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BRENDAN SIMMS, The Impact of Napoleon. Prussian High Politics,
Foreign Policy and the Crisis of the Executive, 1797-1806 (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1997), xvi + 390 pp. ISBN 0 521 45360 7.
£45.00. $69.96

If Robert Musil was right, world history is always written before it
happens. Contemporaries first ‘gossip’ about all sorts of events whose
significance only becomes clear later. For us, the year 1789 is associated
with the French Revolution. Yet as T. C. W. Blanning has pointed out,
in that year concerned European statesmen were looking less towards
France than south-eastern Europe and the question of succession in the
Ottoman Empire. What could have been the subject of gossip in 1797?
Perhaps people in Paris that summer were talking about Charles
Maurice de Talleyrand-Périgord, who was to have served thirteen
French governments by the end of his life, and who had been given the
portfolio of the ministre des Relations Extérieurs by the government of
the Directory. Other topics of conversation might have been the Peace
of Campo Formio, concluded in October 1797, in which France achieved
the desired Rhenish border, but no end to the Anglo-French war; the
fact that the last German bear had been killed in the Fichtelgebirge
during the hunting season of 1797; or that in the winter of 1797, within
five weeks of each other, a grand-son and a great-nephew of Frederick
the Great took over the governments of two territories of the Holy
Roman Empire which were vastly different in terms of extent, political
tradition, and power. Frederick William III became King of Prussia,
and Frederick II Duke of Württemberg.

In the autumn of 1806, barely ten years later, there was little new to
report as far as the French ministry of foreign affairs, Germany’s bear
population, and Napoleon’s defeat by Britain were concerned. But the
map of Europe showed that revolutionary changes had taken place in
the constellation of power. After the collapse of the Holy Roman
Empire, hegemonial France and Tsarist Russia appeared to divide the
Continent of Europe between them. In the French sphere of influence,
at least, there were new states with new borders. Württemberg, in
south-western Germany, for example, was twice as big in 1806 as it had
been in 1797. For reasons of self-preservation, the above mentioned
Duke of Württemberg had concluded a forced but nevertheless profit-
able alliance with Napoleon. Accepting the title of king in 1806, he
displayed the new status of his larger, sovereign state, sheltering under
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the wings of Napoleon’s eagle. This new member of the Confederation
of the Rhine and the other central German states in this position
counted among the beneficiaries of Prussia’s policy of disengagement
in the south (p. 113). Prussia’s situation, by contrast, had taken a turn
for the worse between October 1805 and August 1806 as a result of its
precarious jockeying for position between its allies Russia and France.
In October 1806 Frederick William III had lost far more than a battle
against the French Emperor at Jena and Auerstedt. He was left amongst
the ruins of Old Prussia – a militarily insignificant rump state,
marginalized in the east, and soon reduced to half of its former
population and territory.

Did Prussia decline and the Prussian king go under because he
loved peace, as he himself predicted in September 1805 (quoted on p.
343)? Or because the ‘good’ king Frederick William III listened to ‘bad’
advisers, and allowed himself to be persuaded, after ten years of
neutrality, to go to war against mighty Napoleonic France? Or because
the cumbersome machinery of state (p. 41), which had been kept going
only by the personality of a ruler like Frederick the Great, had now,
under the notoriously indecisive Frederick William III, ground to a halt
as its cogs, the ‘political executive’, were geared against each other?
The period between 1797 and 1806, when Prussia shocked Europe ‘not
by her assertiveness, but by her acquiescence’ (p. 1), was long consid-
ered ‘the most traduced and least-known epoch of Prussian history’.
Brendan Simms here quotes Heinrich von Treitschke (p. 1) approvingly
only in order to turn the old desideratum of research into his own
preoccupation under the main title ‘The Impact of Napoleon’. He
analyses his theme of Prussian (foreign) policy with scholarly curiosity,
using an innovative approach based on a wide range of sources, and
ultimately produces a new book, deserving of general attention, on
‘Prussian high politics, foreign policy and the crisis of the executive,
1797-1806’. The author himself sees his book as ‘a first attempt to
provide a detailed and integrated study of Prussian policy and politics
during the first decade of Frederick William III’s reign’ (p. 26).

In formal terms, Simms’s book resembles a secular triptych, whose
thematic central panel is flanked on one side by a stringently argued
introduction which spells out the situation regarding sources and
secondary literature and explains the methodological approach, and
on the other by a brief conclusion which sums up the main argument.
While Simms rightly refrains from reinventing the wheel, he does not
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hesitate to put new tyres on it. With respect to methodological frame-
work as well as the state of research, Simms consciously builds upon
the achievements of earlier scholars from Leopold von Ranke to Karl
Griewank, from Eckhart Kehr and Hans Rosenberg to the recent
research of Thomas Stamm-Kuhlmann and Philip G. Dwyer. Yet he
hopes to transcend their work in terms both of his argument and the
sources he consults. He therefore combines four different approaches
– the primacy of foreign policy, a notion to which he gives new life, the
geopolitical argument based on Germany’s position in the middle of
Europe, the sphere of high politics, in which he turns away from the
traditional ‘great man’ approach, and finally, the issue of direct access
to the antechamber of power – into a new and promising method.
Anticipating any critical objections to the dangers of combining a
narrative approach, which tends to stress ‘the contextual and the
contingent’, with a thematic approach, which brings out ‘underlying
forces’ (p. 17), Simms suggests that a ‘certain scepticism about the
results of the present study’ seems appropriate (p. 18). But this,
possibly, is part of the basic make-up of any benevolent scholarly
reader.

In three main parts, each subdivided into three chapters, Simms
develops his argument with great determination and compelling logic,
focusing on the structures (part one), the events (part two), and the
responses (part three) of Prussian high politics to the growing threat
posed by Napoleonic France. The systematic division into three parts
serves to hold together the chronological division into two periods:
1797 to 1804 in part one, and 1804 to 1806 in parts two and three. Yet a
hardly noticeable gap opens up between the masterly structural analy-
sis and the subsequent application of the knowledge gained to the
chronologically treated diplomatic and military responses of Prussia
between 1803 and 1806, and this leads to (rare) repetitions.

Throughout, Simms bases his argument on extensive quotations
from the sources. These are indispensable if only because the charac-
teristic tone of the memoranda, letters etc. is an essential part of their
content. German quotations are printed in translation in the text, while
the original is reproduced in the footnotes. The reader, however, is
assumed to be able to cope with French, the contemporary language of
diplomacy. And among the other details that make for a pleasant
reading experience we should mention the three geopolitical maps
(‘Geography and politics: Prussia and her neighbours in 1792/1795/
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1803’), the extensive bibliography, and a reader-friendly name and
subject index.

Part one covers the first decade of Frederick William III’s reign up
to the political adjustment of Prussia’s policy of neutrality, which it had
pursued successfully since 1795 – a change made necessary by the
French occupation of Hanover. Its fundamental principles unchanged
since the early seventeenth century, Prussia’s political system in its
entirety served to prepare for a ‘decision’ made by the king (p. 35). The
Prussian state system suffered from a number of structural weak-
nesses, which Simms sees, among other things, as lying in the tension
between the ‘Realsystem and the Territorialsystem, that is between
administrative departments organised according to subject and ac-
cording to province respectively’ (p. 44), in the competition between
the Generaldirektorium and the Kabinettsministerium, and the lack of a
responsible central institution below the person of the king. Thus only
those with the right of access to the king (Immediatrecht) had any chance
of influencing the direction of Prussia’s foreign policy. A competing
group of non-noble Kabinett secretaries, noble Kabinett ministers, and
other ‘advisers’ without personal responsibility – the antechamber of
power – struggled for control of the Immediatrecht which, in Prussia,
was in the gift of the king rather than a ‘right’ inherent in the office of
minister.

Simms shows that the antechamber exerted as great an influence on
Frederick William III’s foreign policy decisions as did the personality
of the Prussian king himself. Thus Prussia’s rigid policy of neutrality
from 1797 was based on Frederick William III’s adamant rejection of
any bloodshed. Yet Simms demonstrates convincingly that the stere-
otype of an indecisive king cannot be upheld, at least not in respect of
his successful defence of the royal prerogative in foreign policy (joint
foreign ministry of Haugwitz and Hardenberg, retention of the Kabinett).
However ambitious, the high officials, ministers, and advisers were all
forced to conduct Prussian foreign policy within the parameters laid
down by what they thought the royal will might be. Thus the political
behaviour and the political options of Prussian statesmen were dic-
tated by two (often opposing) factors going beyond any corporative or
ideological interests, namely, the needs of foreign policy (objective
policy) and personal considerations (career).

Both factors also applied to the debate on the reform of the political
executive before Jena, which Simms describes as a power struggle
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within the antechamber and a reaction to the immobility of the Prus-
sian decision-making apparatus, a rigidity revealed by the Napoleonic
threat. Simms goes on to explain that the politicians in favour of reform
wanted neither to challenge royal authority nor to stage a coup. They
regarded the governmental reform which they advocated as a reform
of the executive. By abolishing the Kabinett they did not want the king’s
powers to be diminished, but on the contrary, strengthened. It was only
after Prussia’s collapse in 1806-7 that those reformers prevailed who,
in their proposals, had taken the French threat as a justification for
radical social reforms in Prussia. Even the bureaucracy and the nobil-
ity, the traditional alternative centres of power to the crown, were able
to achieve ‘only peripheral importance’ (p. 65) for high politics and
foreign policy in Prussia at the turn of the century, as their influence did
not extend beyond Kreis level. And the justified interests of the Prus-
sian economy and traders’ protests against France’s anti-British
measures were given only ‘low priority’ (p. 253).

As far as the fundamentals of Prussia’s high policy, its foreign
policy course, and the debate about reforming the executive go, Simms
points expressly to Napoleon as the motor (‘the constitutive force’, p.
342) driving all Prussian policy in the period under consideration. He
explains the reactions of Prussian statesmen to the Napoleonic threat
against the background of the role of geopolitical thinking in Prussian
foreign policy before 1806, traditionally seen as the crucial factor.
Prussia’s self-perception was that it was in a disadvantageous geopo-
litical position between France, Russia, and the Holy Roman Empire.
This disadvantage was to be swept aside by the policy of neutrality
launched after the Peace of Basle (1795). Prussia would achieve its dual
foreign policy objective if it could stay out of any conflict with the
hegemonial powers on its borders – France in the west, Russia in the
east – while also preventing the two powers from co-operating at
Prussia’s expense and using it either as a battlefield or as booty. Risky
political manœuvres, which Hardenberg was not the only one to justify
in terms of the ‘imperious dictates of geography’ (p. 337), such as the
zigzag course Prussia steered between October 1805 (when Russia was
an ally), December 1805 (switch to France), and August 1806 (mobili-
zation against France), were among the inevitable consequences of a
passive policy which resulted equally from ‘Frederick William’s noto-
riously passive inclination’ (p. 341) and the deference of his constantly
competing entourage. Both factors prevented Prussia from taking
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political action at the moments described in detail in parts one and two,
when quick and decisive action in its own interests (for example, in
relation to Hanover) was called for. Yet the neutral course it steered
between the French Scylla and the Russian Charybdis gave Prussia ten
years of peace when cultural life could flourish without martial glory.
It survived two coalitions as the power protecting northern Germany
and emerged from armed neutrality with considerable territorial gains.

Simms concludes that two of the three most important reasons for
Prussia’s failure in the face of the Napoleonic challenge between
1797/1804 and 1806 were the high politics and the foreign policy which
it had pursued since the middle of the eighteenth century, and the
obvious shortcomings of the executive. But the main factor he sees as
the behaviour that resulted from King Frederick William III’s charac-
ter. The monarch ‘was punished for his reticence rather than his hubris’
(pp. 342-3).

Simms approaches his subject of high politics, foreign policy, and
the crisis of the executive while largely ignoring ‘socio-economic
problems except where they relate to foreign policy’ (p. 27). His interest
is in ‘political action’, and in ‘those who held high political office’ (p.
28). Thus he takes a historical bird’s-eye perspective on Prussia and the
international political situation in the period 1797 to 1806. He energeti-
cally approaches the disintegrating historical reality of Old Prussia
with an arsenal of methods drawn from political history in order to
uncover what Robert Musil would have called its ‘secret mechanism’.
Simms has succeeded brilliantly, although I would have liked to see the
investigation continuing with an examination of the subject ‘from
inside’, using the excluded methodologies, or even combining the
approaches he uses with those he excludes. After all, as Georg Christoph
Lichtenberg pointed out, ‘a marvellous series of lectures could be held
... on old newspapers, for example, from 1792 on, focusing not on
history, but on psychology. ... What in the world could be more
entertaining that to compare putative with real history?’ (Sudelbücher).
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is the editor, with Hagen Schulze, of Europäische Geschichte (1994), and
is currently working on a collection of sources concerning the reforms
in Württemberg, 1797 to 1816.
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