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JASPER HEINZEN, Making Prussians, Raising Germans: A Cultural His -
tory of Prussian State-Building after Civil War, 1866–1935 (Cam bridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2017), x + 376 pp. ISBN 978 1 107 19879
1. £90.00 (hardback)

Endorsements by four established historians praise this book on
Prusso-German state-building as setting new standards. The pub-
lisher’s blurb also makes ambitious claims, noting that by drawing on
trans national comparisons with Italy, Switzerland, and the United
States it challenges conventional views of German national unifica-
tion; integrates regional, national, and world historiography; and
encompasses a broad range of themes appealing to historians hither-
to unfamiliar with Prussian history. 

This revised Cambridge dissertation supervised by Brendan
Simms, with Christopher Clark and Abigail Green acting as disserta-
tion examiners (p. vii), deals primarily with the former Kingdom of
Hanover as a province of Prussia after the annexation of 1866. As far
as this core story is concerned, Heinzen has delved deeply into
archival sources.1 Six chapters (pp. 27–295) treat five distinct areas:
the military, the politics of memory, the press/print sector, primary
education in schools, and women’s charities. The last chapter is a
lengthy consideration of the attempts at territorial reform and the
dissolution of Prussia in the republican era, from 1918 to 1932. Each
chapter ends with a two-page summary. In his conclusion (pp. 296–
302), Heinzen points out that, overall, developments in Prussia were
not ‘anomalous’, and he argues that multiple historical continuities—
right up to today’s Bundesländer—should be recognized, rather than
seeing only the vanishing point of the Nazi dictatorship. This argu-
ment builds on ideas first put forward by Thomas Nipperdey in
1978,2 and can be said to belong to the revisionist strand in Anglo-
American historical scholarship on Prussia and Germany.

To start at the beginning: the central idea that the German War of
1866 was an important factor in the state-building process in the fol-

112

1 The author has also presented his main findings in a German-language arti-
cle: Jasper Heinzen, ‘Hannover als preußische Provinz im Kaiserreich: Ein
Kampf gegenläufiger Traditionen in Niedersachsen?’, Jahrbuch für niedersäch-
sische Landesgeschichte, 86 (2014), 49–70.
2 Thomas Nipperdey, ‘1933 und die Kontinuität der deutschen Geschichte’,
Historische Zeitschrift, 227 (1978), 86–111.



lowing decades is intriguing, albeit not entirely new. For some time
it has been widely held that because four German kingdoms and a
dozen smaller states sided with Austria, the battles of 1866 cannot be
understood as a Prussian–Austrian War, but represented a German
civil war. Moreover, both the legitimist Guelph movement and the
efforts of the newly established Prussian administration to come to
terms with the recently conquered Hanoverian lands are well known
and have been researched by historians (Hans-Georg Aschoff, Dieter
Brosius, Gerhard Schneider, and Ernst Schubert, among others)
named by Heinzen in his bibliography.

Heinzen does, however, offer a sophisticated treatment of the five
distinct areas mentioned above. In each case the initial conflict yield-
ed to some form of accommodation with the Prussian government. In
the military (ch. 1), the memories of Prussia’s Hanoverian regiments
(Waterloo, Langensalza) were fused with old Prussian traditions and
there were also allegiances outside the army (pp. 83–4). Rites of mem-
ory, such as war memorials or public ceremonies, remained contest-
ed, but the administration became increasingly lenient (ch. 2).
Moreover, the main political competitor of the Guelphs, the bourgeois
National Liberals, supported monuments celebrating German unity,
as well as the construction of Hanover’s pompous new town hall.
Around 1900 a separate regional identity as a lower Saxon Stamm was
developed through the burgeoning historical associations and the
Heimat movement. Basically, the Prussian state was left out. The idea
of having two fatherlands—one small and regional, the other large
and German—had been popular since before 1848. In 2004 Siegfried
Weichlein demonstrated that in Bavaria and Saxony new communi-
cation devices, regional migration, and self-government (as well as
primary schools and the monarchical cult) worked in favour of
national integration.3

Turning to the print sector (ch. 3), Heinzen places Prussia between
the more rigid Italian and the more lenient Swiss and American
approaches. But he records many attempts to bribe journalists or edi-
tors to spread official view via news digests (for example, Provinzial-
Correspondenz), and to use around 700 subsidized local libraries to
educate newer generations of loyal Hohenzollern subjects. Because
Heinzen stresses the counter-force represented by libraries estab-
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3 Siegfried Weichlein, Nation und Region: Integrationsprozesse im Bismarckreich
(Düsseldorf, 2004).



lished by Catholic or later Social Democratic associations and the
Eigen-Sinn4 of readers, the message of this chapter is ambiguous. The
question remains: how strict and how successful was the Berlin gov-
ernment in managing the mass media (pp. 161, 175)? 

Looking at primary school education, in particular at textbooks
(ch. 4), Heinzen relates an incident that occurred in 1868. When the
Minister of Education decreed the use of only one basic textbook for
the province, local school authorities did not comply and alternative
Lesebücher had to be permitted. But because these depended on min-
isterial authorization, their authors took pains to discuss the Guelph
era as little as possible, praising instead the rise of Prussia and its
inherent German mission. Since the 1890s the idea of Heimat had
played a role in the development of a partially symbiotic relationship
between Hanoverian regional identity as the lower Saxon Stamm and
the Prussian-led German nation-state. Heinzen notes that this devel-
opment was promoted by reform-minded pedagogues, the localized
approach to textbooks approved by the Ministry of Education, and
(in typically convoluted style) ‘the growing readiness of the populace
to integrate into their lives the cultural and practical resources placed
at their disposal by mass education’ (p. 215). 

The gendered aspect of state-building is examined in chapter 5 on
the charity and philanthropy of women as practised by four religious
orders/institutions. Again, the story after the Kulturkampf is one of
gradually making peace with the Hohenzollern dynasty. They them-
selves tried to supplant the Guelph dynasty by patronizing diverse
provincial institutions and making donations to them. Overall,
women barely feature as confident actors with their own agenda.
Rather, they appear as the object of governmental strategies whose ac -
ceptance of the Hohenzollern regime increased in proportion to how
far they saw their deeply embedded conservative Christian values
threatened by modernity. 

The last chapter attributes post-war attempts to restore an inde-
pendent Hanover—a petition of 600,000 signatures in 1918, the
Welfenputsch in 1920, and the failed referendum of 1924—less to the
traditional Guelph movement than to newer resentments. These
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4 For an English explanation of this term, which is used in a special sense, see
Thomas Lindenberger, ‘Eigen-Sinn, Herrschaft und kein Widerstand’,
Docupedia-Zeitgeschichte, 02.09.2014 <https://docupedia.de/zg/ Linden berg-
er_eigensinn_v1_de_2014>, access ed 30 May 2018.



developed during the Great War and its aftermath when Berlin’s
monarchical and later republican governments were viewed with
anger in rural areas. Food shortages, unemployment, and economic
crises all played a part when some defenders of Guelph legitimism,
the völkisch Heimat movement, and adherents of right-wing Prussian -
ism alike were attracted to the Nazi propaganda idea of Volksgemein -
schaft after 1930. In terms of state-building, Heinzen sees Prussia as
steering not a special, but a middle, path between the USA, Italy, and
Switzerland up to 1932. At the same time, he asserts that Nazi vio-
lence and crimes were unparalleled (p. 295). Thus the study ends at
the starting-point of all seminal Sonderweg historiography: how is it
that Nazi barbarism was possible in Germany but in no other west-
ern country? The debate about this trajectory has been a fundamen-
tal feature of (West) German democratic development and the topic
obviously remains unavoidable.

With regard to Heinzen’s findings, this reviewer would have
liked to see a systematic and weighted enumeration of the main fac-
tors that contributed to the gradual decline of Guelph resistance and
the partial reconciliation of Hanoverians with the Prussian regime. In
this context one fundamental fact is underrated, namely, that the
Hanoverian liberals, unlike the Guelph movement, accepted the
dethroning of the Guelph dynasty with which they had been in con-
flict for decades. Prussia profited from this split in attitudes. Over
time, the Berlin governments applied more de-escalation strategies
to wards the territories gained in 1866, and economic growth, habitu-
ation, and generational change further mitigated the relationship be -
tween the conqueror and the conquered. The basis for this is to be
found, above all, in the shared experience of the victory of 1870–71.
The Guelphs always wanted Hanover to be part of the German
nation-state. After 1871, therefore, Hanoverians could harbour
Guelph attachments or nostalgia and quasi ignore the Prussian state. A
parallel development characterized the Rhineland. To this extent,
Heinzen’s ex post facto appraisal is teleological; for although the turmoil
and conflicts of decades were eventually smoothed over, the pro cess
remained incomplete and under changed circumstances the idea of—
Hanoverian, Rhenish, or Hessian—independence could re-emerge.

Throughout the text there are reflections on analogous develop-
ments in Italy after 1861, Switzerland after the Sonderbundskrieg
1846–47, and the United States after the Civil War of 1861–65. To this
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end, Heinzen cites from a wide range of literature with a specific the-
matic focus and from some theoretical works. Indeed, the bibliogra-
phy of contemporary and modern titles dealing with four coun-
tries—Prussia, Italy, Switzerland, and the United States—runs to 60
pages. There are many comparative passages but they are often too
short to allow for a full comparison to be drawn. In some cases,
Prussian uniqueness is admitted. Heinzen lists the fervent anti-mili-
tarist criticism of the official cult of weapons (p. 67), the observation
of an American visitor in 1914 that the obedience of the Prussian peo-
ple to their king was a result of the rigid public education system (p.
209), and the hegemony of the state as a category above liberal indi-
vidualism (pp. 286–7). Some historians have identified these long-
term features as prerequisites for the Nazis’ rise to power and violent
practices. The relative weight of post-1918 and short-term contin-
gency factors remains open to discussion. 

In general, Heinzen stresses the similarity of post-civil war prob-
lems in Prussia, Italy, Switzerland, and the United States, but his con-
tentions about the equality of approaches and of results do not
always convince this reviewer. As this reviewer is unable to check all
of these cases, the task is left to experts in each field. Several exam-
ples, though, suggest that a different interpretation is possible.
Heinzen himself recognizes that in all four countries under scrutiny
patriotic pedagogy ‘displayed significant similarities, even if the spe-
cific content varied’ (p. 178). In this context he states that Swiss pri-
mary school textbooks stressed the rights, not the duties of Swiss cit-
izens, and praised direct democracy. Also different was the Ameri -
can Progressives’ aim of educating pupils to form their own opinions
rather than engage in flag fetishism. And in popular French text-
books the humanist spirit of France was personified not by kings and
statesmen, but by conciliators, scientists, and philanthropists (pp.
197–8, 201, 208). These examples indicate that the crucial factor here
is not the similarity of the problems, but the different solutions
found. Also, on the basis of a few examples in the military field
(Sedantag, Kriegervereine) (pp. 115–23), Heinzen claims that Prussian
memory rites were non-divisive, but this runs counter to the thrust of
detailed scholarship on official memory rituals.5 Crucially, from the
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5 Fritz Schellack, Nationalfeiertage in Deutschland von 1871 bis 1945 (Frank -
furt/M., 1990), 17 ff., 67 ff.; Jeffrey R. Smith, ‘The Monarchy versus the Nation:
The “Festive Year” 1913 in Wilhelmine Germany’, German Studies Review, 23



standpoint of this reviewer, the differences in the political systems of
the four countries are neglected, yet it is precisely these differences
that are important in arriving at a well-rounded judgement. Because
of the author’s aim to get involved in theoretical controversies such
as those on nationalism, space, and memory, factual developments
are sometimes left too far in the background. One speculation seems
exaggerated, namely, that ‘the language of race’ in the USA, Ger -
many, and Italy after 1900 can be read as a rationalization of the trau-
ma of civil war in mid century (p. 151). 

This book is not an easy read. Many sentences are far too long and
sometimes only a comma indicates that a new line of thought is being
followed. Qualifications or explanations added at the end of a main
clause tend to dilute the message. The argument often has a rather
complicated structure and this, as well as the style, at times make it
difficult for the reviewer to pin down definite statements. For
informed readers, however, the book is inspiring and often offers dis-
tinctive interpretations. As already noted, this reviewer does not
share all of Heinzen’s conclusions on the formation of Prussian state-
hood in a comparative perspective.
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(2000), 257–74; Bernd Sösemann, ‘Hollow-Sounding Jubilees: Forms and
Effects of Public Self-Display in Wilhelmine Germany’, in Annika Mombauer
and Wilhelm Deist (eds.), The Kaiser: New Research on Wilhelm II’s Role in
Imperial Germany (Cambridge, 2003), 37–62; Michael B. Klein, Zwischen Reich
und Region: Identitätsstrukturen im Deutschen Kaiserreich (1871–1918) (Stuttgart,
2005), 265–84; Eberhard Demm, ‘ “Sic volo sic jubilo”: Das 25. Regierungs -
jubiläum Wilhelms II. im Juni 1913’, Archiv für Kulturgeschichte, 93/1 (2011),
165–207; Wolfgang Hardtwig, ‘Der bezweifelte Patriotismus: Nationales Be -
wusstsein und Denkmal 1786 bis 1933’, in id., Politische Kultur der Moderne:
Ausgewählte Aufsätze (Göttingen, 2011), 29–45; Gerhard Schneider, ‘Kaiser
Wilhelm II. in Hannover 1913’, in Cornelia Regin (ed.), Pracht und Macht:
Festschrift zum 100. Jahrestag der Einweihung des Neuen Rathauses in Hannover
(Hanover, 2013), 267–90. Divisive memory rituals in the Prussian monarchy
will be analysed in my forthcoming book: Preußen—Eine besondere Geschichte:
Staat, Wirtschaft, Gesellschaft und Kultur 1648–1947, ch. 6. 
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