T Germany 1870-1970

a hundred years of turmoil ﬂ e .
' e Machine Power

‘The German Empire was built more truly on coal and iron than
on blood and iron." Maynard Keynes.

In the middle of the last century, the annual coal consump-
tion of the city of London alone was greater than the total
annual production of all the mines in Prus and the
British gas works in Berlin symbolised the dominance of
British patents and products. But within a generation, a
united Germany was competing vigorously in British
markets and had joined Britain and America as one of the
most considerable of the modern industrial powers.

Germany’s industrial ‘take-off’ did not occur until 1840,
almost a century later than Britain’s. There were several
causes for this late start. Geographically, Britain was
closer to overseas markets than Germany, and had been
enjoying peace and order for many years, while Germany
had, for centuries, been torn by wars. During the Thirty
Years’ War in the 17th century, and the Seven Years’ War
in the 18th century, German lands were a convenient
battle-ground for the European powers. In the early part of
the 19th century, when Britain was speeding her economic
development, the Napoleonic Wars disrupted the German
states.

Germany also lacked the advantages of Britain’s long-
established economic and political unity. For centuries it
had been divided into a large number of small states, often
with separate currencies and different trade tariffs. The
formation of the Zollverein, or Customs Union, in 1829,
began to solve this problem of disunity, but real economic
development did not begin until political unity came to the
German states, in 1871. As many new iron-works and blast
furnaces sprang up in Germany in the three years after the
unification as had appeared in all the seventy years
before it. q

Alfred Krupp was born in the still largely medieval
town of Essen in 1812. His father, Frederick Krupp, the
founder of the steel firm, had spent his life teetering
between expansion and bankruptcy. When he died, Alfred
took over, and by 1835 the steel factory employed seventy
workers. By the early 1850s, the great expansion of Krupp
power and Prussian power was well on its way, and the B
Krupps had increased their work force to 300 people. Fifty
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years later, the Krupps had a work force of 83,000 people,
and Germany was already one of the world’s leading
industrial powers.

Alfred Krupp died one of the richest men in Europe,
with 21,000 people on the payroll. He was the first
personin Europe to operate a steel plant using the Bessemer
process—a British invention which revolutionised steel-
making in the second half of the 19th century. Krupp also
played an important part in the forging of German unity.
His guns were used by both sides—Austria and Prussia—
in the 1866 war. Krupp also exported tons of railway
equipment to help in the conquest of the American West.

Werner von Siemens, another famous industrial entre-
preneur, was four years younger than Alfred Krupp. The
foundations of his electrical industry were laid in Berlin
where, in 1847, he started a repair shop for telegraphy
apparatus. The first telegraph line, between Berlin and
Frankfurt-am-Main was laid by him. 16th May 1881 saw
the inauguration of the world’s first electrically-powered
tram—designed and built by Werner von Siemens. By 1910,
every city in Germany was committed to electricity, and
Siemens’s equipment was world-famous.

The first major challenge to electric traction came from
the petrol engine. The inventor, who worked from a small
shopin Canstatt, was Gottlieb Daimler. He had first put his
engine to work on a bicycle in 1885. In 1886, the first
Daimlercarmadeits appearance, and it too wasasuccessful
experiment. Karl Benz, who patented the motor tricycle
in 1886, realised the potential of the new ‘horseless
carriages’ and put his men to work designing motor cars
that even women might drive. Daimler’s and Benz’s new
inventions were enthusiastically received all over Europe,
and advertisements for their automobiles appeared in the
British press, boosting German exports.

Although Germany started to industrialise much later
than Britain, she began to catch up astonishingly fast. In
1900, Britain was still richer both in terms of national
income and income per head of the population. But the
export picture is very different. Britain’s exports in the
years between 1880 and the First World War grew steadily,
but her share of world trade during this period was falling,
while Germany’s share was rising.

Education played an important part in the formation of
these trends. At the end of the 1860s, Matthew Arnold
wrote: ‘In the public high schools of Prussia and France,

Above left: Eager workers clocking in—two minutes early, 1889.
Below left: The changing face of Germany—factory chimneys
blot out the medieval skyline of church spires. Above right: The
Zollverein stand at the Great Exhibition, 1851, the world still saw
Germany as rural and peaceful. Below right: Thirty years later,
the metal i jes” trade had an i

Overleaf: ‘Fritz’—the largest hammer in the world—constructed
at one of the Krupp factories in 1861
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65,000 of the youth of the upper and middle classes are
brought up; in the public higher schools of England, only
some 15,000. Has this state of affairs no bad effect on us?’
Inside German classrooms, the curriculum seemed more
fitted to the needs of an industrialising society. France,
Germany, and Switzerland possessed good systems of
industrial education and England possessed none.

German universities, by the middle of the 19th century,
had adapted themselves well to the scientific age, and led
theworldinresearch. Thenumber of studentsinattendance
at German universities, by the middle of the 19th century,
was about one in 2,600 of the population, while in Britain
the proportion was under half that figure.

Germany was, like the United States, rich in the raw
materials of industrial revolution. Prussia, the state which
steamrollered the otherstatesintounity, possessed the vast
coal and iron-ore deposits of the Ruhr and, at the eastern
extremity, at the point where three empires met, the vast
coal deposits of Silesia. The addition of Alsace-Lorraine,
in 1871, brought another great source of coal and iron to
the new empire.

Germany’s swift industrial development in the second
half of the 19th century was closely linked to the develop-
ment of her communications. In the first decades of the
century, the speed of travel across Europe had not changed
much in 1,000 years. By the mid-1880s, cars and electric
trams had begun to appear, and 40,000 miles of rail track
spread out across the Empire, hastening political unity and
industrial change. The Kiel Canal, built in the 1890s,
represented another important link in the new network of
communications. The Baltic ports, which had previously
been cut off from the main shipping routes, now had easier
access to them. Communications by telephone were also
expanding rapidly. In telephone work, Germany was the
pioneer in Europe.

Britain had dominated in the ‘older industries’ like
textiles and iron, but Germany took the lead in pioneering
and expanding new industries such as telecommunications
and chemicals. The Hoechst chemicalsfactory, with a small
boiler, a 3 hp steam engine, five workers, an accountant,

and one chemist, grew in less than forty years into a world
concern. Hoechst founded his industry in 1863, at a time
when England and France shared the world production of
dye-stuffs. But by 1913, he had all but cornered the market.

Germany’s peculiar genius in the second half of the 19th
century, was the ability to weld industrial development on
to the firm base of scientific research and education.
Acoording to the scientific writer, Magnus Pyke, the sons
of British industrialists ‘were educated to rule workmen,
not to understand natural science, whereas in Germany,
Above left: Alfred Krupp, the industrial genius who built up a
massive armaments empire. Below left: Pandora’s ballot-box
releases the evils of Social Democracy on an unsuspecting world.
By 1877 the Social Democrats had nearly 500,000 votes

almost every head of a major industrial enterprise was a
Herr Doctor’.

Another reason for Germany's swift development was
political. Members of the Imperial Parliament—the
Reichstag—were not able to become ministers, and there
was thus less incentive for clever men to enter politics. The
way to political power lay through service to the Emperor.
Officials serving the Emperor, however, were expected to
be conservatives, so that clever men of progressive views
went into business instead. Since Germany had com-
paratively few colonies to govern, business and industry
got her best brains. Germany’s lack of colonial responsibil-
ity also affected her investments. Between 1880 and 1914
about 40 per cent of British investments were made
abroad, while 60 per cent were spent on extending home
industry. Germany invested only 12 per cent overseas, and
all the rest of her resources were used to develop home
industry. Britain reduced her costs by ensuring her source
of raw materials. Germany reduced hers by improving
manufacturing methods.

The development of industry initiated far-reaching
changes not only in the social and economic structure of
Germany, but in her physical aspects as well. Contempor-
ary pictures show that by the 1850s, the unspoilt country-
side was losing ground steadily in the face of industrial and
urban expansion.

The speed of industrial development in Germany
heightened the squalor and confusion of living and work-
ing. The reaction against this fostered a new kind of
political awareness among the working class, and provided
Karl Marx with fertile ground for his socialist theories—
as a result of which he was later obliged to leave Germany.
Ferdinand Lassalle was another leading exponent of
socialist ideas, but was killed in a duel over a woman in
1864. The followers of Marx and Lassalle met at Gotha in
1875, and agreed to work together. This was the beginning
of the Social Democrat Party, or SPD.

The Social Democrats terrified all respectable Germans,
who regarded them as atheist revolutionaries, out to over-
turn both Church and State. The Iron Chancellor,
Bismarck, and the Cannon King, Krupp (who was,
incidentally, only three years younger than Bismarck),
had equal distaste for socialism and trade unionism. Their
view was essentially feudal. The lower classes should
know their place in society, they thought. If the worker did
“know his place’, he achieved a certain nobility of his own
—a nobility won by hard work and submissiveness.

The worker, however, increasingly did not know his
place. The two-year-old Social Democrat Party won
500,000 votes in 1877. Just as Krupp was selling arms and

Above right: Friedrich Engels, a founder of German socialism.
Below right: Social D turn ble—leaders of the

party in the Reichstag. Bebel is seated in the centre with Wilhelm

Liebknecht behind him
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New social structures and
political theories

| further consequence of the years

rapid economic growth between
and 1870 was the transfor-
=tion of the agricultural and arti-
| working class of the Pre-
zrch period into an industrial pro-
szariat. This period also witnessed
1 beginning of urbanization. Jour-
seymen who could no longer hope
5 find a secure livelihood in their
es:  master-craftsmen  who
could no longer cope with increas-
ing industrial competition; and day-
=bourers increasingly sought jobs
the factories. The social misery of
working class was unspeak-
ble. Charity organizations were
st up to alleviate the most ex-
freme social hardship. At the same
“time, new socialist theories propa-
‘gating the destruction of capitalism
=5 the only way to liberate the
working class began o gain
ground.

“
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In the 1850s and 1860s, the grow-
ing industrial towns and cities drew
in labour from the immediately sur-
rounding regions. At the same
time, a massive wave of migration
from east to west set in. Agricultur-
al workers from east of the river
Elbe increasingly became a reser-
voir of labour for industry in the
Rhineland and Westphalia. The
German population grew from 35
million in 1850 to 42 million in
1871. In 1860, some 2.6 million
people lived in cities with more
than 100,000 inhabitants. Factory
buildings altered the face of towns
and cities, and the Ruhr region in
particular developed an industrial
landscape. Nevertheless, in 1873,
two thirds of the German popula-
tion still lived on the land.

The favourable economic climate
did nothing to ameliorate the plight
of the industrial working class.
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First and last pages
of a set of labour
regulations from the
time of the industri-
al revolution
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A week-day market
on Alexanderplatz
in Berlin around
1860

111126

A shanty town on
the outskirts of
Berlin around 1875

These workers, who were now
pouring into the town and cities,
lived in appaling housing condi-
tions. On the outskirts of Berlin
shanty towns grew up, and increas-
ing numbers of tenement blocks
were built where, in 1867, on aver-

age 6-7 people lived in one room.
An 18-hour working day, breadline
wages and child labour compound-
ed the misery of the industrial
working class.

The social groups threatened by the
process of industrialization set up

self-help organizations: Raiffeisen
founded rural loan societies;
Schulze-Delitzsch set up credit as-
sociations for small businesses; and
consumer associations, as well as
the first trade unions, came into be-
ing. The Protestant and Catholic
churches both ran charitable insti-
tutions for tradesmen and workers.
Kolping and Ketteler, Wichern and
Bodelschwingh all sought to find in
Christianity a remedy for the social
ills of the time. All these attempts
to alleviate the social consequences
of industrialization and capitalist
economics for certain sections of

the population were limited to im-
proving the existing order.

By contrast, Marx and Engels did
not view the workers as objects in
need of assistance. They were not
concerned with reformist improve-
ments but insisted that the system
of capitalist exploitation itself must
be destroyed in an act of self-liber-
ation by the working class, who
were its victims. Marx and Engels
had published the Manifesto of the
Communist Party in 1848, but only
now did it acquire any genuine sig-
nificance. The Manifesto ended
with the words: "Workers have
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IIl. The industrial revolution and the founding of the Empire

1111128, 129, 130
Karl Marx and
Friedrich Engels, the
authors of the Com-
munist Manifesto

nothing to lose but thejr chains.  of the proletari

They have a world to gain. Workers subjectRle goZI ?)L’:vaar?
of the world unite.” |n the 18505 torical
and 1860s Marx began to research  these fu
the.lav.vs and trends underlying the uncompleted worl
Capitalist mode of production in an first volume of
effort to prove that the revolution  1867.
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k Das Kapital, the
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3. Parties and associations

By transforming the face of society,
the industrial revolution also radi-
cally altered the political landscape.
Existing political groupings sought
to adapt to the new conditions and
to develop programmes which,
each proceeding from its specific
political viewpoint, offered solu-
tions to the problems of a nascent
industrial society. As social, reli-
gious and national tensions grew,
new parties also emerged. They
competed with the existing parties
and groupings, and shaped the po-
litical  system in  subsequent
decades. Despite the many merg-
ers, rifts and name changes, espe-
dially in the liberal camp, the party
system which evolved in the
decade before the founding of the
Empire remained largely intact until
the Empire's collapse in 1918.

The origins of social democracy

The industrial proletariat, whose
ranks swelled as industrialization
progressed, soon began to form in-
dependent organizations and to ar-
ticulate its political interests. The
first workers' associations, formed
in the wake of the Revolution of
1848, were suppressed during the
reactionary backlash. Nevertheless,
the founding of trade unions and
parties continued. In 1863, Ferdi-
nand Lassalle founded the General
German Workers' Association. He
called for universal suffrage and
the setting up of state-assisted pro-
duction cooperatives. In 1869, a
more  strongly  marxist-oriented
workers' party, the Social Democra-
tic Workers' Party (SDAP), was set
up by August Bebel and Wilhelm
Liebknecht. These two parties
merged in Gotha in 1875 to form a
unified German workers' party. At
first glance, it appeared that the
more radical "Marxists"  had

. The industrial revolution and the founding of the Empire

111131, 132
Ferdinand Lassalle
and the statute of
the General German
Workers' Associa-
tion of 1863
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gained the upper hand in the party.
However, its "Gotha Programme”
revealed that a whole range of
d "Lassallean” ideas had remained
m intact. The programme was there-
fore sharply criticized by Marx.

L
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The conservatives fought against
the social impact of the industrial
revolution from a very different an-
gle. They feared the dissolution of
the existing political and social or-
der and therefore aimed to estab-
lish a political system which was
both patriarchal and welfarist and
based on a hierarchy of social
groups. The conservatives fought
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against "progress” which they
viewed as an attack on the natural
God-given order of human life.
Their struggle against liberalism
was at the same time a struggle for
the preservation of the old order,
which they saw threatened by the
burgeoning power of the industrial
middle class. It was precisely those
groups whose political and eco-
nomic privileges were guaranteed
by the allegedly God-given order
who fought hardest to defend it:
aristocratic large landowners and
supporters of the Crown. They
fought against universal suffrage
and the removal of class barriers,
and for the restoration of the rights
of estate owners and the nobility.
Contemporary cartoons lampoon-
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111/134
Declaration of the
House of Hohen-
zollern for the
Prussian people
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142

The conference of
princes in Frankfurt
in 1863

rats set up the German Progressive
Party, which advocated a resolute
struggle for a parliamentary consti-
tutional state and a new social or-
der. For the first time, a Prussian
party also included a call for na-
tional unity in its programme.

A drift to the left among the Pruss-
ian middle class became evident at
the elections to the lower house of
parliament in 1861: while the con-
servative grouping gained only 14
seats, the Progressive Party won
109.

Following the refusal by this liberal
majority in the lower house to ap-
prove the funds needed for the re-
organization of the Prussian army,
the conflict over military reform be-
came a conflict over the constitu-
tion as the government and the
monarch refused to alter their
stance: they wanted the practical
dissolution of the Landwehr, a re-
serve militia set up as part of the
army reform introduced by the

Prussian war minister von Boyen
and very popular with the liberals,
and a mandatory three-year period
of military service followed by four
or five years of service in the re-
serve. In line with the Prussian
state's absolutist tradition, their ul-
timate aim was transform the army
into an instrument unconditionally
obedient to the Crown.

Bismark's hour came in the course
of this conflict: at the time Prussia's
envoy to Paris, he was appointed
prime minister, and, as a staunch
defender of the monarchist govern-
ment, used his superior political
skills to counter the demands of the
Progressive Party.

Before the lower house he de-
clared: "The Prussian Kingdom has
not yet completed its mission. It is
not yet ready to become a mere or-
nament for your constitutional
structure, nor is it yet ready to be-
come a simple cog in your parlia-
mentary machine.”
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Chapter 9 Bismarck and the Liberals

The German Empire which was proclaimed in 1871 was
enthusiastically supported by the majority of German Liberals,
since it went some way to meeting their political aims. A
strong, unified state of 40 million Germans had been created
in central Europe, in an area where, as recently as 1848, over
thirty separate states had existed. Bismarck’s achievement of
unification had gone a long way towards turning the Liberals
from being his fiercest enemies — as they had been in the
‘constitutional crisis” of 1861-63 — to being his firmest
allies. On the one hand, as the Chancellor’s policies became
increasingly successful, the Liberals found it dangerous for
their own popularity to oppose him. On the other hand, many
were now convinced that his ‘blood and iron’ solution had
been, after all, the only way to unify Germany.

The bulk of the Liberals took this as far as to indemnify
Bismarck for all his violations of the Constitution of Prussia
during the struggle for the re-organization of the Army; the
Chancellor was thus absolved of blame for his illegal acts at
that period. As early as 1867, the majority of German liberals
had shown that their liberalism was weaker than their nation-
alism, and indeed those who indemnified Bismarck adopted
the title of ‘National Liberals’ to distinguish themselves from
the minority, like Rudolf Virchow and the rump of the old
Progressive Party, who refused to forgive the Chancellor for his
violations of the Constitution. Heinrich von Sybel, an his-
torian and National Liberal, described the actitude of Virchow
over the indemnity bill in the Reichstag.

Virchow explained that he and his friends had known a
better way of leading to German unity than Bismarck’s,
namely, the way of freedom. But as things now stood, he

said, they were willing to sacrifice their wishes to Bismarck,
and were willing to support his foreign policy, but must so
much the more energetically defend constitutional rights.
As if Benedeck» in June would have allowed himself to be
deterred from marching upon Berlin by the fiery enthusiasm
of the Party of Progress for freedom!

Hamerow: The Age of Bismarck p. 84.

But even the Progressives accepted the annexations of 1867
and 1871, and were capable, on occasions, of co-operating
with the Chancellor. After the foundation of the Empire,
co-operation between Bismarck and the National Liberals grew
to such an extent that the period up to 1878 was known as the
‘Liberal Era’. Bismarck needed the Liberals, who were the
dominant party in the Reichstag, and he particularly wanted
their support to pass the legislation required for his scruggles
with the Catholic Church and the socialists (see Chapters 7
and 8). In addition, their emphasis on national unity fitted in
well with his own aims at this period. The new Empire was
beset by internal and external foes, and patriotism was a much
prized quality. The Liberals, in turn, warmed to the Chancel-
lor, who had achieved unification, who singled them out in
the Reichstag as his own party, and who more and more
appeared to be identifying with Liberal values. ‘My main aim
was to make the Germans a nation’, he was fond of repeating at
this time, and many Liberals took this, and other actions, at
their face value.

During the ‘Liberal Era’ Bismarck granted the middle
classes, in addition to unification, another slice of their

D The Austrian Commander.
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programme, that is, economic unification. Bismarck himself
was never very interested in economic matters. One story tells
how he entered a room in the Reichstag where a committee
was discussing a reform of weights and measures or some
similar issue. He went out shaking his head, and commented
that he failed to understand how intelligent men could get
heated about such a topic. But the Chancellor realized that to
solidify his alliance with the Liberals, he had to put into
operation economic measures which found acceptance with
them, and with their leaders. A unified national currency was
established for the German Empire, making trade much easier
inside Germany, and all internal tariffs were abolished. A
unified commercial law was introduced to cover the whole
country. Common postal, telegraph and communications
services replaced the multiplicity of systems which had existed
before 1867. All vestiges of guild control over industry and
restrictions on apprenticeship or the mobility of labour were
abolished. Finally, a national bank was established, and
Germany was put on the gold standard, partly thanks to the
inflow of gold associated with the French reparations.

Bismarck clearly hoped that, given national unification and
economic liberalization, the middle classes would rest satis-
fied, despite the fact that the constitution of the German State
was far from ‘democratic’ in the Liberal sense. The Chancellor
was the main inspiration behind the constitution of the
German Empire, as he was of the short-lived, earlier, North
German Confederation’s constitution, which was very similar.
The constitution of Germany has been accused of covering
absolutism with a democratic fig leaf, but it is important to
look at it in context. In 1867 no country in Europe had
universal suffrage, and Britain was the only one with a system
of parliamentary control over government ministers.

The constitution of the German Empire established a
Reichstag, or parliament, elected by universal male suffrage
(the lower age limit was twenty-five). The Reiclistag had
control over domestic matters, and its main source of power
as its ability to determine national taxation. Thus it could,

in theory, establish a stranglehold over the government by
refusing to pass the budget. Although the events of 1861-63
had shown that this was not a perfect safeguard, the Reichstag
did exert real power in the German Empire, and on several
occasions it threw out government proposals, or forced them to
be amended.

In addition to the Reichstag, there was a second chamber,
the Bundesrat, to which were sent representatives of the
various states, roughly in proportion to their population. Out
of a total of fifty-six Bundesrat members, Prussia had seven-
teen, and since any measure could be vetoed by fourteen
Bundesrat members, it was clear that Prussia was in real
control. Domination of the Bundesrat was essential for Bis-
marck, since for any law to be passed the consent of both
Reichstag and Bundesrat was essential. Bundesrat members
were nominated by their respective State governments, and
since the President of the Bundesrat was also the Imperial
Chancellor, (that is, Bismarck), it is clear that the latter could
prevent any Reichstag proposal he disapproved of ever becom-
ing law.

To compensate for their domination by Prussia at the
national level, each of the former States retained a large degree
of control over local affairs, for example education. This went
furthest in Bavaria, which was allowed to have its own postal
service, and even control over its own armed forces . . . in
peacetime only.

The head of the German government was the Imperial
Chancellor — a combination of Prime Minister, Home Secret-
ary and Foreign Secretary. In contrast to the system in Britain,
he was not chosen from the party which gained a majority of
members of parliament in an election: on the contrary, he was
appointed by the German Emperor, who was automatically the
King of Prussia. The Emperor also had a large degree of
power, which removed his actions from parliamentary influ-
ence. He was in charge of foreign policy, such as the making of
treaties, declaring war and so on; and in addition he was
commander in chief of the armed forces, which were outside 83
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Reichstag control. With a Prussian Emperor, a Prussian
Chancellor and a Prussian-dominated Bundesrat, Germany
was in many ways ‘prussified’, rather than unified.

The German Constitution of 1871 earned the strong
criticism of orthodox British liberal, Bertrand Russell, who, in
1896, described it as follows:

When I add that the Ministers, in fact as in theory, are
directly appointed by the Crown, that they are always
Conservative, whether they have a majority to back them
or not, and that there is thus no connecting link between
the popular assembly and the administration, it will
be seen that the powers of the people are reduced to a
minimum. . . .
The danger of war, the army, and the police, make this
constitution absolutely rigid and unalterable: there seems
no hope of amelioration, as some of the socialists themselves
assert, except from a second Jena. . ..? It must be
remembered also that trial by jury, the right of coalition,
freedom of speech and of the press, exists only in a very
limited degree.

Bertrand Russell: German Social Democracy p. 87.

Germany was in no way a parliamentary democracy after
1871. But the power the Reichstag exerted through its control

A facsimile of the anti-socialist law, in the Gothic script used in

Germany till quite recently. The cartoon shows Bismarck offering

some Liberal politicians a choice.

1. What ‘choice’ is being offered to them?

2. Has the cartoonist caught the relationship between Bismarck
and the Liberals?

@ A great Prussian defeat in the Napoleonic Wars




of the purse strings, and its ability to block legislation, meant
that it was a more important force in German politics than
many writers have argued. The extraordinary lengths Bis-
marck went to in order to secure Reichstags with a pro-
government majority illustrates this.

If the Liberals were to democratize Germany, as well as see
her unified, they needed to be resolute and consistent. A
Liberal majority in the Reichstag, fighting for democratic
principles, and particularly for parliamentary control over the
Army and ministerial appointment would have forced the Iron
Chancellor to choose between dictatorship and liberal demo-
cracy. But few liberals were keen on such a conflict, and felt
rather that they would gradually extend democratic principles,
through a piecemeal struggle.

The bourgeoisie was already the most powerful class
economically, and the Government had to defer to its
economic interests. The revolution of 1848 had transformed
the state into an outwardly constitutional form in which the
bourgeoisie could establish and extend its political domina-
tion. Despite this, the bourgeoisie was still far from
exercising real political power . . . the executive power was,
at most, dependent on them very indirectly . . . they could
neither appoint nor dismiss ministers, nor control the army.
.. . What was certain however, was that they had gradually
to destroy the Junkers economically and that they were the
only section of the propertied classes who had any hope of a
future.

Engels: The Role of Force in History, p. 92.

Despite the optimistic hope of most Liberals (and of their
socialist opponent Engels), that they would gradually overturn
the old order in Germany, this was not to be. The story of the
so-called ‘Liberal Era’ is one of how Bismarck used the Liberals
for his own ends, avoided a confrontation until he himself
desired one, and in general kept all the German political

parties at one another’s throats, stimulating their mutual fears
and suspicions. He had once said that people should be stuffed
with parliaments, like children are stuffed with sweets, till
they are sick of them. The next few years showed that he knew
how to force-feed the German public, until gradually they
sickened of parliamentary wrangling, and the Liberals in
particular declined in the public estimation.

Unlike Britain, where there were two parties, in Germany
there were several, from the extreme left to the far right. On
the right stood the Conservatives, who were Junker-
dominated. They drew their electoral support from the popu-
lation east of the Elbe, the area of the great Junker estates.
They had originally opposed Bismarck’s schemes for a united
Germany, identifying this with the liberalism they abhorred.
But in the period after 1871, they generally supported the
Chancellor. To their left stood the Centre Party (Zentrum)
founded in 1870 to defend the interest of Germany’s Catholic
minority; this party, initially the most anti-Bismarck, eventu-
ally arrived at a reconciliation with him (see Chapter 7). Then
came the National Liberals, the party of the bourgeoisie, or the
upper-middle classes, prepared to modify its liberalism in
pursuit of immediate ends, and led by politicians like Lasker
and Bennigsen. To the left of the National Liberals, stood the
Progressives, led by Virchow and Richter; this was a more
resolute liberal grouping, which drew its support from the
professional classes, like lawyers and scientists, as well as from
the lower-middle class. On the far left glowered the two
Socialist Parties, the Lassalleans and the Eisenachers, whose
hostility to the German Empire brought down upon them
Bismarck’s wrath. They were finally to unite in 1875 (see
Chapter 8). To complicate the matter still further there was a
sprinkling of Reichstag members representing the Poles,
Danes and Alsace-Lorrainers, who had been violently incorpo-
rated into the new Reich, and these were generally anti-
government. But in the 1870s the centre of the political stage
was held by the National Liberals, who were by far the largest
party in the Reichstag, who enjoyed the favour of the
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Chancellor, and who were confident that the future was theirs.
But Bismarck was aware of the weakness and irresolution of
the Liberals, and was able to outmanoeuvre them skilfully on
most occasions.

To pass the legislation necessary to wage the Kulturkampf,
the anti-Catholic struggle of the early 1870s, Bismarck needed
the support of the German liberal politicians, and this they
enthusiastically gave. Not only the National Liberals, but also
the Progressive Party, supported the fight against the Catholic
Church. Indeed, it was one of the most admirable of the old
liberals, Rudolf Virchow, who coined the term ‘Kultur-
kampf’, signifying that he thought Bismarck’s struggle was
one to defend the basis of civilization. But here the Liberals
showed regrettable short-sightedness. Though all liberals
opposed clericalism in politics, and the extravagant claims of
the Catholic Church, liberal beliefs emphasized rational argu-
ment and peaceful persuasion. To support the use of State
power to uproot the Catholics should have been unacceptable
to them. And few Liberals realized that Bismarck’s motives in
the struggle were quite different from their own; this only
became clear later, when he made a deal with the Papacy to
end it. Bismarck was no more a believer in modern civilization
and its liberal-scientific values than the Pope himself was. The
Liberals failed to realize that Bismarck himself was a far more
powerful enemy to the advance of liberal ideals in Germany
than was the Roman Catholic Church. There might have been
some excuse for the Liberals, had they used their support in the
Kulturkampf as a lever to force concessions from Bismarck, for
example, in limiting the power of the Bundesrat, or making
ministers more responsible to the Reichstag. But they did
none of this. They simply gave Bismarck their enthusiastic and
misguided support in this struggle, without strings, and
without gaining anything for liberalism except the unwelcome
opprobrium of having participated in a political and religious
witch-hunt.

Soon there arose another issue over which the Liberals had a
chance to fight for a more democratic Germany, but here again
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they bungled it. Bismarck and the Army chiefs wanted to fix
the military budget once and for all, to avoid the inconveni-
ence of coming to the Reichstag for yearly approval of military
expenditure. The Liberals saw this as a threat to the power of
the Reichstag and refused to pass the bill. In response
Bismarck was able to manipulate national fears by using the
press to orchestrate the so-called “War in Sight’ crisis (p. 93).
Feeling themselves out of favour with public opinion, and
confronted by Bismarck’s threat that he might repeat the
tactics of 1861—63, the National Liberals climbed down, and
agreed to a ‘compromise’ formula that fixed the military
budget for a period of seven years. This was quite long enough
to take the question of Army finances out of all parliamentary
control. The Progressives refused to vote for this ‘comprom-
ise’, which they denounced as a capitulation to militarism, and
struck a blow, although an ineffective one, for liberalism.
Bismarck was angered however, at the Liberals’ initial
refusal, rather than pleased at their eventual acceptance of his
proposals. Further squabbles followed which convinced him
that a new balance of forces was needed on the domestic scene.
In 1876, worried at the growth of socialism, Bismarck had
proposed to the Reichstag a bill giving the government wide
powers against ‘treasonable’ organizations and activities. Since
the bill was very loosely worded, the National Liberals felt that
they themselves might be subject to its provisions, and they
threw it out. However, this move only succeeded in further
alienating the Chancellor, without gaining the initiative in the
struggle for furcher reforms of a liberal nature. Later, in 1878,
the National Liberals again rejected Bismarck’s initial
attempts to pass an anti-socialist law. It was not that they
approved of socialism, far from it; but they felt, in true Liberal
fashion that rational argument, and the futility of socialist
activity, would discredit the movement more effectively.
Bismarck was furious at this new insubordination. His chance
to punish them came with the attempts on the Kaiser’s life in
1878. After the second of these — which Bismarck blamed on
the socialists — he exclaimed ‘Now I've got those rascals’!

When asked if he meant the socialists, he replied, ‘No, the
National Liberals’. Bismarck then called an election over the
issue, which resulted in a defeat for the liberal parties. In their
weakened state, the National Liberals voted for the second
anti-socialist law, but insisted that it run for a fixed period,
and not indefinitely. Only the Progressives refused to support
the government, though, in the Reichstag, Virchow made
clear his opposition to socialism:

The Social Democrat who purposively pursues his aims is
our enemy. . . . We must be independent of the govern-
ment above, and the masses below who threaten society.

G. Roth: The Social Democrats in Imperial Germany p. 144.

Nevertheless, the Liberals were achieving little, and at the
same time discrediting themselves by complicity in Bismarck’s
schemes.

The Liberals’ real chance for progress had already passed, the
previous year. Bismarck had wanted to introduce various
financial changes, and tried to strike a bargain with the
National Liberals, whose support he needed. In return for
agreement on the financial reforms, he offered a cabinet post to
Bennigsen, a prominent National Liberal, who would thus
have become the first Minister to be chosen from the dominant
Reichstag party. A vital precedent would thus have been
established. The catch was that chis offer was conditional on
the National Liberals voting to increase indirect taxation
(taxes on goods) which was in the hands of the Reichstag, but
which then became law, and was not voted on every year. The
National Liberals overplayed their hand, and announced that
in return for three cabinet seats, they would grant an increase
in indirect taxation. They felt that this would guarantee that
Bismarck was not just using them to gain his own ends.
Bismarck rejected their demands, and commented in 1879,
after his split with them:

And then the National Liberals were no politicians in the
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autumn of 1877 . . . I am represented as having disowned
them, while it was they who turned from me because I
could not be as liberal as they were. If their leaders had been
real politicians, they might have secured a great deal from
me then, and still more in the course of time. But the
maintainance of the party was of greater importance to them
than the prospect of practical benefic. . . . [ am opposed in
the Reichstag on all questions — obviously to prove that I
require the support of these gentlemen — in connection
with the tobacco monopoly . . . and the anti-socialist laws.

Busch: Secret Pages p. 355.

There were additional reasons prompting the Chancellor to
search for a political re-alignment in the later 1870s. He was
wearying of the Kulturkampf, which was popular with the
Liberals, and sought reconciliation with the Centre Party. He
had decided, too, that the time was ripe to move Germany on
a course towards protectionism in economic affairs. His
conversion to /laissez-faire economics had been rooted in his
desire for alliance with the Liberals rather than in conviction,
and it was short-lived. When the economic slump, which hit
Europe in 1873, led to severe depression in the German heavy
industries and agriculture, there were urgent calls for the
protection of German industry by import duties. Bismarck
knew that protection would be popular with the upper classes,
but his main motive for wishing to introduce import duties
was political. He realized that it would provide an important
source of revenue for the government, outside Reichstag
control. But the introduction of import duties would be
against all the cherished beliefs of the Liberals, and would
mean that the Chancellor would have to break with them.

However, a solution lay at hand. In the Reichstag elected in
1878, the Conservatives were much stronger, as was the
Centre Party; both parties were in favour of protection and
against ideas of free trade. In 1879, Bismarck introduced
proposals to raise import duties to a higher level than

protectionists were demanding, and on a wider range of goods,
chat is, a general rather than a specific tariff. Thes.e proposals
helped to swing many of the formerly liberal captains of heavy
industry behind Bismarck, and behind the Conservative Party,
which henceforth became the vehicle in Ggrfnany,. of t.he
‘political alliance of agrarians with the industrialists’, in Erich
Eyck’s apt phrase. The National Liberals were .themselves
divided over the issue, but enough voted with Blsfnarck for
che tariffs to pass the Reichstag. Bismarck once again showed
how he could steal the thunder of nationalism. Just as be .h:.ad
portrayed the national Liberals as ‘unpatriotiF’ for their initial
refusal to vote for a permanent Army budget in 1875, he_ could
do so again over their unwillingness to provl.de protection for
German industry in 1879. The tariff issue signified the final
k with the ‘Liberal Era’, and the beginning of Bismarck’s
period of reliance upon the Conservat.ives, which became
known as the ‘puttkammer Era’, taking the name of a
prominent right-wing politician. Henceforth Bismarck was to
hound the remainder of the Liberals as ‘enemies of the .l{elgh’.

The National Liberals themselves were split by.dlffgm}g
acticudes towards the waning Kulturkampf, the antx—sc_mahst
Jaws and the issue of protectionism. The more progressive left
wing broke away, feeling that the Natlona.l leerz.tls had
petrayed their ideals, and, in. 1880, combined with the
Progressives to form the ‘Freisinnig’ or Independent Party. But
the majority of German liberals felt that the attempt o
combine liberalism with support for Bismarck ha§ failed, and
¢hat it was folly to hope to defeat or outwit the ‘Iron
Chancellor’. Henceforth they made lictle effort to defend
liberal ideals, and continued on their path of abandomgg these
in pursuit of the national interest, as deﬁn.ed by. B{smarck
himself. Of all the campaigns waged against his mtern§1
enemies, that waged by Bismarck against the Ltber'ftls was his
most successful. It ensured that the Germap Empire was no
more democratic in 1890 than it had been in 1870.

brea

89







