Economic Nationalism and the Zollverein

The Zollverein is an example of economic nationalism. The Zollverein (so named in the 1830s) was basically a customs union formed by Prussia in 1818 so that the member states avoided paying taxes on goods transported between each other. By 1836, the Zollverein included 25 German states with a total of 26 million people. The economies of these states were linked to Prussia’s and they accepted Prussian economic leadership. Austria decided not to join this customs union and this left her isolated and weakened her control.

Economic factors were of greater importance to the story of German Nationalism before 1848 than political or cultural factors because the Karslbad Decrees suppressed any political nationalism and not everybody thought cultural nationalism a vital part of their lives.

The Zollverein was important because:

i) It was a major reason why Prussia became the most powerful German state. Without the Zollverein, Prussia would not have had the muscle to defeat the power of Austria;

ii) As Prussia’s economic strength grew, she became a challenger to Austria for influence over the German states. Thus Austria was excluded economically from the German states long before it was excluded politically;

iii) It was a prototype of what would happen later – a ‘united Germany’ under Prussian control that excluded Austria.

The Zollverein did not just help trade, it also helped Nationalism to spread. As trade increased, ideas spread and different states realised that they benefited from closer contact with each other. The Zollverein hadn’t intended to promote unification, but it did. As industrialisation increased, so too did the wealth of the middle-class. They now wanted a stronger voice in politics. 

Improved transportation also contributed to this economic nationalism. As more Germans travelled on better roads and railways, they became more aware of their common identity. Town and country were brought closer together.

