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1 
Introduction 

PETER H. WILSON AND MICHAEL SCHAICH 

The Holy Roman Empire (Reich) was one of the largest and most 
important early modern European states. Though it had con-
tracted from its greatest extent-never precisely defined--it still 
encompassed around 687 ,ooo square kilometres with over 29 
million inhabitants in 1800, making it second only to Russia and 
larger and more populous than France. Perhaps because of its 
extent and the diversity of its inhabitants, its history has been dif-
ficult to write. Generations of historians treated the Empire as an 
anachronism; a fossilized relic of a fading medieval past increas-
ingly at odds with a Europe composed of dynamic, centralizing 
nation-states. It seemed both easier, and more in keeping with 
the apparent march of time, to write European history as a 
sequence of discrete national histories. 1 The history of the Empire 
was largely subsumed within that of Germany. Other areas once 
part of the Empire generally presented their past as stories of 
emancipation from imperial jurisdiction, as in the case of 
Switzerland, the Netherlands, and northern Italy, or as subject to 
'German' oppression in the case of the predominantly Czech 
Bohemian lands, or French-speaking areas like Alsace west of the 
Rhine. Austria, the land most closely associated with the imperial 
title under the Habsburg dynasty, chose the latter course after 
1918, stressing its distinctive development and leaving imperial 
history largely as the preserve of German medievalists. 2 

The experience of two world wars, and the subsequent political 
integration of much of Europe within what is now the European 
Union, led to widespread criticism of the nation-state as a 
primary frame for general history. Not only was nationalism now 
associated with violence and division, but the nation-state no 

1 Stefan Berger, The Search for Normality: National ldentity and Historical Consciousness in 
Germany since 1800 (Providence, RI, 1997). 

2 For Austria's relationship to the Empire, see Wilhelm Brauneder and Lothar Höbelt 
(eds.), Sacrum lmperium: Das Reich und Österreich 996-1806 (Vienna, 1996). 
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longer appeared to be history's final destination. Other research 
since the 1950s, often drawing on new approaches pioneered in 
other disciplines, questioned previous assumptions about the 
steady growth of central authority which had been assumed to be 
the European norm in contrast to the decentralized nature of 
power within the Empire. These developments prompted a fresh 
look at political institutions that had previously been measured 
against such centralized states and found wanting. Alongside the 
Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, the Empire has been the chief 
beneficiary of this new openness to the past. 

Writing on the Empire has grown exponentially since the late 
1960s. Much of the new work concentrated on constitutional 
history and wove this into a better understanding of early modem 
Germany. Social and cultural approaches followed from the mid 
1970s, adding depth to the Empire's political history and pushing 
it in new directions, away from a focus on exclusively 'German' 
development. A sequence of well-publicized anniversaries marked 
by well-funded exhibitions since the late 1990s has heightened 
public awareness of this imperial past which is increasingly pre-
sented in pan-European terms, dissociated from the history of any 
one country.3 

British and American scholars have contributed to these new 
perspectives, as have those on continental Europe outside its 
German-speaking core. However, much of the work has only 
appeared in German and the debates have been conducted pri-
marily with German-speakers. The wider reception of the results 
remains patchy, perhaps better received by those interested in the 
Reformation and the sixteenth century than those working on the 
seventeenth or eighteenth centuries. This volume intends to fill 
this gap, presenting the findings of this complex historiography in 
succinct and accessible form. It is concerned with three overlap-
ping aspects of imperial history. These are difficult to disentangle, 
not only because the historical subjects were interwoven, but also 
because the new approaches do not fall easily into history's con-

3 Carl A. Hofmann, Markus Johanns, and Annette Kranz (eds.), Als Frieden möglich war: 
450 Jahre Augsburger &ligumsjiieden (Regensburg, 2005); Klaus Bu8mann and Heinz Schilling 
(eds.), 1648: War arul Peace in Europe, 3 vols. (Munster, 1998); Matthias Puhle and Claus Peter 
Hasse (eds.), Heiiiges Riimisches Reich Deutscher Nation 962-1806: Von Otto dern Greflen bis zum 
Ausgang des Mittelalters, 2 vols. (Dresden, 2006); Hans Ottomeyer,Jutta Gotzmann, and 
Ansgar Reiss (eds.), Heiliges Riimisches Reich Deutscher Nation 962-1806: Altes Reich und neue 
Staaten 149s-1806, 2 vols. (Dresden, 2006). 
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ventional subdivisions. For instance, analysis of political institu-
tions and practices has been transformed recently through new 
social and cultural perspectives. For convenience, however, the 
essays are grouped in three blocks. The first examines the princi-
pal elements of the imperial constitution, the second explores the 
Empire's religious history and its relationship to society and poli-
tics, while the third investigates the extent to which the Empire 
may have constituted a coherent society with a common culture 
and identity. 

The Constitutional History of the Empire 

The Empire has long been defined by its constitutional history to 
the point at which it becomes legitimate to ask, as does Susan 
Karant-Nunn in this volume, whether it has any other kind of 
history.4 For most of the two centuries since its demise, the 
Empire has been depicted as a 'failed' state with a weak constitu-
tion. This view entrenched itself through the convention of inter-
preting imperial politics as a dualism between antagonistic forces 
operating at three levels within the Empire. 

The most fundamental aspect of this dualism appears as an 
alleged struggle for power between the emperor and the 'German 
princes'; the label generally given to the more important territories 
collectively constituting the Empire as imperial Estates (Reichs-
stände) alongside the emperor.5 The Empire assumed its distinct 
early modern form as political development accelerated around 
1480, consolidating it as a mixed monarchy where the emperor, 
elected by a narrow elite of princes (the 'electors'), shared power 
with the rulers of the (then) ninety secular and ecclesiastical princi-
palities, 226 counties, abbeys, and priories, and eighty-three free 
and imperial cities. As Georg Schmidt points out, the nineteenth-
century concept of the state hindered the subsequent understanding 
of these complex arrangements. Without firm monarchical author-
ity to provide a dear centre of power, the Empire was bound to 
fall short of the nineteenth-century ideal of the state defined as 
a monopoly of legitimate power within well-defined borders. 

4 See essay 13. 
5 For summaries of the imperial constitution see Helmut Neuhaus, Das Reich in der Friilum 

Neuzeit (Munich, 1997); Peter H. Wilson, 1he Holy Roman Empire r49.1r806 (Basingstoke, 
1999)-
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Historians looked in vain for the infrastructure needed to make 
authority effective and to defend and expand a state: where were 
these in the Empire that lacked a permanent army, regular system 
of taxation, or even a recognized capital city? Power seemed to be 
shifting from the emperor who had exercised it during the Middle 
Ages to the princes wielding it after the Reformation. Many saw 
the Thirty Years War (1618-48) as the last chance for the Habsburg 
dynasty, holding the imperial title since 1438, to assert effective 
control over the princes. The war was widely interpreted as a defeat 
of the Catholic Habsburgs by the German Protestant princes, 
restricting the dynasty's power largely to their Austrian and 
Bohemian hereditary lands. Austrian history allegedly now assumed 
its own distinct course, leaving Germany 'no longer an Empire at 
all, but a Federation, and that of the loosest sort'.6 

The second element of dualism is related to the emergence of 
the principalities as proto-independent states within this alleged 
loose federation. Whereas the princes and other territorial rulers 
asserted their autonomy from the emperor as the Empire's Estates, 
the opposite appeared true in their own lands. Here, the territorial 
Estates (Landstände) of local nobles, clergy, and commons were 
crushed or marginalized by the assertion of princely 'absolutism'.7 

The territorial Estates were generally aligned historiographically 
with the imperial constitution as a 'brake' on political develop-
ment, because both were interpreted as constraining the progres-
sive centralization of power and resources in princely hands. 
Again, the Thirty Years War was regarded as the decisive phase in 
this process, because the princes used the emergency to emanci-
pate themselves from both their Estates and (largely) the bounds 
of imperial law. The language of'necessity' was employed to justify 
the unprecedented levels of taxation required to build the standing 
armies and political institutions that sustained territorial autonomy 
after 1648. 

The Hohenzollerns ruling Brandenburg-Prussia are generally 
reckoned the best of these 'state builders'. Though their lands 

6 James Viscount Bryce, The Holy Roman Empire (6th edn. London, 1919; 1st edn. 1864), 
390. For a reappraisal of the impact of the Thirty Years War on the imperial constitution, 
see the essay by Peter H. Wilson in this volume and the same author's Europe's Tragedy: A 
History of the Thirty Years War (London, 2009). 

7 A good overview of the debates and literature is Volker Press, 'The System of Estates 
in the Austrian Hereditary Lands and in the Holy Roman Empire', in R.J. W. Evans and 
T.V. Thomas (eds.), Crown, Church and Estates (New York, 1991), 1-22. 
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were ravaged during the Thirty Years War, they emerged as one 
of its primary beneficiaries with significantly enlarged possessions 
along the southern Baltic shore. Through a special combination 
of wisdom, foresight, and talent, they are supposed to have devel-
oped their lands into a state able to challenge Austria for domina-
tion of the 'third Germany' of lesser territories by 1740. This 
Austro-Prussian rivalry forms the third element of dualism dom-
inating the history of the eighteenth century and consigning the 
Empire largely to irrelevance, well before Napoleon arrived at the 
head of the French armies to remove it from the map in 1806. 

Reappraisal of this conventional view has proceeded by two 
overlapping stages. The first began in the 1960s as Karl Otmar 
Freiherr von Aretin and others rediscovered the continued signif-
icance of imperial institutions into the late eighteenth century. Far 
from being an empty shell, the imperial constitution continued to 
function despite Austro-Prussian antagonism. Moreover, the 
Empire itself was an actor, both in its own internal affairs and in 
European relations.8 Increasingly, the Empire was no longer con-
demned as retarding German development by keeping the 
country divided into micro states (Kleinstaaterei).9 This reopened 
important questions about the continuities in German history that 
had long been clouded by the notion of a 'special path' of devel-
opment leading away from an idealized western European dem-
ocratic norm and towards totalitarianism. 10 The previous 
emphasis on authoritarianism gave way to more positive assess-
ments highlighting the early modem roots ofpost-1945 (western) 
German democracy. One variant still remained implicitly critical 
of the Empire, arguing that it was only possible for ordinary 
people to convert their late medieval communal forms of repre-
sentation into a viable state by 'turning Swiss' and leaving the 

8 The impact of his revised view began to be felt by the mid 1980s. See James Allen 
Vann, 'New Directions for the Study of the Old Reich',Joumal of Modem History, 58 (1986), 
suppl., 3-22; Volker Press, 'The Holy Roman Empire in German History', in E. I. Kouri 
and Tom Scott (eds.), Politics and Society in Re.formation Europe (London, 1987), 511 7. 

9 Nonetheless, this view continues to surface today: Heinrich August Winkler, Gennany: 
The Long Road West, 2 vols. (Oxford, 2006,; original German edn. Munich, 2000). For the 
development of this interpretation and its historiographical significance, see Joachim 
Whaley, 'The Old Reich in Modern Memory: Recent Controversies Concerning the 
Relevance of Early Modern German History', in Christian Emden and David Midgley 
(eds.), German Literature, History and the Nation (Oxford, 2002), 25-49. 

10 For a critique of this approach, see William W. Hagen, 'Descent of the Sonderweg. 
Hans Rosenberg's History of Old-Regime Prussia', Central European His/!Jry, 24 (1991), 24-50. 
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imperial constitution. 11 Others have been more favourable to the 
Empire, perhaps overly so in the case of those who present it as a 
forerunner of the German Federal Republic and even of the 
European Union. 12 This positive assessment echoes ideas already 
proposed by Mack Walker, who argued that the imperial consti-
tution protected the weaker imperial Estates and allowed them to 
develop their own distinctive identities. Such diversity is now cel-
ebrated by some as a strength, rather than seen as a weakness. 13 

The character of the Empire's representative institutions 
becomes clearer when they are placed in their wider European 
context, as in Karl Harter's assessment of the Reichstag, or impe-
rial diet, that emerged in the late fifteenth century as the principal 
forum for negotiations between the emperor and imperial Estates. 
Developments within the Empire were ahead of the supposedly 
more progressive western European states in some respects. 
Though not democratic in a modern sense, the Reichstag gen-
uinely reflected the balance of interests within the Empire and 
proved an effective forum for managing common problems. 

Leopold Auer tackles a second area of continuity in his discus-
sion of the Imperial Aulic Council (Reichshofrat), one of the two 
imperial supreme courts promoting the rule of law since the late 
fifteenth century. Like Harter, Auer stresses the flexibility and 
responsiveness of imperial institutions to practical needs. The 
Imperial Aulic Council mediated problems between the imperial 
Estates and between their rulers and subjects. Whether this can 
be regarded as a 'progressive' development is open to question. 
By defusing tension, the court helped to stabilize a conservative 
social order marked by wide discrepancies in wealth, economic 
opportunity, and life chances. 

The same ambiguities are present in the other two issues dom-
inating the current discussion of the imperial constitution that 
form the focus of the contributions by Aretin and Schmidt. 
Schmidt returns to the discussion of the federal element within 

11 This interpretation has been developed since the 1970s in a series of important works 
by Peter Blickle, the most recent of which is Das Alie Europa vom Hochmittelalter bis :r_ur Moderne 
(Munich, 2008). See also Thomas A. Brady Jr., Turning Swiss: Cities and Empire 1450-1550 
(Cambridge, 1985). 

12 Further discussion of this trend by Peter H. Wilson, 'Still a Monstrosity? Some 
Reflections on Early Modern German Statehood', Historical Journal, 49 (2006), 56y1 6. 

13 Mack Walker, German Home Towns: Community, State and General Estate 1648-1871 
(Ithaca, NY, 1971). Diversity is celebrated notably by Peter C. Hartmann, Das Heilige 
Riimische Reich deutscher Nation von 1486 bis 1806 (Stuttgart, 2005). 
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the Empire, but interprets this as a source of strength, not weak-
ness. The key to understanding the Empire, he argues, is to look 
beyond the feudal hierarchical order inherited from the Middle 
Ages and to see the federal-complementary institutions that 
carried actual political life from the 1490s. The hierarchical order 
indeed was a shell; little more than a means by which Austria 
asserted authority over Bohemia, the Netherlands, and northern 
Italy that ceased to be part of the true 'Empire-State' during the 
sixteenth century. This Empire-State was not only federal, but 
also the first true German national state, because it provided a 
viable political framework for those parts of Europe later recog-
nized as Germany. 

Federalism already featured in discussions of the imperial con-
stitution during the eighteenth century, but primarily in works 
written by outsiders with little understanding of how the Empire 
actually functioned. 14 As Aretin points out, those within the 
Empire who depicted it as a federation tended to do so in support 
of their agenda of opposing the Habsburgs who they claimed were 
oppressing its 'natural' federal order. Federalism, alongside 
nationalism, remained tendencies within imperial politics that, 
Aretin argues, continued to be structured hierarchically into the 
eighteenth century. 

As these diverging views indicate, there is no general verdict on 
the Empire. The problem remains to find the appropriate balance 
'between a constructed explanatory model which is highly con-
vincing but does not really fit any single case, and a celebration of 
the diversity of experience which ultimately explains nothing'. 15 

One possible solution is provided by the second phase of the 
Empire's reappraisal that began in the 1970s but is only now 
reaching its full potential. Calls by Peter Moraw and Volker Press 
for a social history of politics produced some important studies of 

14 Hermann Wellenreuther (ed.), German and American Constitutional Thought (New York, 
1990); Roger Dufraisse, 'Das Reich aus der Sicht der Encyclopedie Methodique 1784-
1788', in Rainer A. Muller (ed.), Bilder des Reiches (Sigmaringen, 1997), 123-54. Gerhard 
Benecke already interpreted the imperial constitution as an effective federal system in his 
Soci£!)! and Politics in GermaTI:)! 1500-1750 (London, 1974). For the debate, see Maiken Umbach 
(ed.), German Federalism: Past, Present and Future (Basingstoke, 2002), and the critical commen-
tary by Alfred Kohler, 'Das Heilige Romische Reich-ein Foderativsystem?', in Thomas 
Frosch! (ed.), Fiiderationsmodelk und Unionsstrnkturen (Munich, 1994), u8-26. 

15 Andreas Fahrmeir, 'Centralisation versus Particularism in the "Third Germany'", 
in Michael Rowe (ed.), Collaboration and Resistance in Napoleonic Europe (Basingstoke, 2002), 
107-20, at 112. 
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key groups within the Empire's hierarchy of power, but failed to 
translate into a fully articulated reinterpretation of its constitu-
tion.16 Recently there are signs this is beginning to change. 
Studies of key political groups have become more innovative 
thanks to insights from gender and cultural history.17 The new 
appreciation of the importance of symbols, rituals, and other 
forms of communication has widened our understanding of the 
Empire's political culture, thus going some way towards answer-
ing questions raised by Schmidt about what it meant for its inhab-
itants. Siegrid Westphal highlights a third strand in her discussion 
of the new institutional history of the imperial supreme courts. 
The history of institutions and of constitutions generally often 
assumes an impersonal form. Monarchs and other 'great men' 
may appear as founders or reformers, but otherwise structures and 
policies dominate institutional history. This view from above 
needs to be combined with that from below, since institutions are 
not just tools of the authorities, but respond to the needs of those 
they service. This view clearly permeates much of the current 
writing on the Empire, as Auer and Harter also indicate that the 
Imperial Aulic Council and the Reichstag were creations of 
emperor, imperial Estates, and (certainly in the former case) more 
humble subjects as well. Rather than being moribund, the Empire 
emerges, to use Harter's words, as a 'living constitution' evolving 
organically in response to the pressures facing its inhabitants 
throughout the early modern period. 

The Religious History of the Empire 

A major element in the traditional view of the Empire as a weak 
state is its apparent failure to master the political repercussions of 
the Protestant Reformation. That 'great religious schism' allegedly 
ended all hopes that the Empire might develop into a centralized 
nation-state. 18 This verdict is not without some foundation, for 

16 Peter Moraw and Volker Press, 'Probleme der Sozial- und Veifassungsgeschichte 
des Heiligen Rtimischen Reiches im späten Mittelalter und in der Fri.ihen Neuzeit (13.-18. 
Jahrhundert): Zu einem Forschungsschwerpunkt', ,?,eitschriflfor historische Forschung, 2 (1975), 
95-wB. 

17 e.g. Sylvia Schraut, Das Haus Scho'nbom. Eine Familienbiographie: Katholischer Reichsadel 
1640--1840 (Paderborn, 2005). 

18 A view that can be traced back at least to Bryce, Ho{y Roman Empire, 367-84, esp. 367-
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the religious controversy considerably complicated the question 
of authority within imperial politics. This problem was, however, 
general throughout Europe, since the growing permanence of 
Protestantism shattered the unity of religion, law, and secular 
authority which had existed in western and central Europe for 
around a millennium. Yet Catholicism and the competing ver-
sions of Protestantism made exclusive claims to represent a singu-
lar, absolute truth. Law and political authority both derived 
legitimacy from this truth, preventing either secular or spiritual 
authorities from accepting pluralism. Only one view could be 
correct, and toleration of dissent was tantamount to allowing the 
Devil to do his evil work. 

The situation was especially acute in the Empire as the embod-
iment of the ideal of a universal Christendom. It was also the 
birthplace of the Reformation, for its component territories 
included not only Luther's birthplace in Saxony, but other lands 
also associated with new faiths, notably Bohemia, which had 
already experienced the Hussite movement in the fifteenth 
century. The Empire was thus the first secular authority forced to 
confront these challenges, and their impact was magnified 
through their coincidence with wider changes. The fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries witnessed a significant consolidation 
(V erdichtung) of the Empire's constitution in a process that has 
entered history as 'imperial reform' (Reichsreform). 19 This saw 
the emergence of the imperial diet as the Empire's principal 
forum for collective decision-making; a key factor in cementing 
its internal political hierarchy amongst the imperial Estates. It also 
saw the foundation of the two imperial supreme courts (Reichs-
kammergericht and Reichshofrat), as well as the establishment of 
the public peace and the regional subdivision of the imperial 
Estates into the imperial circles (Kreise). This process institution-
alized the Empire's largely pacific political culture, but while it 
accelerated around 1500, it was still far from complete when it 
became clear in the 1520s that the controversy surrounding 
Luther's protests threatened a permanent division in the Catholic 
Church. 

19 Peter Moraw, Von effener Veifassung zu gestalieter Verdichtung: Das Reich im spiiten Mille/alter 
1250 bis 1490 (Berlin, 1985); Heinz Angermeier, Die Reichsreform 1410-1555-" Die 
Staatsproblematik in Deutsch/and zwischen Mittelalter und Gegenwart (Munich, 1984); Erich 
Meuthen (ed.), Reichstage und Kzrche (Munich, 1991). 
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The constitutional developments reflected further, deeper pres-
sures which themselves contributed to the reception of the new 
theology. Social and economic changes associated with the long-
term recovery from the mid-fourteenth-century demographic and 
agrarian crises posed new problems for communities and for the 
imperial Estates. The authorities at these levels looked to imperial 
institutions for guidance, but also adopted home-grown solutions 
which contributed to the growing coherence of the numerous ter-
ritories within the Empire as autonomous polities. This process, 
known as 'territorialization', acted as a centrifuge, threatening to 
fragment the Empire into smaller, more distinct states. It was 
countered by the Habsburgs, who secured repeated election to 
the imperial title from 1438, and tried to construct a new, more 
potent imperial authority based not only on a large core of her-
editary lands within the Empire, but on an additional dynastic 
empire outside it that was expanding into the New World. 20 

External forces heightened this clash of centrifugal and centripetal 
forces, already sharpening debates on the limits of legitimate 
authority ahead of the coming religious controversy. The geo-
graphical distribution of Habsburg territory placed the dynasty in 
the front line against both the expanding Muslim Ottoman 
empire to the east, and the newly consolidated western European 
monarchies, notably France. The dynasty's demands for military 
assistance from the imperial Estates to meet these twin threats 
were one of the principal factors promoting the consolidation of 
the imperial diet and other imperial institutions as forums to 
debate and sanction the mobilization of common resources. 

The Reformation emerged before these institutional develop-
ments had produced a definitive imperial constitution and when 
secular authority was at least still questioned, if not openly con-
tested. 21 This coincidence ofreligious controversy and a still open 
constitution accounts for the distinctive relationship between reli-
gion and imperial politics. The Empire and its constituent ele-
ments were unable to remain neutral in the face of theological 
controversy. The idea of a civil peace, upheld by a still Christian 
whilst non-denominational or at least impartial state, had yet to 

2° For the new concept of Empire, see Larry Silver, Marketing Maximilian: The Visual 
Ideology ef a Holy Roman Emperor (Princeton, 2008); Marie Tanner, The Last Descendants ef 
Aeneas: The Habsburgs and the A{ythic Image ef the Emperor (New Haven, 1993). 

21 On the Reformation period see now the magisterial study by Thomas A. Brady Jr., 
German Histories in the Age ef Reformations, 1400--1650 (Cambridge, 2009). 
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emerge from the sectarian violence of the civil wars that swept 
across France and the Netherlands in the second half of the six-
teenth century. Instead, the most common response to religious 
plurality was to impose confessional conformity-by force if nec-
essary. This, however, represented a huge expansion of secular 
authority since the state, or rather its representative head, 
assumed responsibility for deciding which of the competing ver-
sions of Christianity represented 'true religion'. While those mon-
archs who remained Catholic still acknowledged the papacy's 
authority to determine matters of doctrine, their decision to 
remain within the established church nonetheless implied a 
similar assumption of control over religious affairs within their 
domains. It found practical expression in growing monarchical 
control over clerical appointments and the use of church wealth 
that was already well under way in Spain, France, Habsburg 
Austria, and elsewhere before 1500; a development encouraged 
by the political weakness of the late medieval papacy. 

The result has entered history as the 'confessional state'; a term 
developed since the 1950s and related to the process of 'confes-
sionalization', or the formation of distinct confessional practices, 
beliefs, and institutions. 22 The theologians differed widely on doc-
trine, but pursued remarkably similar methods to enforce con-
formity in alliance with their local secular authorities. This 
solution was intended to guarantee both salvation and political 
stability by making adherence to a single, approved religion the 
basis for membership of both the religious and political commu-
nity. Dissent was equated with subversion, with both to be purged. 

Such a solution was impossible within the Empire where sover-
eignty remained fragmented and shared between the emperor and 
the imperial Estates. The Empire evaded the tricky question of 
ultimate authority (both political as well as religious) by treating 
the religious controversy as a matter of public order. This solution 
was neither sought by, nor particularly welcome to, many of its 
inhabitants. It only emerged through a relatively painful process, 

22 The considerable German literature on confessionalization is best approached by 
English-speaking readers through Wolfgang Reinhard, 'Pressures towards Confessional-
isation? Prolegomena to a Theory of the Confessional Age', in C. Scott Dixon (ed.), The 
German Reformation (Oxford, 1999), 169-92. For detailed studies of this process in the indi-
vidual German territories with reference to the specialist literature, see Anton Schindling 
and Walter Ziegler (eds.), Die Territorien des Reiches im :{,eitalter der Reformation und 
Korifessionalisierung: Land und Korifession 1500-1650, 7 vols. (Munster, 1989-98). 
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involving some bloodshed, notably in the Schmalkaldic War 
between the Catholic emperor, Charles V (r. 1519-56), and a 
league of Protestant princes and cities after 1546, and its after-
math, known as the princes' revolt, which prolonged the violence 
until 1552 and was followed by three more years of negotiations. 
The concluding settlement has entered anglophone history under 
the misleading title of the 'Religious Peace of Augsburg' (1555), 
whereas for contemporaries it was the Religious and Profane Peace, 
combining agreements on the 'right of Reformation' (ius refor-
mandi) with much longer articles strengthening the Empire's 
public peace. The centrality of this settlement to the early modern 
Empire is apparent from the space it receives in the discussions 
of religious affairs in the essays by Scott Dixon, Franz Brendle and 
Anton Schindling, and Dominic Phelps. 

The Peace of Augsburg did not take religion out of politics, but 
it did detach theological controversy from imperial politics. The 
treaty, like other key constitutional documents, deliberately 
avoided defining what constituted 'true religion' and instead 
demarcated jurisdictions and directed all disputes over these to be 
resolved peacefully through arbitration in the imperial courts. The 
deliberately ambiguous language facilitated practical coexistence 
without abandoning hope that one day, the religious controversy 
might be resolved, either through discussions amongst theologians 
or gradual reconciliation of adherents of one confession with their 
rivals' views. The settlement was not without its flaws which 
became more obvious from the 1590s, but it proved remarkably 
durable at a time when both France and the Netherlands were 
racked by violent civil wars. There was no direct line from the 
diverging interpretations of the Peace of Augsburg to the outbreak 
of the Thirty Years War sixty-three years later. However, dis-
agreement over the terms reflected unresolved questions over the 
distribution of power within the imperial constitution. The 
Habsburgs' own problems lessened their ability to manage these 
disagreements which were deliberately manipulated by a few 
ambitious princes around 1600. The resulting constitutional crisis 
prevented the containment of the Bohemian revolt after 1618 and 
facilitated its spread as the Empire's most prolonged and destruc-
tive civil war. 23 

23 See essays 6 and IO. 
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The Empire's conflicts in the mid sixteenth and first half of the 
seventeenth centuries have long been labelled 'religious wars'-a 
concept reviewed critically by Franz Brendle and Anton 
Schindling, who stress that the participants, especially in the 
Thirty Years War, deliberately downplayed religion in favour of 
relating their cause to the competing interpretations of the impe-
rial constitution. While this could mask real religious motives, and 
so facilitate war, it also offered a way to peace by allowing parties 
attached to different faiths to compromise politically without sur-
rendering their core beliefs. For this reason we should reject the 
common interpretation of the Peace of Westphalia as secularizing 
politics. The Empire remained 'holy', not only through the con-
tinued presence of numerous ecclesiastical principalities as impe-
rial Estates, but also in its restriction of political rights to only 
three recognized Christian confessions (Catholicism, Lutheranism, 
and now Calvinism from 1648). 

The political impact of Protestantism is examined more closely 
in the essays by Scott Dixon and Dominic Phelps. Protestantism 
took firm root in the imperial cities, giving the movement a dis-
tinctly urban character which it never entirely lost, despite its 
spread to the largely rural north German electorates and princi-
palities like Saxony, Brandenburg, and the Brunswick duchies. 
While some cities chose to reject the new faith, Scott Dixon shows 
that many embraced it as an extension of their existing civic iden-
tity and autonomy. The cities provided the financial muscle for 
Protestant political organizations like the Schmalkaldic League, 
but they were overshadowed by those electors and princes who 
converted and acted as the movement's leaders. Subsequent rifts 
within Protestantism reinforced divisions amongst the princes, 
dividing the movement between a largely Calvinist minority led 
by the elector Palatine by the 1590s and the Lutheran majority 
that looked to Saxony for leadership. Saxony has been castigated 
for failing to capitalize on this potential power base to assert 
greater influence within the Empire. As Dominic Phelps argues, 
such views misread true Saxon interests, which rested on sustain-
ing the constitutional hierarchy anchored in the Peace of 
Augsburg. It is only through this that Saxon policy becomes com-
prehensible. 

The conversion of the more populous imperial cities and larger 
north German principalities made Protestantism the majority 
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faith within the Empire by 1590. However, the presence of numer-
ous small ecclesiastical territories left the Catholics as the political 
majority, since representation in imperial institutions was by 
imperial Estate, not by size of population. A significant number of 
ecclesiastical principalities were formally recognized and trans-
ferred as hereditary possessions to Protestant princely dynasties in 
1555 and 1648. Nonetheless, the majority of imperial Estates 
remained Catholic and this was anchored in the imperial consti-
tution by the Peace of Westphalia, which suspended the right of 
rulers to change their subjects' faith. Henceforth, each imperial 
Estate was formally associated with one of the three confessions, 
regardless of the actual beliefs of its ruler. Dissenters from the offi-
cial religion received varying degrees of legal protection depend-
ing on how their status was recognized locally. 

These changes put a brake on formal confessionalization meas-
ures, at least outside the Habsburg lands where the Peace of 
Westphalia left the emperor almost entirely free to continue his 
programme of promoting Catholicism as the sole religion. 
However, the constitutional arrangements did not stop the devel-
opment of distinct confessional cultures. Trevor Johnson examines 
Bavaria's efforts to impose Catholicism on the Upper Palatinate 
which it conquered and retained as part of its efforts in support of 
the Habsburgs during the Thirty Years War. Bavaria secured 
special exemption from parts of the Westphalian Peace to legit-
imize its imposition of Catholicism. Bavaria adapted its pro-
gramme to fit the circumstances, but its policies illustrate the 
general practice used, for example, in the Habsburg lands, of tar-
geting the local elite with punitive measures, whilst relying more on 
persuasion to encourage the majority of the population to move 
from sullen outward conformity and embrace genuine belief in the 
official faith. Marc Forster analyses the vibrancy offaith after 1648, 
providing a counterpoint to Scott Dixon's examination of urban 
Protestant culture by exploring the predominantly rural character 
of Catholicism in the Empire. Like Johnson, he also indicates the 
significance of popular influence in shaping Catholic ritual, insti-
tutions, and demonstrations of piety such as pilgrimages. 

In addition to illuminating the place of religion in imperial pol-
itics, these essays illustrate how the Empire's religious history sup-
plies a way to explore the social history of its inhabitants. Local 
identity and daily life were shaped by each community's place in 
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the wider web of jurisdictions within the Empire. These jurisdic-
tions helped to define which religious and social practices received 
official sanction and institutional support, for example, in creating 
distinct territorial churches based in each imperial Estate, each 
with its own parish structure, personnel, procedures, and doctrinal 
distinctions. 

The Social and Cultural History of the Empire 

These examples notwithstanding, a comprehensive social history 
of the Empire has not yet been written, as Susan Karant-Nunn 
states in her essay. To be sure, studies on the social conditions of 
the people who inhabited the space of the Holy Roman Empire 
have flourished over the last forty years or so. Gender and witch-
craft, criminality and migration, the treatment of the poor and 
other marginal groups, and the history of daily life are only some 
of the topics that have occupied several generations of historians. 
Yet their results hardly translate into a coherent social narrative 
of the Empire as a political and legal order. In most studies the 
connection to the imperial framework remains rather loose. 
Instead, attempts to conceive of a social history of the Empire 
since the 1970s have concentrated in a more narrow sense on 
certain groups that maintained a special relationship to the 
emperor and the imperial institutions, and guaranteed the inner 
stability and functioning of the Reich. 24 

Prominent among them is the imperial nobility, which has 
come under particular scrutiny in this respect. 25 The imperial 
counts, barons, and Knights in the heartlands of the Empire in 
the south and south-west of Germany maintained close ties with 
the head of the Empire. They sought service in the imperial 
bureaucracy and, from the Thirty Years War onwards, also in the 
imperial army and were attracted to the imperial court in Vienna 
as a stage for the representation of their social status. In return 

24 See the trailblazing article by Moraw and Press, 'Probleme der Sozial- und 
Verfassungsgeschichte', esp. IOI. 

25 See e.g. Georg Schmidt, Der Wetterauer Grefenverein: Organisation und Politik einer Reichs-
korporation {wischm Reformation und Wesif/ilischem Frieden (Marburg, 1989); Volker Press, Adel 
im A/ten Reich: Gesammelte Vortriige und Aufstit{e, ed. Franz Brendle and Anton Schindling 
(Tubingen, 1998); Kurt Andermann and Sanke Lorenz (eds.), Zwischen Stagnation und 
Innovation: Landstissiger Adel und Reichsritterschefl im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert (Ostfildern, 2005). 
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for the emperor's patronage, they formed a crucial part of his 
clientele within the Empire and provided financial and political 
support. As Hillay Zmora explains with reference to Franconia, 
these mechanisms can be traced back to the late fifteenth and 
early sixteenth centuries, when noble lords opposed the processes 
of state formation led by local princes and developed their own 
collective identity which, in the end, they were only able to safe-
guard by creating a formal association within the Empire. Even in 
those cases, however, where the subjugation of the nobles to ter-
ritorial rule was successful, the Empire remained an important 
point of reference. Christian Wieland demonstrates how, despite 
the integration of the Bavarian nobility into the Wittelsbach state 
during the sixteenth century, noble families maintained cultural 
and political ambitions that transcended the territorial borders 
and aimed to establish ties with the wider noble network of the 
Empire and imperial institutions in general. 

The Imperial Knighthood also provides a link with the imperial 
church. Knightly families succeeded in dominating some of the 
most important prince bishoprics and archbishoprics in the 
Empire, such as Wiirzburg, Bamberg, Worms, Speyer, Mainz, 
and Trier, by pursuing strategic marriage alliances, establishing 
clientele networks and, finally, getting their offspring elected to 
cathedral chapters (Domkapitel). This allowed members of the 
lower nobility to rise to positions of considerable influence within 
the Empire. The house of Schonborn, which, in the early eight-
eenth century, held various bishoprics and archbishoprics as well 
as the imperial vice chancellorship, is only the most successful 
example of a wider trend. Between the Peace of Westphalia (1648) 
and the end of the Empire in 1806, more than one-third of all 
bishops came from families from the Imperial Knighthood. As a 
consequence, large parts of the imperial church, including the 
imperial prelates, aligned themselves with the interests of the 
emperor and, in general, had a stake in preserving the imperial 
constitution. 26 

In recent years another imperial core group has come to the 
fore alongside certain sections of church and nobility. Inspired at 

26 Armgard von Reden-Dohna, Reichsstandschaft und Kl.osterherrschaft: Die schwiibischen 
Reichspriilaten im ,?,ei.talter des Barock (Wiesbaden, 1982); Peter Hersche, Die deutschen Domkapitel 
im q. und 18. Jahrhundert, 3 vols. (Berne, 1984); William D. Godsey Jr., Nobks and Nati.on in 
Central Europe: Free Imperial Knights in the Age ef Revoluti.on, 1750--1850 (Cambridge, 2004); 
Schraut, Das Haus Schiinbom. 
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least in part by the debate about the statehood of the Empire, his-
torians have turned increasingly to the officials that acted on its 
behalf. 27 In particular, the judges, lawyers, procurators, and other 
legal personnel of the two supreme courts of the Empire, the 
Imperial Chamber Court (Reichskammergericht) and the 
Imperial Aulic Council, have been identified as a functional elite 
that kept the wheels of the constitution turning. Although they do 
not correspond to modem notions of a clearly delineated body of 
civil servants with clear-cut and uniform appointment procedures, 
career structures, and forms of remuneration, and often held posi-
tions in the imperial administration only temporarily or parallel to 
employment in the territorial bureaucracies, they formed a fairly 
distinct social group which owed its raison d'être to the Empire and 
displayed a 'corporate identity'.28 As closer inspection reveals, 
they entered into a special legal bond with emperor and imperial 
Estates and shared a range of common values and biographical 
characteristics, such as training at certain universities and imperial 
institutions. 

They were far from unique, however. Numerous other groups 
of imperial officials, in all likelihood, conformed to the same stan-
dards and principles: high-ranking representatives such as the 
imperial vice chancellor or the imperial generals, members of the 
administrations of the imperial diet, the imperial circles, and the 
cantons of the Imperial Knighthood, and the collectors of impe-
rial taxes, to give just a few examples. Although further research 
is needed, it seems reasonable to speak of these and other func-
tionaries as the personnel of the Empire that was held together 
by its allegiance to the imperial constitution and a common 
outlook, and executed the decisions taken by the emperor and the 
imperial Estates. In addition, the officials represented the Empire 
on the ground and allowed the population to experience the 
Reich first hand, thus helping to constitute public awareness of 
what it stood for. 

27 See e.g. Anette Baumann et al. (eds.), Reichspersonal: Funktionstriiger fiir Kaiser und Reich 
(Cologne, 2003); Sigrid Jahns, Das Reichskammergericht und seine Richter: Veifassung und 
Sozialstruktur eines Mchsten Gerichts im A/ten Reich, pt. 2: Biographies, 2 vols. (Cologne, 2003); 
Eric-Oliver Mader, Die /etzten 'Priesur der Gerechtigkeit': Die Auseinandersetzung der letzten 
Generation von Richtern des Reichskammergerichts mit der Aeflosung des Heiligen Romischen Reiches 
Deutscher Nation (Berlin, 2005). 

28 Stephan Wendehorst and Siegrid Westphal, 'Reichspersonal in der Friihen Neuzeit? 
Uberlegungen zu Begriffiichkeit und Konturen einer auf Kaiser und Reich bezogenen 
Funktionselite', in Baumann et al. (eds.), Reichspersonal, 1--20, at 7. 
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In this respect the social history of the Reich feeds into new 
approaches informed by cultural theories which have transformed 
the study of imperial history over the last decade. Shifting the 
focus from institutions, administrations, and policy-making to soft 
factors in the political process, practitioners of the new trend 
investigate how the Empire was perceived, represented, and com-
municated in order to decipher what relevance it had for contem-
poraries. A growing literature on political rituals, in particular, 
has contributed to a novel understanding of the Reich and its con-
stitution. 29 Drawing on concepts from sociology and the political 
sciences, these studies regard political institutions as culturally con-
structed entities that are in constant need of symbolic and com-
municative representation in order to command allegiance and 
implement decisions. 'Every political and social system', as 
Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger puts it in this volume, 'fundamentally 
requires visibility.' This holds particularly true for the constitu-
tional order of the Reich, which lacked firm structures and effec-
tive procedural norms. By way of compensation, symbolic forms 
of communication helped to define the Reich's political space, 
hold its component parts together, and allocate its members their 
respective place in the imperial hierarchy. 

Solemn acts such as coronations, rituals of homage, investitures, 
and the ceremonies at the opening and closing of the imperial 
diet, which in the past have been dismissed by historians as mere 
decorative elements, thus assume new significance. They are seen 
as crucial steps in legitimizing political decisions and securing the 
survival of the imperial order. Participation in the opening and 
closing ceremonies of the imperial diet, for example, signalled 
approval of the decisions taken during the deliberations and 
acceptance of their collectively binding nature, an aim which 
could not be achieved otherwise because of the lack of coercive 
powers. In addition, solemnities allowed the Estates to act out the 
fundamental consensus about the federative nature of the imperial 

29 See in particular the pioneering studies by Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger: 'Zeremoniell 
als politisches Verfahren: Rangordnung und Rangstreit als Strukturmerkmale des 
friihneuzeitlichen Reichstags', in Johannes Kunisch (ed.), Neue Studien zur .frii}meuzeitlichen 
Reichsgeschichte (Berlin, 1997), 91-132; ead., 'Die zeremonielle Inszenierung des Reiches, 
oder: Was leistet der kulturalistische Ansatz ftir die Reichsverfassungsgeschichte', in 
Matthias Schnettger (ed.), Imperium Romanum--Irregulare Corpus-T eutscher Reichs-Staat: Das 
Alte Reich im Verstiindnis der .:(,eitgenossen und der Historiographie (Mainz, 2002), 233-46; and, most 
recently, ead., Des Kaisers alte Kleider: Ve,fassungsgeschichte und ~mbolsprache des A/ten Reiches 
(Munich, 2008). 
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order which underpinned all their actions. In view of the Reich's 
structural inability to solve conflicts, this proved to be highly sig-
nificant, since it guaranteed the continuous working of the impe-
rial constitution even in times of crisis. The permanent conflicts 
about precedence in the imperial diet (Sessionsstreitigkeiten) that 
repeatedly brought decision-making to a halt also appear in a dif-
ferent light. While earlier generations of historians regarded these 
disputes as sure proof of the Reich's intrinsically unwieldy nature, 
they can now be taken for what they were: part of a political 
culture that placed a premium on social rank and, in the absence 
of a system of equal and simultaneous majority voting, substituted 
ceremonial rules for formal procedures. The imperial constitution 
simply did not allow for a separation of social standing and polit-
ical practice. 

If paying closer attention to rituals helps to explain why and 
how the Reich, despite its numerous deficiencies, managed to 
work sufficiently well, it also elucidates the processes that led to 
the increasing inflexibility and weakness of the imperial order 
during the latter part of its history. Although ceremonial occasions 
continued to be staged well into the eighteenth century, their 
meaningfulness was undermined by a growing tendency to juridify 
and record every aspect of the Reich's political and constitutional 
agenda. Performed to ever more rigid standards, the rituals lost 
their ability to accommodate change and, in the process, became 
ossified. Unable to adapt to new political circumstances, the sym-
bolic representation of the Reich ceased to work as a unifying 
force and instead prefigured its demise. 

In a separate but closely related attempt, historians have also 
started to recover the story of the Reich as a communications 
system that profoundly shaped, and was shaped by, the various 
waves of innovation in media history that took place during the 
early modem period. To begin with, the birth of the postal system 
has been firmly placed within the political order of the Reich. 30 

Instigated by the policies of the Habsburg emperors around 1500 
and safeguarded by imperial privileges, the Imperial Post created 
a fast and reliable network between the centres of political and 
commercial activity in Europe that set in motion major improve-
ments in the way information was disseminated, such as the 

30 Wolfgang Behringer, Im ,?,eichen des Merkur: Reichspost und Kommunikationsrevolution in der 
Friihen Neuzeit (Gottingen, 2003). 
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invention of the newspaper. By the middle of the sixteenth 
century, as Wolfgang Behringer states in his essay, 'the Holy 
Roman Empire-and more specifically Upper Germany, the core 
region of the Empire-had become the centre of the European 
communication(s) universe'. 

Although the Imperial Post lost its pre-eminent position in the 
seventeenth century, other imperial institutions evolved into major 
exchanges in the network of early modern news dissemination. 
The imperial diet, in particular, has been recognized in recent 
years as a hub of communication bringing forth a steady stream 
of information in either manuscript or printed form: dispatches 
by representatives of the Estates and major European powers, 
handwritten newsletters, broadsheets, pamphlets, historico-polit-
ical journals, edited collections of recesses and other political doc-
uments, and so on.31 Aimed at different audiences they satisfied a 
growing demand for topical news, especially from the smaller 
Estates. In addition, the diet provided a forum for discussion 
among the political elite that went beyond the bounds of formal 
negotiations. Ideas could be aired in informal talks during audi-
ences, balls, or visits to theatre and church, political points made 
in correspondences between political players, and debates trig-
gered by publishing pamphlets, circulating memoranda, and 
leaking documents to the press. All these discussions fed back into 
the decision-making processes of governments in the Reich (and 
beyond). Especially after 1663, when the imperial diet met per-
manently at Regensburg, it served as a stage for the presentation 
and realization of policies, strategies, and projects that surpassed 
the ordinary course of imperial politics. 

Adopting this wider perspective on imperial politics, however, 
also suggests a reassessment of the diet, and by implication, of the 
Reich itself. As contemporaries readily admitted, the diet retained 
a crucial role for the political culture of the day even during 
periods when little or no noteworthy official business was trans-

31 See e.g. Dietmar Heil, 'Der Reichstag des 16.Jahrhunderts als politisches Kommuni-
kationszentrum', inJohannes Burkhardt and Christine Werkstetter (eds.), Kommunikation und 
Medim in der Friihm Neuzeit (Munich, 2005), 249-65; Maximilian Lanzinner and Arno 
Strohmeyer (eds.), Der Reichstag 1486-1613: Kommunikation-Wahmehmun150jfmtlichkeitm 
(Gottingen, 2006); Gabriele Haug-Moritz, 'Das Reich als medialer Kommunikationsraum: 
Skizze eines Forschungsprojektes', Friihneuzeit-lnfa, 17 (2006), 58-69; Susanne Friedrich, 
Drehscheibe Regensburg: Das lriformations- und Kommunikations~stem des lmmerwtilrrenden Reichstags um 
1700 (Berlin, 2007). 
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acted, as was often the case in the late seventeenth and early 
eighteenth century. Obviously the central institutions of the Reich 
were more than just about negotiations between the Estates and 
judgements by the imperial judiciary. They provided a commu-
nicative space in which policies of all sorts could be formulated, 
tested, and flaunted. In this respect, the specific structure of the 
Reich not only gave rise to new forms of communication, but to 
a certain extent was also the product of the media landscape 
within which it was set. 

Some of the concepts and ideas which were transmitted through 
these channels have also received renewed interest oflate, offering 
further insights into what held the Reich together and allowed its 
inhabitants to make sense of the political order in which they were 
living. A growing body of research on patriotic and national feel-
ings among the political and educated elites long before the nine-
teenth century has been at the forefront of these trends. 32 It has 
highlighted the emotive force of discourses about patriotism, 
fatherland, the German nation, German loyalty (teutsche Treue), 
and German liberty (teutsche Freiheit) in enlisting loyalty and obli-
gation to, and support for, the Reich. As Joachim Whaley puts it 
in his discussion of late Humanist debates about the German 
nation, recent historiography has discovered 'the Empire itself as 
an object of national identification in the early modern period' 
which transcended allegiances to towns, regions, territorial states, 
and even confessions. From the fifteenth century, writers of various 
political hues invoked the superior rank and dignity of the Empire, 
a shared historical past, and notions of German liberty which, 
depending on the individual viewpoint of the person concerned, 
resided with the emperor or the Estates respectively, in order to 
establish a close link between the Reich and the German nation. 
In their entirety these writings amounted to a rhetoric of integra-
tion, collective solidarity, and unity which benefited the political 

32 See, among others, Wolfgang Burgdorf, Reichskonstitution und Nation: Verfassungs-
reformprrdekte for das Heilige Romische Reich Deutscher Nation im politischen Schrifltum von I648 bis 
1806 (Mainz, 1998); Georg Schmidt, Geschichte des Alten Reicks: Stoat und Nation in der Friihen 
Neuzeit 149.71806 (Munich 1999); id., 'Teutsche Kriege: Nationale Deutungsmuster und 
integrative Wertvorstellungen im frilhneuzeitlichen Reich', in Dieter Langewiesche and 
Georg Schmidt (eds.), Foderative Nation: Deutschlandkonzepte von der Reformation bis zum Ersten 
Weltkrieg (Munich, 2000), 33-61; Martin Wrede, Das Reich und seine Feinde: Politische Feindbilder 
in der reichspatriotischen Pub/izistik zwischen Westfalischem Frieden und Siebenjiihrigem Krieg (Mainz, 
2004); Alexander Schmidt, Vaterlandsliebe und Religionsko,iflikl" Politische Diskurse im A/ten Reich 
(1555-1648) (Leiden, 2007). 
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order of the Reich with its weak central institutions and adminis-
trative structures. 

At the same time, of course, the 'patriotic vocabulary'33 was 
not void of aggressive or xenophobic overtones. The rejection of 
foreign cultural norms and values in fashion, education, and liter-
ature speaks volumes, as do hostile descriptions of the Turks, 
Swedes, and French as the 'enemies of the Empire'. It is no coin-
cidence that patriotism gained currency at times of imperial crisis, 
for example, during periods of war with the Ottoman Empire or 
the invasion of the Reich by French troops in the later seven-
teenth century. Moreover, the language of patriotism could also 
be divisive within the boundaries of the Reich. Against the back-
ground of confessional differences or the rivalry between Prussia 
and Austria after 1740, the use of patriotic arguments was liable to 
foment strife. It allowed factions and parties to mobilize their sup-
porters and to give partisan agendas the appearance of being in 
the common interest while rejecting other policies and ideas as 
unpatriotic. Still, appealing to the Reich as embodiment of the 
German nation supplied a common frame of reference in which 
to discuss the future of the political order. It provided the basic 
moral and ideological norms and principles that helped to define 
how politics could be conducted and justified and, even more 
importantly, implied loyalty to an all encompassing idea of the 
Reich. 

Although the association of the Empire with the German 
nation has not gone unchallenged, 34 it points to yet another 
mechanism of cohesion that lay outside a traditional understand-
ing of the constitutional and political bonds that tied the Reich 
together. In the new studies, the rough contours begin to emerge 
of the mental maps of the imperial elites which further research 
will have to fill in more fully. What constituted the historical self-
image of the Reich, for example, has so far not been adequately 
answered, as Markus Völkel reminds us in his foray into the 
largely unknown territory of historical writing about the Reich in 
the early modern period. Again, the vexed question of the rela-

33 Schmidt, Vaterlandsliebe und Religionskoriflikt, w. 
34 Heinz Schilling, 'Reichs-Staat und fruhneuzeitliche Nation der Deutschen oder 

teilmodernisiertes Reichssystem: Oberlegungen zu Charakter und Aktualitat des Alten 
Reiches', Historische ,<eitschrifl, 272 (2001), 377-95; Caspar Hirschi, Wettkampf der Nationen: 
Konstruktionen einer deutschen Ehrgemeinschefl von der Wende vom Mittelalter ;:.ur Neuzeit (Gottingen, 
2005), 485-8. 
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tionship between the imperial constitution and a national history 
of the Germans already exercised contemporary historians and 
their audience. 

Despite these gaps, however, recent studies have painted a 
novel picture of the Reich. Influenced by cultural and sociological 
theories, they take their starting point from a broad definition of 
the political that goes beyond traditional categories such as state, 
bureaucracy, and high politics to include the workings of a wider 
set of attributions of meaning in the political process. Between 
them they emphasize symbolic representations, communicative 
structures, as well as shared historical ideas and values as key 
factors in explaining the relative political success and coherence of 
the Reich during the early modern period. This chimes well with 
the social history of the Empire and its emphasis on the role of 
pivotal social groups in forming a stratum of society that was char-
acterized by a common identity and a special bond of loyalty to 
the imperial constitution. This is not, of course, to say that all of 
these new approaches converge or present a unified and coherent 
picture of the Empire's history. Different historians attribute 
various degrees of importance to historical trends and factors and 
favour particular methodologies over others. What recent 
research has made clear, however, is the remarkable extent to 
which the political culture of the Empire can provide a key to the 
better understanding of its stability and resilience. 

Thus the history of the Reich has come a long way since its 
reassessment first started some forty years ago. Historians have 
not only portrayed the Empire in a far more positive way, but 
have also moved the goalposts considerably. The religious and 
constitutional aspects of the Reich's history which, during the first 
wave of its reappraisal, dominated research have been rejuvenated 
by new methodological approaches, while its social and cultural 
history is being fully opened up for the first time. It is to be hoped 
that these trends, to which the essays in this volume bear testi-
mony, will continue to stimulate interest in the Reich within and 
beyond the territories that once formed this unique political order 
at the heart of the early modern European state system. 




