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Is There a Social History of the 

Holy Roman Empire? 
SUSAN C. KARANT-NUNN 

The Task 

Before the late 1960s, there was no formally defined subdivision of 
history devoted to the study of ordinary people's lives. This 
emerged into consciousness in the early 1970s, with the help of 
the revolutions of 1968, the early women's liberation movement, 
and the French Annales School, which Natalie Zemon Davis 
helped bring to North Americans' attention: Emmanuel Le Roy 
Ladurie spoke, at that time in barely intelligible English, at the 
annual meetings of the American Historical Association in 
Toronto in December of 1967. 

Such events were merely the proximate influences on the histor-
ical profession. Much earlier but nonetheless a decisive stimulus 
was the widespread local antiquarianism, which produced in 
Germany as elsewhere no end of journals, filled with town and 
territorial archivists' and lay historians' transcriptions of archival 
documents. Obviously, Marxism, too, with its focus on workers 
and peasants, and as suspect as it was, had a profound impact on 
western historiography. Yet it took some little time before bour-
geois scholars noticed, for example, Mikhail Bakhtin's study of 
Rabelais and thought about its ramifications for the broader early 
modern society. 1 They delayed, too, in absorbing the interpreta-
tive potential that lay in other theoretical directions. Norbert Elias 
began writing on the civilizing process in the 1930s, but the issues 
he raised, like Bakhtin's, became modish only in the 1980s. 2 Elias, 

This essay was completed before the publication of Thomas A. Brady Jr., German Histories 
in the Age ef Refarmation, 1400---1650 (Cambridge, 2009). 

1 Mikhail Bakhtin, Rabelais and his World, trans. Helene Iswolsky (Bloomington, Ind., 1984). 
2 Ober den Prozyss der <,wilisation: So;:,iogenetische und p~chogenetische Untersuchungen, 2 vols. (Basel, 

1939); pub. in English as 1ne Civilizing Process. 1ne Droelopment ef Manners: Changes in the Code ef 
Conduct and Feeling in Ear/y Modern Times, trans. Edmundjephcott, 2 vols. (New York, 1978). 
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as a sociologist who had been psychoanalysed, approached the 
past in what we now tout as an 'interdisciplinary' manner. Criti-
cism has taken on giant proportions. 3 This represents no prejudice 
against sociology-certainly not by historians, for Hans Peter 
Duerr is an anthropologist. But Max Weber, likewise a sociologist, 
appears, one would judge, in a distinct majority of germanophone 
historical works. Social historians noted early on that the concepts 
of other disciplines, even where these as such dealt mainly with 
living people, could be useful in formulating questions about the 
past. The anthropologist Victor Turner's studies of ritual practice 
among African peoples appeared from the 1950s to the 1980s, but 
very few historians experimented with applying his ideas to early 
modern European practice. In 1977, Natalie Zemon Davis advised 
me to read him, and this proved to be helpful. Some practitioners 
of our discipline remain suspicious even today.4 

Perhaps this suspicion is actually long of tooth, a continuation 
of the mistrust with which pioneers like Johannes Janssen ( 1829-
91) and Karl Lamprecht (1856-1915) were regarded. These men 
drew attention to popular dimensions of culture before the histor-
ical profession was prepared to praise them for doing so.Janssen 
was mainly criticized for his ardent, obvious Catholic bias, which 
he clef ended. 5 Lamprecht was ostracized for his challenges to the 
Rankean paradigm and to historicism. 6 Even though we are a 
century beyond these men in time, before about 1980, ger-
manophone academia had little time for what it at least now was 
willing to name: social history. Official encouragement within uni-
versities occurred half a generation earlier in English-speaking 
lands than in the former Holy Roman Empire. Early exceptions 
were the universities of Bielefeld, Saarbri.icken, and Vienna. 

3 Above all at the hands of Hans Peter Duerr, Der Mythos uom ,?,iuilisationsprozef], 5 vols. 
(Frankfurt am Main, 1988-2002). 

4 The most obvious example within Reformation studies is Steven Ozment, expressed 
most vehemently in Three Behaim Boys: Growing Up in Early Modern Germany (New Haven, 
1990), pp. xi-xii. 

5 Johannes Janssen, Geschichte des deutschen Volkes seit dern Ausgang des Mittela/ters, ed. Ludwig 
Pastor, 8 vols. (Freiburg, 1893-1901), pub. in English as The History efthe German People at the 
Close ef the Middle Ages, 16 vols. (London, 1896-19 w). The author's defence of the first three 
volumes of the German edition is An meine Kritiker (Freiburg, 1891). 

6 See two excellent recent books on Lamprecht: Luise Schorn-Schutte, Karl Lamprecht: 
Kulturgeschichtsschreibung zwischen Wissenschtgi und Politik (Gottingen, 1984); and a biography 
by Roger Chickering, Karl LamprechL' A German Academic Life (1856-1915) (Atlantic Highlands, 
NJ, 1993). Lamprecht even used the word Sozialgeschichte in the title of one of his books, 
<,ur Sozialgeschichte der deutschen Urzeit (Tiibingen, 1889). 
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These preliminary generalizations lead to the observation at 
last that since the conceptualization of social history with favour by 
the historical profession itself, a great deal of scholarship has 
addressed the conditions and mentalities of people who were in a 
literal sense citizens of one of the constituent territories of the 
Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation. The women's move-
ment inspired mainly women to reclaim neglected categories of 
the populace such as maids, spinsters, and other labourers, pros-
titutes, beggars, criminals, and midwives, to name a few. Needless 
to say, nuns, members of the hundreds of conventual communities 
throughout the Empire, as well as beguines have always been 
popular with antiquarians and scholars, and these have been the 
objects of ongoing scrutiny. The examination of witch persecu-
tions deserves a sentence of its own here. 

Not just women but subalterns of every type have undergone 
quite plentiful examination by now. The more prominent litera-
ture will occur to all working in the field, on the peasants (for 
example, the Peasants' War from 1524-6) or the weavers (for 
instance, in Augsburg), miners, or executioners. Simultaneously, 
scholars enriched our grasp of both the urban and the rural con-
texts within which to place them. In sum, even though the cre-
ative minds of today can think of a vast number of topics needing 
monographic treatment, the last generation of colleagues and 
their students have produced and seen to press an astonishing 
array of works that deal with categories of residents within the 
Holy Roman Empire. 7 

Nevertheless, the answer to the question posed as a possible 
subject for disquisition here-is there a social history of the Holy 
Roman Empire?-must be no. There appear to be several reasons 
for this. First, the preference for subaltern subjects reflects not only 
personal taste. It contains within itself a bias against those social 
elites such as ruling dynasties and nobles who have in past gener-
ations received the preponderance of attention. Indeed, a prejudice 
against the privileged classes, and against political, intellectual, and 
legal history in American universities, is quite pervasive today. 
Research departments more often than not select candidates who 
concentrate on women and gender, students, labourers, ethnic 
minorities, immigrants, or on culturally conditioned phenomena 

7 Any serious attempt at documentation would take up most of the space allocated to 
this essay. 
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such as memory, or the nature and significance of boundaries. 
These are splendid topics, pursued with innovative methodologies, 
but most of them will preclude if not exclude research on those 
who wield power either through position or through knowledge. 
The result of this could be a deliberate failure to link the populace 
of the Empire to those who govern or dominate it, or it is at least 
a failure to enquire further into the relationship between rulers 
and/or grand ideas and society. To abandon such enquiry leaves 
the assumption that there are the oppressed and the oppressors; 
the latter too often intrude on the scene being described simply as 
obstacles to freedom of association and movement, to the achieve-
ment of adequate maintenance, and to personal fulfilment. They 
were in fact the objects of many generations' study, the new cohort 
of colleagues seems to assert; they deserve to be neglected! This 
may be understandable as a shift in focus is established. But after 
thirty-five years, the time has now come by no means to abandon 
our subaltern studies, a pursuit that rightfully arouses enthusiasm, 
but in addition to apply the thought, the revised methods of histori-
ans of the last generation and a half to the re-examination of elites, 
and of elites in a broad and differentiated social milieu. Historians of 
women are making this transition, encouraged by the reality that 
privileged women were more likely to leave behind what are called 
in exploratory circles Selbstzeugnisse, personal testimonies to their 
outlook in the form of diaries, letters, prayers, or hymns. 8 

Of course, there should and will be no end of biographies of 
emperors, kings, lesser potentates, and divines. Some of them are 
excellent. But even if the words 'social' or 'society' appear in the 
title, these generally do not attempt to show how the powerful and 
the less powerful or powerless conceived of each other and how 
they devised strategies of interaction. Our problem lies in our 
framing of questions, in our Fragestellung. If August Buck and Tibor 
Klaniczay advocated 'sozialgeschichtliche Fragestellungen' for the 
benefit of research into the Renaissance, I do so for the Empire. 9 

What did society in all its disparate parts and functions mean to 
the emperor, the lowliest of his subjects, and every rank and 

8 Examples of this trend are Beatrix Bast!, T ugend, Iiebe, Elzre: Die adelige Frau in der Friihen 
Neuzeit (Vienna, 2000 ); Cornelia Niekus Moore, Patterned Lives: 17ze Lutheran Funeral Biography 
in Ear!), Modem Germany (Wiesbaden, 2006); and Judith P. Aikin, 'Songs by and for Women 
in a Devotional Songbook of 1703', Daplznis, 31 (2002), 593-642. 

9 August Buck and Tibor Klaniczay (eds.), Sozialgeschichtliclze Fragestellungen in der 
Renaissanceforsclzung (Wiesbaden, 1992). 



A Social History of the Holy Roman Empire? 249 

condition in between? What were the people's concepts of him? If 
the position of surviving peasants after the Peasants' War, as Peter 
Blickle has said, was a bit better than before, why was this so? 10 

How did rulers' economic need redound to subjects' advantage? 
What were elites' attitudes towards society at large? Why did 
Duchess Sophie of Brunswick-Wolfenbiittel (1522-75) have only 
miniatures of men to wear on chains around her neck? Why did 
the city council of Brunswick present her with a chalice decorated 
with the image of a mercenary soldier, a Landsknecht? 11 How far 
down the social scale were princes willing to marry their offspring? 
What about princes' selection of mistresses? Bishops and abbots of 
concubines? One could well ask more probing questions about 
inter-class attitudes within the Empire. What does participation 
in or attendance/non-attendance at Carnival festivals reveal 
about social interaction? How did ideas concerning the commu-
nity evolve between the late fifteenth and the early nineteenth 
centuries-and the researcher should not resort solely to the 
sources of intellectual history (Geistesgeschichte) to speculate on 
this. Mack Walker's German Home Towns provides a wellspring of 
inspiration that itself relies heavily on legal and intellectual evi-
dence of early modem communal structures and attitudes. This 
book alone, completed before the effects of 1968 were felt within 
our profession, could fruitfully lend itself to re-examination in light 
of nearly two generations of innovative research. 12 How do we 
see within locales, drawing on verbal expression, action, and 
symbol, that the assumptions underlying the cohesion represented 
in the term 'community' altered with time? 

Other queries could be more closely tied to problems of 
governing a variegated citizenry. A social history of the Holy 
Roman Empire will move beyond physical location within the 
Empire to mentalities and reciprocal effects. What are the human 

10 See an early critique of Blickle's thesis of the 'common man' by Volker Press, 
'Herrschaft, Landschaft und "Gemeiner Mann" in Oberdeutschland vom 15. bis zum 
friihen 19.Jahrhundert', Zeitschrift.fiir die Geschichte des Oberrheins, 123 (1975), 169-214. Tom 
Scott and Bob Scribner shape the introduction of their co-edited The German Peasants' War: 
A History in Documents (Atlantic Highlands, J\!J, 1991), 1-64, in response to Blickle's assertion 
that the Peasants' Revolt was really a revolution of the 'common man', whether rural or 
urban. Scott and Scribner see rural and urban goals as diverging. 

11 Jan Pirozynski, Die Her;:.ogin Sophie von Braunschweig-Wo!fenbiittel aus dem Hause der 
Jagiellonen (152:r1575) und ihre Bibliothek (Wiesbaden, 1992), 103, 107. 

12 Mack Walker, German Home Towns: Communi!)!, State, and General Estate 1648-1871 
(Ithaca, NY, 1971). 
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dimensions of state-building? How do armies-as-men, together 
with women, modify officers' designs for victory? For financing 
and feeding? What are the economics and the politics of fielding 
a coherently functioning army of mercenaries? 13 How do officers 
relate to men under their command? How do rulers model justi-
fied, advocated aggression to their soldiers, as well as to their sub-
jects at large who may suffer the effects of invasion and mayhem? 
At a conference on violence and aggression, it seemed important 
to me, as it does now, to enquire into images of the promotion 
and approval of war that rulers present. 14 How does the emperor 
press his Estates, and they in turn their constituencies, to render 
financial support for state-building ventures, whether military or 
other? Much has, of course, been written on exchanges among 
the Estates at diets, and much is known about territorial and local 
taxation. But what of pressure among men as males? Who man-
ufactures and conveys the material of warfare? Why precisely are 
social and criminal laws modified in the early modern era? Who 
desires to benefit from the changes? Does he in fact benefit? 
Although in some sense, earlier historians have explored these 
topics, they usually did not emphasize the human dimensions. The 
shaping of their theses did not lead them primarily to expose the 
mechanisms of reciprocity between rulers and ruled within the 
Empire. 

Claudia Opitz has summarized, in her fine synthesis of the his-
toriography on women and gender since its definition as a field 
and its leap forward in the late 1960s, how avidly researchers 
traced out how this or that category of women or girls lived, 
coped, were educated and refined, and practised their religion. 
Yet, all such investigators found it necessary to lay out lines of 
enquiry, to sift through evidence with these in mind, and to inter-
pret.15 An astonishing array of theoretical debates have invigor-
ated the field as a result. We should apply this general insight to 
the masses of information about imperial persons and groups, 
institutions, and laws that we now possess. We should set out our 
findings on these freely within theoretical structures; in this way 

13 See Peter H. Wilson, War, State and Sociery in Wiirttemberg, 1677--1793 (Cambridge, 1995), 
74--96 (eh. 3: 'The German Soldier Trade'). 

14 See the essays in Kaspar von Greyerz and Kim Siebenhiiner (eds.), R.eligwn und Gewall" 
Koriflikte, Rituale, Deutungen (1500--1800) (Gottingen, 2006). 

15 Claudia Opitz, Um-Ordnungen der Geschlechter: Eirifiihrung in die Geschlechtergeschichte 
(Tiibingen, 2005). 
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we appropriate the currents of our day-which, in any case, we 
cannot completely avoid. A reviewer in The Nation of a new book, 
Are Women Human? And Other International Dialogues, 16 declares, in 
favour of theory: 'Theory is not an enemy but a necessary ally of 
the "reality of women's lives", because that reality is frequently 
invisible until theory brings its salient features into prominence.' 17 

If we fix our intention upon the societies of the Empire and the 
relations among the echelons of its peoples, we will penetrate to a 
more meaningful core of the still-standing confessionalization 
thesis. Confessionalization will refer not simply to the interactions 
of state and church or between civic polity and religious belief. 
Rather, the aggrandizing goals of government will prove to have 
been more encompassing. I say goals and not attainments, for the 
impediments to absolutism were huge, whether in the Empire or 
France or Spain. Yet rulers' dreams surely coloured their dealings 
with peers, families, 18 advisers, prelates, towns, artists and intellec-
tuals, and all manner of commoners. No detail was negligible-
not the layout of the 'first' purpose-built Lutheran sanctuary at 
the castle in Torgau; 19 not school curricula; not lowly individuals' 
moral transgressions or non-attendance at Holy Communion; not 
trade fairs; not the content of books; not the quality of woollen 
cloth; not the maintenance of roads. How did subjects within the 
Empire manoeuvre, resist, or adapt? 

Approaches and Themes 

The Nobility, Religion, and the State 
As a way of clarifying these inevitably vague generalities, I should 
like now to delineate a series of works from which we can take 
inspiration as we set about an improved posing of questions that 

16 Catherine A. MacKinnon, Are Women Human? And Other International Dialogues 
(Cambridge, Mass., 2006). 

17 Martha Nussbaum, 'Legal Weapon', The Nation (31July/7 Aug. 2006), 34. 
18 Paula Sutter Fichtner, Protestantism and Primogeniture in Early Modern Germany (New 

Haven, 1989). 
19 See Joseph Leo Koerner's comments in The Reformation ef the Image (Chicago, 2004), 

409-16; Koerner properly observes that the seating arrangement kept, was designed to 
keep, the duke and his family and probably also his most elevated advisers out of the sight 
of hoi polloi on the balcony above the seating for ordinary people. This is very much in 
keeping with some medieval and monastic practice. Thus the chapel in Schloss Hartenfels 
cannot be taken as a sanctuary that defined a Christian communiry. Luther approved of 
these divisions, ibid. 413. 
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may lead specialists towards the writing of a social history of the 
Empire. I have selected these examples because they appear to 
contain the glint of a component part of this large and multifac-
eted endeavour. Each of the works and thus its author brings a 
particular expertise to the project, without which crucial aspects 
of life within the Empire would remain unattended. Nevertheless, 
none of these works individually constitutes a sufficient social 
history. 20 

Volker Press died in 1993 at the age of 54. He had nearly 300 
publications on his vita. He was not a social historian per se, but 
he stated explicitly that history is made up of the stories and inter-
ests of the 'little people' as well as the great, and of the full range 
of social stations. 21 The corpus of Press's writings, mainly articles, 
reveals a deep concern for the position of the Knighthood in the 
Holy Roman Empire. He argued against the prevailing view that 
the non-imperial nobility no longer had a purpose after the Thirty 
Years War (1618-48) and went into decline. A key passage from 
an article that appeared in the Zeitschrift for historische Forschung in 
1975 reveals the suitability of drawing on his opus for the task at 
hand: 
Until the end of the Old Empire, the king or emperor found particular 
support in certain groups of people that permit themselves to be sensibly 
categorized according to their social, regional, and practical points of 
view. Their members were raised up above their peers by their special 
connection to the head of the Empire. They were able as a clientele to 
step under his patronage, just as everywhere in Old Europe there were 
in the most varied political, institutional, social, and economic contexts 
clienteles of various forms and sizes with a lord at the pinnacle. They 
are possibly the existential, 'informal' building blocks of a modern con-
stitutional history; that is, of the history of the entire inner structure of 
a shared existence and not only of its formal, institutionalized part. With 
regard to the king or emperor, above all groups made up of high and 
lower clergy, of counts and lords, of knights and burghers should be 
studied. They should be examined as to their origins in certain regions 

20 I want to stress to colleagues who have written outstanding books that are not men-
tioned in this essay that this is not a bibliographic survey. In many cases, selecting among 
a wealth of similar offerings, as on cities, was difficult and occasionally arbitrary. 

21 Quoted by Franz Brendle and Anton Schindling, 'Volker Press (1939-1993), 
Standeforscher und Historiker des Adels im Alten Reich', introduction to a collection of 
Press's essays, Adel im A/ten Reich: Gesammelte Vortrage und Aefsatze (Ttibingen, 1998), 9-40, at 
9. A year earlier, another group of Press's essays appeared under the editorship of Johannes 
Kunisch, Das Alte Reich: Ausgewiilte Aefsatz:.e (Berlin, 1997). 
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that were near to the king, as to their positions and activities at court, 
[and) as to the means by which the ruler exercised influence over these 
groups.22 

Press had a keen interest in the social integration of religion 
and ecclesiastical structures into the lives of the nobility. He saw 
the benefits of episcopal canonries and chapters for their positions 
and the appeal that Catholicism retained for them in the south, 
partly as a result. Religion was not simply a personal or spiritual 
matter; it affected the Empire in concrete ways. Nor were groups 
ever unified or static. Their members shifted allegiances with new 
offices; conflicts and treaties, which is to say the vagaries of poli-
tics, reconfigured relationships, including with cities. 

While Press's portraits of men like Ulrich von Hutten (1488-
1523) and Götz von Berlichingen (1480-1562) deepen conviction of 
his commitment to incorporating society, including elite society, 
into a history of the Empire, his Calvinismus und T erritorialstaat is 
decisive in reaching that conclusion. 23 Both Wolfgang Reinhard 
and Heinz Schilling surely took some inspiration from this book. 
It traces the close intertwining of church and state as the electors 
set out, and ultimately failed, to expand their territories and rise 
through calculated means to new heights of power. Religion 
became an aspect of this effort, though (as always) who can see 
into their hearts? We cannot deny religious as well as political 
motivation. 

Interdisciplinary Perspectives 
The framing of the question of this essay echoes the query that Bob 
Scribner so famously attempted to answer in 1977: 'Is There a 
Social History of the Reformation?'24 Like Press, Scribner was 
prominently 'an essay man' of broad purview, reaching well 
beyond history. He quite deliberately brought various theories from 
social science into his, and our, thought. His works testify to the 
legitimacy of sociology, psychology, semiotics, and anthropology as 

22 Volker Press and Peter Moraw, 'Probleme der Sozial- und Verfassungsgeschichte 
des Heiligen Romischen Reiches im spa.ten Mittelalter und in der friihcn Neuzeit (13.-18. 
Jahrhundert): Zu einem Forschungsschwerpunkt', ,?,eitschriflfiir historische Forschung, 2 (1975), 
95-w8, at JOI. 

23 Volker Press, Calvinismus und T erritorialstaal" Regi.ernng und ,?_entralbehiirden der Kurpfalz 
155!J1619 (Stuttgart, 1970). 

24 Robert Scribner, 'Is There a Social History of the Reformation?', Social History, 2 

(1977), 483-505. 
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among those proverbial giants upon whose shoulders historians, 
too, are entitled to stand. 25 His model, and certainly in the anglo-
phone world, remains vigorous, and he will continue to be emu-
lated more in the way that he approached history than in the 
factual content of his writings. A social history embodying his prin-
ciples will be boldly interpretative although firmly grounded in 
archival documentation. At present, several other prominent 
experts on aspects of the imperial past, territorially defined, mani-
fest the effects of thinking across disciplinary boundaries. Richard 
van Dülmen did so in the many collections of essays he edited, and 
to a lesser extent in his three-volume series on daily life (Alltags-
geschichte) in the German-speaking world.26 Norbert Schindler 
may well succeed Scribner and van Dülmen. 27 In analysing culture, 
Charles Zika has developed an unsurpassed ability to decipher 
artistic images, bringing art history decisively into play.28 Most 
recently, Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger has brilliantly displayed the 
ways in which a historian's appropriation of semiotic principles can 
illuminate the deteriorating interaction of the imperial echelons 
and, finally, the demise of the Empire i tsel£ 29 

Gender 
A number of distinguished scholars have worn out typewriters and 
word processors attempting to fill in the chasms in our pre-1970 
factual knowledge of the history of women in the Holy Roman 
Empire. No methodologically up-to-date social history of the 
Empire would omit the roles of women or consign their parts to 
one chapter. More than any other early modernist, Heide 
Wunder has made women's and gender history a respectable sub-
field in the German academy. Owing to her mastery of history, 

25 On this point, see also Mary Lindemann, 'Armen- und Esclbegriibnis in der 
europiiischen Friihneuzeit, eine Methode sozialer Kontrolle', in Paul Richard Blum (ed.), 
Studien zur Ihematik des Todes im ,6. Jahrhundert (Wolfenbiittel, 1983), 125-39, at 125. 

26 Listing the books that van Diilmen has edited would take most of a page. An 
excellent example is Kiirper-Geschichten: Studien zur historischen Kulturforschung (Frankfurt am 
Main, 1996). See his Kultur und Al/tag in der Friihen Neuzeit, 3 vols. (Munich, 1990-4). 

27 See his Widmpenstige Leute: Studien zur Volkskultur in der friihen Neuzeit (Frankfurt am 
Main, 1992); pub. in English as Rebellion, Communiry and Custom in Early Modem Germany, 
trans. Pamela E. Selwyn, with an introd. by Natalie Zemon Davis (Cambridge, 2002). 

28 Most recently, Charles Zika, 171e Appearance ef Witchcrefi: Images and Social Meaning in 
Sixteenth-Century Europe (London, 2007). Zika's publications now take in much of Europe, 
but he is a specialist in the German-speaking lands. 

29 Barbara Stollberg-Rilinger, Des Kaisers alte Kleider: Verjassungsgeschichte und Symbolsprache 
des Alien Reiches (Munich, 2008). 
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including the requisite intellectual history, and her great appeal 
as a graduate mentor, she made Gesamthochschule Kassel into 
the first great German centre for the advanced study of pre-indus-
trial womanhood. Among her many publications are several that 
deal with masculinity, which clearly is a dimension of governance 
and of modelling deportment that cannot be overlooked. 30 Lyndal 
Roper, too, has worked extensively, fruitfully on questions of mas-
culinity. 31 The emperors were men; how did they mirror 'manli-
ness' to their peers and their subjects? 

Law 
A social history of the Empire will need to reflect an awareness of 
the principles of social value that are embodied in late medieval 
and early modem law codes. It may strive to compare prevailing 
custom to normative sources such as law that increasingly reflect 
the values of those who govern. Michael Stolleis's and Karl 
Haerter's multi-volume Repertorium der Policeyordnungen der frühen 
Neuzeit  is an indispensable resource. 32 Stolleis's publications, 
including Quellen zur Geschichte des Sozialrechts, suggest that he could 
contribute to a synthesis of this facet of imperial life, and in par-
ticular to legal transitions that bore on citizens and governors 
within the Empire. 33 

30 See e.g. Heide Wunder, 'Uberlegungen zum Wandel der Geschlechterbeziehungen 
im 15. und 16. Jahrhundert aus sozialgeschichtlicher Sicht', in cad. and Christina Vanja 
(eds.), Wandel der Gesch/echterbe::.iehungen ::.u Beginn der .Neu::.eit (Frankfurt am Main, 1991), 12-16; 
Heide Wunder, "'.Jede Arbeit ist ihres Lohnes wert": Zur geschlechtsspezifischen 
Teilung und Bewertung von Arbeit in der Frtihen Neuzeit', in Karin Hausen (ed.), 
Geschlechterhierarchie und Arbeitsteilung: ,?.ur Geschichte ungleicher Erwerbschancen von Miinnern und 
Frauen (Gottingen, 1993), 19-39; and Heide Wunder, 'Wic wird man ein Mann? Befunde 
am Beginn der Neuzeit (15.-17. Jahrhundert)', in Christiane Eifert, Angelika Epple, and 
Martina Kessel (eds.), Was sind Frauen? Was sind Manner? Gesch/echterkonstruktionen im historischen 
Wandel (Frankfurt am Main, 1997), 225-50. 

31 See virtually all the essays in Lynda! Roper's collection Oedipus and the Devil· Witchcrefi, 
Sexualiry, and Religion in Ear[y Modern Europe (London, 1994). The implications of her newest 
book, Witch Craze (New Haven, 2004), are relevant. Cf. the excellent collection of essays: 
Ulinka Rublack (ed.), Gender in Ear[y Modern German History (Cambridge, 2002). 

32 So far nine volumes have been published: Michael Stolleis and Karl Harter (eds.), 
Repertorium der Policeyordnungen der friihen .Neu::.eit (Frankfurt am Main, 1996-2008). 

33 Michael Stolleis (ed.), Qyel/en ::.ur Geschichte des So::.ialrechts (Gottingen, 1976). Although 
clearly also an expert on nineteenth- and twentieth-century law, Stolleis has also directed 
research towards law and administration in the late Middle Ages and the early modern 
era. See his most recent La belle::.za de/la citta: Stadtrecht und Stadtgestaltung im ltalien des 
Mittelalters und der Renaissance (Ttibingen, 2004). 
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Confessionalization 
A social history of the Empire will still need to place itself in rela-
tion to the 'confessionalization theory' of Wolfgang Reinhard and 
Heinz Schilling. 34 Despite its clear antecedents, such as the 
thought of Norbert Elias, Ernst Walter Zeeden, and Gerhard 
Oestreich, these historians independently drew together the 
strands of their predecessors' ideas that, in their own work on 
primary documents, they found to be relevant and spun out what 
has been heuristically one of the most influential hypotheses of the 
last generation. It is to be expected that Reinhard's and Schilling's 
thought has been both criticized and revised, but it still stands as 
a useful framework for organizing the rationalizing and disciplin-
ing measures that were widely in use from the mid fifteenth to the 
late seventeenth century. This was so especially in German-speak-
ing lands, for historians working in other language areas have 
been circumspect in their reception. 35 Within the Holy Roman 
Empire, rulers tended to see those beneath them as a body to be 
mastered. Reinhard's and Schilling's efforts and those of their stu-
dents have not taken on an imperial scale but have instead con-
centrated on the territory. These authors in general possess a 
mastery of imperial political and intellectual history. At this level, 
the processes of state-building are more clearly visible, among 
them campaigns to impose and enforce the ruler's chosen creed 
and the standard of virtue that he thought suitable for a godly 
community. His success or failure is not at issue. 

Peasantry and Economy 
Tom Scott and Peter Blickle are the acknowledged experts on the 

34 The literature on confessionalization is now huge; Ute Lotz-Heumann summarizes 
it in 'Confessionalization', in David M. Whitford (ed.), Reformation and Ear/y Modem Europe: 
A Guide to Research (Kirksville, Mo., 2008), 136-57. Recent additions may be found in the 
Festschriften presented to each of these men on his sixty-fifth birthday: Peter Burschel 
(ed.), Historische AnstiJjJe: Festschrijl far Wolfgang Reinhard zum 65. Geburtstag am 10. April 2002 

(Berlin, 2002); and Stefan Ehrenpreis et al. (eds.), Wege der Neuzeit: Festschri.ftfar Heinz Schilling 
zum 65. Geburtstag (Berlin, 2007). See also Thomas A. Brady Jr., 'Confessionalization: The 
Career of a Concept', inJohn M. Headley, Hans]. Hillerbrand, and Anthony J. Papalas 
(eds.), Corifessionalization in Europe, 1555-1700: Essays in Honor and Memory qf Bodo Nischan 
(Aldershot, 2004), 1-20. 

35 See 'Focal Point/Themenschwerpunkt: Confessionalization and Social Discipline in 
France, Italy, and Spain', Archivfar Refarmationsgeschichte, 94 (2003), 276-319; containing 
essays by James R. Farr (France), Wietse de Boer (Italy), and Allyson M. Poska (Iberia). C( 
Philip Benedict, The Faith and Fortunes qf France's Huguenots, 1600-85 (Aldershot, 2001), 309-
25 (eh. 10: 'Confessionalization in France? Critical Reflections and New Evidence'). 
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German peasantry at the moment. Both possess acknowledged 
expertise on the imperial economy. Scott's recent books, Society 
and Economy in Germany, 1300-1600, and, a collection of his essays, 
Town, Country, and Regions in Refonnation Gennany, belong in every 
academic library, for they provide illumination on patterns of 
trade and regional identities.36 Also superb is Werner TroBbach's 
study on the protests of peasants in Hesse, in which the author 
offers a portrayal of the multi-layered motivation of peasants who 
revolted against authority up until the dissolution of the Empire. 37 

He characterizes the dynamic political interaction between peas-
ants and imperial structures. A fascinating element, too, is the 
mechanisms used by the peasants to enforce discipline within their 
own ranks. Sheilagh Ogilvie's distinguished work on proto-indus-
trialization in the Black Forest region, State Corporation and Proto-
Industry, also deserves mention for pointing towards a similar 
undertaking of Empire-wide dimensions. 38 

Hermann Rebel's Peasant Classes combines peasant life and 
economy with perceptions of encroaching oversight from the 
highest echelons. 39 Rebel provides advanced Fragestellung of the 
kind that will turn the masses of evidence that we already possess 
into a coherent drawing together of the social dynamics of empire. 
He seeks to know why even the minute details of peasant existence 
and livelihood should be of prominent concern to the highest emi-
nence of the land, the emperor himself. Rebel takes the Counter 
Reformation insistence on Catholic conformity into account, and 
he examines how the exercise of authority altered rural, even 
familial, patterns. 

36 See esp. Peter Blickle, Deutsche Untertanen: Ei:n Widerspruch (Munich, 1981) trans. Thomas 
A. Brady Jr., as Obedient Germans, a Rebuttal: A .New View ef German History (Charlottesville, 
Va., 1997); Tom Scott, Sociery and Economy in Germa,ry, 1300-1600 (Basingstoke, 2002); id., 
Town, Country, and Regions in Reformation Germa,ry (Leiden, 2005). Unfortunately, Blickle has 
revived a variation of the East German construct of friihbiirgerliche Revolution: he has of late 
tended to see the sixteenth-century German peasants as visionaries who foreshadowed the 
French revolutionary ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity. 

3 7 W emer T rol3bach, Soziale Bewegung und politische Erf ahrung: Biiuerlicher Protest in hessischen 
T enitorien 1648-1806 /Yveingarten, 1987). 

38 Sheilagh Ogilvie, State Corporation and Proto-Industry: The Wtirttemberg Black Forest, 1580-
1797 (Cambridge, 1997); see also, co-edited with the late Robert W. Scribner, Germany: A 
.New Social and Economic History, 3 vols. (London, 1996-2003). 

39 Hermann Rebel, Peasant Classes: The Bureaucratization ef Proper!)! and Family Relations 
under Early Habsburg Absolutism, 15JJ-1636 (Princeton, 1983). Also see Rebel's essay 
'Peasantries under the Austrian Empire, 1300-1800', in Tom Scott (ed.), The Peasantries ef 
Europe.from the Fourteenth to the Eighteenth Centuries (London, 1998), 191-225. 
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Of more recent provenance and astonishingly comprehensive is 
André Holenstein's study of the margraviate of Baden-Durlach 
up until the end of the ancien régime.40 As the title hints, this book 
takes up disciplinary law-but also much more. The work goes 
some way towards describing the attitudes of those in power to 
local economic life, and the impact of government on the popu-
lace. It documents changes in administrative priorities, away from 
religious belief and morality in the sixteenth and seventeenth cen-
turies, towards economic and demographic control in the eight-
eenth. It notes the category of personal petition, as well as 
judgement by the 'grace' of the prince. It includes techniques of 
communication and enquires into the dynamics of change. 
Holenstein, probably unwittingly, suggests the direction in which 
a social history of the Holy Roman Empire might travel. 

Cities and their Inhabitants 
Although the outpouring of research on specific imperial and ter-
ritorial cities is past-and to my knowledge there is just one recent 
synthesis, by Ulrich Rosseaux41-for present purposes this body 
of scholarship will provide essential fodder. So numerous are the 
excellent studies-ranging from Tom Brady's Ruling Class, Regime 
and Reformation at Strasbourg, 1520---1555, which identifies patricians' 
vested interests and exposes material motives for reform, to 
Joachim Whaley's evaluation of social change in Hamburg 
between the sixteenth and early nineteenth centuries-that they 
will provide the basis for a synthesis that is specifically directed 
towards imperial concerns. 42 Collectively these works represent a 
giant first step towards amassing the data of German social 
history. Much research on topics such as women, childhood, 
sexual nonconformity, education, poverty, criminality, disease, 
and death have used specific cities, together with their hinterlands, 
as their setting even though the authors' primary goal was often 
not to profile urban life in all its dimensions. The very weakening 

40 Andre Holenstein, 'Cute Policry' und lokale Gesellschqfi im Staal des Ancien Regi,me: Das 
Fallbeispiel tier Markgrefschqfi Baden(-Durlach}, 2 vols. (Tubingen, 2003). 

41 Ulrich Rosseaux, Sttidte in der Friihen Neu::,eit (Darmstadt, 2006). Kaspar von Greyerz 
did one for Reformation and city: 'Stadt und Reformation: Stand und Aufgaben der 
Forschung', Archivfar Reformationsgeschichte, 76 (1985), 19-28. 

42 Thomas A. Brady Jr., Ruling Class, Regime and Reformation at Strasbourg, r520-r555 
(Leiden, 1978);Joachim Whaley, Religious Toleration and Social Change in Hamburg, IJ2frI8r9 
(Cambridge, 1985). 
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of urban independence during the early modern era, as rulers 
strove with some success to integrate cities into their plans for 
more thoroughgoing control of all who were subject to them, must 
form an episode in our story. 

Communication 
Communication within the Empire would form an ineluctable 
part of any contemporary overview of social processes. One has 
traditionally emphasized the impact of the printing press and its 
products, with the result that other media have faded into the 
background or failed to attain an appropriate level of scholarly 
discussion at all. Only the consideration of the sermon as instru-
ment of moulding and informing will rival it-and that rivalry is 
only gradually being established.43 And extant sermons have 
usually survived owing to publication in book or pamphlet form. 
Here rhetoric and print overlap. 

To date, the master of the subject of communication is 
Wolfgang Behringer. His two books on the Imperial Post and its 
networks44 render his findings and his interpretative strength 
central to the larger consideration of the transmission of informa-
tion and ideas within the Empire. The investigation of book-pub-
lishing and of literacy is well advanced, but to Behringer we owe 
much for his explanations of how the media evolved and how they 
circulated. 

To communication I would like to add infrastructure. Although 
it naturally overlaps with communication, it is not synonymous 
with it. It tends to languish in the antiquarian and local history 
category but demands attention on a broader, more integrative 
scale. 

Minorities 
Despite pressures towards conformity, the Empire at all times was 
home to adherents of religions other than Christianity and to 
members of 'alien' ethnic groups. Emperor Joseph II (r. 1765-90) 
was by no means the first to concern himself with them. Scholars 

43 At this writing, Amy Nelson Burnett and Luise Schorn-Schutte are cooperating in 
compiling a bibliography of smviving early modern sermons, both published and unpub-
lished, in German-speaking lands. 

44 Wolfgang Behringer, Thum und Taxis: Die Geschichle ihrer Post und ihrer Unternehmen 
(Munich, 1990); id., Im ,Zeichen des Merkur: &ichspost und Kommunikationsrevolution in der Friihen 
Neuzeit (Gottingen, 2003). 
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have paid most attention to Jews, and a decade ago Ronnie Po-
chia Hsia, with his books on the myth of ritual murder, was 
prominent among them. 45 Efforts by the Nazis to exterminate 
Gypsies as well had the effect of drawing post-war researchers' 
investigative eyes towards this disadvantaged ethnicity, yet much 
more could be done. In the drawn-out conflict between the 
Christian West and the expansive Ottoman Muslims, Turkish 
captives and other rare representatives of foreign belief systems 
managed a beleaguered existence, some of them converting for 
expediency's sake. All of these require additional treatment. 

Today we would link dishonourable categories of people and 
homosexuals with minorities. These have been capturing 
researchers' imagination, falling as they do within the subaltern 
and disadvantaged niche.46 Helmut Brauer's work on poverty in 
Vienna deserves notice here.47 Instead of simply describing the 
scope of poverty and its relief, Brauer connects definitions of 
poverty and remedial policies to the imperial court and its desire 
to create the orderly and grandiose aura suited to a capital of 
world-class distinction. In doing just this, the author contributes 
an element useful to a future social history of the Empire. 

Conclusions 

(a) Although the materials are plentiful for a social history of the 
Holy Roman Empire, such a synthetic work does not yet exist. 
Social histories of groups residing within the Empire form part of 
the material that must be employed, but they do not at present 
constitute an imperial history per se. The view is still entrenched 
that the theme of any history of the Holy Roman Empire is 'the 

45 Ronnie Po-chia Hsia, The Myth ef Ritual Murder: Jews and Magic in Refimnation Germa11)! 
(New Haven, 1988); id., Trent 147s Stories ef a Ritual Murder Trial (New Haven, 1992). 

46 See e.g. Kathy Stuart, Defzu:d Trades, Social Outcasts: Honor and Ritual Pollution in Ear!), 
Modern Germa11)! (Cambridge, 1999), which is about Augsburg, to be sure, but has wider cul-
tural implications. On homosexuality see Helmut Puff, Sodomy in Reformation Germa11)! and 
Switzerland, 1400-1600 (Chicago, 2003). Ulinka Rublack has added to our understanding 
with her Magd, Metz' oder Miirderin: Frauen vor friihneuzeitlichen Gerich/en (Frankfurt am Main, 
1998), which overlaps with the gender category. 

47 Helmut Brauer, ' ... und hat seithero gebetlet': Bettler und Bettelwesen in Wien und 
Niederiistcrreich wii.hrend der Zeit Kaiser Leopolds I. (Vienna, 1996). Cf. Brauer's other book on 
the politics of poverty, Der Leipziger Rat und die Bettler: Qyellen und Ana!J,sen zu Bettlern und 
Bettelwesen in der Messestadt bis ins 18. Jahrhundert (Leipzig, 1997). 
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emperor and imperial executive bodies'.48 The most expert, pro-
ductive, and imaginative authors of some of these histories, 
however, should assist in producing the integrative study that we 
are seeking. 

(b) We should labour within our profession against the lingering 
bias against research that takes elites as its subject-elite studies 
not defined as attention simply to kings (or emperors), queens, and 
territorial rulers, but elite studies that bring the latest forms of 
scrutiny to bear on the self-images, social values, and programmes 
of bishops and canons, the nobility in all its tiers, and patricians. 
What about considering the professions: theologians, physicians, 
and attorneys as social groups and their access to governing 
circles? 

(c) There is no simple way of defining a social history of the 
Empire. Those who undertake such an assignment will confront 
tremendous complexity in the elements that they must strive to 
describe in relation to one another, including the social hierarchy 
from top to bottom and its ranks' interaction and outlook, includ-
ing their cosmic view (religion and mores); the effects of govern-
ment on the populace and of the populace upon government in 
an authoritarian environment; gender roles, including the rulers' 
sense of masculinity and the ways in which they present a male 
image to the public; aggression, warfare, and the creation of the 
soldiery; the impact of economic trends; and laws and other 
mechanisms of inclusion and exclusion. Fragestellung, the framing 
of questions, will be a formative first step. 

(d) Fragestellung could well benefit, as women's and gender 
studies as a field has, from the discriminating use of concepts from 
disciplines other than traditional history. Accepting the stimulus of 
such enquiry by no means leads us to abandon the principles of 
the historians' craft, as a few practitioners of the discipline still 
fear. We retain an empirical and prominently inductive commit-
ment. 

(e) Two under-treated areas remain ethnic minorities and infra-
structure. Additionally, I do not detect much scholarship on the 
human geography of the Empire. Carolyn Merchant and Londa 

48 Axel Gotthard, Das Alie Reich 1495-1806 (3rd edn. Darmstadt, 2006), 3. Barbara 
Stollberg-Rilinger's summing up in her Das Heilige Riimische Reich Deutscher Nation: Vom Ende 
des MiUelalters bis 1806 (Munich, 2006), I16-20, is more flexible because less categorical; 
between its lines, it leaves room for social historical explorations. 
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Schiebinger are well known, and both of these explore concepts of 
womanhood and nature.49 But what of the degradation, as the 
population resumed its growth, of forests, bodies of water, and 
wildlife-resources on which everyone in the Empire relied for 
sustenance? We need an examination of the natural environment 
in relation to the people of the Empire, by one or more experts 
with the creative imaginations of Alfred Crosby,Jared Diamond, 
and Michael Wolf e. 

(f) Is intellectual history, then, taboo, banned from taking part 
in the collective endeavour? Decidedly not. But the great thinkers 
will need to be placed more clearly within their social milieux 
than they usually have been in the past. Their texts and the atti-
tudes contained in them could well be related more to their cul-
tural context than has often been the case.50 Urging this is by no 
means to deny that there are intellectuals whose ideas have 
tremendous consequences for their contemporaries or those who 
come after. Yet, an environment engenders them, and their works 
are further evidence of overriding trends. 

A significant obstacle to composing a social history of the Holy 
Roman Empire is the fragmented nature of scholarship. Mono-
graphs usually, and articles definitely, focus on narrow topics. 
While essential, specialization may contain our perspective within 
too-narrow boundaries. The remedy may well lie in constituting 
a committee of acknowledged specialists who could bring to the 
table their own individual attainments but who are also of flexible 
mentality and can consider methods of integration. Departed 
colleagues, such as Volker Press, Bob Scribner, and Richard van 
Diilmen, will inevitably take part through the enduring stimulus 
of their thought. 

49 Carolyn Merchant, The Death of Nature: Women, Ecology, and the Scientific Revolution (2nd 
edn. New York, 1990); Londa Schiebinger, Nature's Body: Gender in the Making of Modem Science 
(Boston, 1993). 

50 I admire the way R. J. W. Evans, in his Rudolf II and his lt'orld: A Study in Intellectual 
History, 1576-1612 (Oxford, 1973), has related the emperor, including aspects of his gover-
nance, to prominent intellectual and other currents of his day. 




