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European and world history

Chapter 4
Germany, 1815–1939

An evaluation of the reasons 
for the growth of nationalism 
in Germany, 1815–50
Part 1 of ‘Germany, 1815–1939’ asks you to evaluate the reasons for the 
growth of nationalism in Germany, 1815–50.

In other words, you will be asked why nationalism grew in Germany 
between 1815 and 1850 and you will be expected to comment on the 
importance of each of the reasons.

To be successful in this section you must be able to:
★ describe how the German states were divided in 1815
★ explain why nationalism and liberalism became popular ideas after 

1815
★ describe what is meant by cultural, economic and political 

nationalism
★ explain why Prussia was becoming such an important German state 

in and after 1815. 

What you should know 

In 1800 ‘Germany’ did not exist. It was a collection of over 300 separate 
states, each with their own interests and jealousies. Before 1815 Germany 
had been carved up by Napoleon, the North Sea coast being incorporated 
into France itself, and the Confederation of the Rhine set up as a puppet 
state. Divided, the German states could not defend their own territory.

Context !

The following factors and linked knowledge points are all relevant and 
could be used in an answer on this issue, but remember to always link 
your information to the question asked.

This question only asks 
about the reasons for the 
growth of nationalism in 
Germany. Be aware that 
the first three parts of this 
section all ask about roughly 
the same time period so 
make sure you answer the 
question that is asked. For 
example, it is not relevant in 
this answer to write about 
how Austria was against 
nationalism. That is 
relevant in another section 
but not this one that only 
looks for positive reasons 
why nationalism grew.

Hints & tips �

Although it is true that a 
united Germany did not 
exist until 1871 it is 
perfectly okay in your 
answers to refer to the 
German states as Germany 
before 1871.

Hints & tips �

Section 2 – European and  
world history

452428_04_HTP_History_CfE_2ed_050-070.indd   50 12/3/18   12:42 PM

dra
ft m

ate
ria

l



51

Germany, 1815–1939

Burschenschaften – student unions which were supporters of national and 
liberal ideas. Student members travelled around German universities 
spreading nationalist ideas.

Congress of Vienna – the meeting of Great Powers in 1815 which redrew 
the map of Europe and increased the power of Prussia.

Liberalism – supporters wanted a new, fairer political system based upon an 
elected parliament.

Nationalism/Nationalist – German nationalism was the desire for an 
independent, united Germany and nationalists supported that idea.

Prussia – the largest German state in the Confederation apart from Austria.
Zollverein – a trading and economic union of states with Prussia at its heart. 

Key words

Economic factors
After 1815 urbanisation and industrialisation of the German states began 
to grow. Middle-class businessmen called for a more united market to 
enable them to compete with foreign countries.

Prussian economic expansion was important, especially the drift in power 
away from Austria and towards Prussia as the latter began to build on 
rich resources such as coal and iron deposits.

Prussia’s gain of territory on the River Rhine after 1815 meant it had good 
reason to reach an agreement with neighbours to ensure relatively free 
travel of goods and people between its lands in the east and the west. 

Businessmen complained that tax burdens were holding back economic 
development. Prussia created a large free-trade area within Prussia herself 
which aided the needs of businessmen.

Railway and road development was also important. After the 1830s 
the development of railways and roads ended the isolation of German 
states from each other. This enabled the transport and exploitation of 
German natural resources. Economic co-operation between German 
states encouraged those seeking a political solution to the issue of 
German unity.

The Zollverein
The Zollverein has been called the ‘mighty lever’ of German unification 
by the historian William Carr. By 1836, 25 of the 39 German states had 
joined this economic free-trade area (Austria was excluded).

Members of the union voluntarily restricted their own independence 
(even if only in their own selfish interests) to allow for economic gain 
through joining the Prussian-led customs union. German nationalists in 
the late 1830s saw it as a step towards a wider political union.

Cultural factors
The main unifying force was language – 25 million Germans spoke the 
same language and shared the same culture and literature. 
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European and world history

Writers and thinkers (for example Fichte, Goethe, Brothers Grimm) 
encouraged the growth of a German consciousness.

After 1815 nationalist feelings were first expressed in universities. Before 1815 
there was the growth of a student movement called the Burschenschaften 
dedicated to driving the French from German soil. It continued as a focus 
for nationalist ideas after 1815 and led to the Hambacher Fest and student 
demonstrations but little was accomplished by the students.

Military weakness
Germany had been used as a recruiting ground by Napoleon: Germans 
had died to protect France. Even the new enlarged German states after 
the defeat of Napoleon would be powerless, with the exception of 
Prussia, to prevent a revived France doing the same again. 

Effects of the French Revolution and 
Napoleonic Wars
Many Germans argued that Napoleon and France had been able to 
conquer German states before 1815 due to their division as separate, 
self-governing territories. German princes had stirred national feeling to 
help raise armies to drive out the French, aiding the sense of a common 
German identity with common goals. 

Meanwhile the ideas of the French Revolution (liberty, equality and 
fairness) appealed to the middle classes in the German states. In short, the 
occupation of the French was hated but their ideas began to take root.

Role of the liberals
Many liberals – people who wanted changes in the way that they were 
governed – were middle class and also receptive to nationalist ideas. The 1848 
revolutions in Germany raised consciousness greatly even though they failed.

1 How important were cultural factors in the growth of national 
feeling in Germany between 1815 and 1850? (22 marks)

2 How important were economic factors in the growth of 
nationalism in Germany, 1815–50? (22 marks)

For practice

An assessment of the degree 
of growth of nationalism in 
Germany, up to 1850
Part 2 of ‘Germany, 1815–1939’ asks you to assess the degree of growth of 
nationalism in Germany, up to 1850.

In other words, you must judge how much nationalism really grew in 
Germany between 1815 and 1850.

s

The Brothers Grimm 
– they wrote stories 
about Germany’s past. 
Although these were 
described as fairy 
stories they always 
had a German theme 
running through 
them.

Ludwig van Beethoven 
– hugely influential 
German composer in 
the early nineteenth 
century. His work 
was an inspiration for 
other Germans.

Napoleon I – Emperor of 
France, he conquered 
most of Europe before 
his defeat in 1815.

Johann Fichte – head of 
Berlin University, he 
encouraged Germans 
to think of a united 
Germany as their 
fatherland.

Key people
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Germany, 1815–1939

Golo Mann – a recent historian who argues that cultural nationalism was 
not as important as some other historians argue because most Germans 
‘seldom looked up from the plough’. They were mostly illiterate and more 
concerned with daily concerns of having enough food to eat without 
even knowing that composers such as Beethoven existed. 

King Frederick William of Prussia – nationalists offered him the crown of 
a united Germany but Frederick William was more interested in personal 
survival. At first Frederick William accepted the leadership of the new 
Germany and wrapped himself in the new German flag, but months later 
he tried to set up the Erfurt Parliament which would make Prussia the 
dominant state. When Austria recovered Frederick William was forced to 
back down at Olmütz.

Klemens von Metternich – Chancellor of Austria who opposed 
nationalism. He referred to new ideas as ‘dark forces’.

Schwarzenberg – after Metternich was forced to flee in the 1848 
revolutions, Prince Schwarzenberg became the new Austrian Chancellor.

Key people

Historian David Thomson wrote that ‘Napoleon brought liberalism by 
design but nationalism by inadvertence’. He meant that Napoleon was 
happy for new ideas (liberalism) to spread in the states he conquered. 
That suited Napoleon’s plans. What Napoleon did not intend was that the 
invading French armies became a common enemy that united German 
states against the invader and so gave the separate states the idea that 
together they could be a stronger force. The idea of a united Germany in 
the future was supported by nationalists such as Fichte who wrote about 
a German fatherland where all the peoples were united by a common 
language and culture. By 1850 those ideas had not yet found a home in a 
united Germany. In fact, had any progress been made towards that aim?

Context !

To be successful in this section you must be able to:
★ describe what had been achieved by nationalists in Germany by 

1850 and explain why the political achievements of the nationalists 
by 1850 were limited and unlikely to last long

★ describe how the Zollverein was called by later historians ‘a 
prototype [early example] of Kleindeutschland’

★ explain why the Zollverein – and economic nationalism – was a 
more successful example of nationalist progress than any attempts 
at political nationalism

★ describe what Austria did to counter the rise of nationalism
★ explain why Austria was so against any nationalist growth in the 

German states
★ explain why nationalism seemed ‘dead’ by 1850.

What you should know 

This is not a question 
about why nationalism 
grew. That was part 1. 
This is a question about 
what happened in 
Germany between 1815 
and 1850 which shows 
that nationalism was 
growing. Be careful that 
you answer the exact 
question that is asked.

Hints & tips �
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European and world history

This question asks you to 
‘assess the degree of 
growth of nationalism’ so it 
would be quite appropriate 
to include in your answer 
examples of nationalism 
spreading, but also to 
balance those positive 
moves by providing 
information which shows 
that the spread of 
nationalism was limited by 
various factors.

Hints & tips �
The following factors and linked knowledge points are all relevant and 
could be used in an answer on this issue, but remember to always link 
your information to the question.

Signs of growing nationalism
To encourage trade Prussia formed a customs union in 1818 that by the 
1830s was called the Zollverein; the Zollverein helped nationalist ideas to 
spread.

Nationalist ideas were spread by philosophers, historians, poets and 
dramatists who influenced the literate middle classes and especially 
students. The Burschenschaften movement spread nationalist ideas and 
meetings/demonstrations in favour of nationalism happened at Wartburg 
in 1817 and Hamburg in 1832.

Fichte described ‘Germany’ as the fatherland where all people spoke the same 
language and sang the same songs and that encouraged Young Germany 
in 1833 and the Rhine Movement in 1840. German poets and authors, such 
as the Grimm brothers, and composers such as Beethoven, encouraged 
feelings of national pride in the German states. In 1830 anti-French feelings 
were revived by a song called ‘The Watch on the Rhine’ and festivals such as 
Hambach in 1832 encouraged nationalist feelings.

In the 1840s trade depression, unemployment and high food prices 
because of bad harvests led to revolutions throughout Europe. In the 
German Confederation nationalists and liberals saw their chance. 
The rulers of the small states fled; elections were held for a national 
convention to meet at Frankfurt to create a united Germany. 

Limits to the growth of nationalism
In 1815 the Austrian Chancellor Metternich became worried about the 
growth of liberal and nationalist student societies. 

In 1819 the Carlsbad Decrees banned student societies and censored 
newspapers. 

The following year the power of the German Diet was increased so that 
soldiers could be ordered to stop the spread of new ideas in any of the 
German states. 

Nationalism attracted mainly the educated middle classes and most 
Germans had little desire to see a united Germany. 

The Frankfurt Parliament failed to produce any progress towards nationalism. 
Nationalists could not agree on the size of a new Germany – should it include 
Austria and Prussia’s Polish possessions? Nor could they agree whether it 
should it be governed by a king or be a republic – or a mixture of both. 

Frederick William, King of Prussia, failed to provide leadership for the 
new Germany and refused a ‘crown from the gutter’. When he tried to 
increase Prussian power to exclude Austria from the Confederation in the 
Erfurt Parliament, the new Austrian Chancellor Schwarzenberg said, ‘We 
shall not be forced out of Germany.’

German Confederation/
Diet/Assembly – the 
reorganisation of 
German states after 
1815 which replaced 
the Confederation of 
the Rhine.

Key words
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Germany, 1815–1939

In 1850 the Treaty of Olmütz signalled the triumph of Austria and 
humiliation of Prussia. At Olmütz it was agreed to return to the 
constitution of 1815. German nationalism seemed to be dead.

3 ‘By 1850 political nationalism had made little progress in Germany.’ 
How valid is this view? (22 marks)

4 To what extent was there a real growth in German nationalism up 
to 1850? (22 marks)

For practice

An evaluation of the obstacles 
to German unification, 1815–50 
Part 3 of ‘Germany, 1815–1939’ asks you to evaluate the obstacles to 
German unification, 1815–50. 

In other words, describe and then judge how important the various 
reasons were that made progress towards a united Germany almost 
impossible between 1815 and 1850.

To be successful in this section you must be able to:
★ describe the problems that German nationalism faced before 1850 

and explain why those problems were obstacles to nationalism
★ be able to describe the various groups or personalities who were 

against nationalism and be able to explain the reasons why those 
groups were against nationalism

★ describe any actions or events which made moves towards 
nationalism difficult and explain why.

What you should know 

The states within ‘Germany’ had traditionally been ruled by the Emperor 
of Austria and after 1815 that continued with Austria being given the 
chairmanship of the Bund (German Confederation). Austrian Chancellor 
Metternich’s main aim was to oppose liberalism and nationalism. Austrian 
opposition was a major obstacle on the path towards German nationalism 
but there were many more, some more serious than others. 

Context !

The following factors and linked knowledge points are all relevant and 
could be used in an answer on this issue, but remember to always link 
your information to the question asked.

s

The vocabulary you must 
know and the names 
you should know for 
this section are the 
same as for part 2 
apart from:

Kleindeutschland – 
literally ‘small Germany’. 
Supporters of this 
idea wanted a united 
Germany that did not 
include Austria.

Grossdeutschland – 
literally ‘big Germany’. 
Supporters of this idea 
wanted to include 
Austria within a new 
united Germany.

Obstacles – difficulties 
or problems that stop 
something happening 
or delay progress 
towards something.

Key words
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European and world history

Obstacle 1 – nationalists were divided 
among themselves
Liberal nationalists wanted a united Germany to have a liberal 
constitution that would guarantee the rights of citizens. 

Cultural nationalists believed that unity was more important than 
individual rights and that what mattered was the preservation of German 
identity and culture. 

Economic nationalists wanted unity to remove the trade barriers between 
states to allow economic growth and prosperity.

Nationalists were also divided over which territory should be included 
in any united Germany – Grossdeutschland (including Austria) or 
Kleindeutschland (excluding Austria).

Obstacle 2 – the failure of the Frankfurt 
Parliament 
The Frankfurt Parliament revealed a lack of clear aims and it had no 
power to enforce its decisions. The parliament lacked decisive leadership 
and there were serious divisions among the ‘revolutionaries’ regarding 
aims and objectives.

Nationalists could not agree on whether a new Germany should include 
Austria and Prussia’s Polish possessions. Should it be governed by a king 
or be a republic or a mixture of both? 

Frederick William, King of Prussia, tried to take advantage of the defeat 
of the 1848 revolution to increase Prussian power to exclude Austria 
from the Confederation but the Treaty of Olmütz in 1850 signalled 
the triumph of Austria and humiliation of Prussia. German nationalism 
seemed to be dead.

Obstacle 3 – Austrian opposition
One-fifth of the population of the Austrian Empire were German. The 
Austrian Emperor feared nationalism would encourage them to break 
away and join Germany; this would leave Austria weaker and cause other 
national groups in the empire to demand their independence.

Austrian Chancellor Metternich’s main aim was to oppose liberalism and 
nationalism. He used diplomacy, threats of force and press censorship. 
The Carlsbad Decrees and the Six Articles were examples of Austrian 
repression.

Smaller German states were in fear of the power and position of the 
Austrian Empire which remained strong until the 1850s. 

Obstacle 4 – German princes
The leaders of the German states also obstructed unification. They were 
protective of their individual power and wanted to maintain the status 

This section of the syllabus 
is really part of a set of 
three parts which make 
up the first three ‘issues’ 
in the syllabus. The first 
part asks about why 
nationalism grew after 
1815, the second part asks 
how successfully 
nationalism grew after 
1815 and this third part 
asks about the reasons 
why nationalism did not 
achieve German unity by 
1850. Be careful to answer 
the question asked.

Hints & tips �
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