Metternich, the Karlsbad Decrees and Cultural Nationalism

Overview:

After 1815, Metternich became worried about the growth of student societies, many of which supported Liberalism and Nationalism. The Karlsbad Decrees of 1819 tried to stop the spread of new ideas. At the same time, many Germans began to think in a more nationalist way and became more interested in their common culture. This was called Cultural Nationalism

Karlsbad Decrees

After 1815 many students criticised Metternich’s power and embraced nationalism. The students went around the universities spreading their ideas. Metternich’s effigy was burned at a festival and he became worried about these nationalist and liberal ideas spreading and weakening Austria’s power. In 1819, the Karlsbad Decrees, passed by the Diet of the German Confederation, banned student societies and censored newspapers. Metternich may have driven these societies underground but their will was strengthened.

Cultural Nationalism

German poets, authors and composers, for example the brothers Grimm and Beethoven, were beginning to encourage feelings of national pride in the German states through their work. There was little that Metternich could do about this. One important academic, Johann Fichte who was the head of the University of Berlin up to his death in1818, spoke about how Germans should recognise a broad national identity. He called Germany the ‘Fatherland’ and spoke about Germans living without interference from foreign powers. Fichte’s prominent position in Germany meant his statements were influential. However, it is important to remember that the impact of this cultural nationalism was largely limited to educated Germans.

