Higher Course

The Birth of Nationalism in Germany

In the Higher course, pupils need to know the reasons for the growth of national consciousness in Europe in the early 19th century. They also need to know the reasons for the emergence of Germany as a nation state. 

Overview: In 1800, the territory that was to become the German Empire (1871-1918) was made up of 200-300 separate states. In 1806, the French Emperor, Napoleon Bonaparte, joined these German states into 38 larger states, some of which formed the Confederation of the Rhine.

Nationalism: is the belief that belonging to a nation is more important than belonging to a town, province, class, social group or religious group, and that the nation should do everything in its power to defend its interests and identity.

Where did this nationalism come from in the early 19th century?

· 16th century Renaissance and Reformation: the church was losing its influence and people were becoming more educated. Hence, they wanted more say in how their country was run and they were less willing to put up with inequality.

· The American(1770s) and French(1789) Revolutions. The success of both of these revolutions in overthrowing oppressors encouraged the rise in liberalism. Liberals wanted governments to represent the people and respect individual rights.

·  The French Revolutionary wars, 1799-1815: Germany and Napoleon. The area which was to form the German Empire in fact consisted of over 200 small states - the only ones of any size were Prussia and Austria. These states were part of the Holy Roman Empire.

In 1806, during the French Revolutionary Wars, Napoleon dissolved the Holy Roman Empire by reorganising these small states into 38 larger ones and establishing the Confederation of the Rhine, which was made up of 16 German states. These new larger states had some independence but were ultimately under French control.

Napoleon was trying to create a stronger German state, not a unified one. He wanted some protection from his enemies and he wanted the river Rhine to be strong border against France’s enemies.

The result of Napoleon’s actions was to unite these German states in a common feeling of resentment against them, for example in the 1813 ‘War of Liberation’. So some historians view Napoleon’s actions as the catalyst for nationalistic feelings. Other historians argue that before 1815, there was almost no national ‘German’ resistance to Napoleon.

In summary:

· Napoleon dissolved the Holy Roman Empire by reorganising small states into 38 larger ones and establishing the Confederation of the Rhine.

· He wanted some protection from his enemies and he wanted the river Rhine to be a strong border against France’s enemies.

· Napoleon’s actions was to unite these German states in a common feeling of resentment against them.

