
to navigate their vessels of theory in the muddy waters of reality. In the
context of the early Enlightenment, Reason of State and Utopia spoke
a similar language, conveying a commitment to the sustained applica-
tion of reason to politics.

In the second part of the book Nitschke provides discussions of
eight ‘premodern’ German thinkers who were also practitioners of
politics: Thomas Müntzer, Johann Oldendorp, Melchior van Osse,
Johannes Althusius, Johann Valentin Andreae, Dietrich Reinkingk,
Gottfried Wilhelm Leibniz, and Frederick the Great. Each of them, as
Nitschke demonstrates, conceptualized politics from within some

Reason of State and Utopia
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corner of the ‘tension field’ between Reason of State and Utopia.
Nitschke’s main achievement here is to demonstrate not only the
intensifying common denominators of both strands of thought, but
also the ways in which they remained apart.

The German Staatsräson theorists, it seems, were never inclined to
ride the waves of Fortune with Machiavellian abandon. Government,
not least by Hohenzollern standards, was a matter of hard everyday
work. The edifices of power were painstakingly assembled, diligently
constructed, and craftily erected between the short moments of glory
when they were conquered by storm. Yet, as the chapter on Frederick
the Great clearly draws out, Enlightenment in his case amounted to
‘rationalization of government by the ruler himself’, cynically identi-
fying the common good with his own self-interest.

Writers of Utopias, from Thomas More onwards, were motivated
by a humanist wish to apply reason to the state for the betterment of
mankind. They abandoned Plato’s world of ideas in order to seek, very
much like Machiavelli, an ars vivendi which amounted to a pragmatic
reworking of the good polity. Yet the utopian person (or man), as
Nitschke points out, is always more than the sum of his (or her?)
political and social functions. This moral transcending of politics, this
Christian layer in early modern Utopian thought, is conspicuously
absent from the work of Machiavelli and most of his followers.

But utopias were not about godliness. While their authors acknowl-
edged the divine residue in human personality, they also anticipated
Leibniz’s bid to withdraw divine intervention from the everyday
functioning of political mechanisms. And thus, when it came to their
description of the polity, the authors of utopias were as ‘anthropologi-
cal’ as the Reason of State theorists. And they, too, wielded power and
used it politically.

Nitschke’s critique of both traditions, as he leads them into the
relatively familiar grounds of the Enlightenment, takes up the well-
trodden path of Adorno and Horkheimer. German political culture, he
suggests, was shaped profoundly by the intellectual power-relations
of Reason of State and Utopia. Moreover (if I follow the author’s
somewhat understated meaning), German political culture has been
affected enduringly by the absence of certain elements from this whole
interplay, by what this pair of quasi-rivals left out in the cold as they
careered into the revolutionary phase of the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth centuries. For both political doctrines remained staunchly
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‘collectivist’ in their interpretation of the common good. Neither
opened up to an idea of ‘the political’ resting on individuals and their
rights. This strand of the argument may be linked with Nitschke’s
account, in his previously published works, of the transformation of
Aristotelian political thought in early modern Germany: the shift from
politeia to Polizei.

This is an interesting line of argument. It makes one suspect that the
book is mildly teleological after all. Furthermore, Nitschke’s insistence
that he is interested in the ‘ontological’ rather than the ‘historical’
nature of political thought is at times puzzling to this reviewer, espe-
cially when the distinction is made to rest upon John Pocock’s work on
early modern political discourses (p. 6). For, even if Nitschke’s book
offers a reflection on what political concepts are, and on the ‘timeless’
ways in which they meet and interact, it is still historical. It suggests a
narrative, indeed a Sonderweg story couched in strong political science
terms. But it also provides its readers with detailed accounts of eight
thinkers, famous or obscure, within their intellectual contexts. Histo-
rians concerned with Müntzer, Althusius, Leibniz, and the other au-
thors discussed in this book may well benefit from Nitschke’s
postmodern attempt to unearth structures of theoretical interplay in
‘premodern’ texts, even if his philosophical concerns and language are
somewhat beyond their pale.
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