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ABSTRACT
Ph.D. dissertation at the University of Gothenburg, Sweden, 2017

Title: Revolution and Revelation: Theology in the Political Thought of Friedrich Julius 
Stahl, Wilhelm Weitling, and Karl Theodor Welcker. Author: Anton Jansson. Lan-
guage: English Department: Department of Literature, History of Ideas, and Reli-
gion, University of Gothenburg, Box 200, SE 405 30 Göteborg. Series: Avhandlingar 
framlagda vid Institutionen för litteratur, idéhistoria och religion, Göteborgs universi-
tet, nr 48, ISBN 978-91-88348-80-7

This dissertation deals with the political thought of three authors of the Vormärz era 
in Germany: the liberal Karl Theodor Welcker, the socialist Wilhelm Weitling, and the 
conservative Friedrich Julius Stahl, who were all central in the early formation of the 
modern political ideologies in Germany, in the decades leading up to the revolutionary 
year of 1848.

The thesis proceeds from a critical discussion about how religion has been unsatis-
factorily treated in much intellectual history, something also witnessed in research on 
Weitling, Stahl, and Welcker. The aim here is to deepen the understanding of the early 
evolution of the modern political ideologies in Germany, by investigating the intersec-
tion of political thought and Christian theology in the works of three leading thinkers 
of the time.

The approach taken in this study is a contextually informed historical semantics, a 
text explication based on certain key concepts. Each thematic chapter proceeds from 
concepts dealing with crucial political topics important to the political thought of the 
period between the revolutionary years of 1789 and 1848. These topics are headlined 
as Religion, Society and History.

This reading of Welcker, Stahl, and Weitling shows, first, that theological dimen-
sions made up an important part in the discussions about and formulations of the 
meanings of central political concepts of the era, such as liberty and equality; second, 
that there was a prevalence of what we mainly recognize as theological concepts, such 
as revelation and the Kingdom of God in political debates; and third, that there was an 
intense political struggle around the very meaning of Christianity itself, connected to 
politics and to the state. 

The early development of the political ideologies should thus not be interpreted as 
a secular endeavor or a struggle where some were for and others against Christianity. In 
this Vormärz context, the case was rather that political thinkers tried to formulate their 
own vision of Christianity and public order. Concisely put, Welcker’s Christian order 
was one of individual moral autonomy, Stahl’s one of revealed divine authority, and 
Weitling’s one of revolutionary earthly material equality. While the political thought of 
modernity has often been conceived as standing in a dichotomous relation to religion, 
this study points to the need not to neglect, separate, or teleologically interpret religion, 
but to write an intellectual history which deals with religious and political thought as 
interacting and intersecting.

Keywords: Friedrich Julius Stahl, Wilhelm Weitling, Karl Theodor Welcker, religion 
and politics, political theology, political ideologies, Vormärz, nineteenth-century Ger-
many, intellectual history, history of political thought, history of ideas, historical se-
mantics.
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1.  
INTRODUCTION

Initiation
When Friedrich Julius Stahl (1802-1861), politician and professor of law, held a 
speech commemorating the recently deceased Prussian King Friedrich Wilhelm 
IV, he underlined how the monarch whom Stahl had supported and worked 
for had “unfurled the banner of faith and right” against the “negating, lying 
spirit of the times—whether it be called revolution, rationalism and liberalism, 
civilization, or the ideas of 1789.”1 The conservative Stahl thus positioned him-
self and the admired King as the upholders of Christian faith and order facing 
those who challenged this order. Such narratives, evoked in a specific political 
situation in the nineteenth century, telling that on one side there is the old and 
religious and on the other there is the new and anti-religious, is in line with how 
this time and modernity in general have been viewed up until today. However, 
this narrative is not true on all levels. Stahl, like his political opponents in the 
earlier parts of the nineteenth century, was conditioned by the political situation 
in the German post-1789 reality. And Stahl’s opponents, just like him, were 
also conditioned by the Christian culture and the Christian public life in which 
they lived, and had to interpret the political-social situation and formulate their 
political thought within a Christian framework, with a Christian language. And 
to fully understand how political thought was formulated at this decisive time 
when the modern political ideologies developed, the entanglements and inter-
sections that political thought had with Christian theology thus need to be taken 
into consideration. This is what this thesis aims to achieve, and it aims to do so 

1 The quotation from the speech, held in 1861, is to be found in Hermann Wagener, Die Politik 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV, Berlin: Verlag und Antiquariat R. Pohl, 1883, p. 25. I have here used the 
translation of the quotation from Christopher Clark, The Politics of Conversion: Missionary Prot-
estantism and the Jews in Prussia, 1728–1941, Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1995, p. 172. 
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by positing the conservative Friedrich Julius Stahl alongside two contemporary 
political authors of different political positions: the liberal Karl Theodor Welcker 
(1790–1869) and the socialist or communist Wilhelm Weitling (1808–1871). 
Instead of thinking that they were part of a secular endeavor, or that conservatives 
such as Stahl were the only ones who struggled for Christianity and political 
order, the political thought of these three authors will have to be considered as 
being three struggles for Christianity and political order, albeit political orders 
and Christianities of different variants.

The time in which these authors were three main champions of their ideo-
logical positions in Germany was the period that is known as the Vormärz, the 
decades before the March revolution of 1848, which in retrospective periodizations 
ended a longer revolutionary era between 1789 and 1848.2 And this specific time 
was conditioned, as Stahl’s quotation asserted, by what had happened west of 
the German lands a few decades earlier. During the first half of the nineteenth 
century the French Revolution was held as a singular event in the history of 
mankind, not least in Germany. The liberal scholar Karl von Rotteck, for in-
stance, wrote in his immensely popular Allgemeine Weltgeschichte that there is 
“no greater event in world history, hardly any event of equal greatness, than the 
French Revolution.”3 

This dissertation is not a study of the French Revolution, or even directly 
about the German reception of this revolution. But it is a study of the political 
thought in Germany in a period that was thoroughly affected by and struggling 
with the legacy of the French Revolution and the break with the old order of 
Europe, what came to be known during the revolutionary process as the Ancien 
Régime. The revolution was not solely relevant to France, but the “echoes of the 
Marseillaise” sounded strongly in Germany, where intellectuals battled with 
its historical and political consequences.4 So, the French Revolution and the 
revolutionary legacy, and its challenges to theorizations of society, religion, and 
history, will serve as a starting point for characterizing the political situation to 
which Welcker, Weitling, and Stahl responded.

2 Vormärz is the main period of interest of this study, and I use a shorter classification of this era, 
which means that what I refer to as Vormärz is the time between the revolutionary years 1830 
and 1848. More on Vormärz and the revolutionary era in the coming chapter.

3 Karl von Rotteck, Allgemeine Weltgeschichte für alle Stände, von den frühesten Zeiten bis zum Jahr 
1840. Dritter band., Stuttgart: Scheible, Rieger & Sattler, 1846, p. 3. “Keine größere, ja kaum 
eine gleich große Begebenheit in der Weltgeschichte, als die französische Revolution.”

4 Eric J. Hobsbawm, Echoes of the Marseillaise: Two Centuries Look Back on the French Revolution, 
London: Verso, 1990; Horst Günther, ed., Die Französische Revolution: Berichte und Deutungen 
deutscher Schriftsteller und Historiker, Frankfurt am Main: Deutscher Klassiker Verlag, 1985; 
Jonathan Sperber, “The Atlantic Revolutions in the German Lands, 1776–1849,” in The Oxford 
Handbook of Modern German History, ed. Helmut Walser Smith, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2011.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

3

The revolutionary break with the Ancien Régime and the abolition of the mon-
archy, feudal privileges and the existing church-state relations, meant a huge 
reorientation in how society was imagined, and how political legitimacy could 
be founded. Liberty and equality were the rallying cries of the time; notions of 
democracy, republicanism, human rights, equal citizenship, a sovereign people, 
freedom of religion, equality between the sexes were proclaimed, and these in 
one way or another all had to do with how to imagine and construct the relation 
between the individual human being and the society to which she or he belonged. 
To this added that during the French Revolution there were conscious attempts 
to abolish the existing Christian religion, which must be seen as an event of 
enormous magnitude in the history of the Christian West. The intensity of the 
revolutionary changes also ties in to an important theme of social and political 
thought of the coming century, namely, the experience and ordering of time, 
and man’s action in time, in shaping his own history. In short: revolution turned 
on its head man’s relation to society, to religion, and on an even grander scale, 
his relation to history, and opened up, even forced, intellectuals to relate to and 
theorize about these foundational aspects of people’s lives in new ways. And 
this was the situation in which modern political thought and modern political 
ideologies took form.5

Since the revolutionary era, modernity, characterized not only by political, 
but also by large-scale industrial and consequently social revolutions, has had 
as significant ideational features the “big three” modern political ideologies: 
conservatism, liberalism, and socialism or communism.6 These traditions of 
thought, which naturally have developed and changed throughout their history, 
can also be said to have their roots in the French Revolution, although they were 
really conceptualized in the nineteenth century.7 

5 About the legacies, see for example a recent chapter by Jennifer Ngaire Heuer, who without denying 
the enormously important legacy critically discusses it and the difficulties of measuring the legacies 
of an event such as the French Revolution. Jennifer Ngaire Heuer, “Did Everything Change? 
Rethinking Revolutionary Legacies,” in The Oxford Handbook of the French Revolution, ed. David 
Andress, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015. See also: David A. Bell, “Global Conceptual 
Legacies,” in The Oxford Handbook of the French Revolution, ed. David Andress, Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2015; Lynn Hunt, “The World We Have Gained: The Future of the French 
Revolution,” American Historical Review 108, no. 1, 2003; Hobsbawm, Echoes of the Marseillaise.

6 The expression the “big three” comes from Bo Stråth, “Ideology and History,” Journal of Political 
Ideologies 11, no. 1, 2006, p. 27. Of course, the very term ideology was also born during the 
revolution. See for example Jorge Larrain, The Concept of Ideology, London: Hutchinson, 1979; 
Bo Stråth, “Ideology and Conceptual History,” in The Oxford Handbook of Political Ideologies, ed. 
Michael Freeden, Lyman Tower Sargent, and Marc Stears, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013.

7 Two of the foundational texts of modern conservatism were responses to the revolutionary expe-
rience, which however transcended their specific contexts, namely, Edmund Burke’s Reflections 
on the Revolution in France and Joseph de Maistres’ Considérations sur la France. The abolition of 
privilege and the Declaration of the Rights of Man and of the Citizen in 1789 are often portrayed 
as foundational for liberalism. And inspiration for socialists and communists were there in the 
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The authors whose texts will be treated in this thesis were all important contribu-
tors to this early development in Germany. Friedrich Julius Stahl was a professor 
of law, a conservative politician, and author of one of the main theoretical works 
of conservatism in the nineteenth century. As mentioned above, he was later in 
his life based in Prussia, in Berlin, but he originated from Bavaria, where he also 
spent large chunks of his career. Karl Theodor Welcker was a liberal publicist, 
theorist, and politician, who held academic positions throughout Germany before 
settling in Freiburg im Breisgau, although he was banned from his professorship 
there for some time. He was a member of both the parliament in Baden and 
the revolutionary parliament of Frankfurt in 1848, and participated in writing 
in and publishing liberal journals and a liberal encyclopedia, the Staatslexikon, 
central to the liberalism of this time. Wilhelm Weitling was the most profiled 
German communist leader and writer in pre-Marxian times, being responsible 
for the first manifesto of the exile German communist organization Bund der 
Gerechten (League of the Just), which later developed into Bund der Kommunisten 
(the Communist League). These authors were key exponents of three different 
political positions, and main characters in the early development of the modern 
political ideologies in their time, something which will be shown when they are 
further introduced in the subsequent chapter. Explicating their texts will thus 
paint a picture of the landscape of political thought in the revolutionary era and 
Vormärz Germany, and the early history of the political ideologies in Germany.

Aim

I claim that in order to gain a thorough understanding of Friedrich Julius 
Stahl, Karl Theodor Welcker, and Wilhelm Weitling, and with them, German 
political thought in the revolutionary era and Vormärz, one needs to take into 
account Christian theology, its deeper traditions as well as contemporary conflict 
lines. The aim of this thesis is thus to deepen the understanding of the early 
evolution of the modern political ideologies in Germany, by showing how pro-
foundly political thought intersected or was entangled with Christian theology, 
and how the language of the latter mattered and was integral to how political 
thought was formulated during this decisive era. What will be performed in the 

various forms of trying to introduce a radically just and equal society, notably Gracchus Babeuf 
and the Conjuration des Égaux (Conspiracy of Equals), an inspiration not only to Karl Marx and 
Friedrich Engels, but to many socialists throughout the nineteenth century. See chapter 2 in G. 
D. H. Cole, A History of Socialist Thought. Vol. 1, Socialist Thought: The Forerunners, 1789–1850, 
London: Macmillan, 1953. The ideologies thus had their roots in the revolution, but they also 
took shape in the very act of interpreting the revolution: János Perényi, “Den franska revolutionen 
i 1800-talets politiska medvetande,” in Franska revolutionen: bilder och myter, ed. Ronny Amb-
jörnsson and Sverker R. Ek, Stockholm: Ordfront, 1989.
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course of this thesis is that I will analyze these authors’ theories, but do so in a 
way that pays specific attention to Christianity, and I will examine the various 
ways in which Christian theology intersects with political language.

I proceed from a wider discussion of how there is a tendency in intellectual 
history and the history of political thought in general to neglect religion or 
separate it from politics. To challenge this is a broader aim, which will be more 
specifically highlighted through a discussion of a tendency also found in earlier 
research on the authors in focus. I aim thus to contribute to research on these 
authors, but further also to contribute to research on the connection between 
religion and politics in Vormärz Germany. This introductory chapter will deepen 
and explain the purpose and introduce the subject and my approach to this task.

Religion, politics, historiography, and secularity

Neglect, separation, teleology: secularity and intellectual history

It was not only nineteenth-century Germans who regarded 1789 as a decisive 
year. The French Revolution is held as a world-historical event, or a critical junc-
ture of modernity, also in scholarship in our own time.8 It often illustrates the 
step from the early modern era into modernity, and stands out as the threshold 
year that inaugurated the political and societal world in which we live today.9 
Ideas such as those about the nation, democracy, equality, and human rights are 
at the foundation of this modern world, but another feature of what has for a 
long time been regarded as defining of Western modernity is that it is a secular 
society, one in which religion has increasingly disappeared, or at least retreated 
into a private sphere. A main narrative may be said to go something like this: 
If religion was formerly the main ideological system through which the ruling 
authority established legitimacy (or through which this authority was challenged), 
this has been taken over by other systems of thought. There was, for example, 
an explosion of isms during the earlier part of the nineteenth century, especially 
political isms, and these isms, most prominently liberalism, socialism, and con-
servatism, became the main patterns through which politics and society were 

8 These are two specific contemporary expressions of the importance of the revolution. Robert 
Wokler, “Political Modernity’s Critical Juncture in the Course of the French Revolution,” in 
Culture and Crisis: The Case of Germany and Sweden, ed. Lars Trägårdh and Nina Witoszek, New 
York: Berghahn, 2002. The expression “world-historical event” is for example found in George 
Rudé, The French Revolution: Its Causes, Its History and Its Legacy after 200 Years, New York: Grove 
Weidenfeld, 1988, pp. 175–179.

9 When speaking about modernity in this work, I generally refer to the time period after the French 
Revolution up until our own time.
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interpreted after the break with the old order.10 A schematic way of seeing this 
development, then, would be that the public or political function of religion is 
thus “being replaced by modern political ideologies.”11

But this should be regarded as a more complex development. While the 
historical break of the French Revolution was a rupture in the history of Chris-
tianity, it was a rupture which did not mean an immediate arrival of a secular 
modernity or secular political thought. As Claude Lefort has pointed out when 
speaking about the break with the political order of the Ancien Régime, it all had 
a profoundly religious meaning for the people of its time.12 And the answers 
to the problems of the post-revolutionary reality cannot be said to have been 
formulated in a secular framework; Christian theological language was integral 
and important here. The political ideologies do not stand in a necessary adversary 
or nonoverlapping relationship to religion, but may intersect with it in various 
ways. However, intellectual history and the history of political thought seem 
to have had problems with this, and in general with treating religious themes, 
something which impedes historical understanding.

The secularization thesis, positing a strong relationship between modern-
ization and secularization, has been a central theory of modernity. Today the 
thesis is hotly debated and cruder versions of it, which more or less take for 
granted that the modernization of society would necessarily and universally 
mean the gradual disappearance of religion, have been nuanced.13 While I will 
not go into a discussion here of the meaning and general validity of this thesis, 

10 H. M. Höpfl, “Isms,” British Journal of Political Science 13, no. 1, 1983; Reinhart Koselleck, 
“Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte,” in Vergangene Zukunft: Zur Semantik geschichtlicher 
Zeiten, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1979, p. 113.

11 Jonathan Fox, An Introduction to Religion and Politics: Theory and Practice, New York: Routledge, 
2013, p. 21.

12 Claude Lefort, “The Permanence of the Theologico-Political,” in Democracy and Political Theory, 
ed. Claude Lefort, Cambridge: Polity, 1988, pp. 213–214. Gareth Stedman Jones has claimed 
that the French Revolution instead of being seen as the first modern event, may be seen as the last 
of a series of reformations and religious wars. Gareth Stedman Jones, “Religion and the Origins 
of Socialism,” in Religion and the Political Imagination, ed. Ira Katznelson and Gareth Stedman 
Jones, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2010, p. 178.

13 The literature on the theory (and concept) of secularization is vast. A few examples, which together 
provide a thorough introduction, are: José Casanova, Public Religions in the Modern World, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1994; José Casanova, “The Secular, Secularizations, Secularisms,” in 
Rethinking Secularism, ed. Craig J. Calhoun, Mark Juergensmeyer, and Jonathan VanAntwerpen, 
New York: Oxford University Press, 2011; Peter L. Berger, ed. The Desecularization of the World: 
Resurgent Religion and World Politics, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 1999; Ola Sigurdson, Det postse-
kulära tillståndet: Religion, modernitet, politik, Göteborg: Glänta produktion, 2009; Steve Bruce, 
Secularization: In Defence of an Unfashionable Theory, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011; Hans 
Joas, Glaube als Option: Zukunftsmöglichkeiten des Christentums, Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 
2012; Hermann Lübbe, Säkularisierung: Geschichte eines ideenpolitischen Begriffs, Freiburg im 
Breisgau: Alber, 1965; Hartmut Lehmann, Säkularisierung: Der europäische Sonderweg in Sachen 
Religion, Göttingen: Wallstein, 2007.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

7

I will proceed from the fact that it has been a key theory of modernity and the 
main theoretical frame or interpretation pattern through which to interpret 
the fates of religion in the modern world. In the words of the theologian Ola 
Sigurdson, the binary contrast of religion and secularity has been one of the 
foundational sorting principles for understanding our society and our history; 
the secularization paradigm has been strongly “cognitively productive.”14 This 
can be observed in society or the public space at large, but also within academia, 
not excluding the field of intellectual history, or history of ideas.15 In a recent 
edited volume somewhat tilted toward the British intellectual history tradition, 
the argument is made about the secularization thesis that: “One consequence of 
its influence is that intellectual historians have traditionally assigned a relatively 
low priority to the history of theology and religious ideas.”16 Low priority is one 
thing, but we should also be aware that what we today regard as religion has 
changed enormously throughout the history of the Western world. Under the 
spell of the secularization paradigm, religion is often deemed as a universal and 
nonchanging phenomenon. The risk is also that contemporary views of religion 
are “projected … backwards in time,” in a way that ahistorically misrepresents 
earlier historical periods.17

Proceeding from this, we could speak about three ways in which historiog-
raphy has been influenced by a secularization paradigm. These three aspects of 
influence—which may be captured by the keywords of neglect, separation and 
teleology—are tightly related, but the picture becomes sharper if we treat them 
one by one.18

The first aspect, which I call neglect, is the tendency to ignore religion or to 
give it a secondary importance relative to other cultural, intellectual, or ideational 

14 Sigurdson, Det postsekulära tillståndet, p. 323. A similar point, but critically directed specifically 
to sociological theory of secularization and modernization, is to be found in J. C. D. Clark, 
“Secularization and Modernization: The Failure of a ‘Grand Narrative’,” The Historical Journal 
55, no. 1, 2012.

15 I am here primarily concerned with the possible effects a secularist outlook may have on academic 
historiography (of ideas). But a secularist self-image can of course be productive also in other areas. 
See for instance Judith Butler’s discussion about how certain progressivist secular conceptions of 
history are integrated in global political conflicts. Judith Butler, “Sexual Politics, Torture, and 
Secular Time,” The British Journal of Sociology 59, no. 1, 2008.

16 Alister Chapman and John Coffey, “Introduction: Intellectual History and the Return of Religion,” 
in Seeing Things Their Way: Intellectual History and the Return of Religion, ed. Alister Chapman, 
John Coffey, and Brad S. Gregory, Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2009, p. 3.

17 Brent Nongbri, Before Religion: A History of a Modern Concept, New Haven: Yale University Press, 
2013, p. 7.

18 This categorization is mine, but I have relied to some extent on Chapman and Coffey, “Introduc-
tion.”; Inger Hammar, Emancipation och religion: Den svenska kvinnorörelsens pionjärer i debatt om 
kvinnans kallelse ca 1860–1900, Stockholm: Carlsson, 1999; Inger Hammar, “Den blinda fläcken: 
Reflexioner kring religionens plats i nutida svensk genusforskning,” in Religionsblindhet, ed. Inger 
Hammar and Sven Arne Flodell, Stockholm: Stifelsen Sverige och kristen tro, 2006.
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phenomena. The Swedish historian Inger Hammar has called religion the “blind 
spot” of historical research, and claimed that when there are ideational influences 
from thinkers mainly associated with religion/theology as well as thinkers from 
the philosophical canon, the latter tend to be viewed as the decisive figures.19 
Religious aspects thus seem to be given less attention, low priority, being prone 
to a tendency to be explained away as unimportant.

Second, in much historiography there is a tendency to separation, to set 
religion as an isolated phenomenon not integrated with other dimensions of 
society, or solely belonging to a private sphere. It may of course be argued that 
there has been a development of religion in modernity to become increasingly 
differentiated as sphere separation tends to be a tenet of modern society in 
general.20 But these aspects of religion as something private and separated have 
often been imposed as an interpretative pattern on periods where they did not 
exist, or did not have the same shape as later. The idea of a sharp differentiation 
between religion and politics is one example of this, another is regarding religion 
as being about individual inner, private belief, even though this is not self-evident 
for all times and places, and so is not the best way to understand it everywhere.21

Third, there is what we can speak of as a “secularizing teleology” of histori-
ography.22 Secularization has often been viewed as a process going in one direc-
tion, and this has supplied religion with certain pre-given and unproblematized 
temporalities. Interpreted according to such views, religion at any given time 
during the last couple of centuries in Europe is on its way to disappearing; it is 
interpreted as being in a process of moving from more to less, or from strong 
to weak. This also feeds into the nonimportance or neglect of religion: as it is 
soon gone anyway, the impact at a specific place in history seems negligible and 
irrelevant. Another temporal aspect relating to this teleology is that religion is 
deemed antiquated, old, or retrogressive, whereas nonreligion and secularity in 
different forms, or challenges to religion are labeled modern, new, or progressive. 
The place of religion in history is thus always, so to speak, earlier than nonreligion.

So, these three aspects may limit our understanding of history. But as this 
thesis aims to demonstrate, it is not fruitful for intellectual historiography to 
turn away from religion; religion should not be neglected, not separated or 

19 Her examples are the roles of Martin Luther and Jean-Jacques Rousseau in the Swedish feminist 
movement of the late nineteenth century. Hammar, Emancipation och religion, pp. 36–37; Hammar, 
“Den blinda fläcken.”

20 The sociologist of religion José Casanova includes differentiation and privatization of religion as 
two of three moments (the third being decline) of secularization theory. I include here separation 
and privatization in the same category, even though these are not of course exactly the same thing. 
Casanova, Public Religions, pp. 19–39.

21 Hammar, “Den blinda fläcken,” p. 15.
22 Chapman and Coffey, “Introduction,” p. 3.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

9

disintegrated, not always teleologically interpreted. Instead, a reflexive histori-
ography is needed where religion is observed, where it is integrated, and where 
it can be interpreted as not solely something which was to be overcome on the 
way to a secular telos. These are still general remarks; for this study, however, 
what matters is the historiography of the specific intellectuals with which the 
thesis will be concerned, and their time. A further introduction to the lives and 
works of Welcker, Weitling, and Stahl will be provided in chapter 2, but we may 
already briefly examine how the research on them has been carried out, with a 
specific view of how religion has been treated. After this, we will also return to 
this question regarding the historiography of Germany, and in particular that 
of Vormärz.

Research on Welcker

A treatment of religion in the research on the liberal Karl Theodor Welcker and 
his works could easily be headlined with the help of the keyword of neglect. 
One of the experts on Welcker’s life and thought was Heinz Müller-Dietz, who 
wrote the most recent purely biographical work on the liberal professor, in 1968. 
Reading this Das Leben des Rechtslehrers und Politikers Karl Theodor Welcker, it is 
almost hard to say that Welcker’s life and career took place in a Christian society. 
That his father was a Lutheran priest is mentioned, and there is a short paragraph 
on church politics, but not much more. In the endnote section, it is possible to 
find a mention of how Welcker’s religious views may have been influenced by 
the theologian Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus—what these views contained, 
however, the reader is left unaware of.23

In a relatively recent large intellectual-historical work on Welcker and his 
colleague Karl von Rotteck, Wolfgang D. Dippel analyzes the two liberals’ the-
ories in general, with a focus on their views on science, philosophy of law and 
contract theory.24 The author covers a very large span of influences, from Aristotle, 
Stoicism, canonized thinkers of early modern Europe, as well as German philos-
ophers who were more contemporary with the liberal professors. Dippel states 

23 Heinz Müller-Dietz, Das Leben des Rechtslehrers und Politikers Karl Theodor Welcker, Freiburg im 
Breisgau: Verlag Eberhard Albert Universitätsbuchhandlung, 1968, p. 107. In Karl Wild’s biography 
of 1913, which still is the most extensive biography, what is mostly interesting about Welcker’s 
religion is the very last pages of the book which is an appendix of some pages from Welcker’s 
unfinished and unpublished autobiography, where Welcker himself expresses his Christianity. This 
passage very much echoes what Welcker wrote about Christianity in Staatslexikon. Karl Wild, Karl 
Theodor Welcker: Ein Vorkämpfer des älteren Liberalismus, Heidelberg: Winter, 1913, pp. 445–449.

24 In much of the research on Karl Theodor Welcker, he is presented in tandem with Karl von 
Rotteck, the co-editor of the Staatslexikon. This is reasonable, as it is with their cooperation they 
went down in the annals as defining Vormärz liberalism. In treating this work, however, I will try 
here to focus on the parts dedicated more to Welcker.
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that Welcker “may be described as a religious man” but apart from conceding 
that Welcker therefore may have “the occasional biblical inspiration,” exempli-
fied by one bible word, in his study Christianity is reduced to a minimum.25 
Rainer Schöttle is another Welcker scholar of the late twentieth century, and 
he makes a couple of interesting comments about how Welcker may fit in with 
a Christian tradition, such as that there are eschatological features in Welcker’s 
view of development and that his concept of liberty could possibly be regarded 
as a “secularisate” (Säkularisat), but these are comments made en passant and 
never systematically discussed.26

There is naturally a collection of studies that center on certain aspects of 
Welcker or on Staatslexikon, the encyclopedic work for which he is most famous. 
These include works on France in Staatslexikon, on a certain judicial concept in 
Welcker’s work, his role in the Frankfurt Parliament and specifically his nation-
alism and position on the “German question” (how to achieve the unification of 
Germany). Further, one of the most recent works is a study on the bourgeoisie 
and the ideal of the middle classes in Rotteck and Welcker. Neither of these, 
however, considers religion at any length, and there is no similar study which 
concerns itself with religion, or with Welcker’s theological views.27 

A quite general and broad but illuminating study of the Staatslexikon, Hans 
Haferland’s dissertation about man and society in the encyclopedia, has a subchap-
ter on religion. This seems to have been done rather hesitantly because, as stated 
by the author, an overview of the liberals’ opinions on “questions of cultural 

25 Wolfgang D. Dippel, Wissenschaftsverständnis, Rechtsphilosophie und Vertragslehre im vormärzlichen 
Konstitutionalismus bei Rotteck und Welcker: Ein Beitrag zur politischen Ideengeschichte des Liberalis-
mus, Münster: Lit, 1990, p. 58. See also p. 107, where it is also mentioned that Welcker could be 
seen as religious.

26 Rainer Schöttle, Politische Freiheit für die deutsche Nation, Carl Theodor Welckers politische Theorie: 
Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte des deutschen Frühliberalismus, Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1985, pp. 45, 
52. It is not more developed in the other works by Schöttle on Welcker: Rainer Schöttle, “Staat-
sorganismus und Gesellschaftsvertrag—die Staatstheorie Carl Theodor Welckers. Eine Skizze,” 
Zeitschrift für die Geschichte des Oberrheins 135, 1987; Rainer Schöttle, Politische Theorien des 
süddeutschen Liberalismus im Vormärz: Studien zu Rotteck, Welcker, Pfizer, Murhard, Baden-Baden: 
Nomos, 1994.

27 Claudia M. Igelmund, Frankreich und das Staatslexikon von Rotteck und Welcker: Eine Studie zum 
Frankreichbild des süddeutschen Frühliberalismus, Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1987; Bernd Gall, Die 
individuelle Anerkennungstheorie von Karl Theodor Welcker: Ein Beitrag zum Begriff der Rechtspflicht, 
Bonn: Röhrscheid, 1972; Georg Cristoph Berger Waldenegg, “Karl Theodor Welcker,” in Gelehrte 
in der Revolution: Heidelberger Abgeordnete in der deutschen Nationalversammlung 1848/49: Georg 
Gottfried Gervinus, Robert von Mohl, Gustav Höfken, Karl Mittermaier, Karl Theodor Welcker, Karl 
Hagen, Christian Kapp, ed. Frank Engehausen and Armin Kohnle, Ubstadt-Weiher: Verlag Region-
alkultur, 1998; Thomas Zunhammer, Zwischen Adel und Pöbel: Bürgertum und Mittelstandsideal im 
Staatslexikon von Karl von Rotteck und Karl Theodor Welcker: Ein Beitrag zur Theorie des Liberalismus 
im Vormärz, Baden-Baden: Nomos, 1995. See also: Brigitte Theune, Volk und Nation bei Jahn, 
Rotteck, Welcker und Dahlmann, Vaduz: Kraus Reprint, 1965.
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politics” (Kulturpolitik) had to include something on religion.28 Therein he briefly 
raises questions on reason versus revelation, and the relation between church and 
state, aspects to which we will return in the coming chapters. His concluding 
remarks include a judging stance, as he claims that since Christianity here works 
as vindicating and legitimizing liberalism, it is not a “genuine religious attitude” 
on the part of the authors.29 Another study on the Staatslexikon is Hans Puchta’s 
dissertation on the Rotteck-Welcker Staatslexikon and a conservative counterpart 
to it. Welcker plays a minor part, and where he turns up, his Christianity is 
without interest to the author. Typically, when a relation between Christianity 
and Germanness is in focus, it is only in regard to the conservative encyclope-
dia, but Welcker’s similar treatment, and the strong connection of Christianity, 
Germanness, and liberalism for Welcker is not discussed.30

To conclude, for those interested in knowing more about Christianity in 
the life and works of Karl Theodor Welcker, there is not much to be collected 
from existing research. 

Research on Weitling

Regarding research on the communist Wilhelm Weitling, we can observe aspects 
of neglect, separation and other ahistorical definitions, as well as secularizing 
teleologies. With the exception of Waltraud Seidel-Höppner’s work, to which 
we will come back, the more ambitious research on Weitling in recent time was 
performed by Lothar Knatz and Hans-Arthur Marsiske in the 1980s. Together 
they edited a volume on Weitling, Knatz wrote one monograph while Marsiske 
produced no less than two books on the subject. None of them showed much 
interest in Weitling’s religion and theology. Knatz’s work, with a focus on 
Weitling’s theory and concept of science (Wissenschaftsbegriff), largely ignores 
religion, as does Marsiske’s work on Weitling’s American years and his more 

28 Hans Haferland, Mensch und Gesellschaft im Staatslexikon von Rotteck-Welcker: Ein Beitrag zur 
Gesellschaftstheorie des Frühliberalismus, Berlin: Diss., 1957, p. 67.

29 Ibid., p. 71. In none of the main introductions to Staatslexikon is religion considered. Hans 
Zehntner, Das Staatslexikon von Rotteck und Welcker: Eine Studie zur Geschichte des deutschen Früh-
liberalismus, Jena: Verlag von Gustav Fischer, 1929; Hartwig Brandt, “Das Rotteck-Welckersche 
‘Staatslexikon’: Einleitung zum Neudruck,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen 
Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände. Bd. 1, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Frank-
furt am Main: Keip, 1990; Hermann Klenner, “Natürliches Recht und liberaler Rechtsstaat im 
Vormärz,” in Rechtsphilosophie bei Rotteck-Welcker: Texte aus dem Staats-Lexikon 1834–1847, ed. 
Karl von Rotteck, Karl Theodor Welcker, and Hermann Klenner, Freiburg im Breisgau: Haufe, 
1994.

30 Hans Puchta, Die Entstehung politischer Ideologien im 19 Jahrhundert, dargestellt am Beispiel des 
Staatslexikons von Rotteck und Welcker und des Staats- und Gesellschaftslexikon von Hermann Wagener, 
Erlangen: Diss., 1972.
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popularly held Wider die Umsonstfresser.31 The edited volume of 1989 presents 
a broad spectrum of Weitling’s life and work in ten chapters, but none of the 
chapters is about religion.32 The priority seems clear, that religion is not regarded 
as possessing any large importance.

Earlier Marxist research on Weitling tended to interpret him according to 
a certain temporal structure. This was a Marxist teleology in which Weitling 
was before Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, not only chronologically but also 
theoretically. Weitling was then either a Marxist John the Baptist, in his message 
anticipating a greater successor, or an incomplete version of socialist, who had not 
come long enough, had not grasped reality in the correct way.33 One dimension of 
this teleological interpretation is that since the “scientific” communism of Marx 
and Engels is anti-religious, to formulate communism in Christian terms is a sign 
of backwardness. Religion then can be framed as “strange peculiarities,” as it is 
by one researcher who also claimed that “there is no doubt” that the biblically 
colored Evangelium des armen Sünders, which was the last of Weitling’s major 
political works, was a “regression.”34 Or, the thorough treatment of Christian 
themes could be mentioned as being just a concession to the then immature lower 
classes, and that the “religious form of Weitling’s communism is an expression of 
the ignorance and incapacity to find the scientific path to communist society.”35 

31 Lothar Knatz, Utopie und Wissenschaft im frühen deutschen Sozialismus: Theoriebildung und Wissen-
schaftsbegriff bei Wilhelm Weitling, Frankfurt am Main: Lang, 1984. Hans-Arthur Marsiske, Wider 
die Umsonstfresser: Der Handwerkerkommunist Wilhelm Weitling, Hamburg: Ergebnisse-Verlag, 
1986. Hans-Arthur Marsiske, Eine Republik der Arbeiter ist möglich: Der Beitrag Wilhelm Weitlings 
zur Arbeiterbewegung in den Vereinigten Staaten von Amerika, 1846–1856, Hamburg: Hamburger 
Institut für Sozialforschung, 1990. In Wider die Umsonstfresser 1986 there is a short discussion 
about Christianity in relation to Weitling’s Evangelium des armen Sünders on pp. 81–86, but it 
stays there. See also Lothar Knatz and Hans-Arthur Marsiske, “Die Wilhelm Weitling Papers,” 
International Review of Social History 29, no. 1, 1984. This is a discussion about new sources found 
in the Weitling Nachlass in New York.

32 Lothar Knatz and Hans-Arthur Marsiske, eds., Wilhelm Weitling: Ein deutscher Arbeiterkommunist, 
Hamburg: Ergebnisse, 1989.

33 Wolf Schäfer, “Zum Verständnis der Texte: Wilhelm Weitling im Spiegel der wissenschaftlichen 
Auseinandersetzung,” in Das Evangelium des armen Sünders: Die Menschheit, wie sie ist und wie sie 
sein sollte, ed. Wilhelm Weitling, Reinbek bei Hamburg: Rowohlt, 1971, p. 181.

34 Bernhard Kaufhold, “Einleitung,” in Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit, ed. Wilhelm Weitling, 
Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1955, pp. xiii, xxxii. “Eigentümlichkeiten”; “Rückschritt.” Another ver-
sion of the same is how Hans Mühlestein puts the religious aspects in Weitling in opposition to 
what he saw as new in Weitling’s work and says that religion was a “total relapse into the primitive 
Christianity of a Thomas Münzer.” Hans Mühlestein, “Marx and the Utopian Wilhelm Weitling,” 
in A Centenary of Marxism, ed. Samuel Bernstein, New York: Science and Society, 1948, p. 118.

35 Waltraud Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Der erste deutsche Theoretiker und Agitator des Kom-
munismus, Berlin: Dietz, 1961, p. 161. Wolfgang Joho stood for a Marxist interpretation which 
is less normatively teleological, and thus has fewer dogmatic interpretations of Weitling’s religion, 
although this is not really systematically treated. Wolfgang Joho, Wilhelm Weitling: Der Ideenge-
halt seiner Schriften, entwickelt aus den geschichtlichen Zusammenhängen, Heidelberg: Diss., 1932; 
Wolfgang Joho, Traum von der Gerechtigkeit: Die Lebensgeschichte des Handwerksgesellen, Rebellen 
und Propheten Wilhelm Weitling, Berlin: Verlag Neues Leben, 1958.
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A strict separation can also be witnessed, for example in how Werner Kowalski 
presents a strong opposition in claiming that communism could simply not have 
religious roots since it was born in the class antagonism of capitalism.36

Religion has not been entirely ignored, however, but has been one of the 
discussion points in Weitling research. There are works which actually focus on 
religion and/or interpret Weitling as Christian, but these risk ahistorical ways 
of viewing what Weitling’s Christianity meant, stressing aspects which would 
rather be more important in a more secularized society, where religion is private 
or separated. This goes for Carl Wittke, whose 1950 The Utopian Communist 
until this day is the only major English language work on Weitling. In relation 
to Karl Marx, Wittke emphasizes Weitling’s sentimental and religious sides. 
That Weitling was more of an idealist than Marx may be a reasonable argu-
ment, but to claim that this was because he personally had “a fervent hope that 
public policy might be judged by the standard of ethics” is misleading, and is 
most likely due to an idea that if one turns to Christianity, it equals turning to 
an ethical or moral foundation.37 This personal ethical or moral foundation is 
also put together with another aspect, in that Wittke relates the statement that 
Weitling’s “communism was firmly grounded in definite moral precepts” to the 
fact that Weitling was “deeply religious.”38 This is an ahistorical way of viewing 
how religion took place in political life, that it must have to do with a deep, 
inner individual belief, and that any use of Christianity in public would have 
its roots in this personal faith before being so to speak translated into a public 
language. So, Wittke’s claims about Weitling, that “inwardly he was motivated 
by a deep-seated religious sentiment” and that his “bruised spirit yearned for 
the balsam of religion” is not the best way to understand how Christianity was 
at work in his political thought.39 In a similar way, Wolfgang Schieder, focuses 
on the personal when he claims that there was one early authentically believing 
or religious Weitling, and one later Weitling, who was nonauthentically reli-
gious, but still ready to use Christianity as a tactical-propagandic resource.40 

36 Werner Kowalski, “Die Schweizer Weitling-Zeitschriften und die Weitling-Forschung,” in Der 
Hülferuf der deutschen Jugend: Die junge Generation, ed. Wilhelm Weitling, Glashütten im Taunus: 
Verlag Detlev Auvermann, 1973, p. xxiv.

37 Carl Wittke, The Utopian Communist: A Biography of Wilhelm Weitling, Nineteenth-Century 
Reformer, Baton Rouge: Louisiana State University, 1950, p. vi. Here should also be mentioned 
Ellen Drünert’s dissertation from 1979. This work is rather unfocused so it is hard to pin down 
the exact point made about Weitling’s Christianity, but as the title suggests it tends toward seeing 
religion as an ethical foundation for Weitling, although it also (among other things) suggests 
that religion must be seen as a “critical-transforming force.” Ellen Drünert, Die religiös-ethische 
Motivation des Kommunismus bei Wilhelm Weitling: Versuch einer Analyse, Köln: Diss., 1979. The 
latter quotation is from p. 36.

38 Wittke, The Utopian Communist, p. 25.
39 Ibid., pp. 29, 108. 
40 Wolfgang Schieder, Anfänge der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung: Die Auslandsvereine im Jahrzehnt nach 
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An insightful study of religion in Weitling is not a biographical work, and not 
one of the history of political thought, but Wolfram von Moritz dissertation in 
literature, which approaches Weitling’s work as a literary oeuvre, and examines 
it quite closely in this way, and in doing so embraces the complexity of what 
could be called religiosity in Weitling’s work.41

The main Weitling researcher, whose work on Weitling spans over half a 
century, Waltraud Seidel-Höppner, was during the existence of the GDR one 
of the authors who interpreted Weitling in a Marxist/secularist teleology, with 
an insistence on religion as immature.42 Seidel-Höppner has deepened her study 
on Weitling, and qualified the observations on religion. In 1989, she stated that 
this should actually not be seen as a regression (Rückfall), and connected to this 
leveled a reasonable critique against other interpretations of Weitling’s Christi-
anity as irrational or “mystic,” instead comparing Weitling to the contemporary 
theological disputes around the young Hegelians such as Ludwig Feuerbach.43 
However, stating that Weitling, given his anticlericalism and undogmatic inter-
pretations of the New Testament, must be interpreted as “thoroughly secular,” 
as Seidel-Höppner does in 1989, is a doubtful claim given how deeply infused 
Weitling is by Christianity.44 Seidel-Höppner’s most recent work is a massive 
biography of Weitling. Here, a separate subchapter is devoted to religion, and 
the topic is viewed and discussed from different angles. The meticulousness of 
this work means that there is much to learn, but it—and the biographical genre 
to which it belongs—also means that it is a wide presentation, and thus, more 
focused perspectives and approaches regarding Weitling’s Christianity are still 
worth pursuing.45

der Julirevolution von 1830, Stuttgart: Klett Vlg, 1963, pp. 263–279.
41 Wolfram von Moritz, Wilhelm Weitling: Religiöse Problematik und literarische Form, Frankfurt am 

Main: Peter D. Lang, 1981. See for example his methodological discussions on pp. 170ff., and 
his concluding discussion on pp. 302ff.

42 Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Der erste deutsche Theoretiker, pp. 132–136.
43 Waltraud Seidel-Höppner, “Wilhelm Weitling—Leben und Werk—eine optimistische Tragödie,” 

in Wilhelm Weitling: Ein deutscher Arbeiterkommunist, ed. Lothar Knatz and Hans-Arthur Marsiske, 
Hamburg: Ergebnisse, 1989, p. 74. The ones Seidel-Höppner refers to as seeing Weitling in his 
Evangelium as “mystic” are Jacques Droz and Wolfgang Schieder. Jacques Droz, Histoire générale 
du socialisme. Tome 1: Des origines à 1875, Paris: Presses universitaires de France, 1972, p. 425; 
Schieder, Anfänge der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung, p. 221.

44 Seidel-Höppner, “Wilhelm Weitling—Leben und Werk,” p. 52. In German: “durch und durch 
säkulaar.”

45 Waltraud Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling (1808–1871): Eine politische Biographie, Frankfurt 
am Main: Peter Lang, 2014, pp. 677–763. This two-thousand-page biography is of an unpar-
alleled magnitude and a must for anyone interested in Weitling’s life and work. As mentioned, 
Seidel-Höppner brings up lots of different aspects of and discusses other research on Weitling’s 
Christianity here, which may make it a bit broad and unfocused. She concludes by citing a com-
parison of Weitling with the revolutionary liberation theologian Ernesto Cardinal, which points 
to her view of Weitling’s Christianity, as a kind of revolutionary theory.
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Research on Stahl

Compared with the state of the research on Welcker and Weitling, relatively much 
attention is actually paid to Christianity and certain theological themes in the 
research on Friedrich Julius Stahl; it has not been neglected to the same extent. 
Given how Stahl himself, even more explicitly than Welcker and Weitling, framed 
(and named) his political theory as Christian, and underlined the importance 
of things such as the personality of God for his subsequent system, to treat his 
teachings without in any way addressing this would be nothing less than peculiar. 
The field is however not devoid of works parading such ignorance. There are 
examples to be found both in very recent works and older ones.46

Of course, Christian aspects of Stahl and his thinking may be approached in 
different ways. Stahl research has been relatively wide, and I will here mention 
a relevant portion of it; as with Welcker and Weitling, priority is given to more 
recent and more central works.47 These obviously include biographical ones, 
either of Stahl the person in general, or of his political activity. Gerhard Mas-
ur’s biography from 1930, now dated in many respects, has been a key study of 
Stahl in being the most thorough biography, even though only the first volume 
covering Stahl’s life up until 1840 eventually came out. Masur here returns to 
Stahl’s religion throughout; not least of all he devotes much attention to Stahl’s 
conversion from Judaism to Protestantism.48 Wilhelm Füssl, who has written one 
of the most recent studies, has in a way overtaken Masur in being a thorough 
study on Stahl’s life, although it is really only focused on Stahl’s political activities 
in Bavaria and Prussia, and not so much on his personal life outside of politics. 
Füssl thus does not discuss Stahl’s personal religiosity, but he starts his work by 
giving a few main outlines of Stahl’s theory, and here a few theologically driven 
concepts are discussed constructively.49

46 Marie Sandström, Rättsvetenskapens princip: Till frågan om rättsvetenskapens värdelöshet och Friedrich 
Julius Stahls rättsinstitutslära, Stockholm: Institutet för rättshistorisk forskning, 2004. This book, it 
should be mentioned, is a work on the history of jurisprudence based on Stahl, and does not give 
the pretense of outlining Stahl’s theory in its entirety; the absence of anything explicitly related 
to Christian tradition or Christian context, however, is still striking. Perhaps more striking is the 
avoidance of it in the dissertation by Albrecht Müller from 1933 in that he tried to grasp Stahl’s 
theory more generally. Albrecht Müller, Beiträge zur Geschichte der Entwicklung Friedrich Julius 
Stahls, Tübingen: Buchdruckerei des Tübinger Studentenwerks, 1933.

47 In 1980, Hanns-Jürgen Wiegand published a small book on Stahl’s legacy, which discussed the 
research on, and some other important interpretations of, Stahl. If supplemented with the most 
notable works after this date, this still holds as a good introduction to Stahl research. Hanns-Jürgen 
Wiegand, Das Vermächtnis Friedrich Julius Stahls: Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte konservativen Rechts- 
und Ordnungsdenkens, Königstein: Athenäum, 1980.

48 Gerhard Masur, Friedrich Julius Stahl: Geschichte seines Lebens, Aufstieg und Entfaltung 1802–1840, 
Berlin: Mittler, 1930, pp. 35–41.

49 Wilhelm Füssl, Professor in der Politik: Friedrich Julius Stahl (1802–1861): Das monarchische Prinzip 
und seine Umsetzung in die parlamentarische Praxis, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1988. 
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Here then, religion or theology, and its intersection with politics, is treated, but 
without being the main perspectives or the main purpose for which to study 
Stahl. The same can be said for a few other works which more explicitly dis-
cuss not Stahl’s life or activity, but his theory. These include studies intent on 
presenting Stahl’s legal doctrine or political theory (or both) in a more general 
way.50 Aspects which often turn up are Stahl’s notion of the Christian state, the 
importance of personality and the sittliches Reich, which both connect to the 
personal God and to the divine order of the world.

What is interesting to note this far, in relation to our discussion about reli-
gion and historiography and most closely connected to what I spoke about as 
separation, is how these works present Christianity in Stahl. It is relatively often 
as a kind of deep personal conviction or Weltanschauung which is interpreted 
as more fundamental than his activity or theory at large. Masur is telling here. 
Not only does he claim, with a shaky basis in the evidence, that Stahl converted 
because he wanted a religion which “seized him completely, which penetrated 
him in his innermost sphere of his being,” but he also connected this religiosity 
and this “existential certitude” with his theory, about for example the Christian 
state.51 A few years later, Peter Drucker claimed that it was the great “experience” 
of conversion which gave Stahl a “determining potency” that was fundamental 
to his theory, and without which he would have become a Hegelian like Karl 
Marx.52 In the more recent works too, this practice of basing this on his personal 
belief or Weltanschauung is a normal way of presenting what Christianity meant 
in his theory.53 Here, another study should be mentioned which has as a specific 
perspective an interpretation of Stahl’s theology, and claims that politics is derived 
from religious principles, namely, one by Otto Volz. Volz, however, not only takes 
a strong view of how religion needs to be seen as much more fundamental than 

Something similar may be said of Adelheid Roos’s dissertation which is mainly on Stahl’s activity 
in the Prussian parliament. Adelheid Roos, Konservatismus und Reaktion bei Fr. J. Stahl, Bonn: 
Diss., 1954. In Olaf Koglin’s short biographical introduction to Stahl’s correspondence, religion is 
not given any specific treatment. Olaf Koglin, “Einführung,” in Die Briefe Friedrich Julius Stahls, 
ed. Friedrich Julius Stahl and Olaf Koglin, Kiel: Christian-Albrechts-Universität zu Kiel, 1975.

50 Helmut Heinrichs, Die Rechtslehre Friedrich Julius Stahls, Köln: Diss., 1967; Katharina Sobota, 
Das Prinzip Rechtsstaat: Verfassungs- und verwaltungsrechtliche Aspekte, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, 
1997, pp. 319–337; Peter Ferdinand Drucker, Friedrich Julius Stahl: Konservative Staatslehre und 
geschichtliche Entwicklung, Tübingen: Mohr, 1933; Dieter Grosser, Grundlagen und Struktur der 
Staatslehre Friedrich Julius Stahls, Köln: Westdeutscher Verlag, 1963; Robert A. Kann, “Friedrich 
Julius Stahl: A Re-examination of his Conservatism,” The Leo Baeck Institute Yearbook 12, no. 1, 
1967; Christian Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl (1801–1862): Recht, Staat, Kirche, Pad-
erborn: Schöningh, 1981; Myoung-Jae Kim, Staat und Gesellschaft bei Friedrich Julius Stahl: Eine 
Innenansicht seiner Staatsphilosophie, Hannover: Diss., 1993.

51 Masur, Friedrich Julius Stahl, pp. 36, 187.
52 Drucker, Friedrich Julius Stahl, pp. 5–6. “Erlebnis”; “bestimmenden Kraft.”
53 Heinrichs, Die Rechtslehre Friedrich Julius Stahls, p. 3; Füssl, Professor in der Politik, p. 14; Sobota, 

Das Prinzip Rechtsstaat, p. 320.
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politics, he also makes a quite unhistorical and original interpretation of Stahl, 
in that he claims that Stahl’s theory must be understood as being a liberal and 
medieval theory, and he sees Stahl as a Thomist and a Catholic. This is done by 
what he calls a “logical deduction.”54

That it is not the main perspective, and as a kind of private background to 
the public theory in many studies, does not have to mean that it is impossible 
to learn anything about Stahl’s theology, and in parts of many of the works 
mentioned it is fruitfully engaged with. But still it gives an understanding to 
the criticism which Arie Nabrings leveled in a relatively recent study on Stahl, 
namely, that theology in Stahl’s work actually had not been sufficiently engaged 
with.55 Nabrings, who also claims that it is insufficient to regard personal re-
ligiosity as the deep reason for Stahl’s theory, does engage with theology in his 
own work, in a specific study of Stahl’s church politics.56 A couple of other 
commendable pieces which are successful in integrating politics and theology, 
and doing so in a historically sensitive way, are two shorter studies on specific 
topics by Hanns-Jürgen Wiegand, one on Stahl’s view of liberalism, and one 
on how confessional conflicts of the 1830s influenced Stahl’s theory.57 Other 
authors have likewise succeeded in painting this intersection, but also in smaller 
specific studies which have put him alongside (or as opposing) other thinkers of 
his time.58 This work I will try to continue in this dissertation.

54 Otto Volz, Christentum und Positivismus: Die Grundlagen der Rechts- und Staatsauffassung Friedrich 
Julius Stahls, Tübingen: J.C.B. Mohr, 1951, p. 10. The more conventional interpretation is to 
underline Stahl’s Lutheranism, as for example Grosser does in his work on the political theory of 
Stahl. See Grosser, Grundlagen und Struktur, pp. 37–45.

55 Arie Nabrings, Friedrich Julius Stahl: Rechtsphilosophie und Kirchenpolitik, Bielefeld: Luther-Verlag, 
1983, pp. 10, 17.

56 Nabrings has also written a shorter piece where he presents Stahl as actually being influenced by 
Hegel, although Hegel was his declared enemy. Arie Nabrings, “Der Einfluss Hegels auf die Lehre 
vom Staat bei Stahl,” Der Staat: Zeitschrift für Staatslehre öffentliches Recht und Verfassungsgeschichte 
22, 1983.

57 Hanns-Jürgen Wiegand, “Friedrich Julius Stahls Bild des Liberalismus,” in Kirchen und Liberalis-
mus im 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Martin Schmidt and Georg Schwaiger, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & 
Ruprecht, 1976; Hanns-Jürgen Wiegand, “Der Kampf der protestantischen Landeskirche Bay-
erns gegen die Unterdrückungsmaßnahmen des Ministeriums v. Abel (1838–1846) und dessen 
Bedeutung für die kirchen- und staatsrechtliche Doktrin Friedrich Julius Stahls,” in Kirchen und 
Liberalismus im 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Martin Schmidt and Georg Schwaiger, Göttingen: Vanden-
hoeck & Ruprecht, 1976. 

58 Manfred Baumotte, “Friedrich Julius Stahls und Richard Rothes Version der ‘christlichen Staates’: 
Neuzeitliches Christenthum und Demokratie—ein historisches Modell,” in Die Freiheit planen: 
christlicher Glaube und demokratisches Bewusstsein., ed. Wolf Dieter Marsch, Göttingen,: Vand-
enhoeck & Ruprecht, 1971; John E. Toews, “The Immanent Genesis and Transcendent Goal of 
Law: Savigny, Stahl, and The Ideology of the Christian German State,” The American Journal of 
Comparative Law 37, no. 1, 1989; Warren Breckman, “Ludwig Feuerbach and the Political Theology 
of Restoration,” History of Political Thought 13, no. 3, 1992; Warren Breckman, Marx, the Young 
Hegelians, and the Origins of Radical Social Theory: Dethroning the Self, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1999.
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So, I want to claim that, taken together, the research on the three authors who 
will be the objects of this thesis is part of a tendency in the history of ideas not 
to take religious themes into account sufficiently or satisfactorily. This is all the 
more surprising given that the period in which these authors were active was, as 
we shall soon see, one of intense religious-political conflict.

This study aims then to supplement existing research on Friedrich Julius 
Stahl, Wilhelm Weitling and Karl Theodor Welcker, by taking religion into 
observance, integrating it with politics, and interpreting it according to the 
terms of its time, not with ahistorical definitions of religion or teleological 
interpretations of a development taking place after their own time. This means 
then, for example, not regarding religion always as something emanating from 
the deep inner regions, but as an important part of the political language of the 
historical period of which they were part.

Regarding the existing research on these authors, a further contribution of this 
work is to the English-language field, because there is very little written about 
these authors in English. To my knowledge, there is nothing published in English 
about Karl Theodor Welcker, or even about the Staatslexikon.59 About Wilhelm 
Weitling, apart from the fact that he surfaces in general works about the history 
of socialism, there is, as mentioned, one English-language biography, which is 
more than half a century old, and one book chapter of the same age.60 Stahl has 
been the subject of a couple of unpublished dissertations and some articles.61

59 There is one quite inaccessible unpublished American dissertation treating the earlier parts of Rotteck 
and Welcker’s career: John M. Karl, Three Early German Liberals in Quest of a Social and Political 
Philosophy: Rotteck, Welcker and Troxler 1814–1832, Harvard: Diss., 1973. Of course, Welcker is 
mentioned in general works on German history and especially in works of German liberalism, 
but rather in passing and not systematically discussed. James J. Sheehan, German Liberalism in the 
Nineteenth Century, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978; Dieter Langewiesche, Liberalism 
in Germany, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000.

60 Wittke, The Utopian Communist; Mühlestein, “Marx and the Utopian.” There is also a very 
short introductory foreword to the English translation of Evangelium des armen Sünders: David 
McLellan, “Foreword to the English Edition,” in The Poor Sinner’s Gospel, ed. Wilhelm Weitling, 
London: Sheed & Ward, 1969. Some overviews where Weitling turns up: Cole, Socialist Thought: 
The Forerunners, pp. 226–229; Leszek Kolakowski, Main Currents of Marxism: Its Rise, Growth, 
and Dissolution. Vol. 1, The Founders, Oxford: Clarendon, 1978, pp. 211–213; Keith Taylor, The 
Political Ideas of the Utopian Socialists, London: Frank Cass, 1982, pp. 186–206; Roland Boer, In 
the Vale of Tears: On Marxism and Theology, V, Leiden: Brill, 2014, pp. 135–140.

61 The articles, referred to also above: Kann, “Friedrich Julius Stahl.”; Toews, “The Immanent Genesis 
and Transcendent Goal.” The unpublished dissertations, which are quite inaccessible: William 
J. Orr, Friedrich Julius Stahl: Prussian Conservative, Wisconsin: Diss, 1968; Hans Peter Pyclik, 
Friedrich Julius Stahl: A Study of the Development of German Conservative Thought 1802–1861, 
Minnesota: Diss, 1972. Recently, there has also come a short, but partisan and insufficiently schol-
arly biography of Stahl: Ruben Alvarado, Authority Not Majority: The Life and Times of Friedrich 
Julius Stahl, Aalten: Wordbridge, 2007. This is a self-published work which is part of a project in 
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The intellectual history of religion and politics in Vormärz

Similar critique to that which we discussed above, that religion has been ne-
glected, separated or teleologically interpreted, has been leveled against German 
historiography of the nineteenth century in general. As it is put by one critic of 
how the history of this period had been told:

In older treatments of Germany in the nineteenth century, a self-evident, 
ubiquitous process of modernization dominated the historical narrative. 
The telos of this narrative served to structure history in such a way that the 
multiplicity and openness of the past was sacrificed to an all-too-simple 
pattern of progress and reaction. As secularization was deemed an essential 
aspect of social and cultural modernization, religious belief and affiliation 
was considered at best a historical phenomenon of secondary importance, 
but more often a drag on the forces of progress and modernity.62

Religion for a long time was thus not part of the main story of modern Germany. 
This was thanks to a modernization or secularization paradigm, and to a certain 
disciplinary structure where mainstream historiography left the work on religion 
to the separate fields of church and religious history, which effectively meant 
that religion was a subfield, and a sub-issue.63

This can be noticed also in the German historical research field of Begriffs-
geschichte, or conceptual history, which is a suitable example here. This is the 
German research tradition which in recent decades has been given most attention 
and has been mostly integrated with an international intellectual history field.64 

which the author also translates some of Stahl’s work, in order to revive him as a thinker for our 
time, against the current global order. For a critical review of this, see Jeffrey T. Zalar, “Up from 
Liberalism? Review of Alvarado, Ruben, Authority Not Majority: The Life and Times of Friedrich 
Julius Stahl and Stahl, Friedrich Julius, Principles of Law: The Doctrine of Law and State on the 
Basis of the Christian World-View; Book II: Principles of Law.,” H-Net Reviews in the Humanities 
& Social Sciences 2009, no. May, 2009.

62 Wolfgang Altgeld, “Religion, Denomination and Nationalism in Nineteenth-Century Germany,” 
in Protestants, Catholics, and Jews in Germany, 1800–1914, ed. Helmut Walser Smith, Oxford: Berg, 
2001, p. 49. Cf. Olaf Blaschke, “Das 19. Jahrhundert: Ein Zweites Konfessionelles Zeitalter?,” 
Geschichte und Gesellschaft 26, no. 1, 2000, p. 40. Blaschke here makes a similar comment, stating 
that religion in much earlier historiography was regarded as an “annoying break pad on the way 
to modernity.”

63 Helmut Walser Smith and Christopher Clark, “The Fate of Nathan,” in Protestants, Catholics, and 
Jews in Germany, 1800–1914, ed. Helmut Walser Smith, Oxford: Berg, 2001.

64 Melvin Richter, “Begriffsgeschichte and the History of Ideas,” Journal of the History of Ideas 48, 
no. 2, 1987; Keith Tribe, “Intellectual History as Begriffsgeschichte,” in A Companion to Intellectual 
History, ed. Richard Whatmore and Brian Young, Chichester: John Wiley & Sons, 2016. For the 
Swedish case, see Bo Lindberg, ed. Trygghet och äventyr: Om begreppshistoria, Stockholm: Kungliga 
Vitterhets historie och antikvitets akademien, 2005.



1. INTRODUCTION 

20

It has also to a large degree been “responsible” for interpreting modern political 
discourse in the German context.65 Begriffsgeschichte also relates to this work in 
that the most prominent achievement of this field or tradition relates closely 
to the period of interest in this study. The main work of the political-historical 
version of this conceptual history tradition is the encyclopedic project published 
in eight volumes between 1972 and 1997 as Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: his-
torisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. While serving as 
an encyclopedia or lexicon it is more than a dictionary of political language. 
It contains rather deep-going research into well over a hundred of the central 
concepts of the modern political-social language of Germany, with a stress on 
what one of its editors, Reinhart Koselleck, has called the Sattelzeit (the “saddle 
period”) between roughly 1750–1850.66 The main aim, apart from being an 
auxiliary resource for historians of various shadings, was to show how the modern 
political language came into being during this decisive period.67

Critique has been leveled against this project for not taking religion suffi-
ciently into account. At least a large part of the Sattelzeit was a period in which 
“religious, political and social themes constituted a unity”68—but this is not 
part of the general reflection of the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe project. As this 
encyclopedic project is about the establishment of modernity, a certain temporal 
structure of diachronic change is given, and one aspect of this is the secularizing 
of the conceptual world. The historical sociologist Hans Joas criticizes what 

65 Wolfgang J. Mommsen, “History of Political Thought in the Federal Republic of Germany: 
Strange Death and Slow Recovery,” in The History of Political Thought in National Context, ed. 
Dario Castiglione and Iain Hampsher-Monk, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2001; 
Peter Schröder et al., “Forum: History of Political Thought,” German History 30, no. 1, 2012.

66 About the Sattelzeit in Koselleck’s writings: Reinhart Koselleck, “Einleitung,” in Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 1, A–D, ed. 
Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1972, pp. xiv–xv; 
Reinhart Koselleck, “Über die Theoriebedürftigkeit der Geschichtswissenschaft,” in Zeitschichten: 
Studien zur Historik, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2000, pp. 302–303. 
Koselleck in the latter text underlined that it was really a heuristic device for the work on the 
conceptual history project of Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. If Vormärz is the main period I am 
interested in here, and this is a part of the larger revolutionary era, the Sattelzeit will also at times 
be referred to, and is then about this longer period of the modernization of the political-social 
language.

67 A couple of shorter English-language introductions to the project of Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: 
Keith Tribe, “The Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe Project: From History of Ideas to Conceptual 
History,” Comparative Studies in Society and History 31, no. 1, 1989; Melvin Richter and Michaela 
Richter, “Introduction: Translation of Reinhart Koselleck’s ‘Krise,’ in Geschichtliche Grundbe-
griffe,” Journal of the History of Ideas 67, no. 2, 2006. See also Ernst Müller and Falko Schmieder, 
Begriffsgeschichte und historische Semantik: Ein kritisches Kompendium, Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2016, pp. 
905–927. If this is the political-social version of conceptual history, there is also a philosophical 
one, where the corresponding work is the encyclopedic work Historische Wörterbuch der Philosophie. 
See Walter Tinner, “Das Unternehmen Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie,” in Eine Typologie 
der Formen der Begriffsgeschichte, ed. Riccardo Pozzo and Marco Sgarbi, Hamburg: Meiner, 2010.

68 Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, p. 8.
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we have referred to as secularizing teleology, when he claims that the lexicon 
is “conceived with a consciousness of an irresistibly progressing secularization 
process.”69 Although, as pointed out, religion was center stage in the politics of 
that day, concepts which are easily recognized as religious are to a large extent 
ignored, as has been pointed out by many later followers of the tradition, and 
even authors taking part in the project.70

While one can identify a tendency to neglect and separation of religious 
themes in German historiography, then, also regarding the nineteenth century, 
there has been some catching-up during the last couple of decades, and religion 
has slowly moved into being recognized as an important and integral aspect of 
nineteenth-century German history. For our purposes, we can narrow this down 
to the intellectual history of the Vormärz period, because one can discern here a 
context in which researchers have actually done work where the intersection of 
religion and politics is specifically in focus, and argued for the observance and 
integration of religion, emphasizing its role in the early parts of the nineteenth 
century. In this research context, which has given impetus for the work with 
this thesis, I hope to make a contribution in also including some authors who 
were important at the time, but who have not been the chief candidates for 
explorations of this intersection or for international intellectual-historical works 
of Vormärz in general.

This intersection of religion and politics can be noticed when we consider 
some of the main and most remembered or canonized intellectuals of the era. The 
radical young Hegelians such as Ludwig Feuerbach, David Friedrich Strauss, and 
Bruno Bauer can all be counted as main figures in the history of both political 
and religious thought of the nineteenth century. And the amalgam of political 
and religious radicalism was not coincidental, and cannot be disentangled if we 
are to fully grasp what was going on in their works. One example is how Warren 

69 Hans Joas, “Die Kontingenz der Säkularisierung: Überlegungen zum Problem der Säkularisierung 
im Werk Reinhart Kosellecks,” in Begriffene Geschichte: Beiträge zum Werk Reinhart Kosellecks, ed. 
Hans Joas and Peter Vogt, Berlin: Suhrkamp, 2011, p. 331. “im Bewußtsein eines unaufhaltsam 
voranschreitenden Säkularisierungsprozess konzipiert worden.”

70 Hartmut Lehmann, “Säkularisierung, Dechristianisierung, Rechristianisierung im neuzeitlichen 
Europa: Forschungsperspektiven und Forschungs-aufgaben,” in Säkularisierung, Dechristianisierung, 
Rechristianisierung im neuzeitlichen Europa: Bilanz und Perspektiven der Forschung, ed. Hartmut 
Lehmann, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1997, pp. 316f; Blaschke, “Das 19. Jahrhundert: 
Ein Zweites Konfessionelles Zeitalter?,” p. 46; Lucian Hölscher, “Religiöse Begriffsgeschichte: Zum 
Wandel der religiösen Semantik in Deutschland seit der Aufklärung,” in Europäische Religions-
geschichte: Ein mehrfacher Pluralismus. Bd 2, ed. Hans G. Kippenberg, Jörg Rüpke, and Kocku von 
Stuckrad, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 2009; Jan Carsten Schnurr, “Geschichtsdeutung 
im Zeichen des Reiches Gottes: Historiographie- und begriffsgeschichtliche Anmerkungen zur 
Geschichtsliteratur der protestantischen Erweckungsbewegung im Vormärz,” Historische Zeitschrift 
291, no. 2, 2010, p. 370. The articles in the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe on secularization and 
Christianity stand out in being the only ones which are clearly about religion.
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Breckman in his work on the young Hegelians and personhood has pointed out 
that in order to understand the origins of the modern thinking about the self it 
is necessary to treat theological, social and political discourses as a unity, because 
any discussions about the person were here related to personality in Christian 
theology and especially the personality of God.71 Another is how Marilyn Chapin 
Massey uncovers the political meaning of the life of Christ in Strauss’s 1835 Das 
Leben Jesu by contextualizing it with help from three other Christological-political 
positions of the time.72 She is also not alone in having pointed out the fact that 
the terms “left” and “right” Hegelians, which were coined by Strauss himself, 
were originally not political in the sense we may think it today, but referred 
to theological positions on the questions of the incarnation of Christ and the 
immortality of the soul.73

Outside of the analysis of single canonized intellectuals, work has been done 
in showing how important political movements and events should be read as 
taking place in a political-theological or political-religious intersection. Both Todd 
Weir and Dagmar Herzog have shown how religious dissent and the battle over 
what was to be regarded as true Christianity tied into political and social exclu-
sion and inclusion during Vormärz, and have so reconnected to each other “the 
heretofore separately examined histories of religious and political developments 
in the pre-revolutionary era.”74 Weir has done so in his work on the history of 
secularism, which spans over a longer period, but for the Vormärz era shows how 
a religious movement challenged the existing social order in applying a specific 
theological standpoint.75 In another work, the same author has explained how 
investigation into a theological concept (das Jenseits) “opens a window” into the 

71 Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians. See also Warren Breckman, “Politics, Religion and Person-
hood: The Left Hegelians and the Christian German State,” in Politics, Religion, and Art: Hegelian 
Debates, ed. Douglas Moggach, Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 2011. Breckman here 
puts Ludwig Feuerbach as a central character. Even more important is Feuerbach in Peter C. 
Caldwell’s work Love, Death and Revolution, which centers on how Feuerbach’s theory of religion 
was an important point of departure for radical political thinkers, such as Moses Hess and Louise 
Dittmar. As Caldwell puts it, the battles over the meaning of religion were not “idle play” but fed 
into the very basis of power. Peter C. Caldwell, Love, Death, and Revolution in Central Europe: 
Ludwig Feuerbach, Moses Hess, Louise Dittmar, Richard Wagner, New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 
2009, p. 1.

72 Marilyn Chapin Massey, Christ Unmasked: The Meaning of the Life of Jesus in German Politics, Chapel 
Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 1983. For more on Hegel’s philosophy of religion, the 
Young Hegelians and the politics of religion, see James A. Massey, “The Hegelians, the Pietists, 
and the Nature of Religion,” The Journal of Religion 58, no. 2, 1978.

73 Jon Stewart, “Hegel’s Philosophy of Religion and the Question of ‘Right’ and ‘Left’ Hegelianism,” 
in Politics, Religion, and Art: Hegelian Debates, ed. Douglas Moggach, Evanston: Northwestern 
University Press, 2011.

74 Dagmar Herzog, Intimacy and Exclusion: Religious Politics in Pre-Revolutionary Baden, Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1996, p. 4.

75 Todd Weir, Secularism and Religion in Nineteenth-Century Germany: The Rise of the Fourth Con-
fession, New York: Cambridge University Press, 2014, pp. 29–66.
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development of the political and social movement of secularism.76 Herzog’s work 
is on the emancipation of women and Jews in the state of Baden, and she has 
not been alone in pointing out that the politics of sex and gender and women’s 
movement were steadfastly tied to Christianity.77

Not only gender politics, but also the politics of nationalism was religiously 
infused and intersected. George Williamson has underlined the persistence of 
theology, and Christian rhetoric and language in the development of national-
ism.78 Regarding one of the more notable events of German nationalism, the 
murder of the playwright August von Kotzebue by a radical nationalist student, 
Williamson comes to the conclusion that it was a wish to “achieve perfect purity 
of conscience” in a political theology of pious nationalism which was the key to 
understanding the murder.79

Taken together, these studies paint an interesting picture of how German so-
ciety, politics and intellectual life during the earlier part of the nineteenth century 
can hardly be understood without paying attention to religious life, Christian 
traditions and theological disputes. What the research in this thesis is meant to 
contribute then is to broaden the picture by inserting some figures who are not 
the usual suspects. Stahl, Welcker and Weitling are not the canonized thinkers 
in the theological conflicts of the day, such as David Friedrich Strauss or Ludwig 
Feuerbach, but they should be considered central to the Vormärz period, and 
a reading of them is important to understand the political thought of the era. 
And as we saw, when the former figures have been treated, the intersection of 
religion and politics has not been taken sufficiently into account, and after having 
seen the centrality of this in the period, this deficit seems all the more peculiar.

So, summing up, I will here study three political thinkers of the Vormärz pe-
riod, and I will argue that to gain a fuller understanding of how they formulated 
the political ideologies as they did, we need to recognize and integrate religion 

76 Todd Weir, “The Secular Beyond: Free Religious Dissent and Debates over the Afterlife in Nine-
teenth-Century Germany,” Church History: Studies in Christianity and Culture 77, no. 3, 2008, 
p. 656. 

77 Herzog’s treatment of gender is primarily in chapters 3 and 5 of her Intimacy and Exclusion. See 
also Charlotte Prelinger, who underlines the connection between the women’s movement and the 
radical religious movements, Catherine M. Prelinger, Charity, Challenge, and Change: Religious 
Dimensions of the Mid-Nineteenth-Century Women’s Movement in Germany, New York: Greenwood 
Press, 1987. Another scholar who deals with gender politics of the nineteenth century is Ann 
Goldberg, who in her study of the “making of modern madness” underlines how important the 
“politics of religion” is to the understanding of madness in the nineteenth century. Ann Goldberg, 
Sex, Religion, and the Making of Modern Madness: The Eberbach Asylum and Germany Society, 
1815–1849, New York: Oxford University Press, 1999, pp. 41ff.

78 George S. Williamson, The Longing for Myth in Germany: Religion and Aesthetic Culture from 
Romanticism to Nietzsche, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2004.

79 George S. Williamson, “What Killed August von Kotzebue? The Temptations of Virtue and the 
Political Theology of German Nationalism, 1789–1819,” The Journal of Modern History 72, no. 
4, 2000, p. 943.
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in the history of their political thought, and do so in a historically perceptive 
way. I will soon discuss the approach I have when undertaking this problem, 
but first an interlude discussing political thought and theology.

History of political thought and theology
This far, I have mainly spoken about religion in general terms, but what will 
actually be investigated in this thesis is Christianity, or even more specifically 
Christian theology, of a Protestant denomination. In the early twenty-first cen-
tury, discussions about the secularization thesis and about whether we live in a 
post-secular condition have ignited many discussions about possible intersections, 
commonalities or differences between religion and politics.80 These categories 
put together, “religion and politics” or “politics and religion,” have become 
somewhat of a catchphrase for various intellectuals trying to understand our 
contemporary world.81 This dissertation is in a way related to this tendency, and 
is about religion and politics. But I would like to be more specific, and claim 
that this is not a study about politics and religion in general, but about political 
thought and theology.

Politics is a key category of the Western world and as such very wide, changing, 
and something which can be dealt with from many angles and by many academic 
disciplines.82 This thesis is not a work of political science, political philosophy, 
or even political history, but a work in the tradition of the history of political 
thought in a wide sense, as an intellectual history concerning itself with the 
historical investigation of political ideas and political philosophy broadly. This 
field of research is about the theoretical side of politics, the reflection, debates, 
ideas, or discourses of politics. So, this historical study is not about the wider 
phenomenon of politics in general, but about political thought.83

80 Sigurdson, Det postsekulära tillståndet. For a short but illuminating overview of the post-secular, 
see Josef Bengtson, Explorations in Post-Secular Metaphysics, London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2016, 
pp. 1–4, 13–18. See also José Casanova, “Are We Still Secular? Explorations on the Secular and 
the Post-Secular,” in Post-Secular Society, ed. Peter Nynäs, Mika Lassander, and Terhi Utriainen, 
New Brunswick: Transaction Publishers, 2012.

81 Fox, An Introduction to Religion and Politics; Friedrich Wilhelm Graf and Heinrich Meier, eds., 
Politik und Religion: Zur Diagnose der Gegenwart, München: Beck, 2013; Steve Bruce, Politics and 
Religion, Cambridge: Polity Press, 2003.

82 For the semantic history of politics and “the political,” see Ulrich Meier, Martin Papenheim, and 
Willibald Steinmetz, Semantiken des Politischen: vom Mittelalter bis ins 20. Jahrhundert, Göttingen: 
Wallstein Verlag, 2012.

83 In Swedish: “politisk idéhistoria.” Possibly also: “de politiska idéernas historia” or “det politiska 
tänkandets historia.” These are used by Sven-Eric Liedman, Från Platon till kriget mot terrorismen: 
De politiska idéernas historia, Stockholm: Bonnier, 2005; Svante Nordin, Det politiska tänkandets 
historia, Lund: Studentlitteratur, 2006.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

25

In a similar fashion, I would like to claim that I do not in my empirical analysis 
deal with religion in a general sense. The modern category of religion is too 
unwieldy, since religion (admittedly in itself something elusive and changing84) 
can contain a wide array of phenomena, such as institutions, movements, beliefs, 
practices, rituals, texts, emotions, etc. And it would be imperialistic to claim 
that what I concern myself with is religion in general, when it is a quite specific 
Christian context that is the object here.

I am here not concerned with all of the above-mentioned aspects of religion. 
Rather, to put it on a par with the history of political thought, it is the religious 
thought, ideas, or discourse that is of interest to me. And therefore I rather close 
in on what Augustine in De Civitate Dei called that “which we understand to 
mean thought or speech explaining the divine essence”—namely, Christian the-
ology.85 Theology could be defined institutionally, as the activity of professional 
theologians affiliated either with the church, or with academic institutions of 
theology. But it could also be defined substantially, and then need not necessarily 
be something which is solely a concern of professional theologians.86 To arrive 
at what this means, Augustine’s definition can be coupled with a few attempts 
of defining it which are more contemporary with us.

“Theology at its broadest is thinking about questions raised by and about 
the religions” is a definition offered by the theologian David Ford.87 The preface 
to the vast encyclopedia of Theologische Realenzyklopädie states that “Christian 
faith is about contents, which are believed, theology is about the reflection of 
these contents.”88 The German theologian Falk Wagner says that theology is 

84 Religion is certainly no universal and ahistorical category or concept. See Nongbri, Before Religion; 
Peter Harrison, The Territories of Science and Religion, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
2015. A short conceptual history of religion will also be provided in chapter 3.

85 Augustine, The City of God against the Pagans: In Seven Volumes. 3, Books VIII–XI, London: Heine-
mann, 1968, p. 5. In a later translation, “rationem siue sermonem” is not rendered as “thought or 
speech” but as “reason or discourse.” Augustine, The City of God against the Pagans, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1998, p. 312.

86 Compare how Amos Funkenstein in his famous study Theology and the Scientific Imagination 
underlined how theology in the early modern period was “appropriated” by laymen, and not 
any laymen, but by central figures in the history of science and ideas such as Galileo, Newton 
and Descartes. These “were not professional theologians, and yet they treated theological issues 
at length.” Amos Funkenstein, Theology and the Scientific Imagination from the Middle Ages to the 
Seventeenth Century, Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1986, p. 3.

87 David F. Ford, Theology: A Very Short Introduction, Oxford: Oxford Univ. Press, 2000, p. 3.
88 Carl Heinz Ratschow, “Vorwort,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 1, ed. Gerhard Krause and 

Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: de Gruyter, 1977, p. vii. Somewhere in between Ford and 
Ratschow, but more toward the institutional definition, is one offered by three Swedish professors 
of theology, that theology is “critically reflecting knowledge/science [vetenskap] about the religion 
of the human being.” Mattias Martinson, Ola Sigurdson, and Jayne Svenungsson, “Inledning,” in 
Systematisk teologi: En introduktion, ed. Mattias Martinson, Ola Sigurdson, and Jayne Svenungsson, 
Stockholm: Verbum, 2007, p. 15.
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the “explication of the Christian-religious fundamental conditions,”89 and his 
British colleague Alister McGrath concludes in a discussion that theology is the 
“intellectual reflection on the act, content, and implications of the Christian 
faith,” or of “the fundamental ideas of Christianity.”90

Where we land here is that Christian theology is the discourse about, or more 
specifically the reflection or explication of the main contents or fundamental 
ideas of Christianity. What exactly the fundamental ideas of Christianity are is 
not my mission to define here, but an attempt at nonexhaustively listing such 
ideas can be illustrative. Such central or basic ideas include questions about God, 
the Trinity, the incarnation of Jesus, the nature and content of the Bible, the 
relation between reason and revelation, the relation between the creator and the 
created, especially of humankind, the temporal reality of the earth compared to 
the spiritual or eternal, salvation and redemption.91 And all of these will be more 
or less relevant throughout the thesis. In various ways and more or less explicitly, 
these Christian fundamentals are relevant to how the authors concerned here 
formulate their political ideas—the political language of the time is not separated 
from these concerns.

A few things should also be stressed at the outset. Theology as treated here 
is, as mentioned, not institutionally defined, it need not be tied to academic 
or church institutions. Consequently, what is considered here is not always the 
most conscious or elaborated theological explications, and the authors did not 
necessarily build coherent theological systems. Also, to investigate theology does 
not here mean to investigate only that which conforms to accepted versions, 
church orthodoxy, that which is defended by the church at a specific time. 
That which challenges and defies dogma and the “correct” interpretation of the 
fundamental ideas of Christianity is also considered as being part of theological 
language or discourse. As important as it is to view anti-clericalism not only as 
a phenomenon against but also within a Christian sphere, unorthodox theology 
is not only against but also within the theological sphere.92

Theology is today present in widely different versions of what is called polit-
ical theology, a concept which has blurred lines, and can mean quite different 
things.93 I use this term or similar ones, such as the theologico-political, here 

89 Falk Wagner, Was ist Theologie? Studien zum ihrem Begriff und Thema in der Neuzeit, Güthersloh: 
Güthersloher Verlagshaus, 1989, p. 11. “Fundamental conditions” = “Grundverhältnisse”

90 Alister E. McGrath, Theology: the Basics, Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, p. xii.
91 Compare the themes in Martinson, Sigurdson, and Svenungsson, “Inledning.”; McGrath, Theology: 

The Basics.
92 Weir, Secularism and Religion, p. 20.
93 As formulated in the Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie, it is a “diffuse concept” used for 

“all possible relations between politics and religion.” Robert Hepp, “Theologie, politische,” in 
Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie. Bd 10: S–T, ed. Joachim Ritter and Karlfried Gründer, 
Basel: Schwabe, 1998, p. 1105.
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at times, close to what I call the intersection between politics and theology, as 
theology embedded in political language. But it should be stressed that in this 
study I am interested in the actually quite explicit relations to Christian tradition 
and theology. Because in the modern field—if it could be labeled a field—the 
latter word in the wording “political theology” may also be about the sacred or 
a Heil in general, or about transcendence or something higher in a relatively 
nonspecific sense.94 

We saw that Augustine called theology speech or discourse about divine 
things, that is, theology is (at least in part) a language. Also political thought is, 
or should be approached as language, or even languages. The historian J. G. A. 
Pocock has claimed that “what was formerly, and as a matter of convention still 
is, known as the history of political thought is now more accurately described 
as the history of political discourse.”95 And this is both a perspective and an ap-
proach in this dissertation. Pocock underlines the possibility of flexibility when 
it comes to approaching political thought as language, as recognizable ways of 
speaking and writing. This is because language, or really languages, are flexible 
and nonfinal, and include many different aspects.96 In this thesis, inspiration for 
the way to approach language has come from historical semantics, the study of 
historical meaning in language. And the approach may be encapsulated as being 
a contextually informed historical semantics, a text explication steered by a focus 
on certain key concepts. What this means, we will now go into.

94 See for example Jan Assmann, Politische Theologie zwischen Ägypten und Israel, München: Carl 
Friedrich von Siemens Stiftung, 2006, p. 24. An even broader attempt at speaking about what 
political theology is about (I hesitate to call it a “definition”) by Hent de Vries: “Political theology 
seems a [sic] intellectual discipline not of the general or universal … nor of the individual or 
singular … but of the elusive, that is to say, of that which absolves itself … the invisible, imper-
ceptible, intangible, and imponderable. … But then, political theology could also be seen as the 
analysis and phenomenological description of the wide spectrum of all too literal, material, and 
figurative fixations of this theologico-political difference within dogmatic forms of thought, rigid 
and ritualized codes of conduct, and idolatrous images of aesthetic representation, … Perhaps a 
final, no less crucial, task for political theology—in the singular and the plural—would be that of 
a search-engine, locating and exposing theologico-political noise, often in the form of babble and 
sophistry.” Hent de Vries, “Introduction: Before, Around, and Beyond the Theologico-Political,” 
in Political Theologies: Public Religions in a Post-Secular World, ed. Hent de Vries and Lawrence 
Eugene Sullivan, New York: Fordham University Press, 2006, p. 42. I keep the term Heil in its 
original German for most of the work, as I think it loses some connotations when translated. Heil 
means salvation, or redemption, but is also semantically related to being saved, cured or healed.

95 J. G. A. Pocock, “The Concept of a Language and the métier d’historien: Some Considerations 
on Practice,” in Political Thought and History: Essays on Theory and Method, ed. J. G. A. Pocock, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009, p. 87.

96 Apart from the article referred to in the preceding footnote, see also J. G. A. Pocock, “The Re-
construction of Discourse: Towards the Historiography of Political Thought,” in Political Thought 
and History: Essays on Theory and Method, ed. J. G. A. Pocock, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2009.
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Approach:  

researching theologico-political language
I claim that the best way of viewing the intersection of political thought and 
theology is to regard it as a form of political language. In approaching this, I 
will mainly focus on the semantics, that is, the linguistic meaning of what is 
found in the texts of the authors, and do this by proceeding from the fact that 
there is a conflict over this meaning. This conflict can be fruitfully approached 
by concentrating on certain central concepts in the formulation of political 
thought, which I claim can be seen as belonging to certain semantic fields. Part 
of the procedure is also to contextualize the language of the authors. Doing 
this I claim is the most reasonable way to close in on Christianity as a historical 
phenomenon embedded in society and in politics, to observe or recognize it, 
integrate it, and not regard it as teleologically disappearing.

Historical semantics and concepts in history

The revolutionary era defined by the changing political situation after the French 
Revolution was a period of intense and broadened political discussion, defining 
for modern political thought. But it was not a discussion held, or a struggle 
fought with a neutral language agreed upon in advance. It was a contestation 
over the very meaning of the language; what was going on was a sharpened and 
acute semantic struggle for the definition of political and social concepts and 
the assertion of one’s own interpretations of them.97 So, to understand this era 
and the political conflict lines, it is fruitful to inquire into this semantic and 
conceptual struggle.

As semantics is the study of meaning—linguistically the meaning of words, 
concepts, or phrases—historical semantics is the study of meaning in the past, 
in specific historical situations. Discussing language and working semantically 
in the history of political thought is a way of reaching to political thought as 
something nonsubjective, nonindividual, but social and contextual. Language 
“contains the complexion of the collective interpretation of the world” and in 
that way a semantic approach means that one is given the possibility of taking 
the history of ideas beyond being about the “expression of subjective substance 
of consciousness,” and instead inserting it in its collective social situation.98 To 

97 Koselleck, “Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte,” p. 113.
98 Dietrich Busse, Historische Semantik: Analyse eines Programms, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1987, p. 29. 

Willibald Steinmetz, Das Sagbare und das Machbare: Zum Wandel politischer Handlungsspielräume 
England 1780–1867, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1993, p. 31. The Steinmetz quotation in its original: 
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put it otherwise, the authors who are to be investigated in this thesis are not free 
and decoupled thinkers but inserted in and conditioned by their historical social 
settings. They are part of the same political-semantic space. This is a fruitful way 
of closing in on political thought, and it is no less so for the study of the history of 
religion in various ways. As one of the common characteristics of how religion is 
(mis)conceived in modernity is that it is only or mainly about private, individual 
belief, and that stressing this is one of the dangers of a secularistic historiography, 
a semantic focus means that religion is given the chance to move beyond this 
personal, individual, and arrive at its social and political meaning. Focusing on 
religion as historical semantics then also helps to steer clear of reductionist poles, 
such as ahistorical idealistic or essential ways of understanding religion on the 
one hand and too materialistic or functionalist ways on the other, where the 
ideational aspects disappear into irrelevance.99

That the authors here concerned exist in the same political-semantic space 
means that they, for example, use and interpret the same concepts, concepts 
which are intrinsic to the political debate of which they are part. And around 
such concepts, there is a contestation of meaning. As one historian has put it:

Look at any important political controversy and you will find: both sides 
rely on the same concepts, but they argue for different aims, fighting for 
different interests.100 

The way in which I will present and analyze the political thought expressed by 
Stahl, Welcker, and Weitling, and how I will uncover the intersections between 
political thought and theology is thus by proceeding from certain key concepts. 
In the words of Reinhart Koselleck, the central figure of the German conceptual 
history tradition which has influenced me here, history “finds expression in 
certain concepts,” concepts without which a given historical situation cannot 
be understood.101 History, however, is not one-dimensional; as history is full of 

“Ausdruck subjektiver Bewußtseinsinhalte.”
99 Lucian Hölscher and Marion Eggert, “Introduction,” in Religion and Secularity: Transformations 

and Transfers of Religious Discourses in Europe and Asia, ed. Marion Eggert and Lucian Hölscher, 
Leiden: Brill, 2013, p. 3; Chapman and Coffey, “Introduction,” p. 11.

100 Lucian Hölscher, “The Theoretical Foundations of ‘Begriffsgeschichte’ (History of Concepts),” 
Cultura. Revista de História e Teoria das Ideias 8, no. 2, 1995, pp. 36–37.

101 Koselleck writes in German that “Geschichte sich in bestimmten Begriffe niederschlägt” Koselleck, 
“Einleitung, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,” p. xxiii. This translation is from Reinhart Koselleck, 
“Introduction and Prefaces to the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,” Contributions to the History of 
Concepts 6, no. 1, 2011, p. 20. For a good overview of how Koselleck thought about conceptual 
history, see besides the cited article also: Koselleck, “Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte.”; 
Reinhart Koselleck, “Sozialgeschichte und Begriffsgeschichte,” in Begriffsgeschichten: Studien zur 
Semantik und Pragmatik der politischen und sozialen Sprache, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 2006. There are a large number of introductions to the field and methodology of 
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conflicts, contestations, ruptures, and parallel developments, this is also the case 
for concepts; it is inscribed into key concepts. A conceptual analysis is not about 
definition, but about using these concepts to sketch the story of the contestations 
and conflicts which constitute history. Concepts are “concentrations of many 
semantic contents” (Konzentrate viele Bedeutungsgehalte), and such manifoldness 
is central to why they are interesting and useful.102

One can discern at least three dimensions in the manifoldness of concepts 
which are productive in this study. Firstly, building on what was established 
above, this manifoldness emanates from the synchronic political controversies. 
As political-social concepts are objects of struggle and contestation, a liberal, a 
conservative and a socialist will have very different ideas about what, for example, 
liberty means. And by positioning these against each other we reach the political 
conflict lines, what was at stake at the time.

Secondly, there is an historical sedimentation in concepts, they have a history, 
and their history carries different past uses of concepts whose meanings are still 
more or less explicitly present in their usage, or can be activated. What goes 
on in the present is constituted by events and processes originating at different 
instances in the past, and this is a cornerstone of historical semantics: “The 
language with which human beings acculturate into the world already carries 
sediments of past interpretations of the world.”103

The manifoldness, thirdly, has even more closely to do with the specific 
interest of this study: One concept may exist in different areas, and may have 
meanings that transcend the particularities of what we think of as the distinct 
spheres of, say, politics, aesthetics, science, or religion. But concepts, then, may 
be seen as meeting points where we do not have to presuppose clear borders or 
fixed definitions between such areas.104

Begriffsgechichte. See for example the articles Richter, “Begriffsgeschichte and the History of Ideas.”; 
Hölscher, “The Theoretical Foundations of ‘Begriffsgeschichte’.”; Mark Bevir, “Begriffsgeschichte,” 
History and Theory 39, no. 2, 2000. While I am influenced by the tradition and methodology of 
Begriffsgeschichte, this is not a typical conceptual history. I differ in that these are often primarily 
stories of long-term diachronic change using a large set of sources, whereas I synchronically 
investigate texts from a few authors.

102 Koselleck, “Einleitung, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,” p. xxii; Koselleck, “Introduction and 
Prefaces,” p. 20.

103 Busse, Historische Semantik, p. 24. For a further discussion about the temporal heterogeneity of 
contemporaneity, see also Reinhart Koselleck, “Einleitung,” in Zeitschichten: Studien zur Historik, 
ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 2000.

104 Instead, a study of historical semantics should ideally integrate the reflectiveness around how such 
borders were drawn and areas defined in the historical situation investigated. Willibald Steinmetz 
and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, “The Political as Communicative Space in History: The Bielefeld 
Approach,” in Writing Political History Today, ed. Willibald Steinmetz, Ingrid Gilcher-Holtey, 
and Heinz-Gerhard Haupt, Frankfurt: Campus Verlag, 2013, pp. 21ff.
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To conclude, concepts serve as meeting points for capturing what I am interested 
in examining here. A political contestation, and more specifically a political con-
testation thoroughly intersected with theology, which is taking place at a specific 
time, but builds on the historical traditions (of differing depth) of the political 
and theological language. This does not necessarily mean an actual discussion 
or debate, in that the authors and texts which will be examined constantly re-
fer to one another, but they are still part of the same political-semantic space, 
struggling with the same political issues, and explicating their conceptual use is 
a way of showing this.

As established at the outset, political thought in the revolutionary era dealt 
with questions of religion, of society and of history, and these are three areas 
which will be investigated, they are given one empirical chapter each. In this 
discussion, there are certain concepts which are central. Discussing religion, the 
concept of religion itself is naturally important, as are the concepts of Christi-
anity and the Christian state. Regarding society, the revolutionary keywords of 
liberty and equality become indispensable, as does (in Germany) the concept 
of Sittlichkeit, which is hard to translate, but denotes a communal ethical life 
(more on this in the relevant chapter). Coping with questions about history, 
the concept of history itself is necessary, but there are also theologico-political 
struggles around progress and the Kingdom of God. These concepts will be the 
backbone of what I take to be three semantic fields, that is, networks of meaning 
with which a specific topic is addressed. Semantic fields can be thought of as 
integrating different concepts, “the synonyms, the antonyms, and the related 
terms” forming “some sort of unified whole or language.”105 In these semantic 
fields of religion, society and history, I will when necessary also treat other con-
cepts, such as personality, morality or perfection, which are also important to 
a fuller understanding of the semantic struggle, but these concepts mentioned 
earlier are the starting points and backbones of the respective three chapters.

Contexts and temporalities

Serving the exploration of the political semantics, the texts constituting the 
primary material will be contextualized, that is, put in relation to what is out-
side of the examined texts themselves. Context and contextualization have in 
recent times been of major importance of intellectual history and the history of 
political thought, as well as other fields, and can be applied in different ways.106 

105 Bevir, “Begriffsgeschichte,” p. 276.
106 Peter Burke argues that context has almost become an “intellectual slogan or shibboleth,” in his 

historicizing article about it. Peter Burke, “Context in Context,” Common Knowledge 8, no. 1, 
2002, p. 152. Henrik Björck has pointed out that contextualizing, or seeing things in their context 
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I will here use contextualization as a heuristic technique for arriving at a better 
understanding of how theology and political thought intersected in this specific 
era, as one important point of contextualization is that it serves to steer clear of 
ahistorical interpretations of political thought.107

We can speak of a contextual approach in this study on (here too) three dif-
ferent levels. Firstly, the context is what is provided in chapter 2 and sporadically 
throughout the coming chapters, namely, the introduction to the political and 
social situations and events of the revolutionary era and Vormärz Germany. One 
of the aspects in which historical semantics and conceptual history are historical 
is that though it is language and texts which are the primary object of study, 
language and texts have to relate to other things, such as “structural continuities 
and changes in government, society, and the economy.”108

Secondly, while the texts and the concepts contained therein are what is in 
focus, the introduction to the authors, to their theories in general and to the 
genesis of their texts is of importance for understanding what is at stake in how 
they formulate their political thought. This will also be generally introduced in the 
next chapter, but referred to and at times developed throughout the subsequent 
parts of the work. How they use certain concepts will be better understandable 
if we know things about which organizations and movements they belong to, 
which debates and controversies they are a part of, what has influenced them, 
and so on.

Thirdly, and closely related to the semantic approach, is that the concepts 
and the semantic fields in focus will be introduced and unfolded both dia-
chronically and synchronically in the empirical chapters. This is done in order 
to sketch out briefly the semantic possibilities available and better understand 

(sammanhang or kontext) is and has always been a main characteristic of the Swedish discipline 
of History of Ideas and Science (idé- och lärdomshistoria), although he underlines how differently 
these contextualizations have been and can be performed. Henrik Björck, “Till frågorna om 
idéhistoriens egenart och rötter,” Lychnos, 1996, pp. 42ff.

107 For a discussion of contextualism as a heuristic maxim rather than a “logic of discovery,” see Mark 
Bevir, “The Role of Contexts in Understanding and Explanation,” in Begriffsgeschichte, Diskurs-
geschichte, Metapherngeschichte, ed. Hans Erich Bödeker, Göttingen: Wallstein Verlag, 2001. Here 
he discusses and criticizes the contextualist Cambridge School, headed by Quentin Skinner and 
J. G. A. Pocock, who are the most prominent proponents of contextualism in intellectual history. 
Introductions to Skinner’s and Pocock’s methodologies can be found in Quentin Skinner and 
James Tully, eds., Meaning and Context: Quentin Skinner and His Critics, Cambridge: Polity, 1988; 
J. G. A. Pocock, ed. Political Thought and History: Essays on Theory and Method, Cambridge: Cam-
bridge University Press, 2009. A couple of further introductions, which also put it into dialogue 
with the Begriffsgeschichte tradition, are Melvin Richter, “Reconstructing the History of Political 
Languages: Pocock, Skinner, and the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,” History and Theory 29, no. 
1, 1990; Helge Jordheim, Läsningens vetenskap: Utkast till en ny filologi, Gråbo: Anthropos, 2003.

108 Richter, “Reconstructing the History,” p. 46. For a discussion of context and Begriffsgeschichte, 
see Pasi Ihalainen, “Between Historical Semantics and Pragmatics: Reconstructing Past Political 
Thought through Conceptual History,” Journal of Historical Pragmatics 7, no. 1, 2006.
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what was at stake in the formulations of the concepts that we find in our texts. 
This contextualization will typically start with a deeper diachronic sketch of the 
conceptual histories in order to capture the background and what we mentioned 
as sedimentation, as well as to make it possible to contrast what happens in the 
age focused on here. Further, it will also show an ideational, intellectual context 
in which these authors lived and worked, an intellectual context painted by the 
conceptual usage of the time. This contextualization aims to give a better and 
deeper understanding of the concepts, since I do not follow them empirically in a 
broad or long-term text corpus, but focus on them in the work of three authors.

Both here and in the discussion of concepts above, in pointing out the seman-
tic depths and sedimentation, we have touched upon aspects of temporality, of 
synchronic and diachronic ways of understanding texts. This merits some more 
comment. Contextualization in the wider sense applied here means taking into 
account both synchronic and diachronic aspects. The study then has aspects of 
both synchrony and diachrony, which can be seen as natural as these are always 
tied together.109 However, the study is synchronic in one important sense. I occupy 
myself with the specific historical situation of Vormärz Germany, it is the main 
context, but it is also the Vormärz political semantics that is the actual study object 
of the thesis (through three of its main protagonists). My empirical investigation 
is so not structured as to investigate change (or continuity) along a diachronic 
line, but to sketch out the semantic fields synchronically during this specific 
historical period. While diachronic studies of semantic changes or continuities 
over time have dominated conceptual history and historical semantics, it could 
be argued that this focus sometimes misses out on the deeper understanding of 
the state of things in delimited time segments.110 To put it otherwise: the syn-
chronic aspects of concepts and semantic fields are fruitful to examine in their 
own right, without making them part of a larger diachronic story leading to a 
specific condition.111 In a study touching on the subject of religion and politics, 

109 Koselleck, “Sozialgeschichte und Begriffsgeschichte,” p. 21.
110 Reinhart Koselleck pointed out that the diachronic principle was constitutive for Begriffsgeschichte as 

an independent research field, and it was the diachrony which motivated the work of Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe, intended to show a long-term transformation of the political-social language into 
modernity. Koselleck, “Begriffsgeschichte und Sozialgeschichte,” p. xiv; Koselleck, “Einleitung, 
Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe.” See also Müller and Schmieder, Begriffsgeschichte und historische 
Semantik, p. 18. But while underlining the importance of diachrony for the research field, Ko-
selleck did not deny the importance of synchronic analysis. The understanding of a concept in 
its contemporary situation(s) is after all the very precondition of the examination of diachronic 
change, and it is the remedy for doing ahistorical Ideengeschichte. Koselleck, “Begriffsgeschichte 
und Sozialgeschichte,” p. 115.

111 Melvin Richter, “Conceptual History (Begriffsgeschichte) and Political Theory,” Political Theory 
14, no. 4, 1986, p. 627; Ernst Wolfgang Becker, Zeit der Revolution!—Revolution der Zeit? Zeit-
erfahrungen in Deutschland in der Ära der Revolutionen 1789–1848/49, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck 
& Ruprecht, 1999, p. 17.
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this may be especially potent. In line with what we have sketched above about 
secularization narratives and secularizing teleology, doing a synchronic study can 
avoid implicit or explicit ex post histories of a certain secularization story. Later 
periods’ disintegration (or integration) of Christianity in the public sphere and 
political thinking will be bracketed in the actual analysis, in order to preserve 
the ambiguity and openness of the historical phenomenon in its contemporary 
historical-semantic situation.112

Authors and texts

That this thesis focuses on three specific authors is not so much out of an interest 
in their persons as because the texts they wrote were important in the general 
discourse of their time. As Welcker, Weitling, and Stahl were widely read and 
famous theoreticians of Vormärz, they can be read as indicators of their time; 
through reading them we can get at what was central in the political semantics of 
this era, even though they are not the main figures of a later intellectual history 
canon. Connecting to what was mentioned above, the interest in specifically 
these authors is thus also synchronically motivated.

The historian Janet Coleman, while working with specific authors in the 
history of political thought, has underlined the importance of treating them 
as not being isolated but part of a wider context. How she comments on this 
approach may be illustrative of how I consider the authors in this study; and it 
relates to discussions of semantics and contexts above:

I have taken these individual theorists to be representatives of groups, 
parties, all of them positioned in structures not of their own making. I do 
not treat them merely as individual linguistic agents in speech situations, 
but rather, as representatives of local kinds of arguments set in contexts 
that were not purely linguistic.113

This also means that their conceptual usage and their political and theological 
positions are not to be read as biographically emerging from their inner con-
victions; again, the approach is there to avoid seeing the political-theological 
complex as being about mainly or exclusively inner beliefs. So while some biog-
raphy is included here, because it enhances the understanding of their contexts 

112 Compare here the discussion in Jörn Leonhard’s work on the semantics of liberalism in Europe. Jörn 
Leonhard, Liberalismus: Zur historischen Semantik eines europäischen Deutungsmusters, München: 
Oldenbourg, 2001, pp. 29–33.

113 Janet Coleman, “The Practical Use of Begriffsgeschichte,” Finnish Yearbook of Political Thought 3, 
1999, pp. 28–29.
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and the structures of which they were part, this is no biographical reading or 
biographically structured work. Neither is my aim here to present their thinking 
in as a complete way as possible. Even though this study will provide a basic 
overview of their theories, the primary purpose is not to present three coherent 
individual political-theoretical systems, but to show these authors as part of a 
political-theological conceptual contestation specific to a certain historical period.

Semantics is the study of the meaning of language, and language, especially 
historical language, is to a large degree to be found in texts. What will here be 
put under scrutiny are texts by Stahl, Weitling, and Welcker. The material with 
which I work in this study is thus exclusively published works, and I focus on 
the main works of the authors, that is, published books. The texts can be said 
to be from different genres, but they still combine the theoretical with the par-
tisan. It is political theory, but political theory from very specific and explicit 
contemporary political-ideological positions and movements, and so they are 
theoretical and also contributions to a political debate, intended to express the 
correct view of the ideological currents of which the authors were part. This is 
true for both Stahl’s large systematic Philosophie des Rechts and his smaller more 
immediate Der Christliche Staat.114 It is also true for Welcker’s various articles 
in the Staatslexikon. This is also the case for Weitling’s manifesto-like Die Men-
schheit wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte and Evangelium des armen Sünders as well 
as his more in-depth study Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit.115 These works 
are to be seen as the more central and relevant works of the authors’ writings 
in Vormärz, and will thus be the backbone of what I analyze here. At times I 
will exemplify from works that are not as famous or central, but I will mainly 
stay with these central works, as the purpose is not to seek something hidden 
or peripheral but to examine what it was that the authors actually found most 
important to communicate and above all, that which was mainly picked up by 
their contemporaries. That these texts were widely read indicates the affinities 
they had with the political language of their time. The works of the authors will 
be introduced in more detail together with their lives in the following chapter.

114 Friedrich Julius Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts. Bd. 2, Recht- und Staatslehre auf der Grundlage 
christlicher Weltanschauung. Erste Abtheilung: Enthaltend die allgemeinen Lehren und das Privatrecht, 
Heidelberg: J.C.B. Mohr, 1845; Friedrich Julius Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts. Bd. 2, Recht- 
und Staatslehre auf der Grundlage christlicher Weltanschauung. Zweite Abtheilung: Das vierte Buch: 
Die Lehre vom Staat und die Principien des deutschen Staatsrecht., Heidelberg: J.C.B. Mohr, 1846; 
Friedrich Julius Stahl, Die philosophie des rechts. Bd. 1, Geschichte der rechtsphilosophie, Heidelberg: 
J.C.B. Mohr, 1847; Friedrich Julius Stahl, Der christliche Staat und sein Verhältniss zu Deismus und 
Judentum: Ein durch Verhandlungen des Vereinigten Landtags hervorgerufene Abhandlung, Berlin: 
Verlag von Ludwig Oehmigke, 1847.

115 Wilhelm Weitling, Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit, Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 1955; Wilhelm 
Weitling, Das Evangelium des armen Sünders: Die Menschheit, wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte, 
Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1971.
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A textual aspect of more immediate practical concern in a study such as this is 
that of language and translation. Generally, doing justice to German translat-
ed into English is certainly not the easiest task. In the thesis I have dealt with 
this by translating all quotations (all translations are my own unless otherwise 
stated), but retaining the original German quotation in the footnote. In this 
way, any ambiguities are there for the readers themselves to interpret. At times, 
specific German words or phrases are shown in brackets in the text. One of the 
concepts which will be specifically focused on will not be translated, but kept 
in its German original, namely, the concept of Sittlichkeit, and this is due to the 
difficulties of translating it (more on this in chapter 4).116

In practice this means that the thesis is a study close to the texts. It will be 
close to the texts in that it will paint a picture of the political thought of the 
three authors I am interested in through an explication, or exegesis of their texts, 
showing the theoretical positions they contained. It is close to the texts in that I 
do not try to search for deep-lying ideas within the authors, but primarily look 
at what is explicitly said in the texts, although, as explained above, with a con-
textualizing approach. It is close to the texts, in that it is the conceptual usage I 
proceed from, and concepts are close to words expressed in the texts. Without 
going into the niceties of the relation between word and concept here, it should 
be said that while the concepts are based on words, there is no total one-to-one 
relationship between word and concept. In practice for this study it means that 
there may be different words expressing the same concept, such as Gleichheit 
and Gleichstellung, or Sittlichkeit, Gesittung, or certain ways of speaking about 
Sitten in general. 

Summation and outline
So, in this dissertation I will examine and analyze the various ways in which Chris-
tian theology intersected with the political thought of Wilhelm Weitling, Karl 
Theodor Welcker, and Friedrich Julius Stahl, three authors who were all central 
to the early evolution of the political ideologies in the era that in hindsight has 
become known as Vormärz in German historiography. By laying out the conflict 
around the meaning of a few important concepts of the political thought of the 
time, I hope to show how very entangled or intersected the political language 
of the time was with Christian theology.

116 Translations of quotations from secondary literature are also my own unless otherwise stated, and 
here I have abstained from keeping the original texts (be it in Swedish, French or German) unless 
I have considered it to be of special interest, for instance if it includes ambiguities or difficulties of 
translation. German words are always italicized by me, also when they are retained in quotations, 
as for instance sittlich and Sittlichkeit are.
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This will be performed during the course of three empirical chapters. While we 
are dealing with three authors, they are not awarded one chapter each. Rather, 
in order to focus on their role as engaging in the same theologico-political con-
flict of meaning of certain areas, they are all given equal parts in three chapters 
dealing with the three themes of religion, of society, and of history. The three 
main chapters are treatments of three different themes important to the polit-
ical thought in the revolutionary era, and three different ways of closing in on 
the thought of Stahl, Weitling, and Welcker. And while these chapters may be 
read separately, the first one will probably provide some good background to 
the two succeeding ones, in that it deals in a more concentrated way with their 
respective understanding of Christianity, which will give a better understanding 
of how their theology plays into the understanding of other concepts of their 
political language.

These three chapters are structured similarly. First, something about the 
problem complex of the political situation is established with help from the 
French Revolution, its legacy and context. From here follows an introduction to 
the semantic fields wherein debates about this are fought out by the developing 
political ideologies. Here the concepts which will structure the further investi-
gation are introduced mainly with the assistance of existing secondary sources, 
but also with some contemporary examples of differing ways of defining them. 
This is done rather briefly in order to leave the bulk of the chapter to the more 
detailed analysis of the texts of Weitling, Welcker, and Stahl. After this some 
concluding remarks about how the work has shown different ways in which 
theology and political thought intersected, and how these political areas were 
integrated with a Christian society and language.

After the three main chapters will follow a shorter concluding chapter, which 
will revisit some of the discussions held in this introduction and reflect a little 
more broadly on our modern understanding of religion and politics. But before 
these three chapters, there is another shorter interlude. As Weitling, Welcker, and 
Stahl are not very well-known today, and as there may also be a need to introduce 
their time and place, we commence with a chapter which will provide an intro-
duction to the authors and their context, which, as commented upon, is also a 
part of the approach and a tool for the continuing analysis of them. Off we go.
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2.  
THE AUTHORS AND THEIR TIME

Germany before 1848
In 1848, there was revolution on the streets of Vienna, Berlin, and other major 
German cities, as a series of tensions building up for some decades in German 
society boiled over. This led to the overthrow of a number of leaders, and the 
founding of a revolutionary parliament which gathered in Frankfurt, to draw 
up a new more liberal political order for Germany. The parliamentary proce-
dures was however not entirely successful and the revolution is often regarded 
as a failure in the long term.117 The revolution broke out in March, following 
the news of the February revolution in France, and has so become known as 
the March revolution. But the month in which the events took place has not 
only given its name to the revolution itself, but to the period leading up to it: 
the decades before this revolution are generally known as the Vormärz, “before 
March,” in German historiography. The end date of the Vormärz period is thus 
quite clear; when it started may however be the subject of some debate. It is 
possible to consider the entire period from the Congress of Vienna in 1815 as 
belonging to this period; another common categorization is used in this work, 
however, and Vormärz is regarded here as comprising the period between the 
smaller revolutionary year of 1830 and the more decisive one of 1848. This was 
the period in which Karl Theodor Welcker, Wilhelm Weitling, and Friedrich 
Julius Stahl formulated and published almost all of their political thought.118

117 For an introductory English-language work to the revolution, see Hans-Joachim Hahn, The 1848 
Revolutions in German-speaking Europe, Harlow: Longman, 2001. Hans-Ulrich Wehler discusses 
the reasons for the outbreak of the revolution rather extensively, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, Deutsche 
Gesellschaftsgeschichte. Bd 2, Von der Reformära bis zur industriellen und politischen ‘Deutschen 
Doppelrevolution’ 1815–1845/49, München: Beck, 1987, pp. 660–703.

118 The two larger and best-known treatments of German history are the ones by Thomas Nipperdey 
and Hans-Ulrich Wehler. The relevant volumes of these respective works, together with a couple 
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Either way, Vormärz makes up the latter part of a longer period of German and 
European history: what we may call the revolutionary era, or the age of revolu-
tions, between the defining revolutionary years of 1789 and 1848.119 Not only 
have historians characterized this period in this way, also contemporaries did 
it, even though they could not know (but did sense?) that they were living in 
a period which would be defined by its ending in yet another revolution. The 
historian Barthold Georg Niebuhr in 1829, a year before the less significant 
1830 revolutions, held a series of lectures on contemporary history which were 
published in 1845, and there he claimed that since there was no name for his 
epoch, “we might call it the age of revolution.”120 Before the publication of these 
lectures, the young Hegelian Edgar Bauer had come to the same conclusion: 
“What is our time? It is revolutionary.”121 The Vormärz is the immediate period 
under scrutiny but it is tightly connected to the transitions and legacies of the 
decades before it. So in order to gain an understanding of the times of Stahl, 
Weitling, and Welcker, we will need to reach back and consider the longer period.

If this was the question of time, there is also one of space. When speaking 
about the German Vormärz, and the German revolutionary era, we have to 
consider the problematic which daunted Goethe and Schiller already in 1797, 
when they wrote: “Germany? But where is it? I do not know where to find this 
country.”122 And some caution should certainly be advocated in speaking of 
“Germany” during the first two thirds of the nineteenth century, as the modern 
nation state of Germany came into being only in 1871. In political histories, 
there are alternatives more fitting to the actual political situation of the Vormärz: 
one could speak of the German lands or German states, or of course the German 

of more recent English-language German histories have been the main sources for the historical 
overview in the following pages. Thomas Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte 1800–1866: Bürgerwelt 
und starker Staat, München: Beck, 1983; Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte. Bd 2; David 
Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century: A History of Germany, 1780–1918, New York: Oxford 
University Press, 1998; Helmut Walser Smith, ed. The Oxford Handbook of Modern German History, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011.

119 Eric Hobsbawm famously called this period the age of revolution. Eric J. Hobsbawm, The Age of 
Revolution: Europe 1789–1848, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1962. David Blackbourn in 
his nineteenth-century history of Germany uses this division, Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth 
Century, pp. 45–175. This period has also been of relevance for more specific studies, cf. Becker, 
Zeit der Revolution!—Revolution der Zeit?

120 Barthold Georg Niebuhr, Geschichte des Zeitalters der Revolution: Vorlesungen an der Universität zu 
Bonn im Sommer 1829. Erster Band, Hamburg: Agentur des Rauhen Hauses, 1845, p. 41. “mögen 
wir sie das Zeitalter der Revolution nennen.”

121 Edgar Bauer, Bruno Bauer und seine Gegner, Berlin: Jonas Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1842, p. 5. Edgar 
Bauer in this work claimed that in order to understand his namesake Bruno Bauer one needed to 
understand in what time he lived and worked in. “Was ist unsre Zeit? Sie ist revolutionair.”

122 Friedrich von Schiller and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, “Xenien,” in Schillers Werke: National-
ausgabe. Bd 1, Gedichte: in der Reihenfolge ihres Erscheinens 1776–1799, ed. Friedrich von Schiller, 
Julius Petersen, and Friedrich Beissner, Weimar: Böhlau, 1943. “Deutschland? aber wo liegt es? 
Ich weiß das Land nicht zu finden”
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Confederation, if that political organization is actually what is referred to.123 It 
would, however, be too much of a nation-state methodological bias to really doubt 
that there was a German history before 1871, especially when dealing with the 
cultural and intellectual history. There had for centuries been an empire of the 
German nation, there is a nominal German Confederation, and there is a Ger-
man nationalism. There is also a German public life, with German universities, 
and there are German journals all functioning thanks to a German language. 
And Stahl, Weitling, and Welcker undoubtedly belong to Germany and to the 
German intellectual and political history.124 

What, then, were these German lands, territorially and politically? Well, im-
portantly, the composition of Germany had changed drastically during the earlier 
part of the revolutionary era, as a result of the Napoleonic Wars. The Holy Roman 
Empire was officially disbanded in 1806, and after a few successive changes both 
before and after it, the many hundred different political entities of this empire 
were down to around forty in 1815, when the German Confederation was found-
ed, the relevant political unit until unification of 1871. While the complexity 
of this entity was less than that of the earlier Empire, it still comprised many 
very different types of political units. Some were small, duchies and free cities, 
but some were among the main continental players. Austria, whose monarchs 
traditionally also had upheld the honor of being the Holy Roman Emperor, was 
still one of the most powerful states in both Germany and Europe. The other 
within the Confederation was a relative newcomer, Prussia, which had risen to 
power in the eighteenth century and continued to do so in the nineteenth.125

The late eighteenth century up to the middle of the nineteenth century 
was—as it has been labeled in one historical overview portraying the time—a 
time of the finale or fading out of the old empire (Ausklang des alten Reiches).126 
It was a fading out of the old empire in this most tangible sense of the break-up 
of the Holy Roman Empire, but also a period of a general fading of the old order, 
the altes Reich in the sense of the Ancien Régime. In some sense, all historical 
periods are of course periods of transition, but it is not unreasonable to see this 
era as specifically so. Not only revolution, but also change, reform, transition 
and development are keywords for understanding the early nineteenth centu-

123 “German lands” and “German states” is for example used by Jonathan Sperber in writing about 
Germany in the revolutionary era. Sperber, “The Atlantic Revolutions.”

124 This theme is of course widely treated. See for example James J. Sheehan, “What is German His-
tory? Reflections on the Role of the Nation in German History and Historiography,” The Journal 
of Modern History 53, no. 1, 1981.

125 Philip G. Dwyer, ed. The Rise of Prussia, 1700–1830, Harlow: Longman, 2000.
126 James J. Sheehan, Der Ausklang des alten Reiches: Deutschland seit dem Ende des Siebenjährigen 

Krieges bis zur gescheiterten Revolution: 1763 bis 1850, Berlin: Propyläen Verlag, 1994.
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ry.127 Not only did the borders of the states change on the map as a result of the 
Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars, the states changed also internally under the 
pressure of Napoleonic France and the revolutionary legacy. In parts of Germany 
occupied by France, and where support for the revolution was stronger, there 
were quick and ambitious political changes along the lines of the Napoleonic 
Code, but reforms were not only undertaken in these lands. Some of the most 
frequently discussed were those implemented in Prussia, which included the 
abolition of serfdom of peasants as well as the streamlining of administration 
and government. Some reform was reversed during what has been known as 
the restoration after 1815, and reform looked different in different states, but 
throughout the period of interest here, there is a general development, in that 
German lands went from a corporatist society with a complex legal patchwork 
based on the society of estates, to a civil society of equality before the law (at 
least for adult men) and free market. This included the abolition of privileges 
and seigneuralism, legal reforms in civil law, the suppression or abolition of the 
guilds, larger free movement, a widening of voting rights, the introduction of 
constitutions in some states, etc.128

Political reform may have been a result of revolutionary and wartime upheav-
als, but it was not always made as a challenge to powerholders, but was often 
state-driven, reforms from above. This of course did not mean that powerholders 
looked kindly on all calls for change, but there were political ideas and movements 
which challenged the order established after 1815 more radically.

All the three major political ideologies in their German versions emerge in the 
Vormärz period, as recognizable idea systems and political positions or parties, 
although they were not yet institutionalized in formal political parties as we know 
them.129 Liberalism was a strong oppositional force in Vormärz, an ideology here 

127 These keywords are all taken from the headlines of the first two chapters of Blackbourn, The Long 
Nineteenth Century. For a discussion about the nineteenth century as a transitional period see 
Reinhart Koselleck, “Das 19. Jahrhundert—eine Übergangszeit,” in Vom Sinn und Unsinn der 
Geschichte: Aufsätze und Vorträge aus vier Jahrzehnten, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Berlin: Suhrkamp, 
2010.

128 Blackbourn, The Long Nineteenth Century, pp. 71ff; Sperber, “The Atlantic Revolutions.” On 
Prussian Reform, see Matthew Bernard Levinger, “The Prussian Reform Movement and the Rise 
of Enlightened Nationalism,” in The Rise of Prussia, 1700–1830, ed. Philip G. Dwyer, Harlow: 
Longman, 2000; Christopher Clark, Iron Kingdom: The Rise and Downfall of Prussia, 1600–1947, 
Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2006, pp. 312–345.

129 A conceptual-historical approach to the advent of the modern political ideologies is of course to 
be found in the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Rudolf Vierhaus, “Liberalismus,” in Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 3, H–Me, ed. 
Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1982; Rudolf 
Vierhaus, “Konservativ, Konservatismus,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon 
zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 3, H–Me, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, 
and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1982; Wolfgang Schieder, “Kommunismus,” 
in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. 



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

43

firmly faithful to Enlightenment ideals such as liberty and progress, and professing 
a large “anthropological optimism.”130 Liberals were generally constitutionalists, 
and in favor of greater liberties and equalities, but it should be stressed that they 
were most often not republicans or democrats; they wanted a constitutional 
monarchy with possibly extended, but limited rather than universal suffrage.131 
There was a democratic movement as well, with leaders such as Gustav Struve 
and Robert Blum; the former fled after the revolution of 1848 and the latter was 
executed during it. Borders are not always clear, but in a very general sense it 
may be said that the democrats belonged somewhere in between the liberals on 
the one hand, and the socialists and communists who were beginning to form 
themselves on the left wing of the political spectrum on the other. Socialism was 
intolerable to the existing order, and few socialists managed to stay their entire 
lives and careers in Germany but often had to go into exile. Not only Wilhelm 
Weitling, but also the important figure Moses Hess, and of course Karl Marx, 
who came to socialism a little later than these, had to reside abroad for periods 
of varying length.132 Conservatism may here be claimed to be a reaction and 
opposition to these other political ideologies and movements, and one which 
supported the old order.133 But it should not be understood solely in a negative 
way, as pure reaction, here it developed as a positive and reflecting worldview of 
order and authority. Apart from Stahl, some major proponents were Friedrich 
von Gentz, Adam Müller, and Karl Ludwig von Haller.

Liberalism in the longer Vormärz period was strongly connected to nation-
alism, as it was expected to be possible to achieve greater freedom in a united 
Germany, a Germany of the people. This intersection of liberalism and national-
ism had as its most salient events two festivals, held in the castles of Wartburg in 
1817 and Hambach in 1832. Especially the later one, gathering around 20.000 
participants, including not only liberals but also more radical democrats, led to a 
crackdown from the Confederation under Metternich’s command, with increased 
censorship and police activity. The organizational base here was to a large degree 
student fraternities or societies, known as Burschenschaften, founded from 1815 

Bd 3, H–Me, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 
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onwards. These were inspired at their inception by nationalist sentiments which 
had risen during the war against the French in 1813, and nationalist ideologues 
such as Johann Gottlieb Fichte and Ernst Moritz Arndt, and had at the time 
liberalizing or radical programs for change.134

The universities of the German lands were not only seedbeds for radical 
youth; during the revolutionary era they paraded a remarkable showcase of 
figures that have come to belong to an international intellectual canon. Kant, 
Fichte, Hegel and Schelling, the Humboldt brothers, Leopold von Ranke, and 
Friedrich Schleiermacher were all active here, and later the universities fostered 
the likes of Arthur Schopenhauer, Ludwig Feuerbach, and Karl Marx, even 
though these did not pursue any long and successful academic careers. Add to 
this literary figures such as Goethe and Heine, and it is of no surprise that the 
idea of Germany as the country of poets and thinkers (Dichter und Denker) 
developed here.135 The large number of German states, all in increasing need 
of an educated bureaucracy, and often eager to boost their status with cultural 
achievements, was a foundation for this intellectual boom. Universities were 
well-funded, and some new institutions were established, the most prominent 
example being the Prussian flagship of the University of Berlin, later renamed 
after its founder Wilhelm von Humboldt, which was opened in 1810.

University professors were in the center of things. What has become known 
as the “political professor,” here Karl Theodor Welcker could be mentioned, is a 
typical nineteenth-century figure. The political professors, often more pan-Ger-
man than most both in their biographies and in their ideals, combined theoretical 
reflection with publicist activity and parliamentary careers, and were important 
players in the early public sphere, especially as drivers of early liberalism.136

That early liberalism was driven by theoretically inclined professors can be 
connected to the fact that there was as yet no large economic bourgeoisie, and 
that an industrial capital liberalism was relatively marginal.137 This in turn may 
of course be seen in light of the fact that Germany was still in a time before 
its industrial and economic boom. Industrialization had not really started in 

134 Wehler, Deutsche Gesellschaftsgeschichte. Bd 2, pp. 333ff.
135 The first known reference to Germany as a people of thinkers and poets is from the 1780s, and 
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im 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Ulrich Muhlack, Christian Mehr, and Dagmar Stegmüller, Berlin: Akad-
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southwestern academic liberalism of Welcker and Rotteck. For a presentation of different liberal 
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Germany during this era. It is possible to speak of an “early take-off” during the 
1840s, and railways started to be built during Vormärz. But industrialization was 
really a thing of the latter half of the century and should largely be spoken of 
with the proto- prefix in the earlier half, when agriculture was still the dominant 
sector.138 This also meant that there was no broad industrial working class. The 
concept of the proletariat was advanced, but signaled mainly a heterogeneous 
poor urban lower class, under the chains of “pauperism,” a large social crisis dur-
ing the Vormärz.139 Generally, the transitional character was visible in the social 
relations, and Germany was somewhere in between an older complex corporate 
order and a modern class-based society, arriving in full with industrialization. 
The changes in political rights and the growing public sphere were not yet a 
harvest to reap for the women of society, as they were generally excluded from 
public life. Something of a women’s movement started to take off in the 1840s, 
but Vormärz Germany was a profoundly male-dominated society.140

Deeply intertwined in the politics and sociology of the age of revolutions 
was religion.141 Since the Reformation Germany had been divided between Ca-
tholicism and Protestantism (in its Lutheran and Calvinist variants) and had a 
small but significant Jewish minority. This confessional divide changed character 
somewhat throughout the time, although it was consistently or even increasingly 
important during the nineteenth century.142 The territorial-political transitions 
had implications for this. Following the Final Recess of the Reichsdeputation of 
1803, one of the last laws of the Holy Roman Empire, more or less all religious 
and church lands were transferred to worldly regents. Around three million Ger-
mans had previously lived in areas controlled by religious rule, but almost all of 
these were stripped of their regencies, in a move which was a harsh blow mostly 
to the Catholic Church in the German lands.143 The redrawing of borders after 
the Congress of Vienna also meant that the religious composition of the diverse 
states became even more complex than before, and more states came to include 
both Catholics and Protestants within their domain.144 With the acquisition of 
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new provinces such as the Rhineland, traditionally Protestant Prussia suddenly 
had a population of about 40% Catholics, and such reconfigurations were not 
without tensions. One conflict in the 1830s, often labeled the Kölner Wirren 
(Cologne troubles), has been called the most shattering religious-political conflict 
since the Reformation. The archbishop of Cologne was arrested in 1837, since 
he propagated that all children of mixed marriages should be raised Catholics, 
which went against Prussian law.145

Religion was an area not only of intellectual vigor, as many of the big names 
such as Kant, Hegel and Schleiermacher devoted much attention to it, but 
also one of intellectual conflict. The end of the eighteenth century saw some, 
such as the pantheism controversy around the religious philosophy and beliefs 
of the recently deceased Gotthold Lessing and the atheism controversy, which 
cost Johann Gottlieb Fichte his job. And these controversies in a wat reprised 
in Vormärz, when the immortality of the soul, the personality of God, and the 
incarnation of Jesus were topics of intense debate.146 These have been called 
philosophical-theological controversies (Streitsachen),147 but a further element, 
-political, should be added to this, because the intellectual and ideational con-
troversies were not internally academic, but related to public and political life.

Political-theological controversies and struggles are what will be discussed in 
the coming chapters. And now when we have the background to the transitionary 
times of the revolutionary era and Vormärz, it is time to present in a little more 
detail the authors of the texts which will be the sources of the further discussions.

Karl Theodor Welcker
Karl Theodor Welcker was born in 1790 in Oberofleiden in Hesse, son of a 
Lutheran priest, and among his many siblings was the philologist Friedrich 
Gottlieb Welcker.148 Karl Theodor studied in Heidelberg and in Gießen, where 
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he also was appointed professor in 1813. His subsequent early academic career 
was characterized by rapid resettlements throughout the German lands and 
universities. After Gießen, in less than a decade he held academic positions in 
Kiel, Heidelberg, and Bonn, before settling as professor of law in the University 
of Freiburg im Breisgau in 1822, where he spent the rest of his career. In Kiel 
in 1816, he married Emma Wiedemann, with whom he had six children.149

In the politically convulsing and politically intricate Germany of the time, 
Welcker was both an insider and in some ways an outsider. As a university pro-
fessor, he was arguably a person of standing and influence. He was also an elected 
member of parliament of the state of Baden, which was known for being among 
the more liberal states of Germany, and as such exerted some political influence, 
not least through being central in the passing of a law on freedom of the press 
in the southwestern state in 1831. But after this—for Germany—exceptional 
law, hailed by Welcker himself as “Triumph! Triumph!” things turned for the 
worse.150 After the passing of the freedom of press law (Preßfreiheitsgesetz), he 
and his Badenese university and parliamentary companion Karl von Rotteck 
started a liberal newspaper by the name of Der Freisinnige. But the newspaper 
did not exist for long. The state of Baden was comparatively liberal for its time, 
but less so was the German Confederation, over which the larger and more 
conservatively inclined states Prussia and Austria had large influence. Already 
in March 1832 the Confederation had taken some measures against free press, 
but with the liberal or democratic Hambach Festival in May, the reaction from 
the Confederation sharpened, and in the summer, Baden was forced to cancel 
the liberal press law, meaning the end for Welcker and Rotteck’s paper. Not only 
was their newspaper prohibited, Welcker was threatened with a prison sentence, 
which he managed to avoid, but more serious career-wise, both he and Rotteck 
was forcibly sent into early retirement from their university positions in 1832.

Welcker is tightly associated with Professor Karl von Rotteck, also cited in the 
introduction to this thesis.151 While it was no match made in heaven—they had 
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their theoretical differences, Rotteck favored another candidate when Welcker 
was called to Freiburg and they later got into a dispute about teaching respon-
sibilities—it is often as a couple these two liberals are remembered.152 This owes 
much to the great endeavor they undertook after their suspension from Freiburg 
University, namely, the liberal encyclopedia Staatslexikon.153

Staatslexikon, originally an initiative of the economist and railway propagator 
Friedrich List, who would nevertheless play a relatively small part in its produc-
tion, was a multifaceted work. It was simultaneously a lexicon of the “political 
science” (Staatswissenschaft) and related academic subjects of its day and a liberal 
political propaganda work.154 The reason for this was the press laws, which made 
it easier to publish oppositional ideas “hidden” in large-scale academic endeavors 
such as this than in, for example, newspapers and pamphlets.155 The aim of the 
Staatslexikon in Rotteck’s words was for it to be a “political creed” of all moderate 
liberals and constitutionalists, and to spread sound and correct political opinions 
to people.156 The first volume was not a total success. Censorship still made its 
distribution difficult, it was prohibited in Prussia, and the project expanded 
and took longer than foreseen. One reason for this seemed to be the different 
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conceptions of the character of the articles. While Rotteck wanted to shrink 
the project, Welcker rather expanded it, and it has been argued that he used it 
to assemble and spread his own political authorship.157 Welcker was by far the 
most prolific writer, penning about a quarter of the articles in the encyclopedia 
which spanned many thousand pages, and it is definitely here that Welcker’s 
political thought is mainly to be found and explored.158 

When censorship was somewhat loosened in the 1840s, Welcker (Rotteck 
passed away in 1840) published a second edition of the Staatslexikon. Slightly 
fewer volumes, 12 instead of 15, but a few more articles (Welcker himself for 
example wrote 35 new ones) and published in shorter time, between 1845 and 
1848, this edition spread wider and had deeper influence, and without this second 
edition the project would probably not have gained its reputation as a “paradig-
matic expression of Vormärz liberalism,” or been compared in significance with 
the French Encyclopédie.159 A sign of its importance and impact has been that it 
was very common for the delegates in the revolutionary Frankfurt Parliament 
of 1848 to possess and use it during the parliamentary period.160 And not only 
Staatslexikon was present in the Parliament, but also its chief editor. Being an 
established and revered liberal, it was not surprising that Welcker took a seat in 
the Frankfurt Parliament of 1848. Here he belonged to the center-liberal faction 
Casino, the largest faction of the Parliament, and later to the more federalist and 
rather more conservative secession from it, Pariser Hof.161

In retrospect, it is clear that Welcker was defined by the Vormärz era. He 
was very famous and influential among liberals during Vormärz, a person who 
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through his “theoretical and practical activity decisively shaped this political 
movement of its time,” but it was more or less only then, in the 1830s and 
1840s, that he was a leading figure.162 There was a third edition of Staatslexikon, 
but time had passed and it was no longer fit for its time.163 Apart from this, 
Welcker dedicated himself very little to state law or to political writing at all. 
Welcker passed away in 1869.

Karl Theodor Welcker was not among the more radical in the wider liberal 
camp of the early nineteenth century.164 He was not a republican or a democrat, 
but an advocate of constitutional monarchy, a kind of contractualist monarchy 
based on the assent of the people. Further, he argued for a state founded on the 
rule of law, with political representation, and extended rights and liberties for the 
subjects. Welcker stressed the importance of the freedom of speech, and above all, 
the freedom of press. In his theory, it may be said that he took a relatively original 
position between natural law and historicist-organicist thinking.165 He was not 
a typical Enlightenment rationalist or universalist whose system was based on 
abstract reason. Rather, in his liberalism he integrated historicist and nationalist 
tendencies, and all his theory stressed the historical evolution of certain states 
and peoples. His theory thus has been labeled both as Christian-German and 
as a combination of the romantic and organicist with the rational and classic.166 
It is possible to argue that in Welcker’s theory there were influences from the 
historical school, and ultimately from Friedrich Schelling, but these were too 
anti-liberal for Welcker, as was Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, and he would 
not number himself among this tradition, and certainly departed from it in 
what consequences he drew from his historicism. Apart from this, his theory of 
the state was founded on classical authors, such as Aristotle, and his “favorite 
author” was Montesquieu.167

Wilhelm Weitling
Wilhelm Weitling was born in 1808 in Magdeburg in Prussia.168 He was the 
illegitimate son of a maid and a French officer of the Napoleonic army that oc-
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cupied the town at the time. Weitling, who was raised a Protestant, never got to 
know his father, who did not come back from the French invasion of Russia.169 
Not much is known of Weitling’s early life except what he himself later told, 
and this narrative was built up around a poor upbringing, a thirst for books, 
and an incident where the ten-year-old boy was thrown into prison for alleged 
theft. Most importantly, though, in Magdeburg Weitling was able to learn the 
trade of tailor, which secured at least some income for many years to come, and 
initiated his life-long migration, since traveling was a part of the education of 
many journeymen.

Weitling’s travels in the 1820s and 1830s took him to Leipzig, Dresden, 
Prague, and Vienna, but in 1835 he settled for a while in Paris, home to a sub-
stantial cohort of German artisans, workers, and radicals of various orientations. 
Weitling, who at least already in Vienna had radical convictions, such as the 
need for the abolition of money, became more consciously politically engaged 
in Paris, and joined the communist organization Bund der Geächteten (League 
of Outlaws).170 This organization was succeeded by Bund der Gerechten, where 
Weitling rapidly became one of the leading figures. It was also Weitling who was 
entrusted with the writing of a manifesto or program for the organization, the 
text Die Menschheit wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte, which essentially contains a 
communist interpretation of what the title sets out: a description of the society 
of his day, focusing on the hardships of the lower classes, and a sketch of a future 
communist organization of humankind.

In the early 1840s, Weitling was active in Switzerland, and was at the peak of 
his “career.” Apart from being involved in the organization and agitation of radical 
organizations and publishing the papers Hülferuf and Die Junge Generation, he 
worked on what should probably be called his main theoretical work: Garantien 
der Harmonie und Freiheit, which was published in 1842.171 Like Menschheit be-
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in Protestant Magdeburg. Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, p. 43. His 
specific denomination, however, never seemed to have mattered much to Weitling himself, who 
admitted he was not much of a churchgoer in his adult life.

170 Seidel-Höppner, “Wilhelm Weitling—Leben und Werk,” pp. 29–30. The German ambassador 
in Paris at the time claimed that all Germans who came to Paris became radicals within three 
months. Haefelin, Wilhelm Weitling, p. 17.

171 These two journals have been republished in recent times. Wilhelm Weitling is then presented as 
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fore it, this work came out in many editions and spread throughout Europe, and 
Garantien was hailed by many as the paramount work of German communism 
at the time. A young Karl Marx regarded it as brilliant and scenically stated 
that: “if you compare these enormous children’s shoes of the proletariat with the 
dwarfish worn-out political shoes of the German bourgeoisie, then you have to 
predict an athletic figure for the German Cinderella.”172

Shortly after this success, in the middle of the 1840s, Weitling suffered a 
setback and was put in prison. The next work that Weitling finished after the 
Garantien, was Evangelium des armen Sünders, a work in which Weitling thor-
oughly founds his communism in the New Testament, especially the teaching 
of Jesus, while at the same time being highly anti-clerical.173 The book was fin-
ished by Weitling when he was living in Zurich in 1843, but its publication was 
postponed. Its intended publisher decided to suspend its printing, as he feared 
that the conservative government would confiscate it. Weitling decided to leave 
town to seek a publisher elsewhere, but never had time to do so; the publisher’s 
fear of repression showed itself to be well-founded. Weitling was arrested and 
charged with instigation to crime against property, incitement to rebellion, pub-
lic offense, and blasphemy (Religionsstörung). This was the first process against 
communists in the German speaking Europe. While he was acquitted of a couple 
of the charges (including the blasphemy), he was sentenced to ten months in 
prison and thereafter expulsion from Zurich.174

After Weitling’s release from prison, he did not regain the central position in 
Bund der Gerechten. Famous (at least in circles of people interested in the early 
history of communism) is his argument with Karl Marx in Brussels in March 
1846. In a meeting with the communist Correspondence Committee, Marx 

the author, although there has been some disagreement about how sure one can be of Weitling’s 
authorship, since the articles were anonymous. Wilhelm Weitling, ed. Der Hülferuf der deutschen 
Jugend: Die junge Generation, Glashütten im Taunus: Verlag Detlev Auvermann, 1973.

172 Karl Marx, “Kritische Randglossen zu dem Artikel ‘Der König von Preussen und die Sozialreform. 
Von einem Preussen.’,” in Werke. Bd 1, ed. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Berlin: Dietz, 1956, 
p. 405. Engels cites this in his historiography of the Communist League, Friedrich Engels, “Zur 
Geschichte des Bundes der Kommunisten,” in Werke. Bd 21, ed. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, 
Berlin: Dietz, 1962, p. 209. “vergleicht man diese riesenhafte Kinderschuhe des Proletariats mit der 
Zwerghaftigkeit der ausgetretenen politischen Schuhe der deutschen Bourgeoisie, so muß man 
dem deutschen Aschenbrödel eine Athletengestalt prophezeien.”

173 The three works mentioned now are Weitling’s main political works, and those which will be used 
in this dissertation. Apart from this he also published journals, prison diaries, poetry and more. 
For a complete list of Weitling’s works, see Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische 
Biographie, pp. 1688ff.

174 Haefelin, Wilhelm Weitling, pp. 98–140. Wilhelm Weitling’s diaries from his time in prison have 
been published, but not until 1929. Wilhelm Weitling, Gerechtigkeit: Ein Studium in 500 Tagen, 
Berlin: Karin Kramer Verlag, 1977. Already in his lifetime, however, poetry was published which 
he wrote during his time in prison. Wilhelm Weitling, Kerkerpoesien, Hamburg: Hoffman und 
Campe, 1844.
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criticized Weitling for not having developed the theoretical basis of communism 
enough. While Weitling underlined how he had organized and preached to the 
people about their situation, and that armchair analysis far from the suffering 
of the people is of lesser importance than such activities, Marx claimed that to 
rally people without having firm understanding and reasons to do so is to deceive 
them. The discussion ended in Marx shouting to his older communist comrade: 
“Ignorance never yet helped anybody!”175 This can be read as a historical turning 
point, as a parting of the ways of the utopian pre-Marxian communism, and the 
communism that came to be dominated by Marx and Engels. Although boiling 
down historical changes to such single occasions is always doubtful, it is illustra-
tive of how communism parted after the middle of the century because, just like 
Karl Theodor Welcker, Weitling is very much defined by the Vormärz period, 
even though he lived a good two decades after the revolutionary events of 1848.

In 1846 Weitling first traveled to America. While he was back in Germany 
in the revolutionary years of 1848 and 1849, he was never again at the center of 
the communist movement in Europe. By the year 1848, the Bund der Gerechten 
had changed its name to Bund der Kommunisten, whose manifesto came to have 
a larger chapter in the history of modern political ideologies than Weitling’s 
Menschheit: Marx and Engels’ 1848 communist manifesto. While Weitling was 
not central anymore in Europe, he was more important across the Atlantic, as he 
was one of the earliest persons to spread the seeds of socialism in America, where 
he was active during the last decades of his life (though largely in the 1850s). 
After spending a few years in the experimental colony Communia in Iowa he 
settled as a tailor in New York, and married the German émigré Caroline Toedt, 
twenty-four years his junior, with whom he had six children.176

Karl Theodor Welcker and Friedrich Julius Stahl were established academics, 
representatives of the Vormärz species of the political professor. Here Wilhelm 
Weitling differs. A journeyman tailor, a profession typical of the early workers’ 
movement, he had not at all studied at any higher educational institutions, but 
was a philosophical and political autodidact. This does not mean, however, that 
he is less important in the history of political thought. Together with Robert 
Owen, Henri de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and Etienne Cabet, Wilhelm 
Weitling counts among the main examples of what has gone down in history, 

175 Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, pp. 935–965, especially 937–938. 
This episode, most often based on what Pavel Annenkov, participant in the meeting, later wrote 
about it, is also often covered in biographies on Marx. See David McLellan, Karl Marx: His Life 
and Thought, London: Macmillan, 1973, pp. 155ff; Sven-Eric Liedman, Karl Marx: En biografi, 
Stockholm: Bonnier, 2015, pp. 224ff.

176 For more about his life in America, see Marsiske, Eine Republik der Arbeiter. For the time in 
Communia, see Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, pp. 1404–1437. 
For his time in New York in the same work, pp. 1485–1560.
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thanks to Engels, as “utopian” socialism or communism.177 And Weitling, being 
younger than the other utopists, was also influenced by them. In Paris in the 
1830s, the communists read Henri de Saint-Simon, Charles Fourier, and Philippe 
Buonarroti’s account of Babeuf ’s conspiracy of equals, and these are important 
influences on Weitling, as was the priest and writer Félicité de Lamennais, 
whose radical Paroles d’un Croyant was popular during this decade too. Apart 
from these influences, Weitling also built on Enlightenment era authors, not 
least Jean-Jacques Rousseau, and popular radical or revolutionary movements, 
such as Thomas Müntzer in the sixteenth century.178 Weitling’s communism 
was a rationally organized society without money or private property. Everyone 
in society was to have an equal share in labor and the fruits of labor. As Fourier 
also had advocated, in order to make work more enjoyable, no one would have 
to be confined to solely one type of work but should be able to change even 
during work days. It was not, as for many other utopian socialists, a small-scale 
community that was Weitling’s vision, but a system envisaged for larger socie-
ties. The administration of society would be taken care of by elected leaders. An 
intricate representational system with its basis in family units would have at its 
top a congress, a senate, and a three-person council. To achieve communism, 
Weitling thought a revolution, nonviolent or violent, was needed, and Weitling 
can be said to be the most revolutionary of the main utopian socialists.179

Friedrich Julius Stahl
Friedrich Julius Stahl was born Julius Jolson in 1802 in Würzburg, but three 
years thereafter his family moved to Munich, where the grandfather of Jolson/
Stahl, Abraham Uhlfelder, was a leader of the Jewish congregation and a central 
figure in the Jewish community.180 Uhlfelder’s grandson Julius, however, did not 
become central in any Jewish community. Aged 17, he converted from Judaism 
to Lutheran Protestantism. This allowed him to go on to study and work at the 

177 It is these five authors who are covered in Keith Taylor’s introduction to the utopian socialists. 
Taylor, The Political Ideas. Marx and Engels speak about utopian socialism already in the Manifesto, 
Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “Manifest der kommunistischen Partei,” in Werke. Bd 4, ed. Karl 
Marx and Friedrich Engels, Berlin: Dietz, 1959, p. 489. But it is also developed later, for instance 
in Engels’ 1880 Socialism: Utopian and Scientific.

178 Seidel-Höppner, “Wilhelm Weitling—Leben und Werk,” pp. 44ff.
179 Since Keith Taylor writes on the five major utopians, he has a comparative outlook on Weitling’s 

ideas. Taylor, The Political Ideas, pp. 186–206.
180 See Anton Löffelmeier, “Wege in die bürgerliche Gesellschaft (1799–1848),” in Jüdisches München: 

vom Mittelalter bis zur Gegenwart, ed. Richard Bauer and Michael Brenner, München: C.H. Beck, 
2006. The only large biography of Stahl covers only the years up until 1840. Masur, Friedrich 
Julius Stahl. Here, apart from this work, the basis for this biographical segment are the biographical 
sketches in Koglin, “Einführung.”; Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl; Füssl, Professor in der 
Politik.
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university, which was prohibited for Jews at the time, so the conversion was, as 
Heinrich Heine had put it, an entrance ticket into society. But Stahl’s conversion 
should probably not be seen as total opportunism. In Bavaria, the conversion to 
the state religion Catholicism would of course have been the most opportune 
choice, but Stahl was influenced from a young age by Protestant intellectuals 
and so chose a path that was more original for Bavaria.181

It was also mainly in the Bavarian areas that Stahl studied and held his first 
university positions. In Würzburg, Heidelberg and Erlangen he was a student. 
In Erlangen, at the only Protestant university in Bavaria, his attempt to earn a 
doctorate was obstructed because he had been active in Burschenschaften, which 
were here normally counted as subversive (though Stahl did not seem to belong 
to the more radical camps). Instead he was relegated for two years before he went 
on to earn his doctor’s degree in jurisprudence in 1826. The following year he 
habilitated in Munich, and in 1832 he was appointed professor in Erlangen, 
where he stayed for eight years with an intermediary year in Würzburg. In 1835 
he married Julie Kindler, daughter of a glove manufacturer in Erlangen; the 
couple never had any children. Erlangen during the early nineteenth century was 
also the center of a Lutheran pietist revival and the anti-rationalist theological 
school often known as Erlangen theology (Erlanger Theologie), and Stahl was 
part of these circles.182 In 1837, he was elected as university representative to 
the parliament (Ständeversammlung) of Bavaria, where, among other things, he 
worked to restrict the possibilities of divorce.

By now he had published the first edition of what was to become his main 
theoretical work, namely, the Philosophie des Rechts. The first edition came out 
in two volumes (the second volume in two parts) between 1830 and 1837. The 
second edition appeared between 1845 and 1847, was somewhat updated and 
had different subtitles, but retained the structure that the first one had had: the 
first shorter volume was more historical-exegetical and treated the philosophy of 
law from Plato to the German historical school of his own time, and the second 
volume was systematical and theoretical, where he presented his political theory. 
Already the first edition attracted much attention. The philosopher Ludwig 
Feuerbach, also at the time in Erlangen, who in a letter had called Stahl an “em-
issary of the land of the mystical dreams of the newest Schellingian philosophy,” 
criticized the second volume sharply in a review.183 The second updated edition 

181 Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl, pp. 13–15; Masur, Friedrich Julius Stahl, pp. 31–37.
182 Füssl, Professor in der Politik, pp. 69–82.
183 This quotation from Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, p. 111. For an analysis of Feuerbach’s 

critique of Stahl (and Schelling) see this same work, pp. 109–119. Feuerbach’s review: Ludwig 
Feuerbach, “Kritik der christlichen Rechts- und Staatslehre, von F. J. Stahl,” in Sämtliche Werke. 
7, Erläuterungen und Ergänzungen zum Wesen des Christenthums, ed. Ludwig Feuerbach, Friedrich 
Jodl, and Wilhelm Bolin, Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: Frommann, 1960. 
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helped even more to establish Stahl, and can be seen as a main work not only 
of Stahl but of the conservatism in general of the time.184

In 1840, Stahl was appointed professor at the faculty of law of the Frie-
drich-Wilhelms-Universität in Berlin. Stahl’s call to Berlin was a wish of the King 
of Prussia, Friedrich Wilhelm IV himself, who had read and appreciated Stahl’s 
Die Kirchenverfassung nach Lehre und Recht der Protestanten.185 The recruitment 
of Stahl was explicitly intended to counter the influence of Hegelianism, in 1840 
deemed by the king and the Prussian establishment as too rational. Here, Stahl 
was part of a conservative and anti-Hegelian turn at the university, replacing 
the more liberally inclined Hegelian Eduard Gans, at the same time as the older 
Friedrich Schelling took the vacant Lehrstuhl of Hegel. The controversy can be 
witnessed in the fact that Stahl’s inaugural lecture was disturbed by protesting 
Hegelians who did not appreciate Stahl’s attack on natural law.186 

Friedrich Julius Stahl was in Prussia not only part of a conservative turn 
at the university, but also integrated in an established conservative Protestant 
movement. Stahl came into contact with the brothers and conservative politi-
cians Ernst Ludwig and Leopold von Gerlach, who together with Stahl count 
as the founders of the conservative party in 1848. He befriended Ernst Wilhelm 
Hengstenberg, who had founded the journal Evangelische Kirchenzeitung to 
counter the liberal and rational dominance in Protestantism, a journal in which 
Stahl published extensively. Also at the university was the conservatively inclined 
Friedrich Karl von Savigny, founder of the historical school of jurisprudence, 
who had recommended calling Stahl to Berlin. So, if Stahl in Bavaria had be-

184 As with Welcker and Staatslexikon, it is the updated second version from the 1840s which I have 
worked with in this thesis. For the second edition, Stahl reworked and published these volumes 
in reverse order, so volume 2 came out in 1845–46 and volume 1 in 1847. All the three editions 
published in Stahl’s lifetime are often referred to in research; Füssl claims that the third edition 
from the 1850s is most often used, but this third contained only minor changes from the second. 
The second is more complete and shows a more developed Stahl than the first edition. Füssl, 
Professor in der Politik, p. 13; Grosser, Grundlagen und Struktur, p. 23. For an overview of Stahl’s 
works, see for example Füssl, Professor in der Politik, pp. 369f.

185 Füssl, Professor in der Politik, pp. 108–109; Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl, pp. 22–23. 
Friedrich Julius Stahl, Die Kirchenverfassung nach Lehre und Recht der Protestanten, Erlangen: 
Verlag von Theodor Bläsing, 1840.

186 Füssl, Professor in der Politik, p. 110. Heinrich von Treitschke in his German history says that Stahl 
was received “mobbishly” (“pöbelhaft”). Heinrich von Treitschke, Deutsche Geschichte im neunzehnten 
Jahrhundert. Fünfter Theil. Bis zur März-revolution, Leipzig: Verlag von S. Hirzel, 1894, p. 55. 
That Hegel in hindsight has sometimes been regarded as a conservative theorist has not helped 
the understanding of his and his followers’ status in the 1830s. The immediate Hegelian legacy is 
more complicated than the somewhat dichotomous division into right and left Hegelians might 
suggest, and here it should be underlined that not even the right Hegelians should necessarily be 
counted as reactionary or conservative, at least not when put in relation to the orthodox right 
of Prussia at the time. A good introduction to this and to the right Hegelians is to be found in 
Hermann Lübbe, Politische Philosophie in Deutschland: Studien zu ihrer Geschichte, Basel: Benno 
Schwabe, 1963, pp. 27–84.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

57

longed to first a Jewish and then a Protestant minority and had had to struggle 
somewhat career-wise, in Prussia he rose to prominence and became “one of 
the most celebrated university teachers, politician, party leader and church 
politicians of his time.”187

While Stahl’s engagement in the Burschenschaften in the 1820s may point to a 
certain youthful bent toward radicalism, and while it is reasonable to think that 
he evolved somewhat politically during the years, he was never an outspoken 
liberal, and his conservatism was there already in the 1830s.188 He was vehe-
mently opposing the revolutionary movements of 1830, and Stahl’s career was 
rather boosted by the reaction after this; when liberal professors were ousted in 
Bavaria in the early 1830s by King Ludwig I, Stahl got his place in Würzburg, 
which helped further his career.189

In contrast to Weitling and Welcker, much of Stahl’s more important activity 
as a politician is after the revolutions of 1848. As a reaction to the revolutions 
of 1848, conservatives in Prussia founded a new party organization, and a new 
important conservative journal, the Neue Preußische Zeitung, and here Stahl was 
a central figure, as he was also in the Prussian parliament in the 1850s. He also 
continued his activity in church and university politics; for example he was the 
rector of the University in 1852/53. His further career was not very long, how-
ever: in 1861, the same year as Friedrich Wilhelm IV died, Stahl passed away. 
So, Stahl continued to be of importance also after the revolutionary year, and 
he was not as determined as Welcker and Weitling by the Vormärz era. The vast 
majority of his political theory, however, was written and published and attract 
public attention already in the 1830s and 1840s.190 So the theory of “the most 
influential conservative theorist of the mid-nineteenth century”191 was a theory 
contemporary with those of Welcker and Weitling, and thus very suitable to 
study together with these.
Stahl was a “leading mind” and a “standard bearer” of not only Prussian but 
also German conservatives of the nineteenth century.192 Like socialism or lib-
eralism, however, conservatism was no monolithic ideology or movement. To 

187 Füssl, Professor in der Politik, p. 108, cf. p. 150.
188 Wiegand states that his conservative sides were strengthened in Prussia, and argues that it might be 

reasonable to speak of a “Bavarian” and a “Prussian” Stahl. Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl, 
pp. 34–35. But this should not be exaggerated, and at least after the revolution of 1830, Stahl 
was a conservative. Grosser, Grundlagen und Struktur, p. 12; Breckman, “Ludwig Feuerbach,” p. 
438.

189 Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl, p. 19.
190 Koglin, “Einführung,” p. 31. Peter Drucker even claims that there was nothing at all added to his 

theory after 1848. Drucker, Friedrich Julius Stahl, pp. 9–10.
191 Matthew Bernard Levinger, Enlightened Nationalism: The Transformation of Prussian Political 

Culture, 1806–1848, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 176.
192 Wiegand, Das Vermächtnis, p. 1.
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put it simply, Stahl did not belong to the most radical right wing, he was not a 
reactionary. While he was decidedly and explicitly opposed to the ideas of 1789, 
most notably revolution and popular sovereignty, he perceived that his time was 
one which needed a new formulation of ideology.193 Here he stood against other 
more reactionary theoreticians and politicians such as Ludwig von Haller and the 
Gerlach brothers, who, while they cooperated with him, also considered him to 
not be conservative enough.194 Stahl was a constitutionalist, and he recognized 
some popular rights, though sovereignty, in line with the “monarchical principle” 
advanced by him, was to lie in the hands of the king.195 Also, the monarch had 
his power not from the will of the people, but from the grace of God. It was 
thus a kind of divine right, but for Stahl it meant not that it was given directly 
from God, but that it was part of a divine order, and based on the structuring 
Christian principle of personality.196 This also tied into the difference vis-à-vis 
Haller, who rejected constitution on grounds that he regarded the state as a kind 
of private property of the monarch, something which Stahl opposed.197 Among 
his influences in his system founded on history and Christianity were Friedrich 
Karl von Savigny and the later Friedrich Schelling, who searched for an absolute 
principle in the personal Christian God. Another important philosopher in this 
context was Hegel. Stahl was a great critic of Hegel, but it has also been claimed 
that as he was shaped in a time of Hegelian philosophy, he too showed some 
Hegelian features, and thus was Hegelian “against his own will.”198

*

These three authors, born within two decades and at their political-theoretical 
height within the same era, exhibit similarities as well as differences. First of all, 
they were all Protestants, even if their relation to Protestantism was different. 
Weitling seems not to have been particularly connected to any church, and 
his radical Christianity was also influenced by Catholics, such as Félicité de 
Lammenais in France. Stahl, born a Jew, came to Protestantism as an adult, and 
was explicitly very tied to Protestantism, even though, as we will see in the next 
chapter, he had a less conflict-ridden relationship with Catholicism generally 
than rational and dissenting versions of both the main denominations. Welcker 
had in a way the most Protestant background of the three, as he was brought up 

193 Christopher Clark even calls him an “important modernizer.” Clark, Iron Kingdom, p. 503.
194 Levinger, Enlightened Nationalism, p. 174; Wiegand, Über Friedrich Julius Stahl, p. 24.
195 Friedrich Julius Stahl, Das monarchische Princip: Eine staatsrechtlich-politische Abhandlung, Hei-

delberg: J.C.B. Mohr, 1845.
196 This is explained well in Füssl, Professor in der Politik, pp. 36–37.
197 Grosser, Grundlagen und Struktur, pp. 3–5.
198 Nabrings, Friedrich Julius Stahl, p. 14. See also Nabrings, “Der Einfluss Hegels.”
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in the home of a Lutheran minister. He too, however, saw important political 
connections to certain versions of Catholicism.

As mentioned, Wilhelm Weitling stood out somewhat from Welcker and 
Stahl, he did so in a way that nevertheless reflects the character of the ideological 
movement of which he was part. If the liberal movement typically had voices that 
were political professors, such as Welcker, and the conservatives had proponents 
who were academic and political insiders, such as Stahl was in Prussia, the early 
socialist and workers movement did not. While some of the later proponents 
such as Karl Marx were university educated intellectuals, they were not insiders; 
radical socialists were excluded from the academic and political establishment.

In the complex reality that was Germany of the revolutionary era, the authors 
also resided where it could be expected. It is natural that Friedrich Julius Stahl 
resided in Prussia, which in the mid-nineteenth century, under the support of 
Friedrich Wilhelm IV, was the seat of the evolution of a modern German con-
servatism. And as Karl Theodor Welcker’s Baden was, “by general consensus, the 
most liberal of all the nineteenth-century German states,”199 it is no coincidence 
that Baden is the place where he spent much of his life and political career. But 
as naturally as they are placed in Prussia and Baden respectively, as obvious is 
it that where the early communist Wilhelm Weitling resided was in exile, most 
notably in Paris and Zurich. By the 1840s there was an impressive number of 
Germans living in Paris—the figure has been estimated at more than 50,000. 
The bulk of this group was artisans, looking for a favorable place to practice their 
trades, but a significant group was also intellectuals and radicals, voluntarily or 
involuntarily in exile.200

The differences displayed by the authors are thus not a hindrance to the interest 
of the study, rather the opposite, as these, for example in place of residence and 
social position, are in harmony with what was to be expected by proponents of 
the ideologies they represent. And the most important similarity is of course that, 
as we have seen in these biographical segments, they are some of the main voices 
of their respective political positions during Vormärz, and this is the reason for 
reading and analyzing them together, which is what we will now go on to do.

199 Herzog, Intimacy and Exclusion, p. 5.
200 Schieder, Anfänge der deutschen Arbeiterbewegung; Sperber, “The Atlantic Revolutions,” p. 160.
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3.  
RELIGION

Introduction

Background: an onslaught against Christianity

On June 8, 1794, Maximilien de Robespierre headed the Paris event of the Festival 
of the Supreme Being. Fully equipped with hymns dedicated to the “supreme 
intelligence” and young girls strewing flowers along the path of the procession, 
it was intended to be a kind of inauguration of a new state religion of Jacobin 
France. Robespierre’s cult of the Supreme Being was not the first cult intended 
to replace Christianity during the Revolution; rather his wish was to replace the 
earlier explicitly atheist Cult of Reason with this form of “warm-hearted deism.”201

In hindsight, this was not the birth of a new state religion, but rather the 
peak of the revolutionary “dechristianization” of France, which had been going 
on for a few years. Earlier during the revolution, the state had increased the 
subordination of the Gallican church, seized its material possessions and stripped 
the clergy of its privileges. In 1793–4, the attack on the church intensified. 
Churches were closed, crosses, shrines and other material signs of Christianity 
were destroyed, personal and place names with Christian connotations were 
replaced, and priests were forced to leave their positions.202 The historian Nigel 
Aston has even called the dechristianization during the French Revolution “the 
most inimical onslaught by any government against organized religion for nearly 

201 Nigel Aston, Religion and Revolution in France, 1780–1804, Basingstoke: Macmillan, 2000, p. 
271.

202 Ibid. See chapter 10 for the Festival, as well as a discussion of the term “dechristianization” in the 
historiography of the French Revolution. See also Frank Tallett, “Dechristianizing France: The 
Year II and the Revolutionary Experience,” in Religion, Society and Politics in France since 1789, 
ed. Frank Tallett and Nicholas Atkin, London: Hambledon, 1991; Michel Vovelle, The Revolution 
against the Church: From Reason to the Supreme Being, Oxford: Polity Press, 1991.
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1500 years.”203 And while the aggressive French dechristianization had its peak 
in the 1790s, this attack not only on the throne-altar relation, but on the altar 
itself, had a lasting legacy and was among other things a background to much 
of the discussions of Christianity, religion, and the role of these in politics in 
the years to come.

Upheavals where the church and church-state relations were questioned, 
challenged, and overturned, and where reflections of politics and religion were 
triggered, had of course occurred earlier in history; in this regard the world was, 
for example, “turned upside down” in the period of the English Civil War,204 and 
before that and most prominently, the Reformation is a paradigmatic example 
of such an historical instance. But as Claude Lefort has put it: “It is, however, 
still true to say that at the beginning of the nineteenth century a much wider 
debate is inaugurated as a result of the French Revolution.”205 There were wide 
political and intellectual challenges to Christianity as such, which were “as acute 
as any” since Christianity became the state religion of the Roman Empire one 
and a half millennia earlier.206

As we saw in the previous chapter, the German lands also saw some impor-
tant changes and conflicts around Christianity in the revolutionary era. The 
secularization of church lands and redrawing of borders changed the politi-
cal-religious landscape, and there were early culture wars between the Prussian 
Protestant state and the Catholic Church, such as the above-mentioned troubles 
in Cologne (Kölner Wirren). As we will go on to see, religion, in being tightly 
connected to citizenship, was also at the center of discussions about what we 
could term universalism, social and political pluralism, and inclusion. Further, 
in the religiously divided and intellectually thriving Germany there was a fervent 
debate about what Christianity meant, a debate at times causing troubles for 
participants advocating unorthodox positions.

All in all, Christianity was contended, it was so politically, and it was so intel-
lectually, as these political-structural changes coincided with quick developments 
in the thinking about religion in both theology and philosophy. To understand 
this problematic field and get a grasp of these post-revolutionary struggles of 
religion in public life, which were also decisive for future developments, we will 
turn to and study some central concepts. Here the focus will be  on the concepts 
of religion and Christianity, as well as that of the “Christian state.” We will con-
sider the struggle of different meanings of these concepts in the texts of Stahl, 

203 Nigel Aston, Christianity and Revolutionary Europe, 1750–1830, Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2002, p. 211.

204 Christopher Hill, The World Turned Upside Down: Radical Ideas during the English Revolution, 
London: Temple Smith, 1972.

205 Lefort, “The Permanence,” p. 213.
206 Aston, Christianity and Revolutionary Europe, 1750–1830, p. 1.
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Weitling, and Welcker, and we will pay specific attention to how these meanings 
and positions were theologically motivated. But before we turn specifically to 
the texts of the three authors who make up the backbone of this thesis, in order 
to give some contextual and analytical resources by which the concepts in focus 
can be understood, we turn to them and briefly introduce their history.

The evolution of the concept of religion

The concept of religion as we know it is a relatively recent one. At least it did 
not exist during antiquity and the medieval period, but was rather formed in the 
modern world, mainly between the seventeenth and the nineteenth century, as 
a consequence of many parallel social developments, such as the Reformation, 
the European Wars of Religion with their peace treaties, the evolution of the 
modern state, as well as colonialism and the modern human and social sciences. 
This is a broad evolution, of which only a few aspects will be highlighted as a 
background to the investigation in this chapter.207

The Latin religio had a range of meanings among early Christian writers. 
Most notably it denoted “worship” or “rite,” and as such it pointed out the 
legitimate form of Christian practice. Those who fell outside the boundaries of 
what was regarded as correct Christianity could in early Christianity and in the 
medieval age be seen as Christian heretics—the eighth-century church father 
John of Damascus, for example, even regarded Muslims as Christian heretics, 
or pagans—but they were not regarded as belonging to a different religion. In 
the Middle Ages, “religions” could also refer to monastic orders, or different 
Christians under vows. Thomas of Aquinas uses it in this way, and in his work, 
religio also at times meant something akin to inner piety, or moral virtue.208 A 
more modern understanding of religion, as a systematic set of beliefs and practices 
to which one belonged was developed later, around and after the time of the 
Reformation and the exploration and colonization of the non-European world. 
The peace of Augsburg of 1555, instigating the principle of cuius regio eius religio 
(whose land, his religion) was important, as it politically and legally established 
that there were two “religions,” Lutheranism and Catholicism, and that the 

207 A good overview of the history of the concept is Nongbri, Before Religion. This is also the work 
which has informed most of this survey here. See also Jonathan Z. Smith, “Religion, Religions, 
Religious,” in Critical Terms for Religious Studies, ed. Mark C. Taylor, Chicago: University of Chi-
cago Press, 1998. A large and in-depth study of the concept of religion focused on the German 
history of philosophy is Ernst Feil’s four volume conceptual history, Religio, which starts in early 
Christianity and ends in the early nineteenth century. Ernst Feil, Religio. 4 Bände, Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1986–2007.

208 See chapters 2 and 4 in Nongbri, Before Religion. See also chapter 1 in Harrison, The Territories of 
Science and Religion.
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rulers of the territory decided to which one his subjects belonged.209 Another, 
intellectual, development was that in Deism there was formulated an idea of a 
kind of neutral natural religion, of which there were many versions throughout 
humanity, where Christianity was just one of these versions.210

The historian Kurt Nowak has pointed out that what was characteristic 
during the years around 1800 was that “everyone” was by then speaking about 
religion, but that the meaning of it was very unclear.211 For to the evolution of 
the concept of religion and the concomitant question of what distinguishes it 
from other human phenomena is tied the question of its “real essence,” which 
was an important topic also for explicit discussion in the late eighteenth and 
early nineteenth century. With the development of religion as a modern concept, 
of natural religion and of the idea that there existed different systems of beliefs, 
there then came the question of what basically tied these systems together. Dif-
ferently put, the question was: “To what range or capacity of human experience 
does religion most fundamentally and directly belong?”212 The three prevalent 
possibilities of an answer to this question in intellectual discussions were, in turn, 
that it belonged to theoretical reason or the thoughts and ideas of humankind, 
that it belonged to practical reason, that is, human morality and ethics, or that 
religion most intrinsically belonged to the aesthetics or was fundamentally about 
human feeling.213

When this was debated throughout Europe, the answers that came out of the 
German intellectual debate around the Sattelzeit not only form the context for 
the authors that I investigate here, but have been very influential in how religion 
has been viewed and thematized since. Two central characters around the year 
1800, who represented practical reason and the aesthetic take on the essence or 
foundations of religion, were Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher.214

It was very common to view religion as a question of ethics or morality. To 
this can be counted those who saw in Christianity a kind of ethical doctrine 
and Jesus as a moral teacher, a very common position in society at large around 
the turn of the century.215 To this can also be counted some more philosophical 

209 Harrison, The Territories of Science and Religion, pp. 97ff.
210 Nongbri, Before Religion. See chapter 5.
211 Kurt Nowak, Schleiermacher: Leben, Werk und Wirkung, Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 

2002, p. 97.
212 Walter H. Capps, Religious Studies: The Making of a Discipline, Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 1995, 

p. 9.
213 Ibid. See also Smith, “Religion, Religions, Religious,” p. 274.
214 In a short but illustrative conceptual history of the concept of religion, the theologian Ola Sigurd-

son takes a very long step from the church father Augustine (who used religio close to what was 
mentioned here above, as true worship) to Immanuel Kant and Friedrich Schleiermacher, as these 
are enlightening as two of the most discussed and influential attempts in the genre. Sigurdson, 
Det postsekulära tillståndet, pp. 47–58.

215 See chapter 1 in Nowak, Geschichte des Christentums.
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projects in the question of the essence of religion. The most famous philoso-
phy of religion linking religion to practical morality was Immanuel Kant, who 
mainly formulated it in his Religion innerhalb der Grenzen der bloßen Vernunft 
of 1793. Kant’s argumentation, very briefly encapsulated, is not that morality 
is motivated by religion, it is not given by religion, it is rather the other way 
round, morality leads to religion, and religion is the perfection of morality.216 
Friedrich Schleiermacher’s Über die Religion, one of the most foundational texts 
of modern philosophy of religion, was an “anti-project” (Gegenentwurf) to that 
of Immanuel Kant’s.217 Schleiermacher located religion within the individual, his 
“intuition” and “feeling” and relation to the eternal (Unendliche). With famous 
formulations such as: “Religion’s essence is neither thinking nor acting, but 
intuition and feeling”—he distanced himself both from definitions of religion 
as being about theoretical reason (Denken) or practical reason (Handeln) and 
formulated religion as a phenomenon sui generis.218 Schleiermacher did not 
necessarily untie metaphysics and morality from religion, but they did not for 
him provide its foundations.219 These positions were not always consciously for-
mulated or neatly separated by those who did not have a philosophy of religion 
as their prime purpose, but they were different and influential possible ways to 
think religion in the period that we are now discussing.

The question of the essence of religion ties into the question of its borders, 
limits, or of its “outside.” What is its opposite, and what is not religion? A gen-
eral candidate for being the prime counter-concept today is “secularity” or “the 
secular”; indeed, it has been argued that a decisive shift in the modernity of the 
concept of religion is when it gained this modern counter-concept, which it did 
during the course of the nineteenth century.220

Religious-secular, or spiritual-temporal (German: geistlich-zeitlich) had been 
an important conceptual couple also earlier in history, but with a slightly differ-

216 Sigurdson, Det postsekulära tillståndet, pp. 50f; Immanuel Kant, Die Religion innerhalb der Grenzen 
der blossen Vernunft, Hamburg: Meiner, 2003.

217 Nowak, Schleiermacher, p. 98.
218 Friedrich Schleiermacher, On Religion: Speeches to Its Cultured Despisers, Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press, 1996, p. 22. Schleiermacher On Religion, 1996, p. 22. In the German original: 
“Ihr Wesen ist weder Denken noch Handeln, sondern Anschauung und Gefühl.” Friedrich 
Schleiermacher, Über die Religion: Reden an die Gebildeten unter ihren Verächtern, Stuttgart: 
Reclam, 1969, p. 35.

219 For an introduction to this see Gary J. Dorrien, Kantian Reason and Hegelian Spirit: The Idealistic 
Logic of Modern Theology, Malden: Wiley-Blackwell, 2012, pp. 84–108; Nowak, Schleiermacher, 
pp. 97–113.

220 The anthropologist Talal Asad claimed that “secularism” was the actual counter-concept which 
defined religion as a modern concept. Talal Asad, “Reading a Modern Classic: W. C. Smith’s ‘The 
Meaning and End of Religion’,” History of Religions 40, no. 3, 2001, p. 221. For a good introduction 
to the related but different concepts of secularism, secularization and the secular, see Casanova, 
“The Secular.”
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ent meaning. The Christian world was in a way divided in two, and there were 
religious and secular powers embodied in the Pope and the Emperor respectively, 
religious and secular laws, songs, books etc., and there even existed religious 
and secular clergy, those who withdrew into monasteries as opposed to those 
who lived in the world with the laity.221 Here religious and secular were com-
plementary concepts, functioning within a realm that was essentially Christian. 
In this scheme, the processual term secularization did not have the cultural, or 
historical-philosophical meaning which it later acquired, but denoted transfer of 
property, land, or an institution from churchly or religious possession to worldly 
ownership. For example, the transfer of church lands to worldly regents in 1803 
is known as the great secularization in Germany.222

But this conceptual relation shifted, and this shift can be described as go-
ing from the religious and the secular as something complementary to their 
becoming antagonistic opposites. And another way of viewing it may be that 
the shift was from a society where it was “the religious realm which appeared to 
be the all-encompassing reality” wherein the secular had its place, to a secular 
realm or a secular age, where religion became marginal, and would have to 
adapt as being a differentiated phenomenon belonging to the private sphere.223 
Because two of the most relevant components in what is deemed as a modern 
secular order are the differentiation and privatization of religion, that is, firstly 
that religion increasingly becomes a sphere in its own right, distinguished from 
other spheres such as science or politics, and secondly that religion increasingly 
becomes something private and individual.224

The conceptual triad of secular-secularism-secularization was established in 
the main European languages and societies in the second half of the nineteenth 
century and the terms are not used at all in my sources, and therefore we will 
not directly engage with it here. But the developments which form the concept 

221 Lucian Hölscher, “The Religious and the Secular: Semantic Reconfigurations of the Religious 
Field in Germany from the Eighteenth to the Twentieth Centuries,” in Religion and Secularity: 
Transformations and Transfers of Religious Discourses in Europe and Asia, ed. Marion Eggert and 
Lucian Hölscher, Leiden: Brill, 2013; Casanova, Public religions, pp. 13ff.

222 This meaning of the term is also what Karl Theodor Welcker writes about in his Staatslexikon 
article on “Secularisation.” There is no trace in it of the cultural or historical-philosophical mean-
ing that the term later acquired. Karl Theodor Welcker, “Secularisation,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: 
Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 12, ed. Karl von Rotteck and 
Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848. For the concept 
of secularization, see Lübbe, Säkularisierung.

223 Hölscher, “The Religious and the Secular,” pp. 37–39; Casanova, “The Secular,” pp. 55ff; Casanova, 
Public religions, p. 15.

224 A common way of presenting what has constituted theories of secularization is to put differentiation 
and privatization together with the decline of religion. The decline aspect is the one which probably 
has been criticized most, and is least important for me here. See Casanova, Public religions, pp. 
19–39; Sigurdson, Det postsekulära tillståndet, pp. 28–40.
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of the secular are relevant, and therefore in asking what religion meant after 
the break of the old order, some dimensions of “the secular,” such as the sphere 
separation and religion as something private will be relevant, as these are already 
important aspects of the struggle to define the meaning of religion.225

Christianity—conceptual history and Vormärz conflict lines

Religion had more or less established itself as a general concept to which 
non-Christian denominations could also be counted when Kant and Schlei-
ermacher discussed it, but it naturally also had a strong Christian bias. In the 
Western, here more specifically German early nineteenth century, questions of 
the essence of religion are closely bound to those of the essence of Christianity.

Christianity was not a classic theological-dogmatic concept, and was for a 
long time marginal. Naturally, it does not figure in the Bible, and it was spar-
ingly used both by church fathers and theologians in the medieval period.226 
Rolf Schäfer points out in his article on Christianity in Historisches Wörter-
buch der Philosophie, that Thomas Aquinas—apart from a few instances when 
quoting—did not once discuss “Christianity” in his writings.227 In the (later) 
medieval period, an important notion was Christendom (christianitas, denoting 
the faithful, as opposed to christianismus, Christianity, which denotes the faith). 
But Christendom as being about the faithful was rather a proto-concept of the 
concept of Europe; it may be said that it denoted a kind of geopolitical entity 
of the Western Christian world.228

Christianity rather became increasingly more important as a concept through-
out the early post-Reformation age, much in parallel to the evolution of the 
modern concept of religion. For Germany, Trutz Rentdorff points out: “The 
move to the modern generality of the concept took place in the German Enlight-
enment theology after 1750”229 But generality did not mean uniformity, clarity, 
or agreement; rather formulations of the essence, or the spirit, principle, core, 
or main characteristics of Christianity exploded during the Sattelzeit era. Put 
differently: with the slow formation of a secular “outside” to religion in general, 

225 When intellectual historian Ian Hunter searches for the birth of the very concept of secularization, 
he turns to late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Germany. Ian Hunter, “Secularization: 
The Birth of a Modern Combat Concept,” Modern Intellectual History 12, no. 1, 2015.

226 Rolf Schäfer, “Christentum, Wesen des,” in Historisches Wörterbuch der Philosophie. Bd 1: A-C, 
ed. Joachim Ritter, Basel: Schwabe, 1971; Trutz Rendtorff, “Christentum,” in Geschichtliche 
Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 1, A–D, ed. 
Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1972.
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and Christianity specifically, there also surfaced a need to define it in a period 
beyond the earlier monopoly of the church, whether in the pre-Reformation 
Catholic form or the state churches defined by the cuius regio eius religio princi-
ple of early modernity. Germany was not only divided between Catholics and 
Protestants, but there were also different theological positions and congregational 
organizations within these large denominations (the splitting of the Christian 
landscape was larger in, but not confined to, Protestantism). And with different 
movements came many different interpretations, or at least stresses on what 
Christianity meant and what were its essentials.230

A main conflict line within Christianity in the decades around the year 1800 
was the struggle between Enlightenment or rationalist ideals of reason as the 
basis for Christianity on the one hand and the “objective authority of Scripture 
and of transcendent revelation” on the other.231 Revelation, like all theological 
key concepts, of course shows some inner fluctuation, but can be said to make 
up a specific kind of truth communicated by God to humans by means beyond 
nature or human reason. As such, revelation is often connected to scripture, 
its quality, origins, and content, but can also be about the divinity of Christ or 
other things.232

Growing out of the theology of German Enlightenment was a movement 
called theological rationalism, which thrived during the revolutionary era, be-
tween roughly the 1790s and the middle of the nineteenth century, although its 
intellectual impetus slowly decreased toward the end of this period. Theological 
rationalists wanted to get rid of most of the metaphysical and supernatural 
aspects of the Bible, without aiming at questioning Christianity as such, which 
they saw as a superior doctrine of private and public morality, which would 
lead to perfection of the state and of culture. One of the main representatives 
of theological rationalism, if not the main one, was also the author of many of 

230 Here there is only space for a short extract of the Christian landscape of early nineteenth-century 
Germany, serving my specific purposes. For rich accounts, see Nowak, Geschichte des Christentums; 
Franz Schnabel, Deutsche Geschichte im neunzehnten Jahrhundert. Bd 7, Die katolische Kirche in 
Deutschland, Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1965; Franz Schnabel, Deutsche Geschichte im neu-
nzehnten Jahrhundert. Bd 8, Die protestantischen Kirchen in Deutschland, Freiburg im Breisgau: 
Herder, 1965.

231 Jaroslav Pelikan, The Christian Tradition: A History of the Development of Doctrine. 5, Christian 
Doctrine and Modern Culture (Since 1700), Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989, p. 60. 
See the entire chapter for a general overview.

232 Gernot Wießner, “Offenbarung: I,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 25, ed. Gerhard Müller, 
Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1995; Stephen W. Sykes, “Revelation: 2,” in The Encyclopedia 
of Christianity. Vol. 4, ed. Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 
2005. Hans W. Frei’s classic work on the hermeneutic and historicist interpretations of the Bible 
also includes much about where revelation stood in the theology and philosophy of the eighteenth 
and nineteenth century. Hans W. Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative: A Study in Eighteenth and 
Nineteenth Century Hermeneutics, New Haven: Yale University Press, 1974.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

69

the articles of Staatslexikon, namely, Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus, who 
wrote the articles on the Bible in the lexicon.233 Paulus’ project was not least to 
explain what was told in the gospels as natural. Such explanations meant to be 
relatively true to the texts, that is, not to doubt that the events told in the gospels 
had actually taken place, but to take away the miracles and their supernatural 
dimensions. Instead, the supernatural aspects of the New Testament would be 
said to have been added later or based on misunderstandings.234

Importantly, rationalism was not something outside of the church. At least in 
the earlier decades of the nineteenth century, the rationalists were omnipresent 
not only in theological chairs in universities, but also in churches, as rationalism 
“seized the clergy and the broader strands of the population.”235 In sermons, con-
firmand and other religious teaching and in devotional books such as Heinrich 
Zschokke’s Stunden der Andacht, rationalism was one common form in which 
ordinary people met Christianity.236 It was connected to and stronger in Prot-
estantism, but similar thoughts also evolved within the Catholic communities.

Opponents of rationalism, however, were legion; the opposing cohorts came to 
include “almost all factions of evangelical theology.”237 One of the main opponents 
of theological rationalism were the so-called supranaturalists or supernaturalists, 
who in a narrow sense circled around Gottlob Christian Storr and his pupils in 
Tübingen, who defended revelation and supernatural contents of Christianity as 
essential parts of it, but in a wider sense can be seen as incorporating many others 
as well.238 Other opponents included both revival movements and defenders of the 

233 Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus, “Bund Gottes,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der 
sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 2, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor 
Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1846; Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob 
Paulus, “Hebräer,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle 
Stände, Bd 6, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich 
Hammerich, 1847; Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus, “Heilige Schriften des neuen Testaments,” 
in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 6, ed. 
Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 
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about. Friedrich Wilhelm Graf, “Frühliberaler Rationalismus: Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus 
(1761–1851),” in Profile des neuzeitlichen Protestantismus. Band 1: Aufklärung—Idealismus—
Vormärz, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm Graf, Gütersloh: G. Mohn, 1990, p. 140.
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Protestant orthodoxy on the one hand and the more radical Hegelian speculative 
theology, such as that of David Friedrich Strauss, on the other. In the debates 
around the followers of Hegel, the meaning of Christianity was contested, and 
these debates centered on how one was to understand theological fundamentals 
such as the personality of God, the incarnation of Jesus, and eternal life.239

The intersections of Christianity with the political thought of Stahl, Weitling, 
and Welcker are what will be explored in general throughout this thesis, and 
therefore, I will not go into detail here regarding all aspects of Christianity in their 
texts. That, for example, Christianity is strongly related to progress in Welcker, 
or that it is twinned with Sittlichkeit in general, is explored in other chapters. 
But, proceeding from the relation between Christianity and the modern con-
ceptualization of religion, we will here explore how the authors took different 
positions in trying to define what Christianity was, and how these differing 
positions intersected with political ideals.

A short introduction to the concept of the Christian state

So, the political question of religion in general and Christianity more specifically 
in the aftermath of the French Revolution was about its essence, but of course 
prominently about its relation to the state, and to politics. Religious belief and 
belonging had had a profound and defining role in the political life of early 
modern Europe when it came to border-drawing, identity, sovereignty, and not 
least citizenship. Before the Revolution Protestants and Jews in France were not 
entitled to full citizenship, but became emancipated in this regard during the 
revolutionary years, which was a radical step.240

In Germany, religion was everywhere a condition of citizenship. For ex-
ample, Jews were not full citizens anywhere until after the 1848 revolution, 
although exactly how included or excluded they were varied widely between (and 
sometimes, as in the case of Prussia, within) the different states, as well as over 
time.241 To be culturally and socially accepted and not least to have access to all 
professions—most public careers were closed to Jews—Jews converted en masse 
in the nineteenth century. The number of conversions here has been estimated 
at about 200.000, and the majority of these were between 1815 and 1848.242

Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 32, ed. Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 2001.
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One of the converts living in Rhineland was born Herschel Mordechai, but as 
the Rhineland was incorporated into Prussia after the Congress of Vienna he 
lost his possibility to work as a lawyer, and therefore converted.243 Mordechai 
changed his name to Heinrich Marx, and it was his son Karl who came to write 
the possibly most widely read treatise on the question of Jewish citizenship and 
Jewish emancipation, namely, Zur Judenfrage, a critique of Bruno Bauer’s Die 
Judenfrage. What it circles around, especially in the beginning is the question of 
“the so-called Christian state” (der sogenannte christlicher Staat).244 Karl Marx’s 
insistence on writing “the so-called Christian state,” and his frequent usage of 
it, points to the fact that “Christian state” is not solely an arbitrary coupling of 
an adjective and a noun, but an established concept.245

Although of course the notion that the state was in one way or another 
Christian was age-old, in the 1840s the concept of the Christian state became 
widely used, debated, and more theorized. Not only in the cited text by Karl 
Marx, but also in parliamentary debates in Karl Theodor Welcker’s Baden, as 
well as in Friedrich Julius Stahl’s Prussia, discussions about the emancipation 
of Jews circled around the so-called Christian state.246 Here the concept was 
deepened to go beyond being merely a thin construction invoked to exclude 
minorities, gaining more of ideological coherence, and expressing “authentically 
religious aspirations” and an almost utopian vision for a social order based on 
such aspirations.247

If Karl Marx’s Zur Judenfrage is one of the best-known works on Jewish eman-
cipation, it is a work by a first- and not second-generation Jewish convert which 
has been given the epithet “the clearest articulation of the theory of the ‘Christian 
state’.”248 And this person is Friedrich Julius Stahl, to whom we now turn.

243 Jonathan Sperber, Karl Marx: A Nineteenth-Century Life, New York: Liveright, 2013, pp. 3–24; 
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Friedrich Julius Stahl

Definitions of religion and conditions of rights

Friedrich Julius Stahl not only propagated for a Christian state, he also included 
in the subtitle to his main work, Philosophie des Rechts, that the theory exposed 
therein was based on a Christian foundation.249 Christianity was thus very much 
an accentuated concept in his political language and polemics, and his specific 
way of giving meaning to Christianity filled a role of drawing social and political 
boundaries. Here, the general concept of religion, as a kind of system of belief of 
which there existed many, filled a role, in that other religions than true Christianity 
were challengers to the state. Religion, Christianity and the Christian state are 
intrinsically connected, and will be treated together here. But we will start with 
something about what religion meant in his work. One definition of religion is 
given in the section on ethics in Stahl’s main work Philosophie des Rechts:

Religion, however, is the tie between man and God, that he always knows 
and wills himself in God, and that he everywhere relates to God—that is, 
the complete devotion, the personal unification with God.250

Here the point is to define religion in relation to Sittlichkeit, a concept which 
will be explored further in the following chapter, but which denotes a communal 
ethical life. These areas are closely related but not identical. Religion and Chris-
tianity is for Stahl, he is quick to point out, not only ethics, and cannot fully 
be defined in relation to ethics or morality, but also needs the dimension of the 
personal relation to God.251 This definition also points to something important, 
that in a way it is a general definition of religion, but in the very definition lies 
a strong inclination toward the kind of Christianity that Stahl propagates, that 
of the principle of personality, and the personality of God. Personality, together 
with revelation, for Stahl is a way of defining his own position as different from 
those of natural religion or other ways of philosophically trying to understand 
and formulate religion, which for Stahl would challenge true religion, Chris-
tianity. Revelation we will come back to, but personality in Stahl’s system can 
be commented on now, as it is something he returns to. Stahl claims that all 
systems need to start with something absolute, and for him the personality of 

249 It was according to the title a theory “auf der Grundlage christlicher Weltanschauung.”
250 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 71. “Religion dagegen ist das Band des Menschen zu Gott, 

daß er sich immer nur in Gott wisse und wolle, sich überall auf ihn beziehe—also die völlige 
Hingebung, die persönliche Einigung mit Gott.”

251 See for example Stahl, Der christliche Staat, pp. 7–8.
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God is this absolute; it is nothing less than the “principle of the world.”252 It is 
this personality which gives God the capacity of creation and revelation, which 
are also the basis of Christian belief. Pantheism, which Stahl sees in Spinoza’s 
and Hegel’s philosophy, strips God of the possibility of action, as this lets the 
involvement in the world by God happen by a necessary emanation, by a kind 
of law.253 Further, for Stahl, and to this we will return throughout, personality 
is a principle not only present in the creator, but also in the created.254

As we will go on to see, religion for Stahl may be defined as a set of beliefs 
and practices to which one belongs, but has in a way a double side, in that it is 
also defined as being a kind of correct or legitimate worship or devotedness. Stahl 
also further on levels criticism of both Kant’s and Schleiermacher’s attempts to 
understand religion. Kant’s definition is according to Stahl “virtually nothing 
but morality,” which for him is not enough, and Schleiermacher’s attempt to 
go beyond such projects also has its problem: in Schleiermacher religion does 
not become a sphere with its own truth logic, which it is, according to Stahl.255

Where Friedrich Julius Stahl deals most explicitly with questions of religion, 
Christianity, its delimitations and relation to the state is in the concise book Der 
Christliche Staat und sein Verhältniß zu Deismus und Judenthum from 1847. This 
text was first published in the conservative journal Evangelische Kirchenzeitung, 
an important forum for the struggle of Stahl and his like-minded to wrest Prot-
estantism from the liberals in the 1830s and 40s.256 The text emerged from a 
discussion in the Prussian parliament about religion and citizenship concerning 
both the long-standing question of the citizenship status of Jews in Germany 
and new movements of religious dissent.

In Germany in the 1840s there were new religious movements founded 
which harbored a critique of the existing church and an insistence on the free 
interpretation of Christianity, which mainly went in the direction of a rationalist 
theology and Christianity as a practical-moral teaching system.257 As presented in 

252 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 7. “Princip der Welt.” The personality of God and per-
sonality or personhood were in general a notable political-theological battleground in Vormärz. 
Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians; Breckman, “Politics, Religion and Personhood.”

253 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, pp. 7–9. He discusses this throughout the first part of this 
book, on pp. 7–38.

254 For instance, it is invoked as a quality of sovereignty, and therefore as an argument of his mo-
narchical principle. The general will of the people has no personality, and therefore cannot rule. 
Stahl, Das monarchische Princip, pp. 32, 36.

255 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, pp. 74–76. “schlechterdings nichts als Moral.”
256 See for example George S. Williamson, “Protestants, Catholics, and Jews, 1760–1871: Enlighten-

ment, Emancipation, New Forms of Piety,” in The Oxford Handbook of Modern German History, 
ed. Helmut Walser Smith, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011, pp. 222, 227.

257 A great account of this and also of later secularist movements of nineteenth century Germany 
is Weir, Secularism and Religion. For the evolution and the conflicts of the 1840s see chapter 1, 
pp. 29–66. See also Dagmar Herzog’s Intimacy & Exclusion, where religious dissent is thematized 
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the introduction, rationalist theology had a long history, also in the established 
churches. Now, however, the combination with a popular dissenting movement, 
emerging at the same time as an orthodox turn in much of established Christi-
anity, made these movements a threat to many conservatives who defended the 
existing state-church ties. The two largest and best-known organizations in the 
1840s were the Protestant Lichtfreunde (Friends of the Light) founded in Halle 
in 1841, and the Deutsch-Katholiken (German Catholics), founded in Breslau 
in 1845. These movements, which gathered thousands of followers relatively 
rapidly, had names which signified their, in a broad sense, liberal aspirations: 
The “German” in German Catholics connotes defiance against the traditional 
hierarchy of the Roman church, and a liberal/radical inclination, since German 
nationalism was tightly twinned with liberalism or even democracy before 1848. 
To belong to the “friends of the light” is something which obviously and deeply 
hints at the Enlightenment and therewith the rational values they stood for.258

The two questions of the emancipation of the Jews, and the position in 
society of religious dissenters came together politically in Prussia in 1847. In 
what has been called the “tolerance patent” of 1847 the Prussian state dealt with 
the challenge of the religious dissenters in a cunning way. The patent granted 
Prussian citizens the possibility to exit the state church without having to join 
a new religion, and it also set up the possibility for new religious movements to 
become “concessioned” churches.259 On the face of it, then, this seems to be a 
tolerant and maybe even secularizing move from the Prussian state, but as the 
historians of religious dissent Jörn Brederlow and Todd Weir have pointed out, 
in reality the patent was about disarming the movements and forcing them 
from the church. Not only was it expensive to exit the existing Prussian church, 
exiting also meant that you could no longer hold any public office (civil service, 
school, army), since these were restricted to those who belonged to the traditional 
churches. Also, the dissenting churches did not have the authority to carry out 
any public acts such as baptism, marriage and burial, which made the churches 
incomplete and inferior as these were important parts of the church’s role in 
society. In reality, then, it meant that dissenters faced a choice of leaving church 

together with the questions of the emancipation of Jews and women in Baden.
258 Apart from Weir’s study, see also Jörn Brederlow, ‘Lichtfreunde’ und ‘Freie Gemeinden’: religiöser 

Protest und Freiheitsbewegung im Vormärz und in der Revolution von 1848/49, München: Olden-
bourg, 1976. After the period focused on in this thesis, during the second half of the century, these 
organizations merged and joined forces in free religious congregations propagating secularism and 
humanism.

259 Weir, Secularism and Religion, pp. 29–31; 54ff. The formal name of the patent or edict was: “Patent, 
die Bildung neuer Religionsgesellschaften betreffend.”
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and then to a certain extent excluding themselves from society, or staying and 
conforming.260

Stahl’s influential Der christliche Staat was explicitly a tract drafted because 
of the negotiations in the Prussian parliament, and although Stahl claims to 
be nonpartisan (frei […] von jeder Parteistellung), he has a clear opinion, and 
it is a way of defending the Prussian policy by giving it theoretical coherence 
with help from the concept of the Christian state.261 Stahl here speaks about 
religions as different systems of beliefs to which one belongs. Catholicism and 
Protestantism, Stahl does not regard as different religions, but just different ways 
of explaining Christianity, and Stahl does not seem to have any great problem 
with Catholicism which was, as we have seen, a denominational challenge for 
the Prussian state.262 Islam, or as Stahl calls it, Mohammedanism, is mentioned 
as another religion, but disregarded as not relevant, since he claims there are no 
Mohammedans in Germany.263 In German lands, there are then basically two 
religions competing with Christianity; these are the ones present already in the 
book title: Deism and Judaism. Stahl defends the exclusion of Jews, who are 
another people with another Sittlichkeit and another religion, with other religious 
goals. However, Stahl, himself a convert, notes that Jews naturally have been 
influenced by their presence in Germany, and that Jews may and will convert 
to the Christian Religion.264

That Jews were of another religion might have been self-evident. A larger 
argumentative challenge, and more important at the time, was how Stahl defined 
the dissenting churches as not being Christian, but in fact belonging to another 
religion, Deism. Deism as an alternative to Christianity was never as strong in 
Germany as in England and France, and certainly not in the nineteenth century, 
when its influence had waned all over the European continent, but Stahl still used 
it as a kind of umbrella term for the dissenters. The dissenters themselves at the 
time did not regarded themselves as Deists but as Christians, more specifically, 
as Protestants (Lichtfreunde) and Catholics (Deutsch-Katholiken), something 
which in Stahl’s view was not enough: “That these sects call themselves Christian 

260 Brederlow, “Lichtfreunde” und “Freie Gemeinden,” pp. 55–57; Weir, Secularism and Religion, pp. 
55–57.

261 Stahl, Der christliche Staat, p. 4.
262 Ibid., p. 61.
263 Ibid., p. 35. This claim is not totally correct; because of Ottoman-Prussian relations there were 

some Muslims in Prussia already from the eighteenth century onwards, although in very small 
numbers. Faruk Şen and Hayrettin Aydın, Islam in Deutschland, München: Beck, 2002, pp. 10f.

264 Stahl, Der christliche Staat, pp. 40–55. Stahl was a part of the Protestant Jewish mission of Vormärz, 
and also for some time director of the Berlin Society for the Promotion of Christianity among 
the Jews. Clark, The Politics of Conversion, p. 170. About this society in general, see chapter 4 in 
Clark’s work. Ideas about where the difference of Jews resided fluctuated in this time between 
nationality, religion, and social behavior, Herzog, Intimacy and Exclusion, pp. 26, 172.
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cannot give them any rights whatsoever.”265 Stahl’s argument for excluding them 
from Christianity, which we will examine in detail below, is that their rationalist 
theology had stepped over the limits for what counted as Christianity. He admits 
that they “originated in Christianity’s womb,” but all in all they are “more deistic 
than Christian sects.”266

The long-established exclusionary practice against the Jews then opened up for 
disarming the religious dissenters, who in their liberal outlooks were also political 
dissenters and a challenge to the existing states. Stahl’s sharp delimitations of 
Christianity allows him to put these dissenters outside the borders and labeling 
them not only dissenting Christians, but as belonging to another religion. For 
on this Stahl is clear: “Political rights are conditioned by the commitment to the 
state religion.”267 Civil rights (bürgerliche Rechte) should be given to everyone, 
but political rights (politische Rechte), including service in public institutions 
and in the parliament, were to be denied those belonging to other religions.268

So, the definition of religion carried with it a possibility of political exclusion. 
And Stahl’s Der Christliche Staat is a theoretical defense of the political act of 
excluding dissenters. The borders he drew and the theological struggles around 
them, as well as the argument for the connection of religion and church, we 
will now explore further.

A Christian state on the foundation of revealed Christianity

There are notions in Stahl’s texts of religion as being private and as being a separate 
sphere in relation to other parts of society. He recognizes that there are different 
areas of human life, of which religion is one, and the (Christian) state does not 
let “the diverse areas of human life be absorbed in religion, but lets them all be 
carried by religion.”269 That is, while religion is but one sphere, public life does 
in a way rest on it, and the Christian state “manifests the Christian character 
in the public institutions.”270 This relates to the specific public-private division 
of Stahl, which is not drawn in such a way that religion is private and politics 
public, but rather that there is a private and a public dimension of religion.

The state cannot and does not want to force its citizens to think or believe 
in a certain way, and Stahl repeatedly admits that everyone is of course free to 

265 Stahl, Der christliche Staat, pp. 35–36. “Daß sich diese Sekten selbst christlich nennen, kann ihnen 
deshalb nicht das geringste Anrecht geben.”

266 Ibid., p. 5. “im Schoß der Christenheit entstandenen”; “mehr deistischen als christlicher Sekten.”
267 Ibid., p. 31. “die politischen Rechten [sind] durch das Bekenntniß zur Staatsreligion bedingt.”
268 Ibid. See chapter 3 in general.
269 Ibid., p. 27. “die mannigfachen Gebiete des menschlichen Lebens in Religion aufgehen, aber er 

läßt sie alle von der Religion getragen seyn.”
270 Ibid. “er bekundet in den öffentlichen Einrichtungen den christlichen Charakter.”
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privately believe whatever he wants. “The Christian state allows all its subjects 
and all religious communities to seek salvation in their own fashion.”271 This is 
something for man’s “private sphere,” and “there he must have his full right, and 
no one is a judge over his faith.”272 However, that no one is allowed to intrude 
on or judge someone’s private belief as private belief does not mean that one’s 
religion does not have any consequences for the public life of the Christian state. 
So while no one can judge over someone else’s inner religious belief, “that however 
does not preclude that man is judge over the Christian confession of a religious 
community.”273 Therefore we now turn to Stahl’s borders for Christianity, and 
to how he motivates the idea of the Christian state.

Stahl argues explicitly against those who see the essence of Christianity as 
being morality, or love of one’s neighbor, and in this offers a definition of what 
Christianity is:

That Christianity is and demands nothing else than love of humanity, and 
that therefore real Christianity practically exists albeit in another form in 
Judaism, paganism, Mohammedanism, is the deepest dazzlement attached 
to our time. Christianity is not solely morality, it is religion, its essence 
is therefore not only love of one’s neighbor, but also particularly faith, 
unification with God and the redeemer. Christianity is sacred observation 
of divine orders and it is revelation, the unveiling of godly resolutions 
and promises, and is the unveiling of godly commandments, hence the 
true sittlichen demands for the most essential conditions of human life.274

Christianity is religion, in the sense of the definition we started out this section 
with, a personal unification with God, but it also contains other aspects. Firstly, 
while arguing against the view that Christianity should be solely morality, mo-

271 Ibid., p. 26. “Der christliche Staat gestattet jeden Unterthan und jeder religiösen Gemeinschaft, 
nach ihrer façon, selig zu werden.” The formulation in German closely echoes the famous quotation 
by the Prussian King Frederick the Great, that in his Kingdom “mus ein jeder nach seiner façon 
selig werden.” This quotation from Frederick was allegedly uttered in the context of a discussion 
of the acceptance of Roman Catholic schools. Büchmann, Geflügelte Worte, p. 691.

272 Stahl, Der christliche Staat, p. 31. “privaten Sphäre”; “and da muß ihm sein volles Recht werden, 
und Niemand ist Richter über seinen Glauben.”

273 Ibid., p. 36. “das aber schließt nicht aus, daß der Mensch Richter sey über das christliche Bek-
enntniß einer Religionsgesellschaft.”

274 Ibid., pp. 7–8. “Daß das Christenthum nichts Anderes sey und fordere, als Menschenliebe, und 
deshalb das ächte Christenthum eben so gut im Judenthum, Heidenthum, Muhamedanismus, 
nur unter andere Formen, bestehe, ist die tiefste Verblendung, mit der die Zeit behaftet ist. Das 
Christenthum ist nicht bloß Moral, es ist Religion, sein Wesen ist darum nicht bloß Nächsten-
liebe, sondern auch vor Allem Glaube, Einigung mit Gott und der Erlöser. Das Christenthum ist 
Heilighaltung göttlicher Ordnungen und es ist Offenbarung, ist Enthüllung göttlicher Rathschlüsse 
und Verheißungen, und ist Enthüllung göttlicher Gebote, sohin der wahren sittlichen Anforderung 
für die wesentlichsten Verhältnisse des menschlichen Lebens.”



3. RELIGION 

78

rality is part of it, but there are also other components, components of order and 
imperatives, related to the Sittlichkeit of the people. And it is on this foundation 
that his argumentation rests that the state should be Christian.

The French Revolution, for Stahl, is a clear and explicit background to 
the discussion about the Christian state; it tore apart the bonds between state 
and religion, presented a religious indifferentism, followed by different states 
of religious arrangements including a conscious demolition of Christianity. 
This—in Stahl’s language—atheist or deist state is presented as a threat to all 
German states.275 What the revolution did was to erase all qualitative relations 
and differences between men, because it had no feeling for “the economy of 
living conditions dictated by God.”276 What is discussed here is that the Berufe 
(which in German has the complex connotation of calling, vocation, but also of 
profession, or in the modern sense, “job”) are dictated by God, and as these are 
connected to different honors or privileges (Ehre) there is in the leveling tendencies 
of revolution a subversion of a divine order.277 Order, together with authority 
and imperatives, recur as important aspects of what is unveiled, or revealed, by 
God.278 Apart from the constitutional aspects of the Berufe mentioned above, 
and the divine guarantee of the authority, important institutions for Stahl which 
should be based on Christianity are marriage and education or upbringing of the 
people (Erziehung/Volkserziehung). These are related to the Christian Gesittung 
or Sittlichkeit, the common ethical life of a people.

It can be said that Stahl argues that the Christian state is both logical and 
necessary. It is logical, since there is a connection between state and people, as 
well as between people and religion. As long as there have been states, Stahl 
claims polemicizing against those who find that the state should basically be a 
guarantor of rights, they have comprised “the complete life and aspirations of 
a nation with all its material and sittlichen objectives.”279 And if Christianity as 
we saw includes these sittlichen demands and objectives, Christianity is not to 
be separated from the state. As the state is no pure mechanism, but something 
deeper, based on the life of the people as unity, it would be a paradox if this 
Christian people (he speaks repeatedly about christliches Volk) would not try to 
construct their political life according to Christianity.280

The Christian state is not only logical, but also necessary, since as Christianity 
is the basis for national life and for Gesittung, it cannot be ignored, but needs 

275 Ibid., pp. 24, 31, 65, 71.
276 Ibid., p. 15. “die von Gott gesetzte Ökonomie der Lebenskreise.”
277 Ibid.
278 Ibid., p. 19. Order = “Ordnung”; authority = “Obrigkeit”; imperatives = “Gebote.”
279 Ibid., p. 6. “das gesammte Leben und Streben einer Nation mit allen seinen materiellen und 

sittlichen Zielen.”
280 Ibid., p. 25. See also p. 8.
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to be promoted if the life of the people is to be retained; the Christian state is 
“a natural means to the revival and fortification of the Christian faith.”281 To 
give up the Christianity of the state would be to give up on reproduction of 
the people’s adherence to Christianity which would mean the disintegration of 
the people. And for Stahl, to withdraw revelation is to withdraw the feeling for 
Christian Gesittung, as the latter is born out of the former.282

To be involved in the political and public life demands that one is a confess-
ing Christian, and to be a confessing Christian for Stahl means to accept divine 
revelation as truth. Christianity is revealed Christianity, and the nonacceptance 
of revelation, or the placing of autonomous human reason as a higher principle 
than revelation, constitutes the limits to belonging to the Christian religion 
for Stahl. So, as Christianity should be the basis of the state, and belonging to 
Christianity is conditioned on confessing divine revelation, those who do not 
confess this cannot claim to belong to the state in the same way as those who 
according to Stahl are real Christians. And to exchange the Christian state for 
a state which should be neutral in religious concerns is not an option for Stahl. 
This is because of the fact we just discussed, that the Christian state is logical and 
necessary, but it should also be added that the very possibility of the neutrality 
of the state in relation to religion, or the equal treatment of different religions, 
is not highly regarded by Stahl.

Following the view of the state and of Christianity outlined above, religious 
freedom, or dechristianization (Entchristianisirung), of the state would mean “the 
disintegration of the nation in a myriad of religious private communities.”283 And 
in Stahl’s formulations, there is no such thing as neutrality; what those who plead 
for “the separation of the religious from the political” really want, according to 
him, is “not at all neutrality in religious things”:

The intention is in no way solely (negatively) to abolish Christianity as 
the principle of the state, instead it is rather (positively) to erect the denial 
of revelation as the principle of the state […] There is no wish to abstain 
from having an official national cult. Instead the wish is to make the faith 
based on reason and Enlightenment into a national cult, only with the 
retention of some Christian reminiscences as the aesthetical forms of the 
cult. The wish is an official cult of Deism in Christian forms.284 

281 Ibid., p. 29. “ein natürliches Mittel zur Erweckung und Befestigung des christlichen Glaubens.”
282 Ibid., p. 17.
283 Ibid., p. 70. “den Zerfall der Nation in eine Unzahl religiöser Privatgesellschaften.”
284 Ibid., pp. 69–70. “die Sonderung des Religiösen vom Politischen”; “überhaupt nicht Neutralität 

in religiöser Dingen”; “Man will keineswegs bloß (negativ) das Christenthum als Staatsprincip 
abschaffen, sondern man will vielmehr (positiv) die Offenbarungsläugnung als Staatsprincip 
aufrichten. […] Auf einen öffentlichen Nationalkultus will man keineswegs verzichten. Sondern 
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For Stahl, revealed Christianity will stand as a bulwark against his political 
enemies, against those proposing enlightenment, rational, purely immanent 
contractual, liberal or democratic visions of the state, visions which threaten 
disorder and violent revolutions. Against this stands the Christian state, and his 
definition of what it entails:

Christian motives in the constitution, Christian principles, yes, Christian 
revealed commandments as norms for the legislation and administration, a 
commitment to Christianity in public records, protection and promotion 
of the Christian church—those are the features which designates it.285

*

To sum up, it is clear that the limits to what is true Christianity according to 
Stahl have a deep political meaning, and that there is a fundamental theological 
foundation in his argumentation for important political topics such as citizen-
ship, inclusion and the church-state relation. His “Christian state,” based on 
a very specific meaning of what Christianity is, for instance personality and 
revelation, was however criticized, for instance by Karl Theodor Welcker, to 
whom we now turn.

Karl Theodor Welcker

True religiosity and rational Christianity

Karl Theodor Welcker avidly expressed criticism of conservative versions of the 
concept of the Christian state. While Welcker, in comparison with Stahl, argues 
for a separation between religion and matters of the state, he is in no way capa-
ble of totally imagining a state or a social life without religion, and Christianity 
and Christian theology play a role in his theorizing about the state in different 
ways. To this we will turn soon. First, however, we will discuss his stands on 
Christianity, as well as religion and religiosity more generally.

Theological rationalism may have passed its zenith in universities and churches 
in the 1830s and 1840s, with challenges from more radical interpretations of 

man will, daß der Vernunft- und Aufklärungsglaube Nationalkultus werde, bloß mit Beibehaltung 
christlicher Reminiscenzen als ästhetischer Kultusformen. Man will den Deismus unter der Form 
des Christenthums als öffentlichen Kultus.”

285 Ibid., p. 27. “Christliche Motive der Verfassung, christliche Principien, ja christliche Offenba-
rungsgebote als Norm der Gesetzgebung und Verwaltung, Bekenntniß zum Christenthum in den 
öffentlichen Akten, Schutz und Förderung der christlichen Kirche—das sind die Züge, die ihn 
bezeichnen.”



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

81

Christianity from the likes of the young Hegelians on one side and more or-
thodox or supranaturnal interpretations on the other. But rationalism was not 
gone, and it did still have an influence on (not only, but prominently) political 
liberals and their interpretation of Christianity. A witness to its popular appeal 
is the political-social impact of the dissenters discussed above, and its dominance 
in the Staatslexikon may also be taken as proof that it was a very viable form of 
reading the Christian tradition among moderate liberals.286

Karl Theodor Welcker himself refers to Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus’ 
exegeses when he writes about Christianity, and it is easy to see how his posi-
tion on Christianity relies on a rationalist tradition. Above all, Christianity for 
Welcker is a practical teaching, about morality and the living together of people. 
Christianity is about 

the large elementary practical basic principles for all human aspirations 
and action […] the grateful childish love for God, the brotherly love 
for fellow human beings, the total liberation from the dominance of 
voluptuousness and egoism, truthfulness and steady perfecting of truth 
and practical love.287 

Christianity also should not be defined by the mystical, Welcker repeatedly states, 
not least in the article “Obscurantismus” which is a defense of Enlightenment 
values and reason in general against obscuration (Verdunkelung) of different 
sorts, and to which we will come back shortly.288 This includes superstition in 
religious life, which according to Welcker has nothing to do with true religion. 
However, Welcker does not go all the way and deny revelation. His position can 
be summarized as being rationalist without fully questioning revelation from a 
personal Christian God:

286 Hans Rosenberg, “Theologischer Rationalismus und vormärzlicher Vulgärliberalismus,” Historische 
Zeitschrift 141, 1930, p. 516. Rosenberg states about rationalism that: “The 1830s and 1840s, the 
decades of its scholarly decline, was at the same time the decades of its political rise.”

287 Karl Theodor Welcker, “Christenthum,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen 
Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 3, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Alto-
na: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1846, p. 219. “die großen einfachen praktischen 
Hauptgrundsätze für alles menschliche Streben und Handeln […], die dankbare kindliche Liebe 
gegen Gott, die Bruderliebe gegen die Mitmenschen, die gänzliche Befreiung von der Herrschaft 
der Sinnlichkeit und Selbstsucht, die Wahrhaftigkeit und stete Vervollkommnung in Wahrheit 
und praktischer Liebe.” For a similar definition, see Karl Theodor Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” in Das 
Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 12, ed. Karl 
von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848, 
p. 193.

288 Karl Theodor Welcker, “Obscurantismus,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen 
Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 10, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: 
Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848, p. 59.
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The true Enlightenment, the true rationalism thus does not at all preclude 
revelation, positive religion and supernaturalism altogether. But the actual 
and false mysticism is comprised of such things that transcend certain 
conditions and borders, and ends up in an arbitrary subjective assumption 
of mysteries made in blind faith, only decided through biased feelings and 
fantasies, from such direct, transcendental, wondrous, magical influences, 
revelations and creations of spiritual things, of spirits, the appearance of 
ghosts, inspirations, miracles, which are not reconcilable with verification 
and true Enlightenment. It is superstition, and leads to superstition.289

In this context Welcker also presents a religion-science dichotomy. Science 
(Naturwissenschaft) has to rely on “sensual experiences” and not “metaphysical, 
religious and moral facts.” But reciprocally man cannot rely only on sensual 
experiences in relation to religious truths. The human being is a “citizen of two 
worlds” and as such he cannot let the empirical world tell him everything about 
God and the divine, such as the idea of immortality, one of the cornerstones 
of Christianity which Welcker supports. There is an important difference, but 
these areas do have a complementary relationship, “the natural perception can 
be combined with the facts of the transcendental world, indeed, even confirm 
them.”290

Importantly, we have to say that there is no dichotomous relationship at all 
for Welcker between enlightenment (Aufklärung) and religion. The dichotomy, 
in the polemical sense, is between obscurantism and enlightenment with its 
values of reason and rationalism, and this enmity exists in religion, as well as in 
academic life, aesthetic life, politics etc. It must be pointed out here that this 
is not in any way unconventional. In general during the Enlightenment era 
and the early nineteenth century, in the general social discourse, religion and 
superstition were more than anything else counter-concepts.291 The historian 
Lucian Hölscher has pointed out that, if a rationally inclined priest during this 

289 Ibid., p. 61. “Die wahre Aufklärung, der wahre Rationalismus schließt also Offenbarung, positive 
Religion und Supernaturalismus keineswegs völlig aus. Dagegen besteht der eigentliche und falsche 
Mysticismus in einer jene Bedingungen und Gränzen überschreitenden in einer willkürlichen, blos 
durch einseitig überwiegende Gefühle und Phantasieen bestimmten subjectiven blindgläubigen 
Annahme von Mysterien, von solchen unmittelbaren, übersinnlichen, wundervollen, magischen 
Einwirkungen, Offenbarungen und Bildungen der geistigen Dinge, von Geistern, von Geister-
scheinungen, Inspirationen, Wundern, welche nicht mit jener Prüfung und der wahren Aufklärung 
vereinbar sind. Er ist Aberglaube und fährt zu demselben.”

290 Ibid. “sinnlichen Erfahrung”; “metaphysischen, religiösen und moralischen Thatsachen”; “Bürger 
zweier Welten”; “die Naturerkenntniß [kann] mit den Thatsachen der übersinnlichen Welt vereint 
werden, ja sie bestätigen.”

291 Lucian Hölscher, “Semantic Structures of Religious Change in Modern Germany,” in The Decline 
of Christendom in Western Europe, 1750–2000, ed. Hugh McLeod and Werner Ustorf, Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003, pp. 195–196.
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time would have measured the state of religiosity in his congregation, he could 
have answered that it looked good, since the superstition and adherence to old 
dogmas was decreasing and morality and freedom of thought were increasing.292

This could also be taken as an example of Welcker’s view of Christian religiosity. 
Christianity is to its core about the inner disposition (Gesinnung) of the human 
being. This inner disposition is akin to the typical medieval meaning of religio 
discussed at the outset: that religion was about piety or inner moral virtue. 
Christian religiosity is about a disposition, a competence of a free individual of 
moral correctness and of holding things sacred. This disposition or attitude of 
religiosity also plays a role in the question of social integration into the common 
life, of Sittlichkeit, as we will see in the coming chapter. 293

Importantly, this disposition is about the inner individual free development, 
and is of course one which is against compulsion, regarding for example religious 
preferences. True religiosity is free from worldly considerations and from being 
corrupted by power.294 Christianity is important for the state, as Christian moral 
principles and Christian disposition or character in an indirect fashion should 
underlie a good society. But only indirectly. Welcker argues for the separation 
of church and state, against all theories of theocratic systems and divine right of 
kings. This is expressed as indirectness: Christianity should be a potent force in 
the state, but only in an indirect (mittelbar) and not direct (unmittelbar) fash-
ion. This means that free Christian subjects will let their free Christian inner 
dispositions influence the outer world, Christianity is in a way realized in social 
life and in the state, but not by making Christian commandments into state 
law.295 This question of Christianity and the state, and of Welcker’s critique of 
the Christian state, we will now examine in more depth.

292 Lucian Hölscher, “Religion im Wandel: Von Begriffen des religiösen Wandels zum Wandel religiöser 
Begriffe,” in Religion als Thema der Theologie: Geschichte, Standpunkte und Perspektiven theologischer 
Religionskritik und Religionsbegründung, ed. Wilhelm Gräb, Gütersloh: Chr. Kaiser/Gütersloher 
Verlagshaus, 1999, pp. 51–52.

293 Welcker, “Christenthum,” pp. 224, 239; Karl Theodor Welcker, “Grundgesetz, Grundvertrag,” 
in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 6, ed. 
Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 
1847, p. 206; Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” pp. 206, 210.

294 Karl Theodor Welcker, “Vorrede zur neuen Auflage,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der 
sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 1, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor 
Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1845, p. xxvii.

295 Welcker, “Christenthum,” pp. 225–226. The principle of Mittelbarkeit is also invoked in discussing 
the foundation of law. See for example Karl Theodor Welcker, “Recht,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: 
Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 11, ed. Karl von Rotteck and 
Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848, p. 344.
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Indirect Christian influence: against the Christian State

There are many arguments for why Christianity should not be mixed too much 
with questions of the state, according to Welcker. Firstly, he has a view of the 
Bible as basically an historical artifact, “assembled from different oral and written 
expressions of different persons, which are often incidental, often metaphorical 
and by way of example.”296 This also implies that the Bible has a nonsystematic 
character, which means that attempts to build a political system out of it will 
be futile. There have been attempts to build coherent doctrines out of certain 
passages of the Bible, but “in such frivolous ways is it possible to prove anything 
and at the same time just as easily its opposite.”297 The very character of the 
Holy Scripture is thus according to Welcker a proof that Christianity is not to 
be interpreted politically.

Secondly, as Welcker says of the Christian teachings, they are moral teachings, 
which means that they are not political ones. They teach brotherly practical love. 
This distinguished Jesus from earlier founders of religion, and Christianity from 
earlier religions. Christianity contained “religious morality, wholly pure and 
wholly independent of the relations of the state.”298 Even the doctrine that all 
authority comes from God from Rom 13:1–8—often used in motivating the 
divine right of kings—Welcker says without explaining it further—“has solely 
a purely moral character.”299

Thirdly: It is not only the nature of Christianity which makes it less suitable 
for political use, however, but also the content of it. According to Welcker, Jesus 
actually preached that religion and politics should be separated. And here, Welcker 
makes extended use of the gospels. He quotes from Luke 12 where Jesus asks 
“Friend, who set me to be a judge or arbitrator over you?”300 and he more than 
once alludes to or quotes Jesus saying that his Kingdom is not of this world.301 
Also mentioned is the most famous passages about a separation of divine and 

296 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 219. “aus verschiedenen, oft gelegentlichen, oft bildlichen und 
beispielsweisen, mündlichen und schriftlichen Aeußerungen verschiedener Personen zusammeng-
esetzt.”

297 Ibid. “Auf solche leichtfertige Weise läßt sich freilich Alles und eben so leicht auch jedesmal das 
Gegentheil beweisen.”

298 Ibid., p. 220. “religiöse Moral ganz rein und ganz unabhängig vom Staatsverhältniß.”
299 Ibid., p. 223. “hat lediglich […] rein moralischen Charakter.”
300 Ibid., p. 221. In the text above, I use the NRSV (New Revised Standard Version) Bible translation, 

which is the version generally used in this thesis when illustrating with modern English translations. 
In Welcker’s original: “Wer hat mich zum Richter oder zum Erbschaftstheiler über euch gesetzt.” 
In the footnote, he also quotes from Matt 20, where Jesus says that he who wants to be great shall 
not be a ruler but a servant, and from John 1:17 where it is stated that Moses came with the law, 
but Jesus with grace and truth.

301 Ibid., p. 222. John 18:36, also quoted on p. 221.
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worldly authority in the Christian tradition where Jesus advises to render unto 
Caesar what is Caesar’s and unto God what is God’s.302

So far, in stating that Christianity is not apt for politics, Welcker has actually, 
with help from Christianity and what he presents as the basic Christian principles 
or fundamentals (Grundsätze), stated his position against a mixture of religion 
with politics, and especially against divinely motivated absolutism and too close 
ties between church and state. Or, even more crudely put, with a theological or 
biblical argumentation, he enters a political discussion and says that the Bible 
cannot be used for political argumentation.

The notion of the Christian State was mobilized also in discussions about the 
inclusion or exclusion of Jews in the state of Baden already in the 1830s.303 But 
in the 1840s the importance of the concept had grown to the extent that Welcker 
apparently found it important enough in 1846 to add a newly written article 
about it in the second edition of Staatslexikon, an article which can be viewed 
as complementing what he had written about Christianity and the church-state 
relation earlier.304 And although Stahl had not yet written his Der Christliche Staat, 
in Welcker’s “Christlicher Staat” he was the author mostly associated with the 
concept on the basis of his main theoretical work Philosophie des Rechts, which 
was explicitly labeled a Christian doctrine or theory of state law.

Welcker starts out the article by pointing out that he himself called his own 
theory of state law (Staatsrechtslehre) “Christian,” or more exactly “Christian-Ger-
man” (christlich-germanisch) already in 1816, and underlines that that teaching 
was the same as he stands for in Staatslexikon thirty years later. However, he adds, 
had he known what those after him stood for, those who would term their theory 
in similar veins, doing Christian state theory, , then he would have had second 
thoughts about using the term himself. Among others, he mentions authors 
claiming the prefix Christian for their theories, such as the Frenchmen Louis de 
Bonald and Joseph de Maistre as well as the Germans Friedrich Schlegel, Karl 
Ludwig von Haller, and Friedrich Julius Stahl.305 What these present in terms 
of political theory is, according to Welcker, “more or less […] as was supposed, 
antiquated, despotic theories,”306 and he compares them with Robert Filmer, 
famously the target of John Locke’s first treatise of Government, in that in effect, 

302 Ibid., pp. 221–223. Matt 22:21; Mark 12:17; Luke 20:25.
303 Herzog, Intimacy and Exclusion, p. 56.
304 Karl Theodor Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen 

Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 3, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: 
Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1846.

305 All authors who in one way or another can be counted to a reactionary and/or conservative tra-
dition, in hindsight, as well as in Welcker’s time. 

306 Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” p. 239. “mehr oder minder […] wie man glaubte, veralteten des-
potischen Theorieen.”
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just like Filmer, they advance the divine right of kings, absolutism and the rule 
of force (Faustrecht) on Christian foundations. These were authors who were 
trying to use Christian commandments directly (unmittelbar), as opposed to 
how Welcker’s claimed it best to apply Christianity indirectly.307

While Welcker still regards Christianity as (indirectly) relevant for German 
state law, in this text he couples his critique of the Christian state with some 
doubt as to whether it really is a good idea to call a political doctrine Christian. 
Apart from the fact that it had come to be too closely associated with the likes 
of de Maistre, Haller and Stahl, Welcker also advanced an argument about how 
the demerging tendency of Christianity made it unapt for affairs of the state. 
There are, he claims, too many thinkers and too many Christian sects—Greek 
Orthodox, Roman Catholics, Deutsch-Katholiken, different strands of Luther-
ans and Reformed churches, ultramontane, pietist and rationalist theologians, 
Moravians and Anabaptists, Christian democrats and communists—who all 
think that their specific deviating dogmas or interpretation of Christianity and 
the Christian mysteries should inform state law and politics.308 This confusing 
and conflictual situation means that it would be tempting to abandon the label 
Christian in this regard.309

As has been shown by the historian Dagmar Herzog, there had been and was 
a conceptual struggle over the concept of the Christian state. The liberal and 
pro-emancipationist side of the debates over Jewish rights had tried to wrest the 
term from their opponents, claiming that a truly Christian state would be one 
where everyone was treated equally, according to the Christian values of love and 
justice, not one where everyone had to be Christian, or of a specific Christian 
denomination.310 While Welcker in this article hesitates in a way about trying this 
strategy—at least he abandons the specific term—his argumentation regarding 
the question of emancipation and his view on Christianity and the state is along 
these lines. And in criticizing the Christian state, one of his main arguments is 
that it is against the practical Christian moral principles:

307 This polemic recurs at different places in the encyclopedia. See for example Karl Theodor Welcker, 
“Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen 
Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 1, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Alto-
na: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1845, pp. 35, 38–41; Welcker, “Christenthum,” 
pp. 215–216. Something similar is to be found in Karl Theodor Welcker, “Aristoteles,” in Das 
Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 1, ed. Karl 
von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1845, 
p. 656, where Welcker claims that despotism and absolutism is totally contrary to Christianity.

308 Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” p. 243.
309 Ibid., p. 244.
310 Herzog, Intimacy and Exclusion, p. 76.



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

87

can there […] be something more anti-Christian than your so-called 
Christian state, your state religion, your so-called Christian state law, 
which instead of establishing a complete, general equal freedom of belief 
and civil rights, establishes enforcement of belief, exclusion and despotic 
rights of the masters.311 

In this article there is no exhaustive or lengthy discussion about religion and 
citizenship, on the question of the emancipation of the Jews and the judicial 
status of religious dissenters, but the concept of the Christian State is tied to it, 
and Welcker mentions Jews and German Catholics. It is clear that here Welcker 
takes an opposite stand to that of Friedrich Julius Stahl and attacks those who 
have a conservative and anti-emancipatory view in the question: The above-men-
tioned enforcement of belief and exclusion (Glaubenszwang und Ausschließung), 
so detestable to Welcker, concerns this, “namely, the Jews and German Catholics” 
whom some conservatively inclined politicians and theoreticians want “to exclude 
from the equality of rights, to give them the equal part of the burdens in society 
but to exclude them from benefits and privileges.”312 That a group of people 
are of another religion should not be enough to exclude them from rights etc.

When Welcker listed different Christian sects trying to pursue their specific 
interpretations of Christianity in relation to the state, he included the dissenting 
Deutsch-Katholiken as one of the sundering actors. These, however, he regards as 
the most reasonable part. The standpoint of the Deutsch-Katholiken would be 
the best one, Welcker argues,

since they limit their regulations on church belief and association almost 
solely to the deferential recognition of the wonderful godly spirit of 
Christianity and its elementary moral principles, in short, limit it to a 
minimum, which all Christian religious parties recognize.313

The ideal of the Christian religion then for Welcker is a very general and universal 
interpretation of it.

311 Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” p. 244. “kann es […] etwas widerchristlicheres geben als Euren 
sogenannten christlichen Staat, Eure Staatsreligion, Euer sogenanntes christliches Staatsrecht, welche 
statt der vollen, allgemein gleichen Glaubens- und Bürgerfreiheit Glaubenszwang, Ausschließung 
und despotisches Herrenrecht setzen.”

312 Ibid. “namentlich jetzt die Juden und Deutschkatholiken”; “von der Rechtsgleichheit ausschließen, 
ihnen wohl an den Lasten der gemeinsamen Gesellschaft den gleichen Antheil aufbürden, sie aber 
von der gleichen Vortheilen und Ehren ausschließen.”

313 Ibid. “weil sich ihr kirchliches Glaubens- und Vereinigungsgesetz fast nur auf die huldigende 
Anerkennung des wundervollen göttlichen Geistes des Christenthums und seine einfache Moralgr-
undsätze, kurz auf ein Wenigstes beschränkt, welches alle christlichen religionsparteien anerkennt.”
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*

The entanglement of theology with the political thought of religion looks 
different in Welcker than in Stahl, but it certainly exists. Welcker’s recipe for 
religion in society and politics is supported by a certain way of presenting the 
meaning of Christianity as religion, which is that it is an enlightening moral 
doctrine and way of moral formation, including a message about the freedom 
from absolutism and political coercion, and a call for inclusiveness and equality. 
So, while religion should be separated from the state, and so in a way become a 
sphere of its own, this sphere would indirectly influence the state and politics. 
But, as this is motivated by a reasoning founded in the Bible, it is very much so 
that Welcker’s political language is Christian.

Wilhelm Weitling

Communism as pure Christianity

Friedrich Julius Stahl and other rather conservative representatives of ideas about 
a Christian state were one of the fronts that Karl Theodor Welcker attacked in his 
Staatslexikon article on the Christian state, but he turned his critique leftwards as 
well. Communists also had their own Christianity, and Welcker did not disguise 
his opinion regarding that:

I hate such incorrectness and I hate the abuse of Christianity for com-
munist undermining of the fundamental principles of the Gesittung and 
for revolutionary mob rule.314 

To this “abuse of Christianity” we will now turn our eyes and focus on Weitling’s 
conception of Christianity, religion, and its relation to politics.

The first chapter of Wilhelm Weitling’s first work, Die Menschheit wie sie ist 
und wie sie sein sollte, starts out with a quotation from Matthew 9, about how the 
harvest is plentiful, and that the lord should send out his workers. The harvest 
here is humanity, ripe for perfection, and the “commandment of love” (Gebot 
der Liebe) calls us to harvest it, Weitling continues, and goes on in such figural 
biblical language, not only in the beginning, but throughout the work.315 One 

314 Ibid., p. 240. “Ich hasse solche Verkehrtheit und ebenso den Mißbrauch des Christenthums für 
communistische Untergrabung der wesentlichen Grundlagen der Gesittung und für revolutionäre 
Pöbelherrschaft.”

315 Wilhelm Weitling, “Die Menschheit, wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte,” in Das Evangelium des 
armen Sünders: Die Menschheit, wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte, ed. Wilhelm Weitling, Reinbek: 
Rowohlt, 1971, p. 142. See Matt 9:37–38.
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such instance is when Weitling sums up his political view in ten commandments 
about the community, rights and duties of men, and these commandments he 
claims have their foundation in the teachings of Christ (Christi Lehre) and na-
ture.316 In his subsequent work Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit, where he 
most systematically lays out his utopian future society, Christianity steps into 
the background, although we also find some general references to it there, and 
some important general thoughts about religion. But it was in his third and last 
major political work, Das Evangelium des armen Sünders, that he gave a detailed 
presentation of how he understood Christianity. With hundreds of references to 
the Bible, primarily to the Gospels of the New Testament, the controversial aim 
was—as maybe carelessly stated explicitly in the advertisement for it—to prove 
that his communist ideals were in accordance with the teachings of Christ.317 

In the sense of stripping Christianity of the supernatural, mystical, and met-
aphysical, Weitling’s theology can also be considered as thoroughly rationalist. 
The quintessence of Christianity is not revelation and it is not the supernatural. 
The reason that there are elements of the mystical and supernatural in Christian-
ity, Weitling claims, is that the religion stems from an older era, where this was 
part of the popular belief, and therefore necessary for the message of Jesus to be 
authoritative.318 All of the “stories of ghosts, spirits, devils, signs and miracles” 
in the Bible were just always of secondary importance (Nebensachen), which can 
be ignored, and explained however one wants; they do not have anything to do 
with the principle of Christianity.319 The belief in these things was typical for a 
time when human knowledge was humbler or smaller.320 Weitling was also an 
enthusiastic reader of David Friedrich Strauss, who does not strictly belong to 
the camp of rationalist theology, even though his project was also to explain away 
the supernatural aspects of the Bible. Strauss did this by claiming that they were 
mythical, and stemmed from the thought structures of their time and people, 
and Weitling may be said to promote a version of this.321

The negation of these minor matters (Nebensachen) is clearly expressed and 
a cornerstone of Weitling’s interpretation of Christianity. Regarding the contro-
versies of some other important aspects of Christianity, Weitling is less explicit, 
but it is still clear that he has unorthodox theological positions. Weitling’s notion 

316 Ibid., p. 154.
317 Kaufhold, “Einleitung,” p. xxxi.
318 Wilhelm Weitling, “Das Evangelium des armen Sünders,” in Das Evangelium des armen Sünders: 

Die Menschheit, wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte, ed. Wilhelm Weitling, Reinbek: Rowohlt, 1971, 
pp. 20, 41–43, 56.

319 Ibid., p. 42. “Gespenster-, Geister-, Teufel-, Zeichen-, und Wundergeschichten”
320 Ibid., pp. 10ff.
321 David Friedrich Strauss, Das Leben Jesu, kritisch bearbeitet. 2 Bände, Tübingen: Osiander, 1835-

1836. For something of Weitling’s reading of Strauss, and a comparison between them, see 
Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, pp. 700, 712, 742ff.
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of God is not one of a personal individual God, and so he breaks with what 
for Stahl and other more orthodox thinkers is a cornerstone. Weitling says that 
God is beyond human knowledge, but should rather be seen as the embodiment 
of the human idea of perfection. This is in a way the foundation when he goes 
on to the question of the divinity of Christ, which he denies. Jesus never said 
he was God, and the New Testament repeatedly shows Jesus’ imperfection as a 
human being, Weitling stresses.322 That Jesus is seen as God builds on the per-
fection of his teaching: “For us, Jesus is the best conception of divinity, because 
his teaching contains the embodiment of the highest bliss.”323 Eternal life, or 
the existence of a heaven, is not denied outright, but the common anti-clerical 
critique that the promise of rewards in the afterlife is preached in order to make 
people satisfied with their share in this life is advanced also by Weitling. For 
him, worldly happiness should come first.324

Also typical of rationalists and others during the earlier part of the nine-
teenth century, Weitling emphasized Christianity as basically a system built 
on a superior worldly doctrine, given to humanity by an exceptional teacher, 
Jesus Christ. But while many rationalist liberals emphasized that the teachings 
of Jesus was moral, about how one as individual should live life in the world as 
it was, Weitling’s Christian principle had to do with the social, political, with a 
revolutionary restructuring of society.

Weitling speaks about the quintessence of Christianity or the core of Chris-
tianity, about the principle of Christianity or the pure teachings of Jesus (die 
reine Lehre Jesu).325 These are opposed to the Nebensachen, the outer shell, or the 
historical aspects of Christianity. Belief in supernatural aspects of Christianity is 
one such thing, another is that the Bible contains much that is contradictory and/
or irrelevant; when Weitling is at his most colloquial this can be expressed: “The 
Bible is teeming with such unintelligible stuff.”326 That Jesus was a revolutionary 
and therefore had to hide his message in parables which need to be deciphered 
is another reason why the Bible is not a clear and complete document. But the 
principle can be extracted from the sometimes unstructured thing that the Bible 
is. The core of Christianity can be taken out of the shell, and by dismissing the 
supernatural parts of it, and declaring how certain Bible passages trump others 
when there are contradictions, Weitling claims to have access to the core, and 
in Evangelium he presents what Christianity really is:

322 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” pp. 13–14, 31, 58–61.
323 Ibid., p. 31. “Für uns ist Jesus der beste Begriff der Gottheit, weil seine Lehre den Inbegriff höchster 

Glückseligkeit enthält.”
324 Ibid., pp. 15–16.
325 Ibid., p. 122. See also 20–22, 61ff.
326 Ibid., p. 54. “In der Bibel wimmelts von solch’ unverständlichen Kram.”
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Thus I have done it and found out that the realization of those principles 
brings about the most perfect condition of communism.327

More specifically, with support from a mass of Bible quotations, this communism, 
or “Christian community” (christlichen Gemeinschaft), is presented by Weitling 
as containing many different elements which are to contribute to a larger hap-
piness for humanity.328 Contained in it is liberty and equality, an equal share 
of all burdens and duties, the abolition of inheritance, the abolition of money, 
and not least, a central tenet of Weitling’s communism, the abolition of private 
property and the implementation of community of property.

The “abolition of property” is an “indispensable measure” for the realization 
of the pure teachings of Christ.329 Did not Jesus in Luke 18 tell the rich man 
who had kept all the commandments to sell everything he owned if he was to 
enter the Kingdom? This allocation of property (Gütervertheilung) was hard to 
the rich man, but Weitling presents this as something which must be seen as a 
condition for being a true Christian.330 Here we can order Weitling into a strong 
tradition in the history of Christianity, namely, the taking as exemplum how 
the first Christian congregations of the apostolic age lived. In a broad spectrum 
of Christian movements the first Christian congregations have been seen as 
exemplary, something to build on, not least in revivalist churches. Weitling was 
neither the first nor the last radical thinker to refer to verses in the Acts of the 
Apostles (2:44–45, 4:32–35, 5:1–11) which describe how the first Christians in 
Jerusalem got rid of their own private possessions and had everything in com-
mon. Transposed to Weitling’s time, this for him means that the backbone of the 
Christian community, teaching, and ideals is the establishment of community 
of property as a political goal.331

There, in the advent and early development of Christianity, the core was still 
there, Christianity was still pure. However, Weitling writes: “After this time a dark 
night fell upon the pure principles of Christianity.”332 After the time of the first 
Christians, from the Constantinian shift when Christianity became state religion 
of the Roman Empire, Christianity came into the hands of and was destroyed 
by those who wanted to use it as a means of oppression, and of theologians and 

327 Ibid., p. 21. “So habe ich es gemacht und gefunden daß die Verwirklichung dieser Prinzipien den 
allervollkommensten Zustand von Kommunismus bedingen.” Cf. p. 125.

328 Ibid., pp. 61ff.
329 Ibid., p. 64. “Abschaffung des Eigenthums”; “unentbehrliche Maßregel.”
330 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 144; Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 65.
331 Martin Leutzsch, “Erinnerung an die Gütergemeinschaft: Über Sozialismus und Bibel,” in So-

zialismus in Geschichte und Gegenwart, ed. Richard Faber, Würzburg: Königshausen & Neumann, 
1994. See Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 65; Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 152.

332 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 152. “Seit dieser Zeit lagerte sich eine schwarze Nacht über die 
reinen Prinzipien des Christenthums.”
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priests who built a Christianity not on the core, but on the shell, a muddled, 
foggy version of Christianity. Christianity has thus been destroyed, but will again, 
Weitling declares, be realized in its true form, will be realized as communism.333

Regarding how Weitling argues for the true form of Christianity, he can be 
read in the light of other more or less contemporary attempts to read and inter-
pret Christianity, for example, as mentioned, David Friedrich Strauss. In 1838 
Strauss—who had previously written the controversial Das Leben Jesu in which 
he interpreted the life of Jesus as myth, a radical step also for rationalist theolo-
gians—penned a text called Vergängliches und Bleibendes in Christenthum—in 
English “the transient and permanent in Christianity.”334 Strauss is one of the 
most prominent of the authors connected to historical-critical study of the 
Bible, which was another main trend of nineteenth-century German theology 
and religious studies. Just as rationalist theology could be regarded as subversive 
to more orthodox positions in that its focus on reason challenged the objective 
authority of scripture, so too could historical theology, in that it treated the Bible 
as a historical source among others and used historical-critical methods, thus 
putting scripture on par with other human endeavors and made it a product of 
its time and society, not an atemporal divine revelation. The purpose for histor-
ically interested theologians, however, was not necessarily anti-Christian. One 
way of using the historical-critical method could be to seek the real religious 
meaning beyond historical and cultural differences.335 The title of the work by 
Strauss is telling for these kinds of projects and casts light on Weitling’s project. 
A separation of “the transient and the permanent” in Christianity is exactly 
what Wilhelm Weitling does in Evangelium des armen Sünders when separating 
the Christian principles or core from what is merely historical, and therefore 
passing, and irrelevant.336

333 Ibid. See also Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” pp. 52, 122, 125.
334 Published again in 1839 together with another piece as Zwei friedliche Blätter. David Friedrich 

Strauss, “Vergängliches und Bleibendes im Christenthum: Selbstgespräche,” in Zwei friedliche 
Blätter, ed. David Friedrich Strauss, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1839.

335 Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, p. 8. There is also not an easy opposition between the histor-
ical-critical method and those defending a supernatural or revealed Christianity; for example the 
supranaturalist Georg Christian Storr used a historical method to argue that the New Testament 
was definitely stemming from the apostles of Jesus, and that Jesus actually claimed that he was 
sent from God. Hinfurtner, “Biblischer Supranaturalismus,” pp. 117f.

336 Weitling has been included as one player in the “quest for the historical Jesus.” Clive Marsh, 
“Diverse Agendas at Work in the Jesus Quest,” in The Study of Jesus, ed. Tom Holmén and Stanley 
E. Porter, Leiden: Brill, 2011, pp. 1001–1007.
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Christianity as religion—religion in communism

Wilhelm Weitling is thus not opposed to Christianity as such even though he 
is fierce in his anti-clericalism and a harsh critic of existing Christianity (harsh 
critique of existing Christianity is of course not something specifically modern 
or secular, but a staple in the history of Christianity).337 In a way, he wants to 
defend Christianity by dismissing the supernatural aspects of it. It has been said 
of nineteenth-century socialists interpreting Jesus as a revolutionary that they 
appropriated the religion Christianity, subtracted the “religious aspects” and 
made it into a political, “secular” Christianity, or Christian teaching.338 While 
this may be reasonable to claim for some later socialists, it is less applicable to 
the earlier part of the century, and to Weitling, at least if one takes the history 
of the concept of religion itself into account. For Weitling does not say some-
thing akin to Christianity being wrongly instituted as religion while it was really 
political, he says that Christianity and religion have wrongly been infused with 
the mystical and superstitious, which if anything has to do with the immaturity 
of humankind at the time when Christianity was born. Eighteen hundred years 
ago, says Weitling, people’s heads were full of ghosts and wonders, and: “Laws, 
religion and Sitten were intertwined with this stuff.”339 That is, the realization of 
true Christianity is not to make it, so to speak, nonreligious, but the realization 
of true Christian religion is to cleanse religion of all superstition and beliefs in 
the supernatural. Here we see the same structure as we saw when discussing Karl 
Theodor Welcker earlier. Religion was for him not mystical or obscurantist, but 
religion as well as politics, law, aesthetics etc. should be devoid of all obscuran-
tist influences. So says Weitling that law, morality and religion should all be 
disentangled from everything supernatural and superstitious.

What is religion then, if it is not necessarily tied to revelation, or even some-
thing beyond or above the natural world? It is, in the words of Weitling, “the 
pursuit of the ideal of highest perfection.”340 Similarly, but here we can see it 
coupled with a Schleiermacherian touch (in the mention of “feeling”), God is 
described elsewhere as: “The embodiment of highest perfection, what our feeling 
senses and our intellect cannot grasp.”341 In this way, the connection between the 

337 Weitling continued to call himself a Christian, both at this time and after Vormärz, and opposed 
labels such as atheist or deist. Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, pp. 
693, 708.

338 See for example Tomas Fransson, “‘Ett nytt namn på en gammal sak’: synen på kristendomen i 
tidig svensk socialism,” Historisk tidskrift 129, no. 4, 2005.

339 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 41.”Gesetze, Religion und Sitten waren mit diesem Zeug verwerbt.” 
Compare p. 56.

340 Weitling, Garantien, p. 115. “das Streben nach dem Ideal höchster Vollkommenheit.” Cf p. 120 
in the same work.

341 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 13. “Der Inbegriff höchster Vollkommenheit, was unser Gefühl 
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religion of Christianity and communism also makes sense. Religion is perfection 
or at least the pursuit of perfection. Communism is the most perfect social sys-
tem, and so the religion of Christianity, communicating how the world should 
be ordered, naturally coincides with communism.

But what about religion in the coming communist society? This is not treated 
in Evangelium des armen Sünders, which does not so much concern the utopia 
of Weitling, the actual organization of the future society after the revolution, or 
humankind “as it should be,” but it can be found in the Garantien der Harmonie 
und Freiheit.

Religion is no big theme when Weitling lays out his system, but religion seems 
to him to be a possible problem. We have seen earlier how his anti-clericalism 
is grounded in the claim that religion often takes the form of deception and 
oppression with support from priestly deceit, a common critique of Christianity 
in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Religion seems for him also to be 
a source of conflict in society, and sectarian religion is formulated as being a 
problem in the existing society. Thus the goal is to avoid religious conflicts by 
disarming all sectarian and specific Christianities. In the measures listed about 
what to do after the revolution, the transformation of religious education in 
schools is included: it “has to be general; it may neither tend toward Catholicism 
nor Protestantism, nor any other of the many Christian sects.”342 The generality 
and universality of religious education is emphasized again: as far as possible 
the “pure principle” will be promoted, because sectarianism is “harmful for the 
harmony of the whole.”343

Apart from a certain very general religious education, Weitling proposes a 
state separated from religion, and advocates freedom of religion. The existence 
of different religious and philosophical opinions or positions is unavoidable, 
even a good thing since it gives society a kind of diversity which can be good, 
but none of them are to be specifically promoted or—conversely—specifically 
attacked. A principle is: “To make no opinion, no religion to state opinion or 
state religion.”344 Anyone or any congregation who wants a priest must finance 
him voluntarily themselves. To preach will be no vocation tied to specific power 
or wealth, priests will rather have to combine it with manual work, and in that 
way Weitling says that with this abolition of the private interest in priesthood, 
and with a more humble role for the clergy, a greater forbearance will come about 
and “religious disagreements and hatefulness” will disappear.345 So even though 

ahnet und unser Verstand nicht fassen kann.”
342 Weitling, Garantien, p. 264. “muß allgemein sein; er darf sich weder zum Katholizismus noch 

zum Protestantismus, noch sonst einer der vielen christlichen Sekten hinneigen.”
343 Ibid., p. 268. “reinen Prinzip”; “Harmonie der ganzen schädlich.”
344 Ibid., p. 267. “Keine Meinung, keine Religion zur Staatsmeinung oder Staatsreligion machen.”
345 Ibid., pp. 266–267. “religiösen Streitigkeiten und Gehässigkeiten.”
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different religions will be tolerated, when they are uncoupled from power they 
will no longer lead to conflicts.

Wilhelm Weitling does not write directly—not to the same extent as the 
formally trained, politically and academically established Stahl and Welcker—
concerning all the current political debates. As a revolutionary communist, 
questions about the functioning of citizenship in its existing form would also 
have been of less relevance to him. He thus does not explicitly refer to the concept 
of the Christian state, and he leaves aside the question of the emancipation of 
Jews, and the citizenship of religious dissenters. He hardly speaks about Jews at 
all, but when he does, it is by putting them on the same level as other religious 
groups, when he says that the state shall not finance any religious priests, “be 
he Jew, pagan, Christian or Turk.”346 So regarding this, it is not hard to position 
him in the debates: all religions are equal, and all will be treated likewise.

*

Taken together, Wilhelm Weitling sought to avoid the system of state religion, in 
this way separating religion and politics. But strongly undergirding his theorizing 
about the errors of society as it was, and about the way to achieve society as it 
should be, was a theological discussion, deeply founded in the Bible, and thus 
political thought and theology intersected in Weitling’s texts as well. Weitling’s 
presentation of religion as a kind of pursuit of perfection, and his way of claim-
ing that the teachings of Christ, as a communist doctrine, represented a way 
of implementing this perfection, were important parts of his political thought.

Concluding remarks
In the process of the fading out of the Ancien Régime, the place of the church, 
and thus Christianity and religion in general, was one of the most potent issues 
of what a new social order would look like. Religion was turned upside down 
during the revolution, and so there opened up a situation where neither the re-
lation between Christianity and the state nor the meaning of Christianity itself 
was given, but contended in a more definite way than for a long time. One of 
the main points of the thesis is that the contestedness of Christianity was not 
simply a pro et contra, not, as Stahl would have it in the quotation at the outset 
of this dissertation, faith on one side, and revolutionary anti-faith on the other. 
This chapter is a first example of this, in that the three authors all tried not only 
to speak about topics such as how religion and the state should relate to each 

346 Ibid., p. 264. “sei er Jude, Heide, Christ oder Türke.”
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other, but in doing this, they all positively presented different ways of viewing 
the meaning of religion, and of Christianity. It was a struggle over the semantic 
field of Christianity. This meant that there was a strong intersection of theology 
and political thought, and in conclusion here, we will focus this a little bit more.

Firstly, what we have seen in this chapter is political thought about religion 
and about Christianity. How Stahl, Welcker, and Weitling defined and discussed 
Christianity and religion was very much with an eye on its relation to the state, or 
on politics and the conservation or transformation of different aspects of society. 
This was needed, as we have seen how religion was a question about (among 
other things) social pluralism, and about political inclusion and exclusion. This 
came to fore in the debates about citizenship for Jews and dissenters, it did so too 
in the question of whether religion led to conflict and to social tensions in that 
it tended to split up into different factions. Regarding this latter aspect, all the 
authors discussed the dangers of religious sectarianism, but how they formulated 
the solution was different. Where Stahl wanted to counter disintegrating pluralism 
by insisting on narrower borders for Christianity, and exclusion of those (“deist” 
dissenters) who did not conform, Welcker and Weitling in different ways wanted 
to counter the problem by proposing a more general and inclusive Christianity.

Even more importantly for the aim of this thesis, which is to highlight the 
importance of the intersection of political thought and theology, when intellec-
tuals and political activists discuss this in Vormärz, it is not a struggle about the 
relation of Christianity and the state so to speak from without, but a struggle 
about the very meaning of Christianity, what Christianity is. It is fought out from 
within Christianity, and with theological tools. It is one of theological interpreta-
tion. It is after all, possible to imagine a discussion or conflict about the correct 
relation between political matters and religion, such as religious sectarianism 
also in a secular realm, or a secular age. In such a secular realm, with a religion 
differentiated from politics and residing in a private sphere, the arguments would 
not be interspersed with central Christian theological concepts—but here it is.

While the texts investigated here contain notions about the separation of 
religion and politics—Welcker’s religion, for instance, should be one not di-
rectly tied to the state—the important thing to notice here is that their political 
semantics is about Christianity and with Christianity. While discussing religion, 
they give interpretations of the nature of the Bible, the personality of God, the 
question of reason and revelation, etc. When explaining what Christianity is in 
a secular semantic space you do not need to take a theological position on such 
issues. Here they do, and they cannot discuss the relation between church and 
state without doing this. Welcker does suggest that Christianity should not be 
political since the Bible does not carry one single political meaning, it is not 
doctrinal in a political sense. But, this stance is supported by a certain definition 
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of Christianity’s essentials, and it is supported on the basis of certain passages of 
the Bible. Even more meticulously founded in the Bible is Wilhelm Weitling, 
whose main argumentation about communism in Evangelium des armen Sünders 
is that it equals the true principle of Christianity. He also questions the more 
established versions of the existing Christianity by posing a certain interpretation 
of religion, influenced by important theologians such as David Friedrich Strauss 
and Friedrich Schleiermacher.

Another way in which theology and political thought intersect concerning 
the struggle for the definition of Christianity is in the parallelism of certain 
characterizations of religion and social or political thought. “On earth, as it 
is in heaven,” one might say, or: in politics as it is in religion. So, rationalism, 
which can be said to basically concern epistemology, was here integral to both 
theological and political matters, and one of the main battlegrounds for politics 
and religion. Rationalism or an insistence on human reason (Vernunft) was, 
as we have seen, one way of positioning oneself on how Christianity should 
be defined and understood, as something possible to grasp with reason, and 
something which puts human reason center stage. But rationalism also signaled 
constitution, democracy, and liberalism, and human reason then meant a possi-
bility for citizens to formulate what they considered a rational political order, not 
dependent on what was given to them by tradition, history, or divine revelation, 
that is: start anew (which of course carries revolutionary implications). Again, 
for Welcker and Weitling, the dichotomy was not superstitious religion versus 
rational nonreligion, the dichotomy was obscurantism and superstition versus 
reason and Enlightenment, in religious matters, as well as in political. For Stahl, 
rationalism, together with revolution, belonged to the “negating, lying spirit of 
the times,” which his theorizing was explicitly aimed to fight against.347

Especially concentrating on Stahl, we find another such intersection of the-
ology and political thought, in his principle of personality, which was for him a 
basic principle of all order, the personality of God was a pattern or exemplar for 
the personality of the monarch. Because of this, a questioning of the personality 
of God, and of the divine incarnation of the singular person of Jesus could mean 
a stand for democracy. This was for instance how Strauss was interpreted when 
he claimed that divine incarnation was really about humanity at large, and not 
about the individual Jesus Christ.348 Weitling’s positing of God as a “concept” 
(Begriff) rather than a person therefore also challenged a position such as Stahl’s.

347 The quotation is from Clark, The Politics of Conversion, p. 172; Stahl, Die philosophie des rechts, 
1, p. xxv. Something similar is productively discussed by Hanns-Jürgen Wiegand in connection 
with Stahl’s view of liberalism: Wiegand, “Friedrich Julius Stahls Bild.”

348 See p. 79 and chapter 4 in Massey, Christ Unmasked.
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Taken together, we can say that neither Stahl, Welcker, nor Weitling expressed 
themselves as opponents of Christianity as such; they all instead used opposite 
concepts for Christianity to argue against their opponents or positions they 
disliked. They all put up boundaries toward what they regarded as atheists or 
enemies of Christianity. Weitling was regarded by some as an atheist,349 but he 
himself wrote against “philosophical atheists and anti-Christians” who in criti-
cizing the most “airy” parts of Christianity themselves only used similar abstract 
reasoning and never cared about really understanding the core of Christianity, 
and in this they lost something.350 Stahl, of course, drew narrow borders around 
what counted as real Christianity, and those who fell outside of this were pan-
theists, deists or atheists who in denying the personality of God and revelation 
denied the foundations of the state. Welcker did not much use the concept of 
atheism, but often the almost synonymous “materialism” when he attacked 
political adversaries, as a kind of opposition concept to Christianity, and this 
we will return to in the following chapter.

This chapter has stood out somewhat in that the investigation of religion 
and Christian theology and the political thought has been performed by pro-
ceeding from these very concepts, religion and Christianity, in their historical 
usage and formulations. The upcoming part of the thesis will continue to do 
a similar investigation of Christian theology and political thought but in areas 
not so immediate or obvious. The coming chapter so will show that, and how, 
the intersection between theology and political thought played out also when it 
was not the very concepts of religion and Christianity that were explicitly and 
immediately discussed, but when the struggle was about what we could term 
social cohesion and integration. When liberty, equality, and Sittlichkeit were 
the immediate topics, Christian theology also played an important role. To 
put it otherwise: having here established that the intersection of theology and 
political thought was about, but not limited to religion being a political issue 
and a question about Christianity, but a struggle from within Christianity, and 
with Christian theology, then we can go on and see how this struggle was fought 
concerning some other central political concepts.

349 Heinrich Heine, for example, spoke of Weitling and his followers as atheists. Seidel-Höppner, 
Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, p. 758.

350 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 48. “philosophischen Atheisten und Antichristen”; “luftigen.”
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4.  
SOCIETY

Introduction

Background: toward a fraternal society

On January 21, 1793, the French king Louis XVI was decapitated with the 
guillotine after having been sentenced to death by the National Convention for 
treason against the nation. This was one of the major events of the Revolution, 
not least for its symbolic value: It was the people, represented by the Convention, 
who decided on this, and the king was executed by a new rational and democratic 
execution apparatus, used for the swift beheading of people of all social standings.

The king was executed in person, but it was also a death blow to the thou-
sand-year Capetian dynasty in France. In the terms recognized from Ernst 
Kantorowicz’s classical study of European monarchism from the medieval age 
onwards, the European king had two bodies, one corporeal, mortal one, and 
one representing the realm or the crown, transcending the specific king of the 
moment. The king could die in person but live on institutionally; hence the 
phrase “the king is dead—long live the king.” But here this was not the case. The 
beheading of Louis XVI meant the death not only of the king’s body natural, 
but also of the king’s body politic.351

Symbolically then, this represented not just the end of one ruler and the 
ascendancy of another, but a change in the history of sovereignty and of the 

351 Kantorowicz mostly studies the English case, but compares it to the French, and claims that there 
was a difference between the execution of Louis XVI in 1793 and that of Charles Stuart in 1649, 
because in the latter case the death of the present king did not do irreparable harm to the King’s 
body politic. Ernst H. Kantorowicz, The King’s Two Bodies: A Study in Mediaeval Political Theology, 
Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1981, pp. 22–23. See also David Skuy, Assassination, Politics 
and Miracles: France and the Royalist Reaction of 1820, Montreal: McGill-Queen’s University Press, 
2003, pp. 73–75.
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functioning of the state. For, as Lynn Hunt has argued, the execution of Louis 
XVI meant a decisive shift from a paternal to a fraternal society—from one 
where the sovereignty was based in one man, incorporating double bodies, to 
one where, theoretically, it was the people that was the sovereign.352 And this 
shift reverberated all over Europe.

The downfall of the monarchy was not the only aspect of this shift toward a 
fraternal society, an opening up of new possibilities of organizing the common 
life or structuring society. The stripping of the rights of the clergy we have already 
touched upon, but the nobility were also denied their long-standing rights and 
liberties, as the revolution put an end to feudalism and privilege. Instead, the 
very first article of the Déclaration des droits de l’homme et du citoyen, adopted in 
August 1789, stated that “Men are born and remain free and equal in rights.”353 
Liberty and equality was at the heart of the shift from the paternal to the fra-
ternal society. The individual became liberated from the hierarchical absolutist 
Ancien Régime. This system in which he was unfree was one of formal and actual 
inequality, so in comparison with the old order he also became more equal. 

The new fraternal order, however, was full of tensions and conflicts, not only 
one-dimensionally between pro- and counter-revolutionaries, but in a more 
complex way, in that it evoked questions about what liberty and equality could 
and should mean. Furthermore, these revolutionary paroles also generated the 
question of how individual citizens were to be connected to one another. In 
Edmund Burke’s famous reflections, he applauded himself for loving liberty as 
much as anyone, but his liberty was to be a “manly, moral, regulated” one.354 He 
wanted to suspend his congratulations on the new French liberty until he was 
informed how it was combined with discipline, peace, and order, with morality 
and religion, with civil and social manners. “The effect of liberty to individuals 
is, that they may do what they please,” stated Burke, and of this fear or suspicion 
he was not alone.355 No, if the behavior of the people at large, civility, public 
morality, and social cohesion were tied to the old regime, naturally, the question 
arose of how the social order would be preserved or reinstated in a new regime. 
Not only conservative voices, however, were concerned with the social fabric 
and the social integration of the citizens. For the different revolutionaries too, 
there was an urge to provide education and moral edification in regenerating 
the people and securing the social cohesion. This combination of liberating the 

352 Lynn Hunt, The Family Romance of the French Revolution, Berkeley: University of California Press, 
1992, passim, but see for example pp. 1–16.

353 I use the English version in Hunt, The French Revolution and Human Rights, p. 78.
354 Edmund Burke, “Reflections on the Revolution in France,” in Revolutionary Writings: Reflections 

on the Revolution in France and the First Letter on a Regicide Peace, ed. Edmund Burke and Iain 
Hampsher-Monk, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2014, p. 8.

355 Ibid., p. 9.
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people’s minds and at the same time securing their loyalty and manners was, 
as the intellectual historian Adrian Velicu has argued, a paradox at the heart of 
the revolution.356

There were no imminent regicides across the Rhine. But there were political 
changes in the social structure in the German lands as well during the revolution-
ary era, sending Germany in a fraternal direction. As pointed out in an earlier 
chapter, the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars changed not only the political 
map, but also political life in Germany at large, meaning new constitutions and 
legal codes, a restructuring of the old society of orders into a civil society with 
greater equality under the law. Yes, there was also a reaction in Germany, and 
the monarchical power was generally preserved, but “the principles of 1789” 
reverberated in the thought and movements of the day. Ideas about the rights 
of man, the sovereignty of the people, liberal nationalism, constitutionalism, or 
even republicanism and democracy gained in strength throughout the period, 
and were strongly present in the Vormärz era, when the language of the Atlantic 
revolutions dominated political life.357

The central concepts of liberty and equality will not surprisingly be the points 
of departure for this chapter as we consider the conflicts around the new fraternal 
order, the new society. The problem of social order and public morality will be 
addressed proceeding from a concept so German that we will avoid translating 
it here, namely, Sittlichkeit, which, as we will see, filled an important role in the 
intellectual and political discussions of society in the early half of the nineteenth 
century. As I will go on to show, this semantic conflict about society after the 
Ancien Régime was also intersected with and informed by Christian theology. 
To do this properly, as in the preceding chapter, we will commence with an 
introductory conceptual history providing a framework for which to discuss 
Welcker, Weitling, and Stahl.

The concepts of liberty and equality in the revolutionary era

Liberté, égalité, fraternité! The conceptual triptych of the revolution echoes up 
until today, as it is, for instance, the official devise of the French Republic ac-
cording to the French Constitution of 1958. The cry for fraternity did not have 
a very prominent place during the entire revolutionary decade; it was adopted in 
1793 and to a large degree dropped in the following year.358 But the other two 
concepts acquired an almost mystical quality already during the revolution, if 

356 Adrian Velicu, Civic Catechisms and Reason in the French Revolution, Farnham: Ashgate, 2010.
357 Sperber, “The Atlantic Revolutions,” pp. 160ff.
358 William Doyle, The Oxford History of the French Revolution, Oxford: Clarendon, 1989, p. 419. 

Gender aspects of imagining community as fraternity are discussed in Hunt, The Family Romance.
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not even before. The German Enlightenment author Cristoph Martin Wieland, 
for instance, wrote during the revolutionary events about the “powerful magic 
words of liberty and equality” which were “key words for rebellion.”359

The liberation from old order inequality, however, did not follow a given 
and set definition of what liberty and equality were to mean. The first article 
of the declaration stated that men are born free and equal, but also that “social 
distinctions may be founded only upon the general good.”360 And this points to 
a foundational problem in how equality was to be understood and formulated: 
that of distinctions, and the fact that there are always different positions in which 
distinctions between people may be acceptable, and therefore what equality will 
mean in a factual society. Is equality primarily about legal and political equality? 
Or does it have to include material and economic equality as well? Or does equality 
merely mean an abstract ideal, nonattainable in society? Something similar is the 
case for liberty: who is to be free, from what, on what terms, within which limits? 
That the declared universality of the rights of man was problematic was obvious 
from the start. In practice, slaves, Jews and the propertyless were exempted from 
full citizenship in 1789, and while these categories were emancipated further 
on, half of the population—the women—still was not counted despite their 
prominent role in the revolutionary events.

Politically, in Germany, one of the main developments of the concept of 
liberty or freedom361 is how it moves from the old order’s plural liberties which 
denoted specific judicially regulated liberties held by noblemen, to become a 
general and abstract concept, invoked more or less by everyone involved in 
any political struggle or discussion. Thus it was politicized, democratized and 
capable of ideologization, to follow that which Reinhart Koselleck has pointed 
out as being central tenets of conceptual change during the Sattelzeit.362 There 
was a struggle to claim this large concept, liberty an sich, and liberty could be 

359 Christoph Martin Wieland, “Göttergespräche,” in C. M. Wieland’s sämmtliche Werke: Fünf und 
Zwanzigster Band., ed. Christoph Martin Wieland, Leipzig: Georg Joachim Göschen, 1796, p. 
147. “die mächtigen Zauberwörter, Freyheit und Gleichheit”; “Losungswörter des Aufruhrs.”

360 Hunt, The French Revolution and Human Rights, p. 78.
361 The English language has a feature which French and, for us more importantly, German has not: 

namely, that it has two words for that which in these other languages is conceptualized as liberté 
and Freiheit. It should be mentioned that I do not make any distinction between the words liberty 
and freedom here, but, as Isaiah Berlin did in his famous essay, I “use both words to mean the 
same.” Isaiah Berlin, “Two Concepts of Liberty,” in Liberty, ed. Isaiah Berlin, Henry Hardy, and 
Ian Harris, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002, p. 169.

362 Koselleck, “Einleitung, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe.” Whether this meant that the concept of 
liberty became a “collective singular” (more in the coming chapter) can be debated. Koselleck in 
the article referred to here takes this concept as an example of this process, but Christof Dipper, 
who covered the concept during the nineteenth century, claims that this is not the case. Christof 
Dipper, “Freiheit: VII,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen 
Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, 
Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1975, p. 488.
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connected to different political movements and causes, depending on who used 
it. Also theoretically and philosophically, it played a central part; it was a theme 
on which “more or less every writing contemporary spoke out.”363 

The most striking aspect of the change from the old order to the modern con-
cept of liberty was the close connection of liberty with equality. In the old order, 
with its complex estate system, liberty and equality were diametrically opposed to 
one another, as liberties were specifically bound to certain positions in the estate 
system.364 As a conceptual coupling, however, liberty and equality took center 
stage in the revolutionary and reform movements in late eighteenth- and early 
nineteenth-century Europe; they became the slogan of the opposition to and 
overcoming of the Ancien Régime.365 This broke through after the revolution, but 
already in the Encyclopédie of Diderot and d’Alembert, for example, it is claimed 
that “equality is the principle and foundation of liberty.”366 In Germany this was 
not less true than elsewhere. It seemed self-evident for Karl Theodor Welcker 
to write that “equality indirectly contains liberty, as liberty indirectly contains 
equality.”367 The conceptual slogan was heard during the Wars of Liberation 
against the French, it was heard in the oppositional gatherings in Wartburg and 
Hambach, and it was used by more radical democratic and socialist movements.368 
The statutes of the radical organization Junges Deutschland (Young Germany), 
founded in Switzerland, for instance opens by claiming that Young Germany 
is constituted in order to realize the ideas of liberty, equality, and humanity.369

363 Horst Günther, Freiheit, Herrschaft und Geschichte: Semantik der historisch-politischen Welt, Frankfurt 
am Main: Suhrkamp, 1979, p. 97.

364 Dipper, “Freiheit: VII,” p. 531.
365 Apart from the articles on liberty and equality in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe, see also Artur 

Greive, “Die Entstehung der französischen Revolutionsparole Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité,” Deutsche 
Vierteljahrsschrift für Literaturwissenschaft und Geistesgeschichte 43, no. 4, 1969; Günther, Frei-
heit, Herrschaft und Geschichte, pp. 64–109; Otto Dann, Gleichheit und Gleichberechtigung: Das 
Gleichheitspostulat in der alteuropäischen Tradition und in Deutschland bis zum ausgehenden 19. 
Jahrhundert, Berlin,1980; Robert Fleck, “Gleichheit,” in Lexikon zu Demokratie und Liberalismus 
1750–1848/49, ed. Helmut Reinalter, Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1993.

366 Louis de Jaucourt, “Egalité naturelle,” in Encyclopédie ou dictionnaire raisonné des sciences, des arts 
et des métiers: Tome cinquieme, ed. Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert, Paris: Briasson, 
David, Le Breton, Durand, 1755, p. 415. In French: “égalité est le principe & le fondement de 
la liberté.”

367 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 234. “die Gleichheit enthält mittelbar die Freiheit, sowie diese die 
Gleichheit.”

368 Dipper, “Freiheit: VII,” pp. 531–538; Dann, Gleichheit und Gleichberechtigung, pp. 192–198.
369 Quoted in Ludwig Brügel, Geschichte der österreichischen Sozialdemokratie: Bd. 1. Vom Vormärz 

bis zum Wiener Hochverratsprozess, Juli 1870, Wien: Wiener Volkbuchhandlung, 1922, p. 13. 
“Das Junge Deutschland konstituiert sich, um die Ideen der Freiheit, der Gleichheit und der 
Humanität […] zu verwirklichen.” The secret revolutionary organization Junges Deutschland or 
Young Germany, affiliated with Giuseppe Mazzini’s Young Europe, is not to be confused with 
the more famous literary movement Junges Deutschland around figures like Heinrich Heine, but 
they shared a name, and to a large extent a critique of the existing Germany. Heinrich August 
Winkler, Der lange Weg nach Westen. Bd 1, Deutsche Geschichte vom Ende des Alten Reiches bis zum 
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Yes, liberty and equality were, as Wieland put it, key words of rebellion, but they 
could not be ignored by those who were against rebellion or the transformation 
of society. Representatives of anti-revolutionary agendas either had to expli-
cate why the concepts were destructive, or they needed to define the concepts 
positively to fit with restorative or conservative purposes. While the relation 
of liberty and equality was strong, this coupling could at times be perceived as 
containing tensions and problems, also for liberals, because they could be lent to 
more radical purposes than most moderately inclined liberals would support.370

One of the more potent and interesting areas where the struggle around the 
meaning of liberty and equality has played out in modern Europe is regarding 
the role and place of women in the social and political community. These con-
cepts have been strongly connected to and employed in feminist causes (and the 
opposition to such causes).371 Olympe de Gouges famously protested against the 
exclusion of women after the revolution in a rewrite of the declaration of human 
rights, and here she stated that not only man but also “Woman is born free and 
lives equal to man in her rights.”372 It should be acknowledged that much of the 
early struggle for women’s emancipation and equality in Germany was expressed 
in novels, by authors such as Ida Hahn-Hahn, Fanny Lewald, and Louise Ot-
to-Peters, and thus does not show the same conceptual explicitness as political 
tracts or systematic political-philosophical works.373 But still, this semantic is 
recognizable, at times in poetry and prose, but also in the more programmatic 
texts that did exist. While there are pleas for equality, above all it is the concept 
of liberty that forms the node of these projects. For example, Louise Otto-Peters 
wrote about “liberty for all,” not only for men as it had come during the revo-
lution.374 Similarly, Louise Dittmar observed the post-revolutionary inequality 

Untergang der Weimarer Republik, München: C.H. Beck, 2000, pp. 83–84.
370 Dann, Gleichheit und Gleichberechtigung, pp. 182–188.
371 While it is of course a possibility to have women’s movements which do not advance the doctrine 

of equal rights as ideology or goal. Prelinger, Charity, Challenge, and Change, p. xv.
372 Darline Gay Levy, Harriet Branson Applewhite, and Mary Durham Johnson, eds., Women in 

Revolutionary Paris, 1789–1795: Selected Documents, Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1979, 
p. 90. See the book by Sophie Mousset for an introduction to de Gouges’ pamphlet which also 
contains the (French) text, on pp. 84–99: Sophie Mousset, Olympe de Gouges et les droits de la 
femme, Paris: Félin, 2003. For more on de Gouges, see also chapters 4–6 in Lisa Beckstrand, 
Deviant Women of the French Revolution and the Rise of Feminism, Lewisburg: Bucknell University 
Press, 2009.

373 See for example Renate Möhrmann’s analysis of such novels in Renate Möhrmann, Die andere 
Frau: Emanzipationsansätze deutscher Schriftstellerinnen im Vorfeld der Achtundvierziger-Revolution, 
Stuttgart: Metzler, 1977. On Lewald, Hahn-Hahn and Louise Mühlbach herein: pp. 60–141. 
For the concept of equality in the nineteenth-century women’s movement of Germany, see also 
Dann, Gleichheit und Gleichberechtigung, pp. 236–245.

374 The first lines of the poem: “Wo wieder aber ward der Ruf vernommen: / “Für alle Freiheit!” klang 
es fast wie Hohn , / Denn für die Männer nur war es gekommen / Im Wettersturm der Revolution.” 
Louise Otto-Peters, “Freiheit für Alle,” in Frauenemanzipation im deutschen Vormärz: Texte und 
Dokumente, ed. Renate Möhrmann, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1978, p. 59. See this anthology in general 
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between men and women by pointing out how “the inner liberty that the man 
has gotten hold of, is still totally lacking for the woman.”375 And Louise Aston 
wrote in her Meine Emancipation that women in her time demand “a share in 
the liberty of this century” and that their highest right is “the right of the free 
personality.”376

There is a broad usage of liberty in Christian theology, and human freedom 
is a multifaceted theological topic.377 Long-standing theological puzzles such 
as predestination and theodicy can hardly be discussed without relating to the 
freedom of the human being. Paul’s conception of the redemption of Christ is 
largely formulated as freedom or liberation; the Christian was set free by Christ, 
and liberated from the yoke of slavery (Gal 5), but what this would mean for 
the human being as social being was not given. Martin Luther famously stated 
in his Von der Freiheit eines Christenmenschen that a Christian is both perfectly 
free and dutifully servant, subject to none, and subject to all.378 The Protestant 
Reformation in general raised the question to what extent spiritual freedom, or 
freedom in the relationship with God, meant autonomy in the world. Liberty for 
Luther clearly did not mean the freedom to revolt, as he complained regarding 
the Peasants’ War that the peasants had broken their oath to their rulers, which 
was “to be submissive and obedient.”379 For Calvin much the same was true, 
and he claimed that “spiritual freedom can perfectly well exist along with civil 
bondage.”380 Something similar can be said of equality. If all men are created by 

for a large collection of Vormärz era feminist writings.
375 Louise Dittmar, Skizzen und Briefe aus der Gegenwart, Darmstadt: C.W. Leske, 1845, p. 88. “Die 

innere Freiheit die der Mann erreicht hat, fehlt dem Weibe noch gänzlich.” The title of a recent 
large work on Dittmar also confirms the centrality of liberty as a concept of the early feminist 
writings: Christine Nagel, ‘In der Seele das Ringen nach Freiheit’: Louise Dittmar: Emanzipation 
und Sittlichkeit im Vormärz und in der Revolution 1848/49, Königstein im Taunus: Helmer, 2005.

376 Louise Aston, Meine Emancipation, Brussels: C.G. Vogler, 1846, p. 32. “Antheil an der Freiheit 
dieses Jahrhunderts“; “das Recht der freien Persönlichkeit.”

377 For short encyclopedic and conceptual introductions to this enormous complex, see Gerhard May, 
“Freiheit: III,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in 
Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: 
Klett-Cotta, 1975; Heinz Eduard Tödt, “Freedom: 2,” in The Encyclopedia of Christianity. Vol. 2, 
ed. Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2001.

378 Martin Luther, “Von der Freiheit eines Christenmenschen,” in An den christlichen Adel deutscher 
Nation; Von der Freiheit eines Christenmenschen; Sendbrief vom Dolmetschen, ed. Martin Luther 
and Ernst Kähler, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1962, p. 125. “Ein Christenmensch ist ein freier Herr über 
alle Dinge und niemand untertan. Ein Christenmensch ist ein dienstbarer Knecht aller Dinge 
und jedermann untertan.”

379 Martin Luther, “Widder die stürmenden Bawren,” in D. Martin Luthers Werke: kritische Gesa-
mtausgabe. Bd 18, ed. Martin Luther, Weimar: Böhlau, 1908, p. 357.”unterthenig und gehorsam 
zu seyn.”

380 Jean Calvin, ed. Institutes of the Christian Religion. Volume Two, Louisville: Westminster John Knox 
Press, 1960, p. 1486. It is precisely Galatians 5:1 about the liberation from the yoke of slavery 
which is argued about here, but Calvin puts this against 1 Cor 7:21 where it is said that the slave 
should not worry about his situation but remain in slavery, also after he has become a Christian.
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God it is easy to claim some kind of similarity or equality of human beings. This 
figure, and certain Bible verses, such as the Pauline words that there is neither 
gentile nor Jew, but that all are one in Christ, has been advanced throughout 
history as also having social or political implications. But it is not self-evident 
that equality before God means equality in legal, political, or material regard.381

The German theology of the early nineteenth century was not untouched by 
the force of these “magic words” and the revolutions where they sounded. The 
theological rationalism which increasingly came to mingle with political liberal-
ism posited God-given moral and religious liberty as central to Christianity, and 
so opposition to liberal reforms for them naturally was perceived and framed 
as unchristian.382 August Neander, famous leader of German revival theology 
(Erweckungstheologie) and belonging to the same conservative circles in Berlin as 
Stahl, presented another view of this complex in his Das Reich Christi, das Reich 
der wahren Freiheit und Gleichheit: liberty was only to be found in the acceptance 
of one’s place in God’s order, and by insisting on one’s own rights one actually 
loses liberty and falls into servitude, the servitude of one’s own will.383

We will discuss the meanings of these two concepts and the relation between 
them in the works of Welcker, Stahl, and Weitling, but first, an introduction to 
another concept. Semantically close to equality here, as we will see, are concepts 
such as community and harmony and order. And very close to these, as it is often 
employed in discussions of liberty, is Sittlichkeit.

Sittlichkeit and the common ethical life

The balance between, and correct implementation of liberty and equality generally 
came with a concern about how people would behave, and how the order and 
cohesion of society was to be retained after opening up for liberty in a new way. 
In Germany and in German, this came not least to be a question of Sittlichkeit. 
As this is the only concept which I keep untranslated, it is reasonable to start out 
with a discussion of why, which also serves as a point of departure for circling 
in on what it may contain.

Sittlichkeit is notoriously hard to translate into English without losing some 
of the connotations. Sitte, the root of the word, may be translated as custom, 
mores, or convention. To be sittlich therefore is to adhere to certain customs or 
conventions, and with the nominalization with the suffix -keit, a kind of ab-

381 Dann, Gleichheit und Gleichberechtigung, pp. 51–84. Paul’s words are to be found in Gal 3:28 and 
Col 3:11.

382 Rosenberg, “Theologischer Rationalismus.”
383 August Neander, Das Reich Christi, das Reich der wahren Freiheit und Gleichheit, Berlin: Trowitzsch 

und Sohn, 1849, p. 12.
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stract noun—Sittlichkeit—expressing this adherence is created. In English, the 
dictionary translations are words such as morality or ethicality, but since there 
is also a tendency in some philosophers to disconnect Sittlichkeit from morality 
and questions of ethics in a narrower sense, or at least to treat these as different 
categories, it is hard to translate it into ethics, ethicality, or morality and still 
make sense of the theoretical discussions conducted around the concept. In phi-
losophy, there have been different ways of translating it, including “ethical life,” 
“objective ethics” and “concrete ethics.”384 These are listed by the philosopher 
Charles Taylor, in his work on Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, and it is to a 
large degree thanks to Hegel that philosophers in the late twentieth and early 
twenty-first century have also picked it up. It is common for authors treating 
Hegel’s discussion of Sittlichkeit to keep the word (and its connected forms such 
as Sitte and sittlich) in the original, and this I will follow here.385

The longer history of the concept of Sittlichkeit is difficult to sketch, as it 
easily becomes a history of the thought of ethics and morality in general, which 
risks becoming too wide and unspecific, and we will thus focus here on the late 
eighteenth and early nineteenth century, which was also the high point of its 
place in political discussions. If we zoom in here, what is shown is that during 
the middle of the nineteenth century, Sittlichkeit combines the qualities of being 
a central concept in normative political-theoretical discussions and something 
that is seen to have evolved within and being integral to a specific society.386 A 
comparison of Immanuel Kant and Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel can serve 
here as a further introduction to this.

384 Charles Taylor, Hegel, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975, p. 376. Yet another possible, 
but less frequent way of dealing with this is to translate or at least relate Sittlichkeit and Gesittung 
into “civility.” Christian Bailey, “Germany: Redrawing of Civilizational Trajectories,” in Civilizing 
Emotions: Concepts in Nineteenth Century Asia and Europe, ed. Margrit Pernau and Helge Jordheim, 
Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015, p. 85.

385 Two Swedish examples: Maria Johansen, Offentlig skrift om det hemliga: Raison d’état, SOU och 
varulven, Göteborg: Glänta, 2005, pp. 55–66; Victoria Fareld, Att vara utom sig inom sig: Charles 
Taylor, erkännandet och Hegels aktualitet, Göteborg: Glänta produktion, 2008. Charles Taylor 
himself also keeps the German; apart from the Hegel monograph referred above, see also Charles 
Taylor, “Hegel’s Sittlichkeit and the Crisis of Representative Institutions,” in Philosophy of History 
and Action: Papers Presented at the First Jerusalem Philosophical Encounter December 1974, ed. 
Yirmiahu Yovel, Dordrecht: Reidel, 1978.

386 Karl-Heinz Ilting’s studies are commendable in bringing out the longer perspective, but focusing 
on and highlighting the nineteenth century. Karl-Heinz Ilting, Naturrecht und Sittlichkeit: Begriffs-
geschichtliche Studien, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1983; Karl-Heinz Ilting, “Sitte, Sittlichkeit, Moral,” 
in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. 
Bd 5, Pro–Soz, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 
1984. During the latter parts of the nineteenth century, with Marxian and Nietzschean philosophy, 
the concept disappears into the background and becomes mainly connotated with personal sexual 
morality. As mentioned, the concept experienced a revival at the end of the twentieth century 
when philosophers such as Etienne Balibar, Axel Honneth, Jürgen Habermas, and Charles Taylor 
used it, often building on or discussing Hegel.
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Before Hegel in the early nineteenth century, the universality of the analysis and 
prescription of Sittlichkeit was more or less taken for granted; for Immanuel Kant, 
his investigation of Sittlichkeit leading to the famous categorical imperative—
most notably formulated in his Grundlegung zur Metaphysik der Sitten387—was 
not guided in the first instance by a question of how a specific society is held 
together. Rather, it was a universal question of the moral behavior of an abstract 
individual. For Hegel, the abstract universal ideas expressed in projects such as 
Kant’s needed to be situated in specific contexts, and Sittlichkeit came to mean 
something more and something else than questions of morality in a narrower 
sense.388 In Hegel’s Philosophie des Rechts, Sittlichkeit is a concept which may be 
defined as a “certain ethico-political order.”389 Sittlichkeit is an integrating force 
of a specific historically evolved community. Hegel’s formulation also includes 
the separation of morality (Moralität), which is abstract and is about realizing 
something that does not actually exist, from Sittlichkeit, which is “the moral 
obligations I have to an ongoing community of which I am part.”390

Hegel’s usage of the concept of Sittlichkeit is original, but aspects of it can be 
recognized in other parts of the intellectual milieu of mid-nineteenth century 
Germany: even though not everyone performed the explicit split between morality 
and Sittlichkeit that Hegel did, many shared the idea that Sittlichkeit was not 
just a kind of moral law, which could be grounded in a universal normativity, 
but rather something having to do with the mores and customs of a specific 
society. As Karl-Heinz Ilting has put it in his conceptual history of Sittlichkeit: 

This led to the situation that sittlich came to mean everything that made 
possible and stimulated the shared life in community, and unsittlich, 
everything that disturbed such a shared life.391

Without going into detail about all possible interpretations of Sittlichkeit, it is 
easy to establish that there were tight bonds in the theology of the time between 
ideas of Sittlichkeit and of Christianity.392 In the often praxis-oriented theological 

387 In one English translation, the categorical imperative is formulated: “Act only according to that 
maxim whereby you can, at the same time, will that it should become a universal law.” Immanuel 
Kant, Grounding for the Metaphysics of Morals, Indianapolis: Hackett, 1993, p. 30.

388 Ilting, Naturrecht und Sittlichkeit, pp. 242–247.
389 Johansen, Offentlig skrift om det hemliga, p. 62. In Swedish: “en bestämd etisk-politisk ordning.” 

Hegel’s own elaboration of his idea of Sittlichkeit is to be found in Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, 
Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts: Oder Naturrecht und Staatswissenschaft im Grundrisse; mit 
Hegels eigenhändigen Notizen und den mündlichen Zusätzen, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986, 
pp. 292ff. In connection with Sittlichkeit, Hegel discusses the family, the civil society (bürgerliche 
Gesellschaft), and the state.

390 Taylor, Hegel, p. 376.
391 Ilting, Naturrecht und Sittlichkeit, p. 257. What I here translate as “shared life” is “Zusammenleben.”
392 As often with conceptual histories, in Ilting’s work on Sittlichkeit, Christianity is mainly discussed 
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rationalism, Christianity was seen to be a force which served the Versittlichung of 
the outer world.393 But rationalists were also criticized in theological discussions 
about what served Sittlichkeit best. When rationalism more tied into liberal 
and radical political activity, rationalists were accused of being detrimental to 
Sittlichkeit, in that they disturbed the common life by challenging the existing 
order. In the work Die Theologie und die Revolution by Karl Gottlieb Bretsch-
neider, a prominent representative of the later phase of theological rationalism, 
he argues against more orthodox theologian opponents who accused rationalists 
of destroying Sittlichkeit. He defends himself and claims that it is actually his 
opponents who are to blame, since their dogmatic interpretations of the Bible 
actually lead to less Sittlichkeit, as the practical example of Jesus is toned down 
in favor of his death on the cross (which would forgive anything and so not lead 
to active moral action).394 Probably the most prominent example of a theology of 
Sittlichkeit is Richard Rothe, a Hegel-inspired and more speculative thinker, and 
one of the most influential nineteenth-century theologians in Germany. He had 
as one of his leading ideas that Christianity was about the historical realization 
of Sittlichkeit, the last stage being a “theocracy” where the sittlichen Gemeinschaft 
of Christianity was realized on earth, in the form of the state.395

Generally, the concept of Sittlichkeit was a defining concept of this period. And 
while they were using different words for it, it was also brought up in the texts 
by Welcker, Weitling, and Stahl, when they conceptualized the new order after 
the Ancien Régime, and were entangled with their understanding of Christianity.

Karl Theodor Welcker

Liberty, equality, Christianity

“Indeed, we Germans have liberty by right and as given from God,” writes Karl 
Theodor Welcker in his preface to the second edition of the Staatslexikon.396 

from late antiquity to the Reformation, but unfortunately dropped as an explicit theme closer to 
modern times. Ibid., pp. 150–203.

393 Graf, “Frühliberaler Rationalismus,” p. 138.
394 Karl Gottlieb Bretschneider, Die Theologie und die Revolution. Oder: Die theologischen Richtungen 

unserer Zeit in ihren Einflusse auf den politischen und sittlichen Zustand der Völker, Leipzig: Frie-
drich Christian Wilhelm Vogel, 1835. See chapter X, which is entitled “Die Theologie und die 
Sittlichkeit.”

395 Richard Rothe, Theologische Ethik: Bd 2, Wittenberg: Zimmermann, 1845, pp. 100–169. A 
concise introduction to Rothe: Falk Wagner, “Theologische Universalintegration: Richard Rothe 
(1799–1867),” in Profile des neuzeitlichen Protestantismus. Band 1: Aufklärung—Idealismus—
Vormärz, ed. Friedrich Wilhelm Graf, Gütersloh: G. Mohn, 1990.

396 Welcker, “Vorrede,” p. xxvii. “Gewiß, die Freiheit gebührt uns Deutschen von Gott und Rechtswe-
gen”. Similar formulations are recurrent. In one article he states that the foundation (Grundlage) 
of all liberty is how man as a “child and image of God” was created to a “free life”. Karl Theodor 
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And, he continues further on, without striving for liberty it is impossible to be 
a “true Christian.”397 Liberty is of course a leading and central concept of the 
liberal political ideology, and this is very much true for Welcker, the advocate of 
political freedoms such as the freedom of press and freedom of teaching (Lehr-
freiheit). Liberty, together with the other concepts we focus on here, was also 
often how his constitutionalism was formulated and framed, constitutionalism 
meant the “equal judicial liberty” of all “sittliche, free persons.”398 Our aim here 
will be to see how Welcker’s version of Christianity relates to his concept of 
liberty, and of equality.

We saw in the preceding chapter that Welcker insisted on the indirect (mit-
telbar) character of Christian principles in regard to the public life of society. 
This is often repeated, and related to it being free:

In its correct free, indirect practice, the Christian teachings, more than 
any other religion or moral system in the world, contain both the basic 
principle and foundations as well as the basic doctrine for the largest 
possible civil and political liberty of society.399

The indirectness of the Christian moral system for Welcker equals its free usage: 
over and over again he states his opposition to attempts to found a political rule 
on religious principles and commandments. For him, such a direct use of religion 
is also unfree, it is theocratic and dictatorial, and therefore the correct application 
of the Christian morality is both indirect and free. But in the quotation above, 
we also see another of the semantic typicalities of his Staatslexikon article on 
Christianity, namely, that Christianity is strongly connected to liberty in that 
it is the religion of liberty, and in that it lays the foundation of a free society. 
As expected from the central position of this concept in Vormärz, especially 
among liberals, the article is peppered with references to liberty, often used in 
a slogan-like and abstract fashion, where sometimes even the actual meaning 

Welcker, “Natürliche Grundlagen der Staatsverhältnisse,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der 
sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 9, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor 
Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1847, p. 427. “Kindes und Ebenbildes 
Gottes,”; “freien Leben”.

397 Welcker, “Vorrede,” p. xxvii. The quotation is: “wir können, ohne sie [Freiheit] zu erstreben, wie 
schon Johann von Müller sagte, selbst keine wahren Christen sein.” The same reference to Müller 
is to be found in Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 239.

398 Welcker, “Recht,” p. 343. “die gleiche rechtliche Freiheit”; “sittlicher, freier persönlichkeiten.” See 
also Welcker, “Grundgesetz,” p. 185.

399 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 226. “In ihrer richtigen freien, mittelbaren Anwendung enthält nun 
die christliche Lehre mehr als irgend eine Religion oder ein Moralsystem in der Welt sowohl das 
Grundprincip und die Grundlagen wie die Grundsätze zugleich für die möglichst große bürgerliche 
und politische Freiheit der Staatsgesellschaft.”
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of liberty is unclear, but Welcker also argues somewhat more specifically about 
why Christianity is the religion of liberty.

A common figure in the history of Christianity has been to demarcate the 
Christian religion against the Jewish, and so stereotypically put Christianity as 
the religion standing for grace and universalism, where Judaism represents law 
and particularism.400 Something along this path is evoked when Welcker speaks 
about Christianity as free. There is, according to him, a difference between the 
Old Testament law of Moses, which worked through force and fear, and Chris-
tianity, whose sittliche dimension was free, in that it did not come with a law in 
the Mosaic sense, “but merely from the total inner liberty and the free love,” with 
the “free, loving inner disposition”401 of the born-again (wiedergeboren) Christian 
who has been touched by the divine. Christianity then abolishes outer law and 
transforms it into free inner disposition of the mind.402

Liberty according to Welcker is also characterized by free relations between 
the different strata of society, relations not characterized by force or by being like 
caste systems, and according to him, it was Christianity that established this. The 
teachings of Christianity were a break with “justifications of all slavery, serfdom, 
all clan and caste dominance.”403 This means more liberty for the formerly op-
pressed and excluded, but Welcker says that it means liberty for all in society, as 
it frees people from strict hierarchical roles. Welcker then also mentions examples 
of how Christians throughout history have been active in abolishing slavery 
and serfdom. He names, for example, how William Wilberforce as well as the 
European governments represented at the Congress of Vienna declared slavery 
as “totally unchristian” and therefore worked to abolish it.404 Welcker says that: 
“Eventually, all really violative and caste-like rights depending on social rank for 
the nobility have also disappeared from most Christian states.”405

400 Jayne Svenungsson, “Nådens gränser: Om universella ambitioner och partikulära hämskor. Paulus, 
Badiou och Žižek,” Dixikon, 2010.

401 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 224. “sondern lediglich aus der vollen inneren Freiheit und freien 
Liebe”; “freien, liebevollen, inneren Gesinnung.”

402 Ibid., pp. 224–225. See also p. 227.
403 Ibid., p. 229. “Rechtfertigungen aller Sklaverei und Leibeigenschaft, aller Stammes- und Kasten-

herrschaft.”
404 Ibid. “völlig unchristlich.” Welcker does not reflect upon the 1,800 years of Christian history 

when slavery was accepted. A guess would be that this fits in with the idea of religious progress, 
that Christianity establishes itself progressively throughout history, something which we will 
look at in the coming chapter. Also elsewhere Welcker underlines how Christianity gradually 
abolished slavery, because its insistence on equality of all human beings. Karl Theodor Welcker, 
“Geschlechtsverhältnisse,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften 
für alle Stände, Bd 5, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann 
Friedrich Hammerich, 1847, p. 673; Welcker, “Natürliche Grundlagen,” p. 436; Welcker, “Sit-
tlichkeit,” p. 220.

405 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 230. “Endlich sind denn auch in den allermeisten christlichen Staaten 
alle wirklich verletzendern und kastenmäßigen adeligen Standesrechte verschwunden.”
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The independence and the separation of state and church which we discussed 
in the preceding chapter are in Welcker’s view also founded in Christianity, and 
this is another main basic principle (Hauptgrundlage) of liberty. Religion is to 
be free, and the state is to be free from theocratic rule.406

It may then thus far be summed up that Welcker claims that liberty is 
something which is founded on Christianity in two ways. On a personal level 
Christianity stands for the creation of free individual moral subjects, on a social 
level it has taught the abolition of certain hierarchies and tyranny. This latter 
implementation of liberty was of course indirect; since another aspect of the 
Christian liberty is that as a religion it advocates the separation of church and 
state, this cannot be taken to mean that these changes were followed through by 
some kind of direct religious law, but rather as a consequence of the free inner 
disposition of Christians.407

As mentioned in the conceptual introduction of this chapter, Welcker for-
mulates liberty and equality as belonging together, and conditioning each 
other. The liberty from slavery, from serfdom, and from the worst kinds of 
privileges and rights for the nobility—in short: greater liberty for the formerly 
oppressed—can be said to put people on a more equal level in society, and this 
is also how Welcker presents it. In advocating equality as the abolition of the 
above-mentioned hierarchies, Welcker says that Christianity was and is against 
“everything that truly damages the liberty and equality of men” and it created 
a “general equal dignity of men and citizens.408 This equality is also connected 
to Christian brotherly love, and the decree to love one’s neighbor. Welcker also 
makes a point that equality comes from the fact that human beings are God’s 
creation and that each individual is created in the likeness of God:

all men descend from one common earthly ancestor and are before 
God—who is neutral to the standing of a person—completely equal, 
equally loved, equally valuable redeemed children and brothers, all and 
everyone, as from equally noble earthly parentage so is everyone also of 
“divine lineage” and carries the seal of godly imagery, all of equal, free, 
immortal dignity and designation, all capable of virtue and perfection.409

406 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 230.
407 Ibid.
408 Ibid., p. 229. “aller die Freiheit und Gleichheit der Menschen wahrhaft verletzenden”; “an allge-

meine gleiche Menschen- und Bürgerwürde.”
409 Ibid. “alle Menschen von Einem gemeinschaftlichen irdischen Stammvater abstammen und vor 

Gott, vor welchem kein Ansehen der Person gilt, völlig gleiche, gleich geliebte, gleich theuer 
erlöste Kinder und Brüder, alle überhaupt, so wie von gleich edler irdischer Abkunft, so auch alle 
‚göttlichen Geschlechts’, den Stempel göttlicher Ebenbildschaft an sich tragend, alle von gleicher, 
freier unsterblicher Würde und Bestimmung, alle tugend- und vervollkommnungsfähig seien.” 
See also p. 234 in this article, and further Welcker, “Grundgesetz,” pp. 177f.
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Equality is qualified by Welcker later, and there are clear limits to the equality 
he supports. Brotherly equality is first and foremost a question of legal equality; 
the Christian teachings speak “not for a material, but for a formal equality, or 
equality before the law.”410 There will still be differences between people in ma-
terial respects: the allocation of different amounts of “advantages and burdens 
or duties and rights” will be made from the “merit, need, and strength” of the 
individual.411 So, in the quotation above, regarding the meaning of Welcker’s 
concept of equality in relation to theology, that God is “neutral to the standing 
of a person,” it does not mean that God would act or give permission to abolish 
all differences or would be against distinctions in social standings.

Further, the rights depending on social rank (Standesrechte) that Welcker saw 
as having disappeared from the Christian states were the “really violative, and 
caste-like” ones (see above), but this specification of course means that not all 
differences based on social rank had disappeared; and in Welcker’s interpretation 
of Christianity they did not necessarily have to disappear completely:

The basic Christian principles only permit such differences of rank as are 
not damaging to the general equal dignity of men and citizens and the 
free choice of occupation according to one’s own free conviction, and in 
this respect correspond to the general social good.412 

Also liberty, Christian liberty, is evoked when Welcker discusses questions of 
family and gender. Christianity, he says, is the originator of “the most important 
foundations for free state constitutions and most notably sittliche and free rela-
tions of the sexes, of marriage and family.”413 Welcker means that Christianity 
is the foundation of opposition to patriarchal tyranny in the form of polygamy, 
concubinage, and despotic rule. The lack of liberty in marital relations was—in 
Welcker’s view of history—historically cancelled with the Christian marriage 
which gave equal dignity to man and wife, “full liberty and fully equal sanctity.”414

410 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 233. “nicht für eine materielle, wohl aber für die formelle oder für 
die Gleichheit vor dem Gesetz.”

411 Ibid., pp. 233–234.”Vortheile und Lasten oder der Pflichten und Rechte”; “Verdienst, Bedürfniß 
und Kraft.”

412 Ibid., p. 229.”Die christlichen Grundsätze lassen nur solche Standesunterschiede zu, welche die 
allgemeine gleiche Menschen- und Bürgerwürde und die freie Wahl des Lebensberufes nach eigner 
freier Ueberzeugung nicht verletzen, und nur insoweit sie selbst dem allgemeinen gesellschaftlichen 
Wohl entsprechen.”

413 Ibid., p. 228. “die wichtigsten Grundlagen freier Staatsverfassungen und namentlich fürs Erste 
sittliche und freie Geschlechts-, Ehe- und Familienverhältnisse.”

414 Welcker, “Geschlechtsverhältnisse,” p. 658. “volle Freiheit und völlig gleiche Heiligkeit.” Chris-
tianity is in this regard compared to how it is and was in Islam, Rome, and ancient Greece, see 
also p. 655.
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But while this is a Christian ideal, and while Welcker supports some emanci-
pative measures for women (they are to be independent subjects before the law, 
and to take part in public opinion) he resolutely opposes full or total equality 
between the sexes. Here he argues against the British author Harriet Martineau.415 
She wanted, in Welcker’s words, “to defend the full equality of all rights in the 
family and in the state,” but this according to him meant giving up the free and 
dignified family life based on Christianity and nature,416 because “true liberty” 
was to be found in a dignified family life.417 And according to Welcker there 
was a certain inequality in nature, which was to be respected. Men and women 
were different, physically and psychologically; the fact that men are characterized 
by strength, activity, and reason and women by weakness, passivity, and feeling 
makes it natural that the former take their place in public life, while the latter 
belong to the private sphere, to family and household. These are clear differenc-
es, instigated by God and nature, and best balanced by the Christian religion.

Sittlichkeit and sacred esteem

What does it mean to adhere to the order of the sexes (Geschlechtsordnung) referred 
to above? For one, it means conforming to the existing Sittlichkeit, it means 
showing a sittliche mind-set.418 Welcker comes back to Sittlichkeit, not only in 
the article on the relation between the sexes, but throughout the Staatslexikon, 
which confirms the centrality of the concept. But to get a focused picture, we 
will mainly discuss the encyclopedia article specifically devoted to Sittlichkeit, 
which was written by Welcker himself.

Welcker’s text on Sittlichkeit is chiefly a discussion of how to secure good 
customs in a society, as the “maintenance and furtherance of Sittlichkeit forms 
the foundational principle of […] the constitutional state.”419 Sittlichkeit in 

415 The large upsurge of feminist German writers took place during the last years of the 1840s, but 
the question existed even before the most prominent texts were written by German authors. In 
the article where Welcker deals with the relations between the sexes he argues solely against British 
and French opponents. Harriet Martineau’s work on social and political life in America, which was 
quickly translated into German after it appeared in 1837, is the only work referred to by Welcker, 
but he also mentions the utopian socialists Saint-Simon and Fourier as examples of people who 
wanted too radical equality. Renate Möhrmann’s collection of texts from German Vormärz bears 
witness to how the question boomed in the late 1840s, the large majority of texts therein having 
been published between 1845 and 1849. See Renate Möhrmann, ed. Frauenemanzipation im 
deutschen Vormärz: Texte und Dokumente, Stuttgart: Reclam, 1978.

416 Welcker, “Geschlechtsverhältnisse,” p. 667. “die volle Gleichheit aller Rechte in der Familie und 
dem Staate vertheidigen.” Welcker refers to Harriet Martineau, Die Gesellschaft und das sociale 
Leben in Amerika: Erster Theil, Leipzig: Theodor Fischer, 1838, pp. 230–240.

417 Welcker, “Geschlechtsverhältnisse,” p. 655. “wahres Freiheit”
418 Ibid., p. 663.
419 Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” p. 191. “die Erhaltung und Förderung der Sittlichkeit [bildet] das Grund-

princip […] des Rechtsstaats.”
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Welcker’s text is often put together with religion and Bildung; these three cat-
egories, in “inseparable association and inner interplay” are the “most sacred 
foundations and purposes of the human and social life and aspiration.”420 There 
is no formal definition of Sittlichkeit, but what comes closest is the statement 
that Sittlichkeit is that which shows itself in the “free sittlichen esteem of one’s 
own and the stranger’s personal autonomy, dignity, honor, and loyalty and the 
sacred esteem of law based on these.”421 It is thus defined in a way echoing the 
general liberal-constitutional ideals of Welcker: beside general aspects such as 
honor and loyalty, it is about individual liberty and autonomy within a specific 
judiciary. Sittlichkeit is a kind of principle of the rule of law, and a “sacred es-
teem of legality and loyalty.”422 Welcker repeatedly underlines the importance of 
esteem (Achtung), or even holy or sacred esteem in relation to Sittlichkeit. This 
may be related to what we discussed in the earlier chapter on religiosity as being 
about the inner virtues of a free Christian, playing out in the external world. The 
Christian disposition is a sittliche disposition (Gesinnung), which deep down is 
about the “esteem and love toward God and neighbors.”423

The focus of the article is very much polemical, in that it concentrates on how 
bad philosophies and bad political systems are detrimental to the Sittlichkeit of a 
society. For Welcker, as a moderate liberal, there are two extremes to avoid: the 
first is an absolute rule where the ruler tries to secure the behavior of the people 
through force. One example of the latter is theocracy with prescribed blind 
faith where religion, and a religious Sittengesetz, is made state law—this would 
of course impact the freedom or autonomy of the citizen, which in Welcker’s 
view rather would destroy Sittlichkeit, since a certain individual autonomy is a 
cornerstone of the true version of Sittlichkeit.424 The second is a system where the 
state acts as if religion and morality were totally foreign to it, which would also 
be destructive since these are important parts of a sound society, connected as 
they are to dignity and sacredness. There is a middle ground here, how to uphold 
the Sittlichkeit and the customs of a society, and it is—naturally—based upon 
avoiding the extremes discussed earlier. In the moderate liberal middle ground:

420 Ibid. “unzertrennlicher Verbindung und inniger Wechselwirkung”; “heiligsten Grundlagen und 
Zielpunkte des menschlichen und gesellschaftlichen Lebens und Strebens.”

421 Ibid., p. 210. “freien sittlichen Achtung der eigenen und der fremden persönlichen Selbständigkeit, 
Würde, Ehre und der Treue und der auf sie gegründeten heiligen Achtung des Rechtsgesetzes.”

422 Ibid., p. 211. “heilige Achtung der Gesetzlichkeit und Treue.”
423 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 239. “Achtung und Liebe gegen Gott und die Mitmenschen.”
424 Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” p. 192; Welcker, “Grundgesetz,” p. 206.
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Here are neither […] religion, Sittlichkeit, nor Bildung arbitrarily dom-
inated and determined by coercion, nor are they placed outside of the 
purpose of the living state, indifferently put aside.425

Welcker puts much hope in the constitutional, liberal state being a suitable place 
for Sittlichkeit to flourish. Supporting the evolution of Sittlichkeit is a good con-
stitution, liberty, and the possibility of a free public arena. In connection with 
this, he also stresses that one way for the government of a state to secure that 
the citizens behave sittlich is if they themselves act as good examples and avoid 
corrupt behavior.426 Welcker is no republican, and is not in principle opposed to 
a monarch as long as the monarch rules in a constitutional system, and therefore 
he here also highlights the role of a ruler. A monarch who behaves virtuously is 
positive for the people. If he is honorable, they will hold “the word of the ruler 
as a sanctuary.”427

As we have already seen, religion here is a recurrent theme. Religion is insep-
arable from Sittlichkeit, sometimes put beside it, sometimes put as something 
containing and promoting it. Where Christianity is specifically discussed, it is 
closely related to the gesittete humanity. This civilized humanity has Christian-
ity as a sanctuary (Heiligthum) and the turn away from positive religion, from 
belief in (for example) providence and eternal life would mean philosophical 
materialism, which Welcker associates with the decline of Rome, which signaled 
social degeneration in general.428 This materialistic hatred for true religion, he 
says, may have its origin in precisely the attempts by despotic rulers to impose 
Sittlichkeit and religion through force and by making it law, which then led to 
the opposite result from what was desired: that people instead totally turn away 
from religion. That Voltaire despised the “highest sanctuary of the gesitteten 
humanity,” Christianity, comes from the fact that he was not able to discern the 
abuse of religion—religion as a tool for imposing servitude—from true religion, 
which is about “the divine freedom of truth.”429

State force and blind belief on the one hand, ignorance of religion and Sit-
tlichkeit on the other, these are then the two extremes that are to be avoided. As 
hinted at, to the second category belongs atheist and materialistic philosophy, 
of which Voltaire in Welcker’s interpretation is one proponent, but to which 

425 Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” p. 208. “Hier werden weder […] Religion Sittlichkeit und Bildung durch 
Zwang beliebig beherrscht und bestimmt, noch auch dieselben, als außerhalb des Zwecks des 
lebendigen Staats gelegen, gleichgültig zur Seite gelassen.”

426 Ibid., pp. 209–210.
427 Ibid., p. 213. “das Fürstenwort für ein Heiligthum.”
428 Ibid., p. 201.
429 Ibid., p. 197. “höchsten Heiligthum der gesitteten Menschheit”; “der göttlichen Freiheit der 

Wahrheit.”
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he also counts certain strands of radical Hegelians.430 For example, he discusses 
David Friedrich Strauss and Ludwig Feuerbach, who were controversial authors 
in his time, but states that although he has read them, their theories were not 
in the slightest way able to shake his own Christian faith.431 In connection with 
the discussions about the Hegelians, Welcker speaks about Christian brotherly 
love and belief in eternal life as something that gives strength to the unselfish 
patriotic fight for the liberty and well-being of the nation, and therefore sees 
the materialistic, atheistic philosophy as destructive in this regard, since with a 
philosophically materialistic outlook, this love for the well-being of one’s com-
patriots disappears.432 In the discussion about Feuerbach, Welcker also laments 
that the ideas of true virtue and sin will disappear if religion, God, eternal life, 
and true freedom are ignored.433

Materialism, or disbelief, for Welcker thus stands in an oppositional relation 
to the concept of Sittlichkeit and to morality, something which can be observed 
in many of his texts. Welcker does not make a sharp distinction between morality 
and Sittlichkeit; instead, these are often treated together—without being totally 
synonymous, they are part of the same semantic field. 

One instance of this conceptual opposition of materialism to Sittlichkeit 
and morality is in Welcker’s treatment of Machiavelli and Machiavellian pol-
itics. Niccolò Machiavelli, ever the target of critique against immoral politics, 
is examined quite thoroughly in an article head titled “Morality in relation to 
law and to politics.” Proceeding from the Italian author’s Discorsi and Principe, 
Welcker writes about the destructiveness of Machiavellian power politics. He 
characterizes Machiavelli’s theory as follows:

The foundations for all political teachings of Machiavelli are material-
ism—[…] that disbelief in true virtue, religion and sittliche purpose of 
men and of states, the belief rather in the general wickedness of men, the 
sanctification of all means through ends and success.434 

430 Ibid., pp. 201ff.
431 Against Strauss, in whose Das Leben Jesu the biblical texts are treated as mythical, Welcker raises 

the Enlightenment philosopher Gotthold Ephraim Lessing’s dictum that Christianity would be 
true even if there were no apostles and evangelists. He contends against Feuerbach, who saw all 
religious expressions as expressions of a humanity that had projected its own essence onto an 
invented God, that he falls into an almost Fichtean subjectivism, where the human consciousness 
is the only thing that counts. Ibid., p. 205; Wild, Karl Theodor Welcker, p. 446.

432 Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” p. 204.
433 Ibid., p. 205.
434 Karl Theodor Welcker, “Moral,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissen-

schaften für alle Stände, Bd 9, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von 
Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1847, p. 187. “Grundlagen aller politischen Lehren des Machiavelli 
sind der Materialismus—[…] jener Unglaube an wahre Tugend, Religion und sittliche Bestimmung 
der Menschen und Staaten, der Glaube vielmehr an die allgemeine Schlechtigkeit der Menschen, 
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Thus, Machiavelli’s lack of interest in all morality and Sittlichkeit is not least 
related to him being materialist and anti-religious. Welcker also relates this to 
the state of the church at the time of Machiavelli and the Reformation, which 
he, like many other Protestants, depicted as a state of horrid moral degeneration. 
Machiavelli, it is said in another place, let himself be led by materialism instead 
of letting himself be penetrated by “pure Christianity” and the “sittliche idea.” 
435 The problem with Machiavelli was that he was determined by a “general dis-
belief in the godly and Sittliche.”436 We see that here the theme of the dangerous 
materialism so very present in Welcker’s article on Sittlichkeit also structures the 
article on Machiavelli. A materialist—that is anti-religious—outlook on the 
world is closely tied together with a morally and sittliche inferior and therefore 
dangerous way of theorizing about the state.

Sittlichkeit is thus part of the discussion of morality, and it is so also, for 
example, in an article about the relation between law and morality. Law and 
morality are demarcated by Welcker in different ways, but generally law is the 
outer social and morality the inner individual aspect of human action. The 
latter thus refers to the “sittlichen otherworldly immortal purpose of the acting 
individual.”437 Morality has its roots in reason or religion, and in God’s will, but 
law has as its source the “mutual agreement of sittlicher, free personalities for 
their equally free, peaceful coexistence and function in this world.”438 This, then, 
again constitutes the indirectness (Mittelbarkeit) so often defended by Welcker: 
Christian moral ideas cannot be directly made into law, but as law is a contract 
between free sittliche persons or “the free, sittliche conviction of the individual,” 
and Sittlichkeit has Christian theological roots, law is ultimately, not immediately 
but in the last instance, based on Christianity.439

In Welcker’s introductory article to the encyclopedic project in its totality, 
Sittlichkeit is mentioned in a slightly different manner. Here Sittlichkeit is put 
together with inner spiritual or intellectual (geistige) perfection in an almost 
dialectical system put forward by Welcker where the outer perfection is fe-
licity (Glückseligkeit) and what is desirable—even as the purpose of the state 

die Heiligung aller Mittel durch Zweck und Erfolg.”
435 Ibid., p. 185. “reinen Christenthum”: “sittlichen Idee”
436 Ibid., p. 186. “allgemeinen Unglauben an das Göttliche und Sittliche.”
437 Welcker, “Recht,” p. 344. “überirdischen unsterblichen Bestimmung der handelnden Invidiuen.”
438 Ibid., p. 342. “gegenseitige Vereinbarung sittlicher, freier Persönlichkeiten für ihr gleich freies, 

friedliches Nebeneinanderbestehen und Wirken in der Sinnenwelt.” This sounds like a contractual 
idea in terms close to natural law, but Welcker also critizes natural law here. He claims that in this 
tradition, law and morality are totally torn apart, and this should not be the case. Targets of this 
critique are, for example, Immanuel Kant, and Paul Johann Anselm Ritter von Feuerbach, who 
even posited a judicial reason as opposed to practical reason. Ibid., p. 348.

439 Ibid., p. 349. “auf die freie sittliche Ueberzeugung der Einzelnen.”
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(Staatszweck)—is a harmonious aggregation of inner and outer perfection.440 
Felicity here has a material meaning, the outer perfection is about prosperity and 
health in economic and medical meaning, while the inner one is about sittliche 
and intellectual culture. Philosophy is here the foundation for the intellectual 
culture, and the foundation for the sittliche culture is said to be theology.441 This, 
again, posits Sittlichkeit as directly connected to Christianity.

*

Karl Theodor Welcker’s political language in general is to a large degree structured 
around the concepts of Sittlichkeit and liberty (and to some extent, equality). 
These concepts are recurring cornerstones throughout his writings. Liberty is part 
of the character of human beings as equally created by God. And what guarantees 
Sittlichkeit, the common ethical living together of a community, is both the moral 
teachings of Jesus and the capability to hold things sacred, which is impossible 
if one has a materialistic outlook on life. To put it otherwise: Welcker’s political 
concepts of liberty, equality and Sittlichkeit rest on an interpretation of man’s 
relation to God and his relation to something higher than the material world, 
and these are basically theological questions.

Wilhelm Weitling

Liberty within the limits of equality

Liberty and harmony are what is to be guaranteed in the future society, according 
to the title of Wilhelm Weitling’s most systematic work, Garantien der Harmo-
nie und Freiheit. Harmony was a central concept for how the utopian socialists 
and communists envisaged the future society, not only for Weitling but also 
for others; perhaps most notably for Charles Fourier, it was “undoubtedly the 
key goal.”442 “Harmony for all!” Weitling cries out on one occasion, and this is 
qualified in what follows: “Harmony for all is determined by the observance of 
natural equality.”443

Weitling devoted much effort in his political writings to liberty and equality, 
and he acknowledged how central they were to any political discussions of his 
time. Liberty and equality, he says, were the battle cry (das Feldgeschrei) of the 

440 Welcker, “Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” p. 53.
441 Ibid., p. 57.
442 Taylor, The Political Ideas, p. 3.
443 Weitling, Garantien, p. 166. “Harmonie aller!”; “Die Harmonie aller wird bestimmt durch die 

Beobachtung der natürlichen Gleichheit.”
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first French republic, but also of the exile German republicans in France in the 
1830s. And of their contested nature he is aware and explicit, as he says it all 
boiled down to this: “But which liberty? Which equality? And how to determine 
them?”444 This is in a short passage where Weitling discusses the development 
of the political theory of the radical milieu of German Paris, but the need to 
define these concepts according to his own ideology goes beyond the immediate 
discussions and is put center stage in his theory.445 Liberty is something which 
is to be realized in communism, but also, as we shall see explicitly formulated, 
something that is to be realized within the limits of equality.

There are two basic aspects of the human condition, according to Weitling, 
work and enjoyment, and these two should be shared equally among the inhabit-
ants of a society: “the most perfected social life consists of the equal distribution of 
these two conditions.”446 Equality—something that would be the basis of society 
and create a certain enthusiasm of the people in a community447—also meant 
community of property (Gütergemeinschaft), which is a cornerstone of Wilhelm 
Weitling’s theory. The theory of the community of property was central in the 
development of the ideology of the exile German radicals, it contributed to the 
partition creating the Bund der Gerechten, and it was the perceived need to de-
velop the political idea of the community of property that led to the assignment 
of the formulation of a manifesto to Wilhelm Weitling.448

The concept of equality for Weitling is thoroughly founded in the teachings 
of Christ and in the community of the early Christians, themes we touched 
upon in the preceding chapter. The concepts of equality and community are 
generally close to each other in Weitling’s texts; the basic principle mentioned 
above is expressed both as the equality (Gleichheit) of labor and enjoyment 
and as the community (Gemeinschaft) of labor and goods.449 In Evangelium des 
armen Sünders, Weitling founds this in the teachings of Christ, and says that 
the abolition of property was an “essential measure for the realization of the 
teachings of Christ.”450 Important for Weitling is that the first Christians tried 

444 Ibid., p. 290. “Aber welche Freiheit? Welche Gleichheit? Und wie sie bestimmen?”
445 About the tension in the earlier Bund der Geächteten and the creation of Bund der Gerechten, 

see Hans-Arthur Marsiske, “Utopischer Entwurf und Arbeiterbewegung in Deutschland. Die 
Gütergemeinschaftsdiskussion im ‘Bund der Gerechten’,” in Alles gehört allen: Das Experiment 
Gütergemeinschaft vom 16. Jahrhundert bis heute, ed. Hans-Jürgen Goertz, München: C.H. Beck, 
1984.

446 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 157. “das vollkommenste gesellschaftliche Zusammenleben besteht 
in der gleichen Vertheilung dieser beiden Bedingungen.” In Garantien, he speaks about everybody’s 
abilities which should be put to use harmoniously in order to satisfy everybody’s desires: Weitling, 
Garantien, pp. 127–136.

447 Weitling, Garantien, p. 223.
448 Marsiske, “Utopischer Entwurf.”
449 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 157; Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 64.
450 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 64. “für die Verwirklichung der Lehre Jesu unentbehrliche Maßre-
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to realize Jesus’ teaching in a way that included living in a form of community 
of property—they made it a duty to live in such a manner.451 In this way, the 
conceptualization of equality in Weitling can be said to be founded in a long 
exegetical tradition, where attempts to realize equal societies with some kind of 
community of property have been motivated and formulated with help from 
the Gospels and the life of the first Christians as described in the Acts of the 
Apostles. This loose tradition, generally excluded and deemed as heretical or 
dissidential by the established church, can be said to include John Wycliffe, the 
Waldensian movement, the religious orders of the Beguines and Beghards in the 
Middle Ages, and around and after the Reformation Taborites and Anabaptists 
on the continent and various radical groups in England, not least during the 
era of the Civil War.452

The importance of liberty, and of striking a balance with equality, can also 
be observed when in the manifesto Die Menschheit, wie sie ist und wie sie sein 
sollte Weitling presents ten basic principles (Grundsätze) that are needed for the 
happiness of humanity, ten principles that according to Weitling have their roots 
in the conviction that comes from nature and the teachings of Christ. These are 
a kind of condensed version of Weitling’s communism and proclaim a global 
community of men, equal share of labor and labor’s fruit, the abolition of in-
heritance and so on. Among these ten principles, there are a few that explicitly 
underline the importance of the liberty of men. They claim that what is desirable 
is as much freedom for the individual as possible without disturbing the rights 
and liberties of others:

8) Beyond the rights of others, everyone holds the largest possible 
liberty of actions and speech. 
9) For everyone liberty and means for the exercise and perfection of 
their mental and physical predispositions.453

In Weitling’s Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit, a similar kind of idea is 
promoted throughout the work, as echoed in the title: if one person tries to 
fulfill his desires in a way that damages the freedom of others, the harmony of 
the whole is also damaged.454

There are two shorter explications of this theme later in Menschheit. One is 
when Weitling’s idea of commerce hours is discussed. In the communism of Wil-

gel.”
451 Ibid., p. 65.
452 See for example Ronny Ambjörnsson, Socialismens idéhistoria: En inledning, Stockholm: Gidlund, 

1984, pp. 38–96.
453 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 154.
454 Weitling, Garantien, p. 134.
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helm Weitling, the basic structure of production is that everyone works the same 
mandatory hours and has an equal share in the fruits of society’s labor. But there 
is also the possibility for people to work extra hours. These extra hours are called 
commerce hours, and become a kind of substitute currency, in that they can be 
exchanged for “different goods, which do not belong to the essential usage, but 
match the different likings of the members” of a certain community.455 One such 
article may for example be a piece of clothing other than the common national 
dress. This is explicitly related to the liberty of individuals. The system of the 
commerce hours is there to give “room for their natural drive for liberty.”456 This 
arrangement may also work against boredom and a “strictly measured uniform 
equality.”457 The commerce hours then are about a certain “liberty, within the 
limits of the social equality” of the future communist society.458

Liberty then is apparently seen by Weitling as natural, but the implementation 
of liberty may mean different things. It may be said generally that the concept of 
liberty that Weitling advances is an emancipative one; liberty in society means 
that the poor and oppressed will be released from their burdens, as the labor as 
well as the fruits of labor will be shared justly and equally. This is what liberty 
within the bounds of equality means. And in this, the society will be restructured 
so that liberties will not mean rights for the privileged, as it has been in society. 
Further on, he also speaks about the destructivity of 

the unbridled drive for liberty of men in a poorly organized society. In 
our poorly organized societies the rich and the powerful enjoy a truly 
unbridled liberty at the expense of the workers.459

The conceptual pair of liberty-equality is revisited in Evangelium des armen 
Sünders, where Weitling, under the heading of “Christian liberty and equality,” 
quotes a large number of Bible verses to legitimate his theory of communist 
equality.460 In the section of the book where this chapter is situated, Weitling 
does not as much lay out his own theory as just quote passages—sometimes with 
a short exegesis—from the New Testament which he claims support different 

455 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 165. “verschiedenen, nicht zum nothwendigen Gebrauch gehören-
den, aber den verschiedenen Neigungen ihrer Mitglieder entsprechenden Artikel.”

456 Ibid., p. 164. “Spielraum für ihren natürlichen Freiheitstrieb.”
457 Ibid., p. 163. “streng zugemessene einförmige Gleichheit.” Note that in German, Gleichheit may 

have the double meaning of equality and similarity, and here is an instance where this comes to 
the fore.

458 Ibid., p. 164. “Freiheit, innerhalb der Grenzen der gesellschaftlichen Gleichheit.”
459 Ibid., p. 167. “der ungezügelte Freiheitstrieb des Menschen in einer schlecht organisirten Ge-

sellschaft. In unsern schlecht organisirten Gesellschaften genießen die Reichen und Mächtigen 
auf Unkosten der Arbeiter einer wahrhaft ungezügelten Freiheit.”

460 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 62. “Christliche Freiheit und Gleichheit.”
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aspects of his idea of communism. For instance, in the chapter dealing with 
liberty and equality, he cites from Matthew 23 that the humble will be exalted 
and vice versa, and the Pauline words of Galatians 3 and Colossians 3 that there 
are no more gentiles or Jews etc., but that all are one in Christ.461 Weitling then 
advances these Pauline words to mean that Christianity has as a cornerstone the 
equality between human beings regardless of who they are. In relation to the 
figure of liberty within the borders of equality and the possibility of the rich to 
oppress the poor if their drive for liberty is not controlled, he quotes for example 
1 Corinthians 8:9, which says in his rendition that Christians should be careful 
that their liberties do not become stumbling blocks for the weak.462

What more was liberty, according to Weitling? Well, liberty meant the 
emancipation of women, who were to be put on equal footing with men. When 
Karl Theodor Welcker discusses the relation between the sexes, he opposes not 
only Harriet Martineau, but also a couple of utopian socialists, Saint-Simon 
and Charles Fourier.463 Wilhelm Weitling belongs with these, and for German 
circumstances he is very radical here; for a long time, there was no other German 
socialist who demanded such far-reaching reforms as to put women on an equal 
footing with men as he did.464

“Woman shall be free.”465 That is one of the results of the abolition of pri-
vate property and the traditional marriage which was not based on free love, 
in Weitling’s communism. And liberty will not only be the result of a better 
society, it will also lead to it. “This liberty of the woman alone would be ca-
pable of transforming earth into a paradise.”466 But liberty of women is not to 
be confused with “community of women,” because in the latter, women were 
still a kind of property of men. No, women will be “put on equal footing” with 
men regarding all rights—this is true liberty for women.467 Equality is thus to 

461 Ibid., pp. 62–63. As quoted by Weitling, the verses are: Matt 23:11–12 “Der größte unter Euch 
soll Euer Diener sein. Denn wer sich selbst erhöhet, der wird erniedrigt, und wer sich selbst 
erniedrigt, der wird erhöhet.” Col 3:11. “Hier ist weder Jude noch Grieche, weder Knecht noch 
Freier, weder Mann noch Weib: hier sind Alle eins in Christo.”

462 Ibid., p. 63. 1 Cor 8:9 as quoted by Weitling: “Sehet zu, daß diese Eure Freiheit den Schwachen 
kein Anstoß werde.” In the modern English version it is not the liberties but the rights that risk 
become stumbling blocks: 

 “Be careful, however, that the exercise of your rights does not become a stumbling block to the weak.”
463 Welcker, “Geschlechtsverhältnisse,” p. 655.
464 Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, pp. 409–410.
465 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 70. “Das Weib wird frei werden.”
466 Weitling, Garantien, p. 222. “Diese Freiheit des Weibes allein wird imstande sein, die Erde in ein 

Paradies zu verwandeln.” See also p. 201. Compare how Charles Fourier in his 1808 Théorie des 
Quatre Mouvements et des Destinées Générales claimed that “the extension of women’s privileges is 
the general principle for all social progress.” This translation from Susan Groag Bell and Karen 
M. Offen, eds., Women, The Family, and Freedom: The Debate in Documents. Vol. 1, 1750–1880, 
Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1983, p. 41.

467 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 72. “Weibergemeinschaft”; “gleichgestellt.”
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be instigated also as equality between the sexes in communism: “Girls and boys 
are brought up together as sisters and brothers. They know that they all have 
equal rights, duties, and liberties, according to the natural law.”468 Women are 
to take part in education, working life, and politics the same way as men. This 
is however subject to conditions, in that Weitling says that the nature of wom-
en may mean that they are not as strong and not as fit to be leaders, but, he 
is flexible and says that if the nature changes, of course the social organization 
also needs to change accordingly.469 Not surprisingly, Weitling in Evangelium 
des armen Sünders, when arguing for how gender and marital relations should 
be freer and more equal, takes the life and words of Jesus as a proof. Followers 
of Jesus were women as well as they were men, and not only the most respected 
women. Jesus was a person who “dashes around the country with sinful women, 
and is supported by them.”470

Destroy the Sitten to improve them 

In the liberal encyclopedia Staatslexikon, communism figures occasionally.471 
Karl Theodor Welcker does not explicitly address communism in his article 
on Sittlichkeit, but in a passage referred to briefly in the previous chapter, he 
connects communism with the question of Sittlichkeit, and says that the com-
munists are a group who are enemies of free gesitteten states, and stands for an 
“undermining of the fundamental principles of Gesittung.”472 This accusation 
is of course a harsh one, if one bears in mind that Gesittung or Sittlichkeit for 
theoreticians and politicians of the day is necessary in a society, and even a goal 
for society. But it is not necessarily a false accusation from a communist point of 

468 Weitling, Garantien, p. 200. “Mädchen und Jünglinge werden miteinander auferzogen als Schwest-
ern und Brüdern. Sie wissen, daß sie alle die gleichen Rechte, Pflichten und Freiheiten nach der 
Naturgesetz haben.”

469 Ibid., p. 199.
470 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 104. “Jesus zieht mit sündigen Weibern im Lande herum und wird 

von ihnen unterstützt.” See in general pp. 102–107. Not just any women were Jesus’ followers, 
said Weitling, but sinful women, adulteresses, such as Mary Magdalene. The characterization of 
Mary Magdalene as a “sinful woman” is a traditional but not very biblically grounded picture of 
her. Mary Magdalene is very little mentioned in the New Testament, but she is often traditionally 
identified as other women, either nameless or also named Mary. Wilhelm Weitling follows this 
and goes with the identification of her as the nameless sinner who washes Jesus’ feet in Luke 
7:36–50. See the third part, and especially pp. 185–190 in Bart D. Ehrman, Peter, Paul, and Mary 
Magdalene: The Followers of Jesus in History and Legend, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2006.

471 There is for example a long article dedicated to the fairly recently born ideology: Wilhelm Schulz, 
“Communismus,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle 
Stände, Bd 3, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich 
Hammerich, 1846.

472 Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” p. 240. “Untergrabung der wesentlichen Grundlagen der Gesittung.”
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view, which we shall see when we now turn shortly to the communist Weitling’s 
discussion of Sittlichkeit.

Firstly it should be pointed out that Weitling hardly uses the actual terms 
Sittlichkeit, or Gesittung. However, what in his language are the Sitten of a peo-
ple corresponds to Sittlichkeit and is really the same concept. In Garantien der 
Harmonie und Freiheit, the work by Wilhelm Weitling which is least draped 
in biblical robes, he presents his take on Sittlichkeit in a chapter also including 
discussions of religion. For Weitling, there are a few Sitten that are natural and 
also necessary for the harmony of society, here he mentions “loyalty, love, honesty 
and so on”473—common moral traits that we recognize from both Welcker, and, 
as we will see, Stahl. In this context, however, he does not dwell upon these, 
but rather delivers a critique of the idea of the Sitten and their role in society.

This is connected to the grander narrative of the work of the Garantien, 
which sketches society and mankind as in a process of deviation from a more 
blissful state of nature (in a fashion which resembles Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s). 
This deviation, this “emergence of social evil” as is the title of the first part of 
the book, had its roots mainly in the emergence of private property.474 Property 
carried with it many consequences. When there wasn’t land for everyone, people 
without land had to work for property owners, which split humanity. Further 
developments which included trade, and especially money, increased the rule 
of self-interest, which put humanity into a destructive state, essentially a system 
ruled by selfishness. Weitling says that what is often meant when people are 
required to behave sittlich, is to stay on and follow the path given to them, and, 
conversely: “But all attempts at divergence are called Unsittlichkeit.”475 And since 
what is the normal pathway is determined by the egoistic system determined 
by private property—the root of all social evil—to adhere to Sitten is not desir-
able for a communist. Since the existing Sitten support an unequal and unjust 
system, they should be dismantled. This dismantling, however, does not mean 
a destruction of all Sitten for all time, but rather an opportunity for Sittlichkeit 
to really flourish. Or as Weitling concisely puts it: “To improve the Sitten, we 
must destroy them.”476

Here is a critique against organized religion as it is in Weitling’s own time. 
As we recognize from the preceding chapter of this dissertation, Weitling in this 
segment of the book calls religion an ideal of the highest perfection but laments 
that authorities have preached that this perfection is in a distant Jenseits, and that 

473 Weitling, Garantien, p. 118. “die Treue, die Liebe, die Aufrichtigkeit usw.”
474 Ibid., p. 7. “Entstehung der gesellschaftlichen Übel.”
475 Ibid., p. 118. “Jeder Versuch der Abweichung aber wird Unsittlichkeit genannt.”
476 Ibid., p. 121. “Um die Sitten zu verbessern, müssen wir sie zerstören.”
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in order to get there, people on earth should walk the paths assigned to them.477 
For the poor, this means, for example, behaving in such a way as to accept and 
even uphold poverty. In providing a harsh critique of how Sitten are preached, it 
can be said that Weitling mostly relates to the concept of Sittlichkeit negatively, 
dismissing it, but in speaking about how they can be improved there is also a 
positive side to it.

The autodidact Weitling was not versed in Hegel’s philosophy, and he was not 
conducting any discussion of the relation between Sittlichkeit and morality.478 But 
he relates to the question of the universality of Sitten. And, Weitling, a staunch 
internationalist, rejects the idea that Sitten are something which is defined by 
their belonging to a certain community or people.

If one claims that each people has its own singularities, then it is a massive 
misapprehension; only among very few peoples is this the case, and in 
these few cases the singularities are only a result of a prevailing system 
of standstill among them, which does not allow progress to change the 
old habits and Sitten.479

This is compared with the necessary evolution of religious dogma. As religion 
evolves with time, and superstitious dogma should therefore be eradicated and 
updated to a religion fit for its time, so progression will mean that borders, 
languages, and the few existing peculiar Sitten disappear, and that a wider com-
munity will materialize.

Instead, if there generally are different Sitten, these are different in different 
strata of the society as it is. The notion of the fatherland is part of the oppression 
of the poorer people, it comes from the hereditary patriarchal order of private 
property, according to Weitling. The rich and the powerful are not compatriots, 
and if anyone is foreign to the general Sittlichkeit, then it is the rich: “They are 
alien to our Sitten, […] they are and remain alien to everything we hold dear and 
valuable.”480 Sittlichkeit as proclaimed by the establishment is thus a lie telling 

477 Compare also Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” pp. 15f.
478 Weitling regarded Hegel as a kind of obscurantist (a Nebler, wordly someone spreading fog or mist). 

Weitling insisted on his right to call him so without having read him, since no one had been able 
to tell Weitling what the point of Hegel was, even though the foggy German philosophy made 
such a great fuss about him (“die ganze deutsche Nebelphilosophie von ihm ein großes Geschrei 
macht.”). Ibid., p. 137.

479 Weitling, Garantien, p. 96. “Wenn man behauptet, ein jedes Volk habe seine Eigentümlichkeiten 
für sich, so ist dies ein gewaltiger Irrtum; nur bei sehr wenigen Völker ist dies der Fall, und bei 
diesen wenigen sind die Eigentümlichkeiten nur eine Folge des bei ihnen herrschenden Systems 
des Stillstandes, welcher dem Fortschritte nicht erlaubt, die alten Gewohnheiten und Sitten zu 
ändern.”

480 Ibid., p. 87. “Fremd sind sie unsern Sitten, […] fremd sind und werden sie allem, was uns lieb 
und wert ist.” The discussion about the fatherland is on pp. 82–100.
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the poor people that they belong to a community including also the rich, and so 
Weitling’s critique of Sitten and the existing morality is also a critique of double 
standards, which are a result of an unjust society. A rich man is seen as virtuous 
if he gives away a tiny portion of his money to the poor. A poor man, however, 
will be seen as depraved if he spends a portion of his scarce amount of money 
on a glass of wine; even if the rich man drinks a better and more expensive wine, 
he will never be seen as depraved for doing that.481

Sitten and morality in Weitling are thus to a large degree part of his an-
ti-clericalism and critique of religious dogma and of the power-holders. But as 
we saw, Sitten is something that can be improved, and morality is also related 
to positively. In his book Evangelium des armen Sünders, he devotes one chapter 
to Christian morality (under the heading of “General Christian Morality.”)482 
Weitling argues that morality in a general sense is problematic since there is no 
real practical Christianity, which means that people live in different circumstances 
and therefore there is still a hindrance to the flourishing of universal moral rules 
or ideals.483

But Weitling also undertakes to interpret some important and general Chris-
tian moral virtues in a way suited to the situation of the communists in the ex-
isting society. He says that: “we already now [have to] undertake to act according 
to rules which have the purpose of leading society to practical Christianity.”484 
These moral traits are temperance, patience, fidelity, loyalty, honesty, humility, 
benevolence, mercifulness and discretion.485 These are all characteristics to be 
cultivated, but in a new way, of which some examples follow. Patience for Weitling 
is about not giving up the struggle for the “realization of Christianity,” even if 
the goal seems far away and if others are giving up or showing no enthusiasm.486 
Loyalty is said to be important when it comes to voluntary commitments, but if 
one is more or less forced to subscribe to loyalty, it is not important to actually 
be loyal. Honesty is not preferable if one is thrown into prison for being honest. 
Humility is important, because the success of an enterprise is dependent on the 
unity of its members, so if one is not humble but is steered by envy and person-
al ambitions the project will fail.487 The question of loving one’s enemy is also 
addressed by Weitling. He says that as long as the enemies of communism, or 

481 Ibid., pp. 119–120.
482 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 123. “Allgemeine christliche Moral.”
483 Ibid. “Practical Christianity” for Weitling in these circumstances more or less equals communism.
484 Ibid., p. 125. “wir [müssen] schon jetzt uns vornehmen nach Regeln zu handeln, die den Zweck 

haben die Gesellschaft zum praktischen Christenthum zu leiten.”
485 Ibid., pp. 125–128. In German these are: Mäßigkeit, Geduld, Treue, Aufrichtigkeit, Bescheidenheit, 

Wohlwollen, Barmherzigkeit, Verschwiegenheit.
486 Ibid., p. 126. “Verwirklichung des Christenthums.”
487 Ibid., pp. 125–127.
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true Christianity, do not accept being loved as brothers—that is as equals—but 
want to be loved as masters, they shall not be loved by the communists, since 
that would be against the communists’ principles of equality and community. 
After the enemies have been defeated, however, they will be loved as brothers, 
that is, they will not be executed or punished but then have the same standards 
and liberty as everybody else.488 

A form of communist morality is thus presented, consciously deviating from 
what would have been preached in most churches of Weitling’s own time, but 
nominally consisting of the same virtues. The figure of a correct behavior accord-
ing to a certain morality which will lead to a good society is however in a way 
preserved and reinterpreted in the context of a collective communist struggle. 
How permeated the time is by the idea of the equation between Christianity 
and morality can be viewed not only in Weitling’s attempt to wrench Christian 
morality from the deceitful priests, but also in formulations in passing. Weitling 
elsewhere uses the concept of immorality as an argument against social institu-
tions that belong to the existing society that he despises. Inheritance of private 
property within the family is something that he opposes, because that is also 
inheritance of the practice of the wealthy to live off of the work of others. And 
this practice, or habit, he calls “detestable, immoral, unchristian.”489 This, then, 
can be said to be a kind of morality in a higher sense, and so Weitling also puts 
morality and Christianity on a par.

*

Wilhelm Weitling’s critique of society as it is, is in part a critique of the func-
tioning of the church and of Christianity. These preach adherence to Sittlichkeit 
in order to curtail the liberty of the people. But, just as Weitling writes about 
humanity as it is and as it should be, he discusses Christianity as it is and as it 
should be. And true Christianity for him is about equality and community, not 
least the community of property, which will set people free from oppression. 
This is founded on his understanding and exegesis of the Bible and the teachings 
of Jesus Christ. And in this way, this semantic field is strongly entangled with 
a Christian language.

488 Ibid., p. 125.
489 Ibid., p. 67. “abscheulichen, unmoralischen, unchristlichen.”
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Friedrich Julius Stahl

Basic equality and free obedience

Because liberty and equality were of the utmost importance in the formulation 
of the challenges against the old order and in one way or another filled a central 
role in both liberal and socialist or communist semantics of the early nineteenth 
century, they posed a problem for conservative strands of thought. This goes 
especially for equality, and it may be said that the reaction to and critique of 
the modern concept of equality is very much a raison d’être of the conservatism 
of the era.490 Stahl does not differ here, so I will start by laying out his take on 
equality. First, this will be a discussion about community, or community of 
property, which we saw was closely tied to equality in Wilhelm Weitling.

While a relatively new conceptualization, not yet tied to any mass movement 
in the German-speaking areas of Europe, the specter of communism was indeed 
haunting German political intellectuals by the mid-1840s—and Stahl was one 
of the haunted ones. As mentioned, Wilhelm Weitling’s idea of liberty within 
the limits of the social equality was to be realized in a state of community of 
property, and this was one of the central tenets of Weitling’s future communist 
society.491 This trope of arguing for a community of property based on the 
story of the first Christians, primarily from the Acts of the Apostles, was strong 
during the time, something which can be said to be verified by the fact that 
this is one of the things that Stahl concentrates on in his dismissal of the idea 
of community of property.

Stahl founds the right to individual property in general in the human being’s 
position in God’s creation. As man is set as master in God’s creation (Herr in die 
Schöpfung gesetzt), the objects of the natural world are there for his pleasure, and 
his free managing of these should be preserved; this is the basis for the satisfac-
tion of man and his free development.492 The idea of community of property is 
detrimental to this according to Stahl.

Stahl does admit that there is an idea of a strong community in the stories 
about the first Christians, but that this was implemented “through sharing, but 
in no way against the institution of property, and the first Christians definitely 
did not live in a community of property.”493 Both Weitling and Stahl refer to Acts 
4:32 in this regard, but Stahl says that this does not mean community of property 

490 Dann, Gleichheit und Gleichberechtigung, pp. 171–179; Kurt Lenk, Deutscher Konservatismus, 
Frankfurt: Campus, 1989, pp. 65–68.

491 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 164. See also for example Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” pp. 64–66.
492 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 276.
493 Ibid., p. 280. “durch Mittheilung, keineswegs aber gegen das Institut des Eigenthums, und die 

ersten Christen haben durchaus nicht in Gütergemeinschaft gelebt.”
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in the modern sense, because it has nothing to do with the legal situation, more 
with the customs of how the first Christians behaved toward one another.494 
Stahl rejects the communist interpretation of the Christian community, here 
formulated in other words:

Insofar as there was a pull toward a community of property in the old 
church, it differs considerably from the newer political sects, in particular 
the communists. There it is an impulse of the well off to give, here it is a 
desire and a claim of the not so well off to take.495

Regarding this and other historical examples of the community of property, Stahl 
claims that these had a “fundamentally different character from communism,” 
in that the communism of his day rested solely on an idea of a “claim of equal 
enjoyment” and not of any higher ideas.496

This is the critique of the equality in the form of communist community of 
property, but Stahl also discusses equality more broadly, in connection with the 
legal capacity (Rechtsfähigkeit) of the individual.497 And he thus relates negatively 
to equality, saying that it is detrimental to society. Stahl states clearly:

The unconditional equality (‘égalité’) is in no way an original right of 
men. For the equality of entitlements is based on the character of man as 
person, in which respect he is an absolute entirety in himself. Insofar as 
man, however, also is a member and part of organic relations, therefore—in 
state and church no less than in the family—inequality prevails.498

494 Ibid. Acts 4:32 in modern English: “No one claimed that any of their possessions was their own, 
but they shared everything they had.” As quoted by Friedrich Julius Stahl: “Keiner sagte von seinen 
Gütern, daß sie sein wären, sondern es war ihnen Alles gemein.”

495 Ibid. “Soweit aber ein Zug nach Gütergemeinschaft in der alten Kirche sich findet, unterscheidet 
er sich wesentlich von dem neuerer politischen Sekten, namentlich der Kommunisten. Dort ist 
es ein Drang der Bemittelten zu geben, hier eine Begierde und ein Anspruch der Unbemittelten, 
zu nehmen.”

496 Ibid., pp. 280–281. “vom Kommunismus wesentlich verschiedenen Charakter”; “gleichen 
Genußanspruch.” In his historical first volume of his main work, Stahl when discussing Rousseau 
claims that he was responsible for introducing the principle of equality through his work on the 
general will, and that this would lead to communism, and carried the spirit of revolution. Stahl, 
Die philosophie des rechts, 1, pp. 297–305.

497 I here mostly quote his second more systematical volume, but for a similar discussion, see also the 
historical overview, Stahl, Die philosophie des rechts, 1, pp. 270ff.

498 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 263. “Die unbedingte Gleichheit (‘egalité’) ist keineswegs 
ein Urrecht des Menschen. Denn die Gleichheit der Berechtigung grundet sich auf die Eigenschaft 
des Menschen als Person, nach der er ein absolutes Ganzes für sich ist. Insofern nun aber der 
Mensch zugleich auch Glied und Theil organischer Verbindungen ist, gilt daher—für Staat und 
Kirche nicht minder als die Familie—die Ungleichheit.”
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This inequality is founded on what Stahl calls natural differences: sex, age, health, 
and Bildung. It is further structured by differences having to do with politics and 
church: descent, Stand, property, and creed.499 Further, another basis for differ-
ences in relation to law is that in the private sphere wealth can be accumulated, 
something which is necessary if a total dissolution of society (which he claims 
that the communists strive for) is to be avoided.500

The reference to the French word égalité in the quotation above is not co-
incidental; this argument of Stahl is very much against the French Revolution, 
which according to him destroyed the state as organic entity. Immanuel Kant, 
Stahl says, declared one kind of formal equality, but the revolution took it one 
step further, for Stahl one step too far, and how they declared equality confronted 
monarchy, state religion, and the rights of landholding, and meant that “the 
organic construction of the state” was abandoned.501 His position is instead that:

Not the elimination of differences, the leveling of the political situation, 
as the revolution pursues, but the establishing of that basic equality by 
preservation of the justified differences—that is the mission of the era.502

While being against the unconditional and the material equality, Stahl does—as 
we see in this last quotation—make room for a kind of essential or basic (wes-
entliche) equality of men. While Stahl argues against the concept of equality, 
discussing it negatively, here he also presents his own, positive conceptualization 
of it, supplementing how he previously opposed it and advanced inequality as 
foundational for society. There is a kind of equality of man, which is based on 
the “existence of the person” and therefore constitutes the “general substance of 
human community.”503 This does not mean that political rights should be equally 
distributed among the population, but it seems to mean that there should be 
limits to certain hierarchical relations in society. For example, Stahl mentions that 
the slavery of antiquity was reprehensive, in that it took all rights from a certain 
social class. The German serfdom (Leibeigenschaft) was also something that had 
to go according to Stahl, since it made the serf serve “with his whole personal 
existence for the most part the purpose of another’s wealth” and took away a 
liberty which Stahl supports, namely, the choice of occupation (Berufswahl). 

499 Ibid.
500 Ibid., p. 267.
501 Ibid., p. 264. “organische Bau des Staates.”
502 Ibid., p. 265. “Nicht die Vernichtung der Unterschiede, die Nivellirung des politischen Zustandes, 

wie die Revolution es anstrebt, sondern die Herstellung jener wesentlichen Gleichheit bei Erhaltung 
der begründeten Unterschiede ist die Aufgabe des Zeitalters.”

503 Ibid., p. 264. “Wesen der Person”; “allgemeine Substanz des menschlichen Gemeinwesens.”
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Also, a penal law that would make a difference between the different estates 
would also speak against the essential or basic equality.504

Basic equality is thus consistent with keeping what Stahl termed justified 
differences between people, and this could perhaps also be said to be Stahl’s view 
on the relation between the sexes. In a discussion of inheritance, Stahl claims 
that it was Christianity that gave woman a “basically equal position.”505 But Stahl 
does not really explicitly discuss, or polemicize against, demands of the rights 
and liberties of women, although he touches upon it in a large segment devoted 
to the institution of marriage. Differences between men and women are taken 
for granted here. Stahl does not express this as being a revealed truth, or based 
on Christian teaching, instead he just laconically states that these are natural. 
And the natural differences are so to speak the basis of the social meaning of 
the relation between the sexes. So, according to Stahl, as women and men have 
different natures, they have different virtues, and some virtues such as modesty 
and motherly love.506 Nature is also the basis of marriage, but it is elevated into 
having sittliche, civil, and religious meanings.507

We saw that equality in the form of community of property according to 
Stahl could impede human liberty in how the human being has been given the 
capacity to be a free master in God’s creation. But Stahl of course returns to liberty 
throughout his works. He starts the second volume of his Philosophie des Rechts 
with a theoretical discussion introducing his philosophical system on which his 
political positions systematically rest. Here, liberty is discussed at least twice, 
in the chapters entitled “Liberty in creation” and “Will and sittliche liberty.”508

In the first of these chapters, liberty is invoked when Stahl tries to defend the 
personal God of Christianity against the religious philosophy of other philos-
ophers, first and foremost the idealist philosophers of early nineteenth-century 
Germany. Without going into the detail of the discussions, the point here is that 
Stahl means that God as he is conceived by, for example, Spinoza and Hegel, is 
bound by necessity but that the Christian God is and needs to be characterized 
by personality, which includes, for example, the possibility of a deed (That).509

The only Weltanschauung which everywhere opposes the pantheistic is 
founded upon the personality of God. Its essential factors are: the pull of 
creation toward personality—liberty in creation and with it the absolute 

504 Ibid., p. 265. “mit seiner ganzer persönlichen Existenz größtentheils den Vermögenszwecken eines 
Andern.”

505 Ibid., p. 388. “wesentlich gleichen Stellung.”
506 Ibid., p. 335.
507 Ibid., pp. 339ff.
508 Ibid., pp. 26, 114. “Die Freiheit in der Schöpfung”; “Der Wille und die sittliche Freiheit.”
509 Ibid., p. 16.
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worth of all that is positive and individual—providence—the possibility 
of a transformation of the creation in its fundamental condition for the 
establishing of a more glorious kingdom.510

It is then the liberty of God as the creator and the absolute, and therefore not a 
liberty primarily about individual subjects. The liberty of individuals is however 
dealt with later in a chapter about sittliche liberty, and Stahl argues that these two 
aspects of liberty—that of creation and the individual sittliche version of it—are 
bound together by the higher concept of liberty as the absolute beginning (ab-
soluten Anfangs). In the free creation begin the outer objects, in the individual’s 
freedom begins his will.511 However, these discussions of the individual sittliche 
liberty are not a discussion of the practical-political aspects of the concept of 
liberty, but rather a philosophical one about the free will of man, and how free 
will relates to things such as legal accountability, the good or bad action of man 
and the unfolding of history as something more than individual’s decision.512

In the empirical, or the practical-political world, the liberty of man is always 
circumscribed or defined by outer situations. In his philosophical discussion, 
Stahl reminds the reader that of course no man can go outside of “his people, his 
era, his sittlichen and spiritual gifts,” and he returns to this later in the same book 
when he discusses the rights of the person.513 The liberty of a person is natural, 
and together with “integrity, honor, legal capacity, protection of acquired rights” 
it belongs to the existence of individual man as the “absolute purpose of creation 
and the plan of the world.”514 Liberty is the power to act, in accordance with 
one’s own will and choice, but liberty in a specific ethical order is not without 
restraint, it has “from the outset a certain content, measure and limits”—it is 
limited by objective social institutions, such as “the sittliche figure of marriage, 
state, church and so on.”515 It is also restrained by the right to liberty of others. 
This of course his positions on equality.516

Liberty, as we have seen, is a central concept for a liberal thinker such as Karl 
Theodor Welcker, and freedom from oppression is founded on Christianity as the 

510 Ibid., p. 22. “Auf die Persönlichkeit Gottes gründet sich den eine Weltanschauung, die der pan-
theistischen überall entgegengesetzt ist. Ihre wesentlichen Momente sind: der Zug der Schöpfung 
nach Persönlichkeit—die Freiheit in der Schöpfung und damit der absoluten Werth alles positiven, 
Individuellen—die Providenz—die Möglichkeit einer Umwandlung der Schöpfung in ihren 
Grundbedingungen für Herstellung eines herrlicheren Reiches.”

511 Ibid., pp. 118–119.
512 Ibid., pp. 114–141.
513 Ibid., p. 126. “sein Volk, sein Zeitalter, seine sittlichen und geistigen Gaben.”
514 Ibid., p. 257. “Integrität, Ehre, Rechtsfähigkeit, Schutz in den erworbenen Rechten”; “absoluter 

Zweck der Schöpfung und des Weltplanes” See also p. 256.
515 Ibid., p. 260. “von vornherein einen bestimmten Inhalt, Maaß und Gränze”; “die sittliche Gestalt 

der Ehe, des Staates, der Kirche u.s.w.”
516 Compare Stahl, Die philosophie des rechts, 1, pp. 134ff.
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religion of liberty for him. Stahl’s way of confronting liberty and Christianity is 
different. He admits that liberty is actually in the center of everything: of God’s 
personality, of creation, of the very essence of man, but in placing liberty as 
something so fundamental, and outside of the day-to-day worldly sphere, there is 
also space for Stahl to say that liberty in the actual political world will necessarily 
have to be circumscribed, since as we will see, this existing world is imperfect.

Another instance where liberty and its relation to social order surfaces is in 
Stahl’s interpretation of the Reformation. The Reformation was topical during 
the revolutionary era, and not least in national-liberal Protestant circles where 
Martin Luther, as citizen and patriot (Bürger und Patriot), the German hero of 
liberty against the Roman Catholic church, fitted well into the enmity to the 
defining Other of German nationalism of the century: France.517 Not only liberals 
connected to the Reformation and to Luther, however, but also the Lutheran 
convert Friedrich Julius Stahl.

In a way, the Reformation according to Stahl taught freedom, since it brought 
with it into Christianity a stronger emphasis on dimensions such as internali-
zation (Verinnerlichung) and autonomy. These aspects mean a personalization 
(Persönlichung), and so the principle of personality is invoked here too. But 
Stahl points out that while promoting autonomy, the Reformation “did not 
overlook the fact that man belongs to a higher order and can only be free in 
himself within these, not outside of them.”518 The divine, or superhuman, order 
is given before man, and therefore all human action is free within the limits of 
an appropriation of an existing divine order; liberty does not mean that man 
can create things out of his own willing. There were limits to liberty, and one 
such limit was that freedom could not do away with the divine revelation; such 
an attempt would definitely be against the principles of Reformation and the 
principles of Christianity as such.519

Liberty, yes, but liberty within an existing order is the message. The embed-
dedness of the individual is the lesson to learn from the Reformation according 
to Stahl: embeddedness in what is given by divine revelation, in the order of 
the congregation (Gemeinde), and in a way also as subordination to the existing 
legitimate rule. 

517 Lutz Winckler, Martin Luther als Bürger und Patriot: Das Reformationsjubiläum von 1817 und der 
politische Protestantismus des Wartburgfestes, Lübeck,1969; Heinrich Bornkamm, Luther im Spiegel 
der deutschen Geistesgeschichte: Mit ausgewählten Texten von Lessing bis zur Gegenwart, Göttingen: 
Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1970, pp. 41–77.

518 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.2, p. xv. “verkannte nicht, daß der Mensch eine höhere Ordnung 
angehört und nur in dieser, nicht außer ihr in sich selbst frei warden kann.”

519 Ibid.
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If the archetype of the Reformation should […] be fulfilled in the life 
in total, then the revealed faith and the state in its order and continuity 
must rule as something given, higher, binding above man, but it must 
rule not only as an outer force, but at the same time as something inner 
and spiritual, as the consenting deed of the nation, of the congregation, 
of the individuals.520

The Reformation therefore contributed a specific way of allegiance to the su-
preme power. Not as blind obedience or an outer forcing power, but it taught 
an inner spiritual activity and a free existence within an existing ethical order. 
Protestant internalization (Verinnerlichung) should be an internalization of the 
existing order. The quotation above is more succinctly summed up a little later 
when Stahl claims that the people will be “freely obedient.”521

Sittlichkeit and sittliche Welt

What it means to be freely obedient can be more fully understood if we couple 
this with Stahl’s discussion of Sittlichkeit, most often discussed as sittliche Welt or 
sittliches Reich. While this is a complex part of Stahl’s theory, here I will discuss 
some of the cornerstones of it. Sittlichkeit for Stahl stands in the middle of his 
theory of society and the state, and in one way or the other relates to most of 
the other concepts explored in this work.

In the previous chapter, we saw how Stahl defined religion as the tie between 
God and man, as the complete personal unification with God. This was, as 
mentioned, defined in relation to Sittlichkeit, which according to Stahl made up 
another sphere. If religion was a kind of completion of the person in relation to 
God, “Sittlichkeit is the perfection of man in himself.”522 Proceeding from these 
definitions, Stahl claims that for example love of one’s neighbor and courage 
are sittliche or moral traits, while faith and love of God are religious traits. That 
Stahl says that Sittlichkeit should be differentiated from religion should not be 
mistaken for it being secular in any way; it is at the same time totally connect-
ed to Christianity and to God. Sittlichkeit is ultimately related to the personal 
God: God is the source of Sittlichkeit (he is the sittliche Urmacht), as it is from 

520 Ibid., p. xvii. “Soll das Urbild der Reformation […] im gesammten Leben sich erfüllen, so muß 
der geoffenbarte Glaube und muß der Staat in seiner Ordnung und Kontinuität als ein Gegebenes, 
Höheres, Bindendes über den Menschen herrschen, aber sie müssen herrschen nicht bloß als äußere 
Macht, sondern zugleich als der innere geistige Besitz, als die einwilligende That der Gemeinde, 
der Nation, der Individuen.”

521 Ibid., p. 4. “frei gehorchend.” Compare Stahl, Der christliche Staat, p. 11.
522 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 71.”Sittlichkeit ist die Vollendung des Menschen in ihm 

selbst”
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him that the “original concept of the good” comes, and “the good” (das Gute) 
is the basis of Sittlichkeit.523 The good things which form the base of Sittlichkeit, 
coming from God and God’s will, are mentioned as being: “eternal love, mercy, 
patience, truthfulness, loyalty, justice, spirituality, and so on.”524 Therefore, 
while claiming a difference between religion and Sittlichkeit, Stahl can directly 
go on to say that Sittlichkeit is the revelation of the godly essence in man, and 
that man has as his purpose to be godlike (gottähnlich).525 Man, who is created, 
is subordinate to God, the creator, and it is then “necessary, that the morality is 
entirely an outflow of religion and the relation with God.”526

The latter quotation indicates that Sittlichkeit here is connected to morality. 
Here it is about the individual and his Sittlichkeit or morality, but Stahl goes on 
to discuss das Sittliche as more connected to the social, communal. In doing this, 
Stahl discusses both what he calls the sittliche Welt (world) and the sittliches Reich 
(Kingdom). These concepts are similar and hard to distinguish, and the relation 
between them is not really laid out explicitly by Stahl (or by his interpreters), 
but they are variously central in various parts of the work. Now we focus briefly 
on his usage of the sittliche Welt.527 This can be likened to Hegel’s concept of 
Sittlichkeit, in being a kind of “ethico-political order.”528 If the community, or 
congregation of believers is the societal side of religion, the sittliche Welt is the 
societal side of Sittlichkeit. It serves the realization of the “godly, (sittlichen) 
ideas” in community.529 The sittliche Welt, elsewhere defined as the “common 
human condition,” is strongly connected to, without being equal to, the state 
and law—it is a kind of higher principle related to these.530

523 Ibid., p. 84.”Urbegriff des Guten.” See also for instance Stahl, Die philosophie des rechts, 1, p. 6. 
524 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1. “Unendliche Liebe, Barmherzigkeit, Geduld, Wahrhaftigkeit, 

Treue, Gerechtigkeit, Spiritualität u.s.w.”
525 Ibid., p. 71. “die Offenbarung des göttlichen Wesens im Menschen.” See also ibid., p. 96.
526 Ibid., p. 72. “so denn nothwendig, daß die Moral durch und durch Ausfluß der Religion und 

Beziehung zu Gott sey.” The structure that there is a human condition at least analytically possible 
to discuss as separated from God, but that the former still is subordinate to the latter, in that man 
as created always is related and subordinate to God, is something that recurs in Stahl’s writing. 
More on this in the following chapter.

527 They are treated together without comments by Stahl scholars. See for instance Grosser, Grundlagen 
und Struktur, pp. 54–62; Füssl, Professor in der Politik, pp. 25–30. Füssl however (rightly) points 
out that Stahl’s conceptualizations of these terms are not always clear and consistent. Ibid., p. 
29. Sittliches Reich is more often connected to the Kingdom of God (Gottesreich), and so we will 
discuss this more in the following chapter.

528 Johansen, Offentlig skrift om det hemliga, p. 62. When Stahl speaks of his adversary’s discussion 
of Sittlichkeit, he calls this Hegel’s understanding of the sittliche Welt. Stahl, Die Philosophie des 
Rechts, 2.1, pp. 175f.

529 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 79. “göttliche (sittliche) Ideen.”
530 Ibid., p. 141. “Gemeinzustand der Menschen” The factual empirical, or rather institutional in-

carnation of the common human condition, the sittliche Welt, is the bürgerliche Ordnung, which 
encompasses law (Recht) and the state. About how the higher form or principle is not exhausted 
by the institutional forms, as the latter lacks a form of higher spiritual element of the former, see 
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Not least of all, law is discussed in relation to Sittlichkeit, which for Stahl divides 
into morality and law.531 The subjective ethos is the Sittlichkeit of the individual 
human being and this more or less equals morality, but there is also an objec-
tive ethos, the Sittlichkeit of the people as living together in a society. This is 
something more than morality, and here, according to Stahl, positive law fills 
an important function.

[I]n the empirical condition the fulfillment of the subjective Sittlichkeit 
(morality) compared to its true idea is coincidental—here it is fulfilled, 
there it is not—and therefore the preservation of the objective existence of 
the sittlichen Welt cannot emerge from it, or be dependent on it; instead, 
to be preserved, a power must be exercised that only depends on itself, 
independent of the will of individuals, indeed even against them, that is, 
forcing them from the outside.532

The sittliche Welt cannot even in theory be realized through the free will of hu-
man beings, but has to be realized in objective institutional ways, in this case 
positive law. Stahl’s discussion of Sittlichkeit is conditioned on the impossibility 
of founding a good society in the good actions of its individuals. Human beings 
are under the influence of evil, and for Stahl it is a fact that people do not and 
will not always behave according to true Sittlichkeit. Stahl also makes something 
which may be called an eschatological argument in that he compares the im-
perfection of this world to the kingdom coming after the end of the world as 
we know it. Stahl says that, as man in this world is born helpless, suffers from 
hunger, pain, and sickness, as man is deadly and so on, is it foolish to “expect a 
voluntary fulfillment of the purity of the Sitte, honor, and sacredness of public 
life.”533 This, then, is the reason why there needs to be an outer force controlling 
individuals, the outer force of law.

Law for Stahl comes from an “already existing institution outside of him.”534 
Law, just like morality, is in a sense rooted in the human will (the common will 

ibid., pp. 147–149.
531 Ibid., p. 161. “Das sittliche Handeln des Menschen scheidet sich [in] das moralische und das 

Rechtsgebiet.”
532 Ibid., p. 143. “im empirischen Zustande ist die Erfüllung der subjektiven Sittlichkeit (Moral) 

gegen ihre wahre Idee zufällig—da wird erfüllt, dort nicht—, und kann daher die Erhaltung des 
objektiven Bestandes der sittlichen Welt nicht aus ihr hervorgehen, von ihr abhängig seyn; sondern 
diese muß, um sich zu erhalten, eine Macht ausüben, die lediglich in ihr selbst ruht, unabhängig 
vom Willen des Einzelnen, ja gegen ihn, also ihn äußerlich zwingend.”

533 Ibid., p. 152. “freiwilliger Erfüllung die Reinheit der Sitte, die Würde und Heiligkeit des öffen-
tlichen Lebens zu erwarten.”

534 Ibid., p. 171. “bereits bestehende Einrichtung außer ihm.” Him here refers to the individual in 
general.
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as opposed to the individual will), but in its realization it is independent of this 
will and is located in the already existing objective and outer order.535 There is a 
difference here between Stahl and Welcker, in that the contractual ideas of law 
as coming from the mutual agreement of free sittliche individuals are opposed by 
Stahl.536 Stahl in his critique of the natural law theory argues against this view 
of the individual person as the basis of law, and holds that the social is just as 
primary (ursprünglich) as the individual.537

So, the free will of human beings is not enough. Yes, Sittlichkeit should be 
implemented through a will, a Wollen, but also through an ought or an im-
perative, a Sollen. The good (das Gute) comes from God and godly will, and is 
mirrored in human will, but since human will is separated from God, under the 
influence of evil in a sinful world, the godly and the autonomously human are 
always in a potential conflict. In this way, human will is not enough. Sittlichkeit 
is about virtue founded in human will, but also about duty founded in a godly 
imperative.538

So morality and religion have the double side that they determine man 
as godly will and then also by nothing less than own will—as the true 
human nature—that they from the outset are just as much a Sollen, a 
demand, as a Wollen, a being and a property of men.539

Here we also see a difference vis-à-vis Karl Theodor Welcker. One foundational 
question in the discussion of human agency, especially in questions having to do 
with morality and Sittlichkeit during history before Stahl, is whether it is possible 
to ground this in an autonomous human subject, in reason, or if it needs to 
be grounded in the obeying of God and positive religion, and in what relation 
these stand to one another. It may be said that Karl Theodor Welcker solves 
this question by positing that true Christianity as a religion gives man liberty 
as worldly agent, and that therefore a religious law or coercion is precluded: an 
autonomous human worldly subject free from obeying a direct religious law 
is not opposed to Christianity, but is in harmony with Christianity, and a free 
subject will better act according to true Sittlichkeit than someone bound to a 
coercive law. For Stahl, however, compliance with an existing order, and obey-

535 Ibid., pp. 178–179.
536 Welcker, “Recht,” p. 342.
537 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 174.
538 Ibid., pp. 99–101, 106.
539 Ibid., pp. 98–99. “So haben Moral wie Religion die doppelte Seite, daß sie einmal als göttlicher 

Wille und sodann nicht minder als eigener Wille—als die wahre menschliche Natur—den Menschen 
bestimmen, daß sie von vornherein eben so sehr ein Sollen, eine Anforderung, als ein Wollen, ein 
Seyn und eine Beschaffenheit des Menschen sind.”
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ing a godly imperative are necessary for the existence of Sittlichkeit. And here, 
in the connection of will and imperative, we may possibly understand more of 
Stahl’s idea of liberty, and of being freely obedient, as the Wollen, based on man’s 
personality and liberty, always is connected to a Sollen.

Here, personality also becomes relevant. For personality is not totally unbound 
individualism, personality is about finding one’s place in the existing order. 
When Stahl speaks about the sittliches Reich, he says that it is an “authority […] 
over conscious freely obedient beings […] it is hence an authority of a personal 
character in every respect, a Kingdom of personality.”540 There is an order exist-
ing over individual human beings, existing before them in the history of their 
people, but ultimately founded in God.

*

The political and social order advocated by Friedrich Julius Stahl is closely 
connected to a revealed divine order, and this entanglement of the political and 
the theological is very much witnessed in his laying out of the central political 
concepts of his time. For instance: Liberty is found in God’s personality, and in 
God’s placing of the human being as a person with free will as master in creation. 
But human beings as belonging to a sinful world and a social order will need to 
adapt their liberty to the obedience in a sittliche Welt, an already existing order, 
one where the basic equality which human beings exhibit in their very existence 
is ordered into a hierarchical divinely ordained organic society.

Concluding remarks
In a general way, it may be said that Europe went from a paternal to a fraternal 
order with the French Revolution and its legacies and the subsequent wars. This, 
however, was surely not something that happened overnight, and the term order 
here may sound a little too definite. For the way society was to be ordered was 
contended in the aftermath of the French Revolution. Political writers tried to 
come to terms with these questions and offer their own interpretations of an 
evolving political language of the new fraternal society. This language in Germany 
had as its central concepts the revolutionary key words liberty and equality, and 
not least Sittlichkeit, a conceptual node for how individuals were to be to be 
integrated in and behave within the new order.

540 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.2, p. 1. “Herrschaft […] über bewußte frei gehorchende Wesen 
[…] er ist demnach Herrschaft von persönlichem Charakter nach jeder Beziehung, ein Reich der 
Persönlichkeit.”
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At times, this was a question of opposition to certain concepts, or taking a neg-
ative stance toward them. No, we will not have égalité, wrote Stahl. Promoting 
Sitten, as for instance the church helps in doing, is just a way of oppressing the 
people, claimed Weitling, in a typical anti-clerical trope. But what is mainly 
evident is that this was a semantic conflict about the positive formulation of 
these concepts. These concepts contained different possibilities, and there were 
various ways in which they were defined and coupled with other things. This 
contendedness was one way in which they were manifold, as we discussed in 
the introductory chapter, and we will bring this aspect together with another 
aspect of the manifoldness, discussed throughout this chapter, namely, how 
these political concepts intersected with theology. For the manner in which they 
were determined, given meaning, was entangled with theological questions. This 
semantic field of society, which from our angle mainly showcases liberty, equal-
ity and Sittlichkeit, but also includes autonomy, order, community, harmony, 
morality, integrated different aspects of Christianity. And rather than providing 
a complete list of every occasion of this, or everything mentioned this far in this 
chapter, I will here give some examples.

As the creation of humanity is presented in Genesis, that man is created in 
the likeness of God, so Welcker presents human beings as bearing equally free 
and immortal dignity in their divine imagery (göttlichen Ebenbildschaft), and 
in this being capable of virtue and perfection.541 This free virtuous and sittliche 
person, ready to fulfill the decrees of brotherly love of one’s neighbor, is also a 
true follower of the Christian faith, which means being a good citizen.

That morality and Sittlichkeit have strong connotations of Christianity we 
notice even in Weitling, who, while he claimed that Sittlichkeit was something 
preached in order to keep the masses down, also positively related to Christian 
moral teachings. He ends his Evangelium by attacking those who made a tyranny 
out of the gospel, when the gospel was a message of “liberty, equality, community, 
of knowledge, of hope and of love.”542

As we saw in the introduction, one theologian close to Friedrich Julius Stahl, 
August Neander, discussed how liberty may lead to servitude if an individual 
gives way to his own unbridled will. Similarly, Stahl claims that true liberty 
only lives in an existing, divinely instituted order, there before each individual. 
Stahl’s liberty is thus something that can be connected to obedience, as the 
Reformation, the correct interpretation of Christianity, taught humanity to be 
“freely obedient.”543 And order is connected to Sittlichkeit, which is founded in 
the good, which comes from God.

541 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 229. Genesis 1:26.
542 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 140.
543 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.2, p. 4.
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In these examples alone, taken from the political language of these three authors, 
we find intersections with Christian fundamentals, such as the Christian com-
mandment of love (and other moral traits), the biblical teachings and examples of 
the life of Jesus Christ, notions of how man is integrated in an ordered creation 
as created by God, a God who is the ultimate source of everything that is good.

Equality was always in one way or another a part of the teachings of Chris-
tianity, but the political bearings of the preaching of equality have certainly 
looked different.544 And it is no different here, as the conceptual struggle of 
this key word of rebellion also involves different stresses and implications of the 
Christian tradition. Based on the biblical legacy, the teachings of Jesus and the 
Acts, Weitling claims that it is self-evident that equality also involves equality 
in material matters, in community of property. But in Stahl’s interpretation, the 
requirement of equality in the form of community of property is detrimental to 
liberty, as the liberty to property was given to humanity when God set man as 
lord of creation.545 Instead the more abstract basic equality advanced by him does 
not mean the right to equal material or political rights for everyone. Similarly, 
when Welcker connected equality in the creation he inserted that this meant 
that God is neutral to the standings of a person, not that the godly influence 
would mean a right to abolish all standings.

In the preceding chapter we focused on the meaning of Christianity, what 
Christianity was and how it should be related to and understood according 
to these three authors. But while we have not proceeded from the concept of 
Christianity in this chapter, this struggle is visible here too. First, because their 
different formulations of the correct Christianity are obviously the foundation 
of their theological interpretation of how human beings are to be integrated with 
one another. But also, it may be said that religion and Christianity are part also 
of this semantic field of society. This is visible not least of all in the way Karl 
Theodor Welcker at times almost uses religion and Christianity as synonymous 
with Sittlichkeit and morality, Machiavelli’s fault was that he was against Christi-
anity and Sittlichkeit, disrespecting “religion and the highest ideas.”546 As atheism 
(and materialism) during this time more or less meant being anti-social, to be 
Christian meant being a real part of society, being sittlich.547 Similar tendencies 
are to be found in the other authors as well.

544 Samuel Moyn, Christian Human Rights, Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2015, p. 
6.

545 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 276.
546 Welcker, “Moral,” p. 185. “Religion und der höchsten Ideen.”
547 Lucian Hölscher, “The Religious Divide: Piety in Nineteenth-Century Germany,” in Protestants, 

Catholics, and Jews in Germany, 1800–1914, ed. Helmut Walser Smith, Oxford: Berg, 2001, pp. 
194ff.
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Friedrich Julius Stahl’s subjective side of Sittlichkeit was rooted in God, as God is 
the source of all that is good. His objective Sittlichkeit had a theological meaning 
in another sense. There was a need for something objective, binding from the 
outside, and this was because of the state of the existing reality, as something sinful, 
distant from God. Our fallenness meant an impossibility to be perfect on this 
earth, and therefore objective laws were needed. This structures Stahl’s political 
thought to a large degree, and this figure, of the relation between an incomplete 
world as it exists now, and a higher state of things, perhaps a Kingdom of God, 
is central to the next chapter. Temporal questions, about humanity’s place in this 
time and change within this world, became prominent in the revolutionary era, 
and these were conceptualized in a way which was also thoroughly theological.
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5.  
HISTORY

Introduction

Background: a rupture in time

On November 23, 1793, time was restarted. Or, at least the organization of time 
was restarted or redrawn. After successive discussions and decisions among the 
French revolutionaries on reforming the measurement of time and introducing a 
new calendar, a final decree on this date meant that it was no longer November 
23, 1793, but Frimaire 4 of year II.548 The revolutionaries thus threw out the 
traditional Christian way of keeping count of years and months, declared a break 
in history as having happened on the day of the foundation of the republic, which 
in the new calendar was the reference point as day one of year one.549 The twelve 
months of the Republican or Revolutionary calendar consisted of three ten-day 
weeks, together comuprising thirty days, thus leaving five days of festivities at 
the end of each year.550 But the reform in the measurement and experience of 
time was not restricted to the calendar; the finer measurements of time were 
also put under scrutiny. Just as the decimal system was introduced during the 

548 Matthew John Shaw, Time and the French Revolution: The Republican Calendar, 1789–Year XIV, 
Woodbridge: Royal Historical Society, 2011, p. 44. Another recent study on the calendar and the 
complex of time and revolution is Sanja Perovic, The Calendar in Revolutionary France: Perceptions 
of Time in Literature, Culture, Politics, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2012.

549 Walter Benjamin, when speaking about the revolutionary calendar in his Über den Begriff der 
Geschichte, said that what the revolutionaries did was to “make the continuum of history explode.” 
Walter Benjamin, “Theses on the Philosophy of History,” in Illuminations, ed. Walter Benjamin 
and Hannah Arendt, London: Fontana Press, 1992, p. 253.

550 The months, and even days, were named after seasons and aspects of agriculture. The very start 
of the new era, the day of the foundation of the republic, was Vendémiaire 1 year I, the month 
of vintage, and the day of the grape, which was followed by the days of saffron and chestnut. See 
the appendix in Shaw, Time and the French Revolution, pp. 161–166.
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revolution for weights and measures, so time was supposed to be changed: each 
day was designed to have ten hours, comprising a hundred minutes divided into 
a hundred seconds.

The decimal time never took off and was abandoned after little more than a 
year, and the calendar was taken out of use in 1806. But while these experiments 
ultimately can be said to have failed, they point to something important related 
to time, something which could be called human voluntarism, the idea that hu-
man beings could start time over, take control of and shape the future, and that 
the past was not something which had to decide what the future would be like.

In the Ancien Régime, things changed slowly, if at all. That it was possible 
to make fundamental alterations to humanity or to the institutions or habits 
of society was not a prominent feature of the common imagination. But what 
the French Revolution established was a rupture, where change was suddenly 
possible, or even prescribed. The possibility of utopia seemed to have arrived, 
and the starting over of time through the introduction of year I signaled a new 
age.551 A new relation to time has been claimed to be the “single greatest inno-
vation of the Revolution,” as:

Revolution meant rejecting the past, introducing a sense of rupture in 
secular time, maximizing and elongating the present in order to turn it 
into a moment of personal and collective transformation, and shaping the 
future in accordance with the discoveries made in the present.552

Time, then, in the revolutionary era was suddenly a central feature of the po-
litical thinking. The transition from the Ancien Régime with its revolutionary 
upheavals, the new ideologies and political movements, the Napoleonic Wars 
which quickly restructured the map and political life of Europe—all this con-
tributed to a “novel experience of an acceleration of political dynamics.”553 And 
this new experience of acceleration meant that the lapse of time was increasingly 
perceived as something decisive for humanity and society. This was not least the 
case for political thought: the systems of new political ideologies may be seen as 
an answer to or an indicator of revolutionary times, and contained dimensions 

551 William Doyle, “The Principles of the French Revolution,” in The Impact of the French Revolution 
on European Consciousness, ed. Haydn Mason and William Doyle, Gloucester: Sutton, 1989, pp. 
8–9; Reinhart Koselleck, “Remarks on the Revolutionary Calendar and Neue Zeit,” in The Practice 
of Conceptual History: Timing History, Spacing Concepts, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Stanford: Stanford 
University Press, 2002.

552 Hunt, “The World We Have Gained,” p. 6.
553 Alexandre Escudier, “‘Temporalization’ and Political Modernity: A Tentative Systematization of 

the Work of Reinhart Koselleck,” in Political Concepts and Time: New Approaches to Conceptual 
History, ed. Javier Fernández Sebastián, Santander: Cantabria University Press, 2011, p. 148.
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of movement and expectations, and were thus oriented toward the future.554 
Together with this arrived a larger consciousness in general of human history 
and a stress of the constant flux and change in it, and this historicization was 
not least important in Germany, where the reality of history, progress and the 
lapse of time seemed to be central to every intellectual endeavor, and where 
historicism and the historical school developed.555

One meaning of the term temporal is basically having to do with time, but 
temporal also has a more specific meaning related to Christian religion. In the 
latter sense, temporal means worldly, as opposed to being spiritual in the sense 
of belonging to the religious sphere, and as such it has been a most common 
concept throughout Western history. As we saw in an earlier chapter, the semantic 
opposition of spiritual and temporal was an indispensable structure in Christian 
discourse up until the nineteenth century, when the concept of the secular was 
given its modern meaning as an antipode to religious.556 As the opposite of the 
spiritual then, the temporal also means having to do with human time as opposed 
to the divine, as that which takes place within the sphere of human history. These 
two definitions of temporal are thus closely related, and this relation is central to 
this chapter. Is time, is history through progress or development leading human-
ity toward perfection? Is it possible to establish good societies in human time, 
or is perfection, or similar understandings of the good, something reserved for 
an eternal, nonworldly (nontemporal) sphere? When and how would this then 
come into being? These kinds of questions emerged in an obvious and apparent 
intersection of the political and the theological during the revolutionary era. 
This will be the topic of this chapter, and will principally be investigated by 
focusing on the concepts of history, progress, Kingdom of God, together with 
related ones such as perfection and das Jenseits. Before turning to our authors, 
as in the preceding chapters, a conceptual framework will first be established.

554 Reinhart Koselleck, “‘Erfahrungsraum’ und ‘Erwartungshorizont’—zwei historische Kategorien,” 
in Vergangene Zukunft: zur Semantik geschichtlicher Zeiten, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am 
Main: Suhrkamp, 1979, pp. 373f.

555 The connection between revolutionary upheavals and the radical transformation of society on 
the one hand and the historicizing and general temporalization of thinking on the other should 
thus be stressed when assessing the nineteenth century. As for example Ulrich Muhlack has put 
it: “There is an analogy between the dynamization, revolutionarization, politicization of human 
life and the historicization of human thinking.” Ulrich Muhlack, “Einleitung,” in Historisierung 
und gesellschaftlicher Wandel in Deutschland im 19. Jahrhundert, ed. Ulrich Muhlack, Christian 
Mehr, and Dagmar Stegmüller, Berlin: Akademie-Verlag, 2003, p. 9.

556 Hölscher, “The Religious and the Secular.” The secular, by the way, originates in the Latin saeculum 
which also is a temporal concept, for example the basis of the term century in most Romance 
languages (siècle, siglo etc.).
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Time in the revolutionary era: history and progress

In his work on the transformation into modernity of the political-social language, 
the historian Reinhart Koselleck hypothesizes that four elements are defining 
for the development that political concepts undergo.557 Three of them, democ-
ratization, politicization, and ideologization, are relatively tightly related to 
one another, and reflect a broader and more intensified, but at times also more 
abstract, political conflict played out in a western society shaped by processes of 
industrial and political revolutions. The fourth element in Koselleck’s “famous 
quadruple”558 may not seem to be as directly related to political conflict, but is 
nonetheless possibly the most salient and apparent of the four, and this is the tem-
poralization (Verzeitlichung) of the modern political-social language.559 Koselleck 
relates to time in many ways in his works, not only in the narrower conceptual 
history.560 But also with regard to conceptual history, temporalization can mean 
different things. For example, how certain concepts, such as democracy, gain a 
quality of being purpose-oriented and containing expectations about their near 
fulfillment. Closely related, it is pointed out in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe and 
elsewhere how certain concepts become time- and especially future-oriented in 
a way that they have not been earlier. One such example is utopia, which moved 
from being located in space to be located in a (mostly future) time.561 But most 
importantly for us is the evolution of two central temporal concepts, or large 
collective singulars related to time, namely, the concepts of progress (Fortschritt) 
and history (Geschichte).

That a concept is a collective singular means that it appears as a singular 
without referring to one concrete and limited phenomenon, but rather as having 
gathered an array of experiences and expectations in itself, and that it becomes 

557 Koselleck, “Einleitung, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe,” pp. xvi–xix.
558 Carsten Dutt, “Begriffsgeschichte als Historie der Moderne: Semantik und Pragmatik nach Ko-

selleck,” in Zwischen Sprache und Geschichte: Zum Werk Reinhart Kosellecks, ed. Carsten Dutt and 
Reinhard Laube, Göttingen: Wallstein, 2013, p. 67.

559 This thesis is concerned with the temporalization of political language and ideas on humanity, but 
there is also a long-term modern temporalization of science, as the deep time of the earth and the 
often slow changes and development in nature are gradually discovered. A classic study relating 
this temporalization of natural science also to developments in human sciences and society is 
Stephen Toulmin and June Goodfield, The Discovery of Time, London: Hutchinson, 1965.

560 Theorizations of time can be claimed to be the backbone of his work. The titles of Koselleck’s 
essay collections are indicative of this: Zeitschichten, Vergangene Zukunft. For discussions of time 
in Koselleck’s work, see for instance Escudier, “‘Temporalization’.”; Helge Jordheim, “Against 
Periodization: Koselleck’s Theory of Multiple Temporalities,” History and Theory 51, no. 2, 2012.

561 Lucian Hölscher, “Utopie,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen 
Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 6, St–Vert, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, 
Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1990, pp. 768–771; Reinhart Koselleck, “Die Verzeitlichung der Utopie,” 
in Zeitschichten: Studien zur Historik, ed. Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 
2000.
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hypostatized and almost gains a kind of subjectivity. History as a collective sin-
gular is explored by Koselleck in many of his writings, but chiefly in the article 
about history in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe. The German word die Geschichte, 
semantically related to geschehen (to happen) was a plural well into the eighteenth 
century, referring to events that had occurred, but it gradually came to be singu-
larized, meaning not histories, but the history. History an sich became a complex 
and abstract concept denoting a summary of everything that has happened in 
the world, but it was also loaded with a form of agency, steering human fate 
and societal development, and thus acquired almost a kind of transcendental 
quality, as that which made all individual histories of humanity possible.562 With 
this also follows a possibility for ideologization of history; a notion of it being 
reasonable to act in the name of history, and of history not only steering the 
possibilities of particular histories, but also containing the necessity for certain 
historical events, and for people to behave in certain ways.563

And, just as histories in the plural became history in the singular, so did the 
various progresses (for example in science, technology, morality, philosophy) 
combine into becoming a collective singular, the progress, which was to become 
defining especially for the nineteenth century.564 Koselleck’s indication of the 
importance of progress is not original. To the question of what was defining for 
nineteenth century thought, progress is often the answer; it has for example been 
claimed to “dominate the worldview of an entire culture.”565 During the French 
Revolution, one of the more pregnant and canonized formulations of progress 
was penned, the late Enlightenment philosophe Marquis de Condorcet’s Esquisse 
d’un tableau historique des progrès de l’esprit humain. Condorcet not only told 
how humanity had progressed up until his own day, but in a famous concluding 
chapter he sketched the “future progress of mankind,” which would one day lead 

562 Reinhart Koselleck, “Geschichte: V,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur poli-
tisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart 
Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1975, pp. 647–658. This recurs in Koselleck’s works. See also for 
instance Reinhart Koselleck, “Historia Magistra Vitae: Über die Auflösung des Topos im Horizont 
neuzeitlich bewegter Geschichte,” in Vergangene Zukunft: zur Semantik geschichtlicher Zeiten, ed. 
Reinhart Koselleck, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1979.

563 For more about history as ideology and critique of ideology, see Reinhart Koselleck, “Geschichte: 
VI,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. 
Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 
1975, pp. 706ff.

564 Reinhart Koselleck, “Fortschritt: IV,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur poli-
tisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart 
Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1975.

565 Leo Marx and Bruce Mazlish, “Introduction,” in Progress: Fact or Illusion?, ed. Leo Marx and Bruce 
Mazlish, Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1996, p. 1.
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to a situation when the sun would only shine upon free people recognizing no 
other master than their own reason.566

In Germany, at about the same time as Condorcet’s text was published, the 
concept of progress started to get a grip on the social imagination, as the very 
word Fortschritt in the singular was established and found its way into dictionaries 
and public debates of the day. And for the intersection of politics, history, and 
society, or even humanity, it was an indispensable concept to relate to during the 
revolutionary era. Hegel consciously did not overuse it, but it still found its way 
into one of his more famous formulations of his project, from the lectures on 
the philosophy of history: “World History is the progress of the consciousness 
of freedom—a progress whose necessity it is our business to comprehend.”567 
While the concept did not always have a thorough theoretical formulation, it 
became a guiding or key concept of the nineteenth century in Germany too, 
especially from the 1830s onwards. It worked as a slogan and as an ideological 
battleground—as different parties envisioned different futures, different progresses 
were formulated and used in political discussions.568

History and progress are naturally related. History as a singular force shaping 
humanity could easily be coupled with progress, the notion of a steady improve-
ment of humankind. But certain ways of thinking historically could also be seen 
as the rivals of the ideas of progress. Georg G. Iggers has pointed out that the 
German academic tradition of historicism, also developing from around the year 
1800, was rather a competitor to progress, in that it gave each historical epoch 
its own worth, and did not see them as only having their value as (past) stages 
in the development toward the present and a better future.569

566 Nicolas de Condorcet, Esquisse d’un tableau historique des progrès de l’esprit humain, Paris: Librairie 
philosophique J. Vrin, 1970, p. 210. It is interesting that while Condorcet sketched his sketch on 
progress already in the 1770s, the tenth part painting the bright future seems only to have been 
conceived after the revolution, which confirms the importance of the exaltation of revolution for 
visions of the future. Keith Michael Baker, “On Condorcet’s ‘Sketch’,” Daedalus 133, no. 3, 2004, 
p. 61. The tenth chapter of Condorcet’s work was published in English in the journal Daedalus 
in 2004, Nicolas de Condorcet, “Sketch for a Historical Picture of the Progress of the Human 
Mind: Tenth Epoch,” Daedalus 133, no. 3, 2004.

567 Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Lectures on the Philosophy of World History. Introduction: Reason in 
History, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975, p. 54. In German: “Die Weltgeschichte ist 
der Fortschritt im Bewußtsein der Freiheit—ein Fortschritt, den wir in seiner Notwendigkeit zu 
erkennen haben.” Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Hegel, Vorlesungen über die Philosophie der Geschichte, 
Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp, 1986, p. 32.

568 Reinhart Koselleck, “Fortschritt: V,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur poli-
tisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart 
Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1975.

569 This can be seen as a feature of Leopold von Ranke, but would be even more emphatically stressed 
by others, such as Jacob Burckhardt, who explicitly wanted to take morality out of history, and 
take away a conception of history as following progression, continuity, and growth. An important 
point of Iggers’ is that Ranke in his historiography failed in relation to his own ideal. Georg G. 
Iggers, “The Idea of Progress in Historiography and Social Thought Since the Enlightenment,” in 
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History was naturally a central concept as historical thinking and historiciza-
tion came to be a cornerstone of nineteenth-century intellectual life in Germany. 
As Jörn Rüsen and Friedrich Jaeger put it: “All areas of human life came to be 
‘historically’ seen and explored.”570 This was a wider feature, and not only present 
among academics tied to German historicism in a narrow sense (to which could 
be counted, among others, Friedrich Karl von Savigny, Leopold von Ranke, 
Johann Gustav Droysen, and, later, Wilhelm Dilthey), although this movement 
or school flourished during the nineteenth century. Outside of this movement, 
Hegel’s philosophical project may also be seen as a “philosophical revolution” 
of the historicization of the objects of classical metaphysics, and an elevation of 
history as the general method of philosophy. He can be said to have widened the 
stress of self-critical awareness of philosophy advocated by Kant, pointing out 
that philosophy should be “aware of the genesis, context, and development of 
its own doctrines.”571 And, as Karl Barth has pointed out in an assessment of the 
theology: “In the history of Protestant theology the nineteenth century brought 
with it the none too worthy spectacle of a general flight, of those heads who 
were the wisest, into the study of history.”572 The study of the Bible, of the life of 
Jesus and of doctrine all came to be scrutinized as phenomena in need of being 
studied historically, or being defined by the large collective singular of history.

Briefly, temporalization may be seen as the main character of the intellectual 
history of the nineteenth century, and possibly modernity as such, and this 
definitely made its mark also on the development of politics generally and the 
political ideologies specifically. In this development, the temporal concepts of 
history and progress were important foundations for the interpretation of the 
political reality of the revolutionary era.

Christian times and the Kingdom of God

How then do these concepts, or more generally, temporalization in the rev-
olutionary era relate to Christianity? This can be seen from different angles. 
Temporalization may be regarded as a kind of, or at least a part of secularization 

Progress and Its Discontents, ed. Gabriel A. Almond, Marvin Chodorow, and Roy Harvey Pearce, 
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982, pp. 41; 54–57; Georg G. Iggers, “The Idea of 
Progress: A Critical Reassessment,” The American Historical Review 71, no. 1, 1965, p. 5. 

570 Friedrich Jaeger and Jörn Rüsen, Geschichte des Historismus: Eine Einführung, München: Beck, 
1992, p. 3.

571 Frederick C. Beiser, “Hegel’s Historicism,” in The Cambridge Companion to Hegel and Nine-
teenth-Century Philosophy, ed. Frederick C. Beiser, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2008, 
p. 273.

572 Quoted in Jaroslav Pelikan, Historical Theology: Continuity and Change in Christian Doctrine, 
London: Hutchinson, 1971, p. 52. See also Pelikan, Christian Doctrine and Modern Culture (Since 
1700), pp. 75ff.
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of modernity. While not going deeply into this, Koselleck hints at it, as when 
he says that the temporalization of perfectio into the concept of progress can be 
interpreted as secularization.573 Koselleck’s view has a parallel in the paradigmatic 
way of interpreting the modern concept of progress, which is to see it as the 
secularization-as-temporalization not of perfectio but of providence.574 Another 
way of viewing this can be that the Christian-theological concepts themselves 
are gaining a stronger temporal dimension. The concept of the Kingdom of 
God during the nineteenth century, on which we will soon focus, may point 
to this.575 That such a concept as the German Heilsgeschichte was coined during 
the early nineteenth century can also bear witness to it.576 But it should not be 
forgotten that even though one agrees that time gained in importance around the 
year 1800, and that this development had an impact on religion, there is a long 
theological tradition of thinking about time in Judaism and Christianity, and 
this tradition may be seen as having supplied a valuable repository of different 
ways of conceptualizing time.

It is well-known that the Judeo-Christian tradition is characterized by a linear 
conception of time and of history, which has a beginning and an end. But the 
subtleties and different traditions within this conception are not always consid-
ered when speaking about how “the Christian conception” has shaped Western 
civilization. Jayne Svenungsson, a Swedish theologian, has pointed out that the 
theology of history found in the Christian tradition is not as one-dimensional 
as twentieth century anti-utopians such as Karl Löwith would have it to be.577 
In a work on “the divine history,” Svenungsson performs an exposé of Christian 
conceptualizations focusing on three themes: prophetic redemption, Messianism, 
and the development of the spirit through history. From the times of the Old 
Testament, connected to the prophetic tradition, and throughout Christianity, 
there has been a promise of redemption, of a total future emancipation from 
an imperfect state. One streak of this has been Messianism, where the vision 
of redemption is tied to a specific figure making its entrance into history.578 

573 Koselleck, “Fortschritt: IV,” p. 384.
574 Iggers analyzes and criticizes this and points out how Karl Löwith’s Meaning in History is the 

typical feature of this. Iggers, “The Idea of Progress: A Critical Reassessment,” p. 2; Iggers, “The 
Idea of Progress in Historiography,” pp. 42f.

575 See for instance Schnurr, “Geschichtsdeutung.”
576 Heilsgeschichte could be translated as “salvific history” or “redemptive history,” but it is hard to 

pin down to one single meaning even without translating it. It can be said to relate to the God’s 
control of and systematic action in human history. Koselleck, “Geschichte: V,” pp. 682–686; Alfons 
Weiser, “Heilsgeschichte: I,” in Lexikon für Theologie und Kirche. Bd 4, ed. Michael Buchberger 
and Walter Kasper, Freiburg im Breisgau: Herder, 1995. 

577 Jayne Svenungsson, Den gudomliga historien: Profetism, messianism & andens utveckling, Göteborg: 
Glänta produktion, 2014, p. ix; Karl Löwith, Meaning in History: The Theological Implications of 
the Philosophy of History, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1949.

578 Svenungsson, Den gudomliga historien, pp. 35–37. “The Divine History” is the English translation 
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But not specifically tied to such messianic or eschatological themes, “God’s 
enduring presence and action in human history” is also central in the Christian 
tradition, something which has often been related to the spirit, or even the “the 
development of the spirit” as Svenungsson emphasizes as the third important 
aspect of divine history.579

For the sake of clarity and precision, it is important not to conflate concepts 
such as Messianism, redemption, providence, eschatology, and millenarianism, 
but these are tightly related. They all concern questions such as the expectation 
of a Heil, whether in this world and time or outside it, God’s dominion and 
presence in history, and the possibility of perfection. And therefore, we will 
sometimes get into these concepts in our exploration of this semantic field, even 
though another classical theological concept will stand center stage, namely, 
the Kingdom of God, in German Reich Gottes, or sometimes Herrschaft Gottes.

The Kingdom of God or the synonym Kingdom of Heaven is a central concept 
in the Gospels, especially the synoptic Gospels.580 John the Baptist urges people 
to “Repent, for the kingdom of heaven has come near,” and in the teachings 
of Jesus it is abundant: the Kingdom is repeatedly used in the Sermon of the 
Mount (e.g. “Blessed are the poor in spirit, for theirs is the kingdom of heaven”), 
in the Lord’s Prayer (“Your kingdom come”), and in other well-known verses 
(“whoever does not receive the kingdom of God as a little child will never enter 
it”; “it is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle than for someone 
who is rich to enter the kingdom of God.”)581

Historically, the Kingdom of God in Christian theology has at times been 
connected to the Millennium, the idea that Jesus after the second coming would 
establish a Kingdom on earth for a thousand years before the last judgment, 
which has its roots in the Book of Revelation. In early Christianity it had this 
strong millenarian eschatological character of an imminent transformation of 
the earth. With later church fathers, not least in connection with the Constan-
tinian shift, when Christianity became state religion of the Roman Empire, the 

of the book’s title.
579 Ibid., p. 17. The “age of the spirit” was for example the term for the third historical period, fol-

lowing the first and second revelations of the Old and New Testament in the theology of history 
of Joachim of Fiore, a twelfth century mystic and theologian, who constantly figures in studies of 
Christian theology of history, and to whom we will shortly return.

580 The Kingdom of Heaven and the Kingdom of God are generally regarded as being basically two 
terms denoting the same concept in the New Testament. The latter is used by Mark and Luke, 
and the first by Matthew (although at times he also uses the Kingdom of God). That it is written 
as heaven by Matthew could then be accounted for by the fact that Matthew is the one closest to 
the Jewish tradition, where circumlocutions for “God” were common, heaven being a typical such 
circumlocution. Chrys C. Caragounis, “Kingdom of God/Kingdom of Heaven,” in Dictionary of 
Jesus and the Gospels, ed. Joel B. Green, Scot McKnight, and I. Howard Marshall, Downers Grove: 
InterVarsity Press, 1992.

581 Matt 3:2; Matt 5:3; Matt 6:10; Mark 10:15; Luke 18:25.
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Kingdom went through a kind of spiritualization, with less emphasis on the 
Kingdom’s connection to the transformation of the earth and earthly power. 
Augustine turned away from the thought of the Kingdom as being the coming 
Millennium, and earlier, Origen of Alexandria in the third century claimed that 
the Kingdom was located in the souls of the believers; it was Christ’s presence 
in the individual hearts.582

The strength of millenarianism or chiliasm—the version of the term root-
ed in Greek rather than in Latin—has since fluctuated. If it declined when 
Christianity became the Roman state religion it is sometimes said to have come 
back in theology with the theologian Joachim of Fiore in the twelfth century, 
and in popular movements in the late medieval period and the Reformation, 
with later parallels in the era of the English Civil War of the mid-seventeenth 
century. Although it can be discussed whether all of these popular movements 
were millenarian in a strict sense, where what is expected is the thousand-year 
reign of Jesus on earth before the end of history, they are often referred to as 
such, because of the hopes of a radical transformation of the existing order and 
a coming divine Kingdom of a higher quality than everything preceding it.583

The Kingdom of God, however, need not to be connected to the Millennium 
at all. It is to its very core an ambiguous concept, and both among theologians 
and New Testament scholars, there are and have been differing positions on the 
meaning of it.584 To enter into the Kingdom of God can be equaled with being 
granted eternal life, but the Kingdom of God can also be regarded as something 
immanent, in this world, either as a quality within man in his worldly life, as 
a religious commonality between Christians, or as an actual Kingdom in the 
sense of a political-social order in the world, albeit of a distinctly new and higher 
quality than the orders preceding it. In German, the division into this world 
and the other world may be connected to the concepts of Diesseits-Jenseits, and 

582 Norman Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium: Revolutionary Millenarians and Mystical Anarchists of 
the Middle Ages, London: Temple Smith, 1970, pp. 19–29; Rudolf Mau, “Herrschaft Gottes/Reich 
Gottes: V,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 15, ed. Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: Walter 
de Gruyter, 1986; Peter Steinacker, “Kingdom of God: 3,” in The Encyclopedia of Christianity. Vol. 
3, ed. Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey W. Bromiley, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003.

583 See chapter 1 in Ernest Lee Tuveson, Millennium and Utopia: A Study in the Background of the Idea 
of Progress, Berkeley: University of California Press, 1949; Georg Günter Blum, “Chiliasmus: II,” 
in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 7, ed. Gerhard Krause and Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: 
Walter de Gruyter, 1981; Robert Konrad, “Chiliasmus: III,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 
7, ed. Gerhard Krause and Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1981; Richard 
Bauckham, “Chiliasmus: IV,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 7, ed. Gerhard Krause and 
Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1981.

584 Andreas Lindemann, “Herrschaft Gottes/Reich Gottes: IV,” in Theologische Realenzyklopädie. Bd 
15, ed. Gerhard Müller, Berlin; New York: Walter de Gruyter, 1986; Mau, “Herrschaft Gottes/
Reich Gottes: V.”; Caragounis, “Kingdom of God/Kingdom of Heaven.”; Wilhelm Pratscher, 
“Kingdom of God: 2,” in The Encyclopedia of Christianity. Vol. 3, ed. Erwin Fahlbusch and Geoffrey 
W. Bromiley, Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2003; Steinacker, “Kingdom of God: 3.”
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this conceptual couple dealing with this world and the next we will comment 
as we go along.

In the Bible, on a few occasions, the Kingdom is seen as having already been 
introduced but it is mostly future-oriented if imminent.585 Yet the temporal 
quality can of course be differently stressed. The Kingdom of God was very 
much temporally interpreted during the early nineteenth century. In the pietist 
movements, for example, it is the starting point and foundation for the inter-
pretation and narratives of history, which then is the story of the development 
of the Kingdom through the heilsgeschichtlichen acts of God.586 But not only is 
it important in the revivalist pietist movement, it is also of course treated by 
theologians outside pietism, as well as in literature, philosophy and—as we will 
see—political thinking. Richard Rothe, whom we touched upon in the previous 
chapter, in his theology envisioned history as the realization of God in humanity, 
in the form of a development of Sittlichkeit. And the last stage of how God was 
realized in the sittliche community of the modern state was theocracy, or the 
Kingdom of God: “That general state organism must essentially be simultane-
ously conceived as plainly the perfected religious community, as the perfected 
Kingdom of God, as the absolute theocracy.”587

The debate was broad, and there were many different positions on what exactly 
the Kingdom meant during the nineteenth century.588 But it may be conclud-
ed—as Marion Dittmer does in a work where she underlines the centrality of 
the concept in nineteenth-century Germany theology generally and studies it in 
the theologians Franz Theremin, Isaak August Dorner and Johann Tobias Beck 
specifically—that the Kingdom of God is about an expected coming salvation 
(das zu erwartende Heil).589 However this Heil is thought to be, it is strongly 
connected to time, as it is something to be expected, developed.

Close to the expectation of a Heil, and close to both the Kingdom and to 
progress is the notion and concept of perfection. And even though this will not 
fill as big a role in what comes as for example the Kingdom, it belongs to this 
semantic field and merits a comment. Parallel to how the church fathers under-
stood the Kingdom as not being a coming earthly social order, they also ruled 

585 See for example Matt 4:17, “From that time Jesus began to preach and say, ‘Repent, for the 
kingdom of heaven is at hand.’”

586 Schnurr, “Geschichtsdeutung.”
587 Rothe, Theologische Ethik: Bd 2, p. 154. “Jener allgemeine Staatenorganismus muß wesentlich 

zugleich als die schlechthin vollendete religiöse Gemeinschaft gedacht werden, als das vollendete 
Reich Gottes, als die absolute Theokratie.”

588 For more on this concept in the nineteenth century, see Schnurr, “Geschichtsdeutung”; Marion 
Dittmer, Reich Gottes: Ein Programmbegriff der protestantischen Theologie des 19. Jahrhunderts, Berlin: 
De Gruyter, 2014. See also further: Lucian Hölscher, Weltgericht oder Revolution: Protestantische 
und sozialistische Zukunftsvorstellungen im deutschen Kaiserreich, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1989.

589 Dittmer, Reich Gottes, p. 13.



out the possibility of perfection of man in this world, which has generally also 
been the case for most established church orthodoxy throughout Christianity. 
The main position throughout the history of Christian theology since has been 
that perfection in this world is not attainable, not even with help from divine 
grace.590 However, that church orthodoxy has denied perfection in most of the 
Christian tradition does not entail that perfection has been a nonissue, quite the 
contrary—the question of perfection has been persistent throughout the history 
of Christianity and Christian theology. Perfection, often seen as a quality of God 
or of a coming heavenly existence, has been something to contrast the sinful and 
incomplete worldly life with. Yet there have also been alternative views regarding 
this in the Christian tradition, people claiming that men are perfectible, and 
that it is even an important task for Christians to perfect themselves. A middle 
way can also be seen, in that absolute perfection may be impossible, but that it is 
still an ideal to strive for, something to come as close to as possible in this life.591

The interpretation of the Kingdom of God by Welcker, Stahl, and Weitling 
is of great importance, and serves here as a relevant focal point for discussing 
themes that we have seen relate to it: the impact in history of God and Christi-
anity, the promise of a future redemption, progress and perfection of humanity 
inside and outside of history.

Wilhelm Weitling

An immanent conception of the Kingdom of God

Relying so heavily on the New Testament as Wilhelm Weitling does in Evan-
gelium des armen Sünders, it is unavoidable for him to reflect upon and discuss 
the meaning of the Kingdom of God, and as we will see, the concept plays an 
important role in his political semantics. When Weitling discusses tensions and 
contradictions in the New Testament, he notes how Paul in 1 Corinthians says 
that flesh and blood will not inherit the Kingdom, but that Jesus promises that 
the disciples will sit with him in his Kingdom. As Weitling’s solution to the 
contradictions of the New Testament is that the words of Jesus come first, by 
pointing this out, he can claim a less spiritual and more material interpretation 
of the Kingdom. And while Weitling at this point does not embark on any 
discussion about the Kingdom, elsewhere it becomes even clearer that it is a 
material earthly state: the Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of Heaven is one 
of the ways in which Weitling conceptualizes the future state of communism. 

590 John Passmore, The Perfectibility of Man, London: Duckworth, 1970, p. 69.
591 For a thorough investigation see Passmore, The Perfectibility of Man, especially chapters 4–7.
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The establishment of a future just society, a true Christianity, is the “realization 
of the Kingdom of God.”592 And this Kingdom is one of equality, where no one 
takes advantage of her or his neighbors: “all brothers and sisters are equal in the 
Kingdom of God.”593 Weitling contrasts the current state of society—a “battle-
ground of personal interests” full of problems such as robbery and conflicts—with 
a practical Christianity, one founded on the principle of Christ, and says that 
“right now we do not live in the Kingdom of God,” indicating that humanity 
one day will do so.594

While New Testament scholars generally agree that there really is no conceptual 
difference between the Kingdom of God and the Kingdom of Heaven, there have 
been attempts to differentiate these into one immanent and one transcendent 
concept. Weitling, however, does not distinguish between these terms, and con-
tends that “‘Kingdom of Heaven cannot be understood as anything else than 
‘best Kingdom, best condition’,” which was also what, according to him, Jesus 
(and John the Baptist) preached.595 In Weitling’s outlook, and in his words, the 
message of Jesus and John was:

The Kingdom of Heaven, the best Kingdom on earth, the most felicitous 
condition of society, the victory of the poor and the oppressed, the defeat 
of the rich and the oppressors, is near.596

In theology about improvement, perfection and eschatology, there is often a 
question pondering on how transformation will come about, and what role 
human agency takes in relation to the power of God. Weitling underlines that 
in the message of the coming of the Kingdom, of the “best condition,” there 
lies a call for human action, and that courage and sacrifices are needed: “When 
we do not shy away from sacrifice […] then the Kingdom of God is near, then: 
Hurrah! for the Kingdom of God!”597

The Kingdom of God/Heaven is thus clearly an earthly, immanent thing for 
Wilhelm Weitling, which of course is in accordance with his general argument 
that the pure teaching of Christ in its core is more or less the same thing as com-
munism. Christians shall not gaze above “in the blue air, when there is talk about 

592 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 16. “Verwirklichung des Reichs Gottes.”
593 Ibid., p. 62. “alle Brüder und Schwestern im Reich Gottes [sind] einander gleich.”
594 Ibid., p. 93. “Kriegsschauplatz der persönlichen Interessen”; “jetzt leben wir noch nicht in Reich 

Gottes.”
595 Ibid., p. 114. “‘Himmelreich’ ist gar nicht anders zu verstehen als ‘bestes Reich, bester Zustand’.”
596 Ibid., p. 61. “Das Himmelreich, das beste Reich auf Erden, der glücklichste Zustand der Ge-

sellschaft, der Sieg der Armen und Unterdrückten, die Niederlage der Reichen und Bedrücker ist 
Nahe.”

597 Ibid., p. 90. “Wenn wir die Opfer nicht scheuen […] dann ist das Reich Gottes nahe, dann: 
Hurrah! für das Reich Gottes!”
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the Kingdom of God; here on earth a Kingdom of God is also to be founded.”598 
One important part of Weitling’s critique of religion is also related to this, because 
not only does Weitling interpret the Kingdom of God as immanent, diesseitig, 
he also cries out against promises of a better Jenseits, a better “beyond.” Here, 
the concept of das Jenseits merits some attention, as it is a concept important to 
the semantic field of this chapter. The concept of das Jenseits, which can only be 
unsatisfactorily translated into English as “the hereafter” or “the beyond” was 
(together with its opposite das Diesseits) coined only around the year 1800, as 
a substantivization of the preposition jenseits (beyond, on the other side). The 
concept was related to a sharp distinction in modernity of two existences, that 
which was available to the senses here and now, and that which was not. It could 
relate to this in different ways, and took on a wider set of connotations, but 
often Jenseits was a word referring to the Christian afterlife, heaven or hell, or 
the realm of God as opposed to the worldly realm.599 And it is in the sense of a 
heavenly afterlife that Weitling relates to it. While not really denying outright 
and explicitly that there exists a heavenly Jenseits, Weitling connects the priestly 
promise of a heaven above with oppression on earth.

As long as it does not become better down here, we do not hope for an 
eternal life up there: that it soon will be different and better, for this we 
hope, for a trouble-free, felicitous life and for justice for all men on earth: 
for this we hope.600

That the Kingdom thus is a political-exegetical battleground becomes clear in 
that one of the longer exegeses of Weitling’s in Das Evangelium des armen Sünders 
is that of John 18:36, where Jesus says before Pilate that his “kingdom is not 
from this world.” Weitling notes how this is often used by “the orthodox” to 
discredit any claims to political change with support from the Bible. The or-
thodox interpretation keeps people in poverty and despair, in that it encourages 
them to patiently wait for and find consolation in the promise of a heaven, and 
therefore to follow their path on this earth, however unfortunate it might be 
(compare the discussion of Sitten in the previous chapter). Weitling’s solution 

598 Ibid., p. 89. “in die blauen Lüfte, wenn von dem Reich Gottes die Rede ist; hier auf Erden ist 
auch ein Reich Gottes zu gründen.”

599 Lucian Hölscher, “Einleitung,” in Das Jenseits: Facetten eines religiösen Begriffs in der Neuzeit, ed. 
Lucian Hölscher, Göttingen: Wallstein, 2007; Weir, “The Secular Beyond.”; Hölscher, “Religiöse 
Begriffsgeschichte,” pp. 738ff.

600 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 16. “Auf ein ewiges Leben dort oben hoffen wir nicht, so lange 
es hier unten nicht besser wird: das es aber bald anders und besser werde, darauf hoffen wir, auf ein 
sorgenfreies, glückliches Leben und auf Gerechtigkeit für alle Menschen auf Erden: darauf hoffen 
wir.”
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to the problem with this Bible verse is to focus on the end of it, and how Jesus 
says that his kingdom is not of this world “now” (nun). What Jesus did in that 
situation, according to Weitling, was just to explain why his followers did not 
fight there and then, he did not utter any general statement about the quality 
of his Kingdom.601

Against this, Weitling puts Luke 22:35–36, where Jesus says to his disciples 
that: “the one who has no sword must sell his cloak and buy one,” as well as 
verses where Jesus says that he did not come to earth to bring peace, but “divi-
sion” (Luke 12:51), and “a sword” (Matt 10:34).602 This is taken as proof that 
Jesus did not come to preach “humility and relinquishment,” and “an uncertain 
reward in the afterlife” instead of “temporal felicity,” but that he came to earth to 
encourage the oppressed to fight for the establishment of an earthly paradise.603

The Christian semantics connected to a future Heil continues in Weitling’s 
political thought in that the expunging of the roots of social evil and injustices, 
namely, private property, and the establishment of social justice through the in-
troduction of community of property is conceptualized as redemption (Erlösung):

The community of property is the means of redemption of humankind; 
it recreates earth virtually into a paradise, in that it transforms duties into 
rights, and kills off a great many crimes at their roots.604

Continuing a little bit on the digression from the concept of the Kingdom, but 
staying within the same semantic field of theologically informed future hope, it is 
easily noted how Weitling also connects to Messianism and other eschatological 
traditions. Toward the end of Weitling’s first major work Die Menschheit wie sie 
ist und wie sie sein sollte, Weitling invokes the legacy of the radical Reformation, 
which is interpreted as forerunners of the radical movements of his own time, 
and as forerunners of himself. When discussing the radical Reformation, and 
lamenting the failures and weaknesses of such radical reformers and leaders as 
John of Leiden and Thomas Müntzer, Weitling’s language acquires a certain touch 

601 Ibid., pp. 95–96. In the NRSV the translation is not “now,” but “as it is.” The verse in its entire-
ty: “Jesus answered, ‘My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, 
my followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is, my 
kingdom is not from here.’”

602 Ibid., pp. 96–97. In modern English: Luke 12:51: “Do you think that I have come to bring peace 
to the earth? No, I tell you, but rather division!” Matt 10:34: “Do not think that I have come to 
bring peace to the earth; I have not come to bring peace, but a sword.”

603 Ibid., p. 97. “Demuth und Entsagung”; “eine ungewisse Belohnung im Jenseits”; “zeitlichen 
Glücks.”

604 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 174. “Die Gütergemeinschaft ist das Erlösungsmittel der Men-
schheit; sie schafft die Erde gleichsam zu einem Paradiese um, indem sie die Pflichten in Rechte 
verwandelt, und eine Menge Verbrechen aus der Wurzel vertilgt.”



5. HISTORY 

158

of eschatology or millenarianism (in the wider sense).605 The Reformation, he 
said, presented the poor people with a flash of light, with a hint of an earthly 
paradise founded on the realization of the true teachings of the Gospels, but since 
the more radical version of the Reformation failed, the world turned dark again, 
and only a “faint beam of light of the gospel” (matter Strahl des Evangeliums) 
remained. But in Weitling’s own time, the total transformation is again within 
reach. The very end of the work presents an eschatological vision:

Poor deceived but good-natured people!—Keep sleeping until you are 
awakened by the trumpets and the tocsin call to the last judgment. Then 
sweep them away, the men of Wittenberg and of Rome, who speak for 
throne and money bags and scorn your nakedness. Then unity will plant 
the banner of charity in your districts, your youths will fly with it to the 
world’s end and the world will transform into a garden and humanity 
into a family.606

The Garantien der Harmonie und Freiheit, the book of Weitling’s which contains 
the fewest references to the New Testament, contains toward the end a nod to 
the bearing idea of Das Evangelium—that communism is the realization of 
practical Christianity, and the pure teachings of Jesus—together with a Messi-
anic digression. Weitling discusses how the revolutionary upheavals in Leipzig 
in 1830 failed because of the lack of leadership, of a revolutionary leader of a 
rebelling crowd, which instead was deceived into continuing to be governed by 

605 Thomas Müntzer was a leader of the German Peasants’ War, attacked by Martin Luther and later 
celebrated by Friedrich Engels in his work on the period, Friedrich Engels, “Der deutsche Bauern-
krieg,” in Werke. Bd 7, ed. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Berlin: Dietz, 1960. John of Leiden 
was the messianic ruler of the Anabaptist regime of Münster of 1534–35, which established a 
kind of millenarian “counter-world” in the northwest German town, often described with horror 
as it included radical breaks with the existing order, such as polygamy, strict conformity, and the 
abandonment of monetary exchange, as well as executions and terror. Weitling approves of their 
teachings—here he underlines that they both preached community of property—but he also 
sees weaknesses in them: according to Weitling, Müntzer failed in courage, and Leiden’s personal 
ambition distorted the pure teachings of Jesus. Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” pp. 176–177. On the 
Münster Anabaptists: Cohn, The Pursuit of the Millennium, pp. 272–307; Hans-Jürgen Goertz, The 
Anabaptists, London: Routledge, 1996, pp. 29–31. Hans-Jürgen Goertz has published extensively 
on the subjects of Müntzer, the Anabaptists and the Radical Reformation, see for example also 
Hans-Jürgen Goertz, Enzyklopädie deutscher Geschichte. Bd 20, Religiöse Bewegungen in der frühen 
Neuzeit, München: R. Oldenbourg, 1992.

606 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 177. “Armes betrogenes aber guthmütiges Volk!—Schlafe fort 
bis dich die Trompeten und Sturmglocken zum jüngsten Gericht rufen. Dann kehre sie weg, die 
Männer von Wittenberg und Rom, die den Thronen und Geldsäcken, zum Hohn deiner Blöße, das 
Wort reden. Dann wird die Einheit die Standarte der Nächstenliebe in deinen Gauen aufpflanzen, 
deine Jünglinge werden mit ihr an der Welt Enden fliegen und die Welt wird sich in einen Garten 
und die Menschheit in eine Familie verwandeln.” The transformation of the earth into a paradise 
and humanity into a family resurfaces here and there. See also Weitling, Garantien, p. 67.
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the existing government. But there will be a time soon, says Weitling, when there 
will be such a leader directing the people in such situations.

Now we stand on the eve of important events, the most important that 
earth has ever seen. A new Messiah will come, to implement the teachings 
of the first one. It will demolish the rotten construction of the old societal 
order, lead the fountains of tears into the sea of oblivion and transform 
the earth into a paradise.607

This Messiah—“greater than the first one”—will despise the “allurement of 
Mammon,” open his heart and be one of the people, abstaining from personal 
gain or wealth and fight until his work is done and the power is in the hand of 
everyone.608 Wolfgang Joho, one of Weitling’s biographers, argued that by this 
Messiah Weitling meant himself, which is not self-evident (Weitling writes that 
the Messiah will descend from wealthy circumstances, which was hardly how he 
would describe himself ) or the only possible interpretation. However, whether 
or not  he had a specific person in mind is of lesser importance; of interest here 
is how such a Messianism is put together with the revolutionary movements of 
its time, how the modern hope of, in Joho’s words a “great turn of the history of 
humanity” (große Wende der Menschheitsgeschichte) is coupled with the Messianic 
tradition.609

While hoping for an unprecedented development and a new social order never 
seen before, Weitling still has support from earlier in history, and his future visions 
of the Kingdom can be seen as the actual realization of promises or hopes from 
the past. A new Messiah, or an anticipated realization of the Christian gospel, 
almost there during the Reformation, awaits around the corner.

History as relativizing, progress as law

In an earlier chapter we touched upon the importance of history for Wilhelm 
Weitling’s establishment of what was true in Christianity, but we should repeat 
this in slightly more detail here. The concept of history—or the term he often 
uses, the historical (das Geschichtliche)—for Wilhelm Weitling, serves a key 
purpose in his Evangelium, in that it is used to relativize aspects of Christianity, 
in order to reach to that Christian truth which is not relative.

607 Weitling, Garantien, p. 281. “Nun stehen wir am Vorabend wichtiger Begebenheiten, der wichtigsten 
die je die Erde gesehen. Ein neuer Messias wird kommen, um die Lehre des ersten zu verwirklichen. 
Es wird den morschen Bau den alten gesellschaftlichen Ordnung zertrümmern, die Tränenquellen 
in das Meer der Vergessenheit leiten und die Erde in ein Paradies verwandeln.”

608 Ibid. “größer als der erste”; “den Zauber des Mammons.”
609 Joho, Wilhelm Weitling, pp. 63–65.
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As intellectuals fled into the study of history in different ways, historicist inter-
pretation of the Bible and the life of Jesus was the order of the day in Weitling’s 
time. An historical outlook on scripture often served to relativize the truth 
content of the Bible as it put it on a par with other human endeavors and made 
it a product of its time and society, not an atemporal divine revelation. But his-
toricization did not necessarily mean an anti-Christian position, or a dismissal 
of the New Testament. A not uncommon answer to the challenges of historicism 
was to try to establish a meaning of the Christian message beyond historical 
and cultural differences.610 In a way, this is what Weitling performs: employing 
history as part of a criticism of the Bible in order to move beyond its historical 
contingencies. He spends a great deal of his Evangelium trying to dismiss parts 
of the New Testament on grounds that it was noncoherent and incomplete since 
it was written by different men from different times, that the miracles of the 
New Testament were only there because people eighteen hundred years before 
him were superstitious and demanded such things, and that there were actually 
lots of contradictions in the New Testament which were obvious to anyone who 
studied it closely.611 But with this relativization he is not finished.

One of the cornerstones in Weitling’s interpretation of the Bible and Chris-
tianity is the difference between history and principle, and principle thus in his 
discussions works as a kind of counter-concept to history. The historical is that 
which is mentioned above, that which makes the truth of the Bible relative, but 
beyond this, there are in the gospels’ aspects which are not historical, but instead 
“fundamental” (prinzipiell), universal, or (with a temporal term) eternal—as-
pects which are true also beyond Jesus’ own time. There is a problem, however, 
with the Bible for Weitling, and that is that it is not ordered well enough. In 
the New Testament, the ideas are not classified: “therein, the historical and the 
fundamental are totally mixed up.”612 Thus, the New Testament contains both a 
contingent, historically determined dimension, and one which is true independ-
ent of historical contingencies. This second part is that which is the Christian 
principle, or the pure teachings of Jesus (Reine Lehre Jesu), which seems to be 
synonymous. “The principle is the main thing in the New Testament, […] the 
historical with its falsities a minor matter.”613

Even if the New Testament and the teaching of Jesus appear contradictory, it 
does not mean that the teachings of Jesus are not coherent according to Weitling. 
This is explained by invoking the history-principle dichotomy. Opponents of 

610 Frei, The Eclipse of Biblical Narrative, p. 8. Compare the discussion in chapter 3 of this dissertation, 
where Weitling was compared with David Friedrich Strauss.

611 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” pp. 41, 48ff.
612 Ibid., p. 19. “es ist darin Geschichtliches und Prinzipielles durch einander geworfen.”
613 Ibid., p. 21. “Das Prinzip ist die Hauptsache im neuen Testamente, […] das Geschichtliche mit 

seinen Irrtümern ist Nebensache.”
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Christianity have used contradictions to attack the religion, but “to investigate 
the principle of Christ did not occur to them.”614 They point to the contradic-
tions, but they do not go beyond them. But that is what Weitling tries to do. 
He wants to defend Christianity by listing the contradictions and explaining 
that most of them have nothing to do with the principle or core of the teach-
ing. He lists twenty-two such contradictions and test whether they are relevant 
to the principle, and in most cases comes to the conclusion that they are not. 
Irrelevant contradictions could be things such as that Paul in Romans 12 says 
that you should not curse, while Paul in Galatians 1 curses. Or, that Luke and 
Paul claimed that Jesus’ resurrection took place corporally, while Peter said that 
it was in spirit only.615 Finally, Weitling comes to the conclusion that only five 
of the contradictions may be seen as having to do with the Christian principle, 
and that even in these cases it is hardly a problem, since it is Jesus’ words that 
stand in opposition to the apostles’, and that one has to consider that the former 
really is what counts. Examples of these contradictions are that Jesus ate with 
sinners, while Paul forbid the Christians to eat with sinners, and that Jesus said 
that one should reprimand someone who errs privately, but Paul recommended 
doing it publicly.616

So, by pointing out some historical relativities such as ancient superstitious 
beliefs, and explicitly discussing contradictions in the Bible, and showing that 
these do not really interfere with the principle, Weitling thinks that the principle 
only becomes clearer and therefore stronger. History then is the relative, that 
which is not eternally true. These discussions also indicate how progress plays 
into Wilhelm Weitling’s theory, since the historical can be dismissed on the 
grounds that it stems from an immature period of history, and Weitling’s own 
time is much more advanced. How could the principle of communism have 
been understood eighteen hundred years ago, asks Weitling rhetorically, when 
it could not even be understood around twelve years earlier?617

While the very concept of progress is not evoked in this context, this is in 
line with how Weitling applies progress elsewhere. Progress may not be as cen-
tral in Weitling’s texts as for instance in those of Karl Theodor Welcker, but it 
is very prevalent and seems self-evident. “Progress is,” Weitling at one instance 
says matter-of-factly, “a law of nature, its stagnancy is the gradual dissolution 
of society.”618 Human thinking, human ideas, progress with generations, and 

614 Ibid., p. 48. “das Prinzip Christi selbst zu untersuchen, fiel ihnen nicht ein.”
615 The Bible verses used as support here are Rom 12:14 and Gal 1:8 in the first case, and Luk 24:39, 

Acts 10:41 and 1 Pet 3:18 in the second case.
616 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” pp. 48–54. The cited Bible verses are for the first example Luke 15:2 

and 1 Cor 5:11, and for the second Matt 18:15 and 1 Tim 5:20. 
617 Ibid., p. 23.
618 Weitling, Garantien, p. 4. “Der Fortschritt ist ein Gesetz der Natur, sein Stillstand ist die allmählige 
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thus the spiritual (geistige) progress which has erased the superstition of Jesus’ 
time will continue. Emphasizing the historical or irrational sides of Christianity 
then also means blocking progress.619 This is an argument against what he sees 
as false interpretations of Christianity as superstition and dogma. And as ideas 
progress, so must also institutions progress. Those with power do not like to see 
it this way, because progress threatens their positions.620

Progress is also one of the keys for Weitling’s denial of perfection on earth. 
About the utopian socialists in general, it is reasonable to say, as one interpret-
er has done, that “the notion of social perfectibility underlies much of their 
thought.”621 In a way Weitling does come close to this, as he speaks of the King-
dom of Heaven as the best and most felicitous condition on earth. And Weitling 
also elsewhere comes close to this way of equaling community of property and 
social equality as a way of perfecting humankind, as when he states that equal-
ity is “the highest ideal and the most stable foundation of worldly felicity and 
god-like perfection.”622 But elsewhere, he denies total perfection. One argument 
is that there is a tension between progress and perfectibility. A positioning for 
progress means not taking the existing ideas and status as perfect, says Weitling; 
to regard something as perfect would be to deny the possibility of improvement, 
and so total perfection is probably impossible: “Humanity will never reach the 
highest ideal of perfection, because then a standstill in the intellectual progress 
of humanity would have to be accepted.”623 As we saw in chapter 3, Weitling 
connects perfection with God and with religion.624 In questioning the perfection 
in this world, he also mentions Jesus, as an argument against the perfection of 
mankind. Jesus is possibly the closest to perfection of an individual man in 
history, but he was not perfect: “nothing under the sun is perfect; not even the 
one from Nazareth was perfect.”625

*

Auflösung der Gesellschaft.”
619 Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 17. It becomes a stumbling block on the path of progress. “Stein 

des Anstoßes auf der Bahn des Fortschritts.”
620 Weitling, Garantien, p. 139.
621 Taylor, The Political Ideas, p. 1.
622 Weitling, “Die Menschheit,” p. 157. “das höchste Ideal und die festeste Basis irdischen Glückes 

und gottähnlicher Vollkommenheit.” See also p. 142.
623 Weitling, Garantien, p. 125.”Das höchste Ideal der Vollkommenheit wird die Menschheit nie 

erreichen, sonst müßte man einen Stillstand des geistigen Fortschrittes derselben annehmen.” See 
also p. 4.

624 Ibid., pp. 103; 115; Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 13.
625 Weitling, Garantien, p. 124. “vollkommen ist nichts unter der Sonne; auch der von Nazareth war 

nicht vollkommen.” Compare Weitling, “Das Evangelium,” p. 31. Here Weitling states that Jesus 
was basically human, but that his teachings were so close to completion and worldly felicity that 
he became a kind of concept of divinity.
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To conclude, Weitling’s notion of the transformation of the imperfect state of 
things on earth into a harmonious society, into communism, was strongly in-
formed by and formulated with help from the conceptual tradition of Christian 
theology; above all, the concept of the Kingdom of God took center stage in 
how he formulated this political shift. It may be said, then, that how Weitling 
related to the political problem of historical change in the revolutionary age was 
with a theological semantics. The very concept of history, in Weitling’s texts, was 
also firmly connected to Christianity, albeit also in another way, from another 
direction. This was used in his argumentation about what was the true Chris-
tianity, the principle of Christianity, and history (and progress) was that which 
was used to counter what he took to be superstition and dogma.

Friedrich Julius Stahl

Stahl’s Kingdom of God and the sittliches Reich

We saw in the previous chapter how Stahl made a kind of eschatological ar-
gument in his claim that total Sittlichkeit based on the behavior of individuals 
was impossible, as human beings were under influence of evil in this imperfect 
world. The imperfection of the world we will continue to discuss here, as it is 
central to how Stahl conceives history, progress, and the Kingdom. Recurrently 
in his main theoretical work, Die Philosophie des Rechts, Friedrich Julius Stahl 
descants upon the meaning and function of the Kingdom of God, for instance 
under the heading “The temporality of the earthly conditions,” where he discusses 
humanity inside and outside of world history.626 History for Stahl originated in 
Eden, where the fall of man actuated world history (Weltgeschichte), and world 
history has a clear end and goal, a telos of perfection. This perfect state of things 
located at the end of history is the Kingdom of God. 

At last, however, through an act of God an eternal state of sittlicher and 
natural perfection will arrive again (“The Kingdom of God”)—the latter 
will be of another higher sort than that primitive condition, namely, 
one in which the material basis of human existence transfigures into the 
spiritual.627

626 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 48. “Die Zeitlichkeit der irdischen Bedingungen.”
627 Ibid. “Zuletzt aber soll wieder durch die That Gottes ein ewiger Zustand sittlicher und natürlicher 

Vollendung eintreten (‘das Gottesreich’)—der letztere von noch anderer höherer Art, als jener 
primitive Zustand, nämlich ein solcher in welchem die materielle Unterlage des menschlichen 
Daseyns ins Geistige verklärt.” See also p. 151.
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The promise of the Kingdom, a final redemption, where man will be fulfilled 
by God is according to Stahl the “basic great outlook of Christianity.”628 But, in 
contrast to how Wilhelm Weitling related to the promise of redemption, for Stahl 
this entails not only a transformation of the worldly institutions, but existence as 
such will be transformed and take a radically different shape, becoming “spiritual” 
(geistig), and God will become present in a radically new way.629

In the Kingdom of God (Βασιλεία τοῦ Θεοῦ), that the Christian faith 
awaits […] God is “everything in everything,” so the perfection of the 
human common existence eternally emanates from God.630

As Weitling countered other positions in the exegesis of Jesus before Pilate in 
John 18, Stahl battles conflicting and competing meanings of redemption and 
the Kingdom. Without naming any specific author, he attacks communist inter-
pretations of future redemption or salvation. He speaks here about the “political 
theories which act on the assumption of an equal distribution of goods” and 
“the Christian sects or confessions who want to erect a ‘kingdom of the saints’ 
on earth.” These theorists are wrong, says Stahl, in that they do not limit the 
“grace of redemption” to be about the individual, but they consider it to be a 
question for the “outer communal existence” of this world.631

So, both Stahl and Weitling can be said to depict the Kingdom as a promise 
of a future redemption, and that it will mean a radical transformation of the 
existing state of things. For Weitling this transformation will mean a change in 
social institutions and power structures, which will eradicate worldly inequalities 
and suffering, and while the latter in a way can be regarded as true also for Stahl, 
for him the Kingdom of God does not mean a social and political revolution, 
but a transformation of the very human existence—a “transformation from the 
earthly condition into the eternal”—transcending the worldly phenomenon of 

628 Ibid., p. 49. “einfache große Anschauung des Christenthums.”
629 See also for example ibid., p. 145.
630 Ibid., p. 81. “In dem Reiche Gottes (Βασιλεία τοῦ Θεοῦ), das der christliche Glaube erwartet 

[…] ist Gott ‘Alles in Allem’, so ist die Vollendung der menschlichen Gemeinexistenz ewig von 
Gott ausgehend.”

631 Ibid., pp. 157–158. “politische Theorien, welche auf gleichmäßige Gütervertheilung ausgehen”; 
“die christlichen Sekten oder Konfessionen, welche eine ‚Herrschaft der Heiligen’ auf Erden au-
frichten wollen”; “Gnade der Erlösung”; “äußeren Gemeinzustand.” This reference to the kingdom 
or government of saints (Herrschaft der Heiligen) most plausibly refers to a tradition of Christian 
millennarianism which has taken as inspiration chapter 7 of the Book of Daniel (most notably 
verses 18 and 27), where there is a kind of apocalyptic vision of a final government or kingdom of 
the saints. In the English Civil War, for example, a group of high-ranking army officers petitioned 
Oliver Cromwell to install such a “government of saints.” Timothy P. Weber, “Millenialism,” in 
The Oxford Handbook of Eschatology, ed. Jerry L. Walls, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008, 
p. 375.
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politics as such.632 This is also a question of human agency. For Stahl as opposed 
to Weitling, this transformation will be an act of God (That Gottes), and not 
something for man to try to bring about.633

In the exegesis of the Kingdom of God, there were other ideas of an immanent 
Kingdom within world history for Stahl to reprove than the radical ones in the 
millenarian tradition (in which Weitling can be sorted). Here, as he does often 
throughout his work, Stahl turns against “speculative philosophy” (more or less 
what we today think of as German idealism). The speculative philosophers, ac-
cording to Stahl, cannot dispense with powerful Christian conceptions and ideas, 
but for them, these conceptions, such as the fall of man and the resurrection, are 
merely conceptual theoretical ideas, and not actual revealed facts. The same is 
the case for the Kingdom, and Stahl summarizes his view of how the speculative 
philosophers interpret the Kingdom; for them, he says:

The Kingdom of God is not the future world beyond the earthly condi-
tions, but the perpetually present institution of the state in its architec-
tonics of regulations of reason.634

Stahl refers, among other things, to paragraph 258 in Hegel’s Grundlinien des 
Philosophie des Rechts. The state is there defined as the “sittliche entirety […] 
absolute purpose of reason.” The “essence of self-awareness” in which this free-
dom is realized is “the motion of God in the world, which is the state.”635 Hegel 
does not use the term Reich Gottes at all in these deliberations, something which 
Stahl in a way admits when he says that Hegel’s own utterances regarding the 
Kingdom of God are not as unconcealed as others’, but still, Hegel’s philosophy 
of the state is interpreted as a theory of the Kingdom by Stahl, at least in this 
instance. Johann Gottlieb Fichte is also explicitly mentioned by Stahl when it 
comes to the Kingdom of God in discussions of speculative philosophy, and he 
receives a similar critique as he is accused of seeing “eternity and bliss also only 
in this world.”636

Stahl’s response is, as we have seen, on one level a rejection of all efforts 
to interpret the Kingdom as being realized in the world, or more specifically 

632 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 151. “Umwandlung von dem irdischen Zustand in den 
ewigen.”

633 See also ibid., p. 53.
634 Ibid., p. 50. “Das Reich Gottes ist nicht die zukünftige Welt jenseits der irdischen Zustände, 

sondern die immer vorhandene Einrichtung des Staats in seiner Architektonik von Vernunftbes-
timmungen.”

635 Hegel, Grundlinien der Philosophie des Rechts, p. 403. “das sittliche Ganze […] absoluter Zweck 
der Vernunft”; “Wesen des Selbstbewusstsein”; “der Gang Gottes in der Welt, daß der Staat ist.”

636 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 50. “Ewigkeit und Seligkeit auch nur diesseits.”
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the state, since he defends a transcendent conception of the Kingdom of God 
having a full realization at the end of world history. At the same time, there are 
parallels between Stahl and those he critiques regarding this, in that Stahl too 
has an idea of an ethical order in this world echoing much of the immanent 
conceptualizations of the Kingdom of God of his time. The state as an arena 
for the realization of Sittlichkeit is then at the center of many conceptions of the 
Kingdom, as for example for Richard Rothe, mentioned above. And while Stahl 
does not concede that this is the correct way to understand the Kingdom of 
God, with his conception of the sittliches Reich, he formulates it in a similar way.

Sittliches Reich may be translated as “ethical kingdom,” but as we saw in an 
earlier chapter about Sittlichkeit, sittlich and Sittlichkeit are not so easily trans-
lated, and therefore we here keep it in the German original. What is clear is that 
sittliches Reich, just like the similar concept of sittliche Welt also discussed in the 
previous chapter, is central for Stahl in describing a common human condition, 
and how this condition takes its place in worldly institutions of the state and law.

The sittliches Reich is for Stahl a kind of basic principle of the common human 
condition, it is “the supreme ethical concept” which “gives the public law its 
basis.”637 And: “This concept of the sittliches Reich gives the deeper (philosophical) 
foundations and guarantee for the political order and political liberty.”638 Stahl 
compares the sittliches Reich with other political-theoretical conceptions of so-
ciety. Kant and Fichte are too formal, he argues; their idea of a sittliche system is 
structured by moral rules. Rousseau never goes beyond the “will of the individual 
or the masses” (which is Stahl’s definition of the volonté générale).639 And while 
“Rousseau’s book” (the title Du contrat social is not mentioned) is only about the 
volonté générale as a principle of public life, Stahl says: “Mine is nothing other 
than the laying out of the thought of the sittliches Reich as an order and power 
above men, to which they nevertheless belong as free independent members.”640

The sittliches Reich is spoken of by Stahl as a thought, a principle, an outlook 
(Anschauung), and a concept. But while it thus is a nonempirical principle or a 
steering idea, it also has a more tangible side to it, which justifies its centrality: 
namely, the realization of the sittliches Reich is to be found in the state. When a 
people, a human community, is organized as a state, they constitute a sittliches 

637 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.2, p. 1. “der oberste ethische Begriff”; “dem öffentlichen Rechte 
zu Grunde legen.”

638 Ibid., p. 2. “Dieser Begriff des sittlichen Reiches giebt die tiefere (philosophische) Grundlage und 
Bürgschaft politischer Ordnung und politischer Freiheit.”

639 Ibid., pp. 5–6. “Willen des einzelnen oder der Masse.”
640 Ibid., p. 12. “Das meinige ist nichts als die Ausführung des Gedankens vom sittlichen Reiche 

als einer Ordnung und Macht über den Menschen, der sie jedoch als freie selbstthätige Glieder 
angehören.”
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Reich. The state is “plainly and completely the sittlich-intellektuelles Reich, that 
men on earth are to constitute.”641

The immanence of the sittliches Reich is pointed out here, and that is an 
important point. But as it is immanent, it also has a transcendent counterpart, 
which is the Kingdom of God. The sittliches Reich is a purpose of the earthly 
life, but: “The Kingdom of God that the Christian religion promises us beyond 
is its perfected realization.”642 The ultimate actualization of the rule of God and 
the absolute freedom of men will occur in the future Kingdom, after the end 
of world history, but this Kingdom beyond has its counterpart in the Reich on 
earth. The sittliches Reich thus, together with the principle of personality, gives 
the state a higher grounding, integrates it in an “eternal order.”643

So, in a way paralleling how Sittlichkeit has its origin in the personality of 
God in that he inhibits everything that is good, the sittliches Reich is a worldly 
and immanent version of the Gottesreich, the Kingdom. This is then one function 
of the concept of the Kingdom of God in the political thought of Stahl, to be a 
model of the worldly order which is to be a balance between a divine Herrschaft 
and the liberty of its individual members.

World history and the nonexistent progress in this world

When Stahl relates to history, it is often in the form of world history (Welt-
geschichte), as a system with a beginning and an end. As mentioned, world history 
in Stahl’s system originates in the Garden of Eden and ends in the transformation 
of the world into a Kingdom of God, and world history constitutes the earthly 
and temporal existence of man. Personality and personal acts are at the core of 
world history, since the creation of the world by God is one of its conditions 
and the other is the act of man in Eden, leading to the fall and the worldly 
remoteness from God.644

Man’s existence in the world, in history, can be seen as having a double char-
acter. It is in a way both removed from God, and also connected to God. World 
history is defined by an ultimate ground which is the love of God and an ultimate 
goal or purpose (Ziel) which is the perfect Kingdom.645 The purpose of history is 

641 Ibid. “schlechthin und vollständig das sittlich-intellektuelles Reich, das die Menschen auf Erden 
zu bilden haben.”

642 Ibid., pp. 1–2. “Das Reich Gottes, das die christliche Religion uns jenseits verheißt, ist seine 
vollendete Verwirklichung.”

643 Ibid., p. 4. “ewige Ordnung.”
644 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, p. 48. Remoteness = “Entferntheit.”
645 Ibid., p. 46.
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to unfold (entfalten) and end in the Kingdom of God. “As a result of the fall of 
man, however, this unfolding does not happen in God, but outside of him.”646

While this historical unfolding is outside of God, there are however bonds 
between man and God not only at the beginning and end of history, but in and 
through religion there are ways in which God intervenes “in this condition of 
remoteness,” and this is through revelation and redemption (Offenbarung and 
Erlösung).647 Throughout world history, there is a “godly economy of salvation 
as an invisible visible supernatural Kingdom, an intervention of the eternal 
jenseitigen world, in order to bring it toward this world, which in itself has no 
ties to it.”648 The Kingdom is not really there, as the world is alien to it and to 
God before the end of history: it is invisible, but still it may be said to be visible 
in that there are signs of it through the interventions of an omnipotent God.

Redemption or salvation (Erlösung) means for Stahl, as we saw above, not a 
political or a communal and outer redemption, but an act of God which “restores 
the original ties to God.”649 However, the redemption in the worldly existence 
of course has its limits, and does not take man out of the inferior temporal ex-
istence in world history: “The conditions of men do not become liberated from 
the character of temporality through it.”650

It is within this structure, the idea of God’s providence in a history which is 
however basically removed from God, that Stahl also discusses and rejects the 
concept of progress as a fundamental betterment of humanity. And here, Stahl 
oscillates between rejecting progress while at the same time in a way conceding 
to it, as he agrees that there is a certain development in history; he nevertheless 
maintains a strict separation between progress and unfolding or development 
(Entfaltung). He does speak about the course of history as development, but it is 
“not also a continued new creation, not an enhancement of the inner essence and 
ability through an inflow of new divine powers, not actual progress.”651 World 
history does indeed contain a heightening or enhancement of certain aspects 
of human life: of reflection and speculation, of mastering of man’s intellectual 
or spiritual powers (geistigen Kräfte), of mastering of nature, of the common 
human condition in improved state mechanisms. But, even though there is a 

646 Ibid., p. 51. “In Folge des menschlichen Falles geht aber diese Entfaltung nicht in Gott, sondern 
außer ihm vor sich.”

647 Ibid., p. 53. “in diesem Zustande der Entferntheit.”
648 Ibid. “göttliche Oekonomie der Erlösung als ein unsichtbar sichtbares übernatürliches Reich, ein 

Eingreifen der ewigen jenseitigen Welt, um die diesseitige, die in sich selbst kein Band zu ihr hat, 
zu ihr zu führen.”

649 Ibid., p. 48. “das ursprüngliche Band zu Gott wiederhergestellt.”
650 Ibid., p. 53. “Die Zustände des Menschen warden durch sie nicht vom Charakter der Zeitlichkeit 

befreit.”
651 Ibid., pp. 51–52. “nicht zugleich fortgesetzte neue Schöpfung, nicht Erhöhung des innersten 

Wesens und Vermögens durch Zuströmen neuer göttlicher Kräfte, nicht wirklicher Fortschritt.”
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development of man’s activity in the world, “the developed substance itself, the 
human mind and intellect, are in no way improved or elevated,” and not man as 
sittliche being.652 In addition to this, even though there is a certain development 
in the ability to master one’s own spiritual or intellectual powers, there is likewise 
a development of evil, which is also a condition of man. All in all, Stahl is pessi-
mistic regarding progress and the earthly completion or perfection of mankind:

Condemned within these bounds, world history can never lead to a general 
higher condition of the human race; it is never a process or chain which 
in itself reaches an end to become a condition of perfection.653

In Stahl’s language here, we can notice the power of the notion of progress 
during his time, and the political role of the concept of progress. Because Stahl, 
as we have seen, only relates negatively to the concept of progress, he denies 
the validity of it. At the same time, it would be possible to see his concept of 
development as more or less a synonym of progress, as it denotes how Stahl’s 
own days in technical, political, and intellectual areas have throughout history 
been brought to a higher and superior condition, and how this development is 
defined by the very mechanics of the process of world history. But the fact that 
Stahl performs this split indicates how progress is a concept of his political op-
ponents, of revolution or at least of radical or liberal reform. How he performs 
this split is then by a theological argumentation, as the limits of world history 
are also the conditions that make progress impossible.

Progress is impossible, and as have seen scattered throughout this treatment 
of Stahl, perfection is impossible within the limits of this world history. To be 
sure, on the one hand, perfection is used positively when Stahl speaks about how 
individual human beings are to fulfill their roles on earth. Man has its “proto-
type” in the “perfect personality” which is God.654 Sittlichkeit is the revelation of 
God in man, and the “perfection of man in himself.655 But, on the other hand, 
the last part, “in himself ” is important, and should probably be interpreted to 
mean a limited perfection, as much a perfection as is possible for a sinful man 
in an imperfect and incomplete world where he is under the influence of evil. 
The Kingdom of God is equaled with perfection, but the Kingdom of God is 
an eternal state after the end of world history. This world can “never be a perfect 

652 Ibid., p. 52. “wird die entfaltete Substanz selbst, der menschliche Sinn und Geist, keineswegs 
verbessert und erhöht.”

653 Ibid., pp. 52–53. “Innerhalb diese Schranken gebannt kann denn die Weltgeschichte nie zu einem 
generisch höhern Zustande des Menschengeschlects führen; niemals ist sie ein Verlauf, eine Reihe, 
die von selbst an ihrem Ende zum Zustande der Vollendung würde.”

654 Ibid., p. 94. “Urbild”; “vollendeten Persönlichkeit.”
655 Ibid., p. 72. “Vollendung des Menschen in ihm selbst.”
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one, but only a pursuit of perfection.”656 The civil order (bürgerliche Ordnung) 
in which we live today is “only a patchwork of that which is to come, and when 
the perfect is there, then the patchwork will cease to exist.”657

The concept of the Kingdom of God, and in general the dichotomies of 
Jenseits-Diesseits and historical-eternal in Stahl’s system, can more generally be 
said to structure an opposition to radical politics. That the absolute completion 
of the Kingdom is located outside of history means that, logically, the character 
of the human this-worldly history is that it is incomplete. As a definitely good 
society is impossible in this world, so all radical upheavals of the existing will 
be fruitless, since they aim at ends which are not possible to attain. The radical 
transformation into a spiritual Kingdom is not something in history, it is not 
political or social. It is also—very importantly—an act of an omnipotent God, 
and not something for human beings to try to put in place.

*

The conceptual triptych history-progress-Kingdom does much to provide an 
understanding of Friedrich Julius Stahl’s political thought, and, it is to the very 
bone a theological discussion which underlies this. History, or world history 
(Weltgeschichte), is that within which humanity exists, and that within which 
societies are formed and develop. History for Stahl has a clear beginning and 
a clear finale, which is firstly the creation in Eden and secondly the end of the 
world, meaning the divinely driven arrival of the Kingdom of God. Within this 
history, humanity is fallen, doomed to imperfection, and so political projects to 
perfect humanity are to no avail.

Karl Theodor Welcker

History and the historical as development and progress

If, as claimed earlier, interpreting society and politics temporally was a hallmark 
of nineteenth-century German thought in general, then—at least regarding 
progress—no one political movement was more characterized by this than the 
early liberalism. As the historian James J. Sheehan has put it in a general account 
of the early German version of this ideology:

656 Ibid., p. 150. “nie eine vollkommene seyn, sondern nur ein Streben nach Vollkommenheit.”
657 Ibid., p. 151. “nur ein Stückwerk dessen, was kommen soll, und wenn das Vollkommene da seyn 

wird, dann wird das Stückwerk aufhören.”
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liberalism represented not just one possible viewpoint but rather reason, 
progress, and enlightenment […] Liberals believed that they represented 
not simply the common good but also the forces of history which would 
insure the gradual triumph of enlightenment and freedom.658

One of the most influential and cited source of the semantics of early liberalism 
is the Staatslexikon entry for “Liberal, Liberalismus” by the liberal politician, 
jurist, and writer Paul Pfizer—an article which is deeply temporally structured. 
With time, institutions and laws change, and they are, or at least should be, 
formed by and adapt to the needs of the time. Liberalism is no mere theory, no 
metaphysical system, but a “natural development of historical life.”659 Historical 
progress has brought Germany to where it is and liberalism is needed for further 
progress. And the editor of the encyclopedia where Pfizer’s text was published, 
Karl Theodor Welcker, can easily be said to agree with Pfizer, in that for him, 
there is a temporal development which has led to a historical situation where 
time is ripe for liberal values, laws, and institutions, and where the ripeness of 
the time is in a way a political argument. History and progress are thus central 
concepts for Welcker, a fact which will now be concentrated upon with a focus 
on how they are connected to Christianity in Welcker’s work. After that we 
will return to the concepts of Kingdom and the related concepts of Jenseits and 
perfection, which also figure in his Staatslexikon articles.

As mentioned in chapter two, early German liberalism was not one coherent 
movement or theoretical system, but contained different positions. And while 
Welcker and his colleague Karl von Rotteck both are counted as belonging to 
the southwestern Badenese academic liberalism, their theoretical systems had 
different foundations. While Rotteck was rooted in a natural rights tradition of 
individualism and contract theory, Welcker’s conception was, as Hans Zehnt-
ner wrote in his introduction to Staatslexikon, a “historical-organical Christian 
German liberalism.”660 Welcker spends some time in Staatslexikon discussing 
his method and theoretical outlook, not least in one of the key articles, the one 
on constitution (Staatsverfassung), where he criticizes systems which are “purely 
philosophical, a priori and synthetic.” Instead, against such methods, which he 
calls subjective, he posits his own historical method, which proceeds from the 
“objectively given.”661 That is, understanding the state and law means that one 

658 Sheehan, German liberalism, p. 16. Compare Nipperdey, Deutsche Geschichte 1800–1866, p. 287.
659 Paul Pfizer, “Liberal, Liberalismus,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswis-

senschaften für alle Stände, Bd 8, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag 
von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1847, p. 534. “eine natürliche Entwickelung des geschichtlichen 
Lebens.”

660 Zehntner, Das Staatslexikon, p. 35.
661 Karl Theodor Welcker, “Staatsverfassung,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen 
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cannot discuss on the basis of abstract reason, but must take into account the 
historical conditions and developments that constitute all state life. The “his-
torical” (historische) is a necessity for any understanding of correct state life.662

One way in which Welcker conceptualizes history is that it is something 
developing in three stages, and here he may be fitted into a deeper theological 
tradition. We touched briefly upon the twelfth-century theologian Joachim of 
Fiore in the introduction to Christian times earlier in this chapter. Joachim is 
often taken to represent a shift in the Christian theology of history. In a way 
he recaptured a millenarian tradition and is regarded as having influenced later 
radical movements. His work can also be seen as a continuation or renewal of a 
prophetic tradition of a coming redemption. Joachim presented a Trinitarian view 
of history, where the age of the Father and the age of the Son were soon to be 
succeeded by a new age, the age of the Spirit. While Joachim’s theory is complex, 
it can be said that this third age will be one of earthly peace and prosperity. One 
important point is that since this was not an eschaton outside of history, there 
was an important theological element of change and progression within history 
here, and a sense of God’s presence in history.663

The direct and immediate influence of Joachim’s actual texts can of course 
be discussed, but it is clear that philosophies of histories containing three stages 
have been immensely common throughout the late Middle Ages into the modern 
age, and this is often attributed to a Joachimite tradition.664 Partly through new 
readings of medieval theology, partly through the influence of German pietist 
chiliastic traditions, this was strong around late eighteenth and early nineteenth 
century, and the triadic structure of world history where the third age will be 
one of a higher state or perfection can be found in such diverse philosophers as 
Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, the romantics Novalis and Friedrich Schlegel, and 
in the later writings of Friedrich Schelling.665 The Enlightenment philosopher 

Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 12, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: 
Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848, p. 364. “rein philosophische, apriorische und 
syntetische”; “objective Gegebenen.”

662 See for example Welcker, “Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” p. 44. The “historical” is also 
thoroughly discussed in the article on “Alterthum,” to which we will return shortly.

663 Svenungsson, Den gudomliga historien, pp. 70ff; Konrad, “Chiliasmus: III.”; Bauckham, “Chili-
asmus: IV.”

664 A very direct way of doing this is when the British philosopher John Gray says that “it was Joachim’s 
prophecy of a third age that gave the Nazi state the name of the Third Reich.” John Gray, Black 
Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of Utopia, London: Allen Lane, 2007, p. 9.

665 Friedrich Schelling does refer to Joachim of Fiore in his Philosophie der Offenbarung. Whether 
Novalis and Schlegel had any direct knowledge of Fiore is doubtful; they were rather inspired 
by Lessing, who at least had knowledge of medieval prophets and mystics, and probably also of 
Joachim himself. See chapter 3 in Svenungsson, Den gudomliga historien, p. 111. See also Jayne 
Svenungsson, “Det Eviga Evangeliet: Joakim av Floris och den romantiska drömmen om en ny 
religion,” Lychnos, 2011; Hans-Joachim Mähl, Die Idee des goldenen Zeitalters im Werk des Nova-
lis: Studien zur Wesensbestimmung der frühromantischen Utopie und zu ihren ideengeschichtlichen 
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Lessing in his philosophy of history envisioned how God’s revelation progressed 
through history, and how a third golden era of perfection, an “eternal gospel” 
based on reason, would come, succeeding the Old Testament laws and the New 
Testament promise of eternal life.666

Triadic or Trinitarian structures thus were an important part of Christian 
conceptions of history, and they were not least actuated and present around and 
after the year 1800, which can also be confirmed by Karl Theodor Welcker. His 
writings are full of triadic structures, and they also figure in his conceptualization 
of history.667 In his earlier works, his dissertation from 1813, Die letzten Gründe 
von Recht, Staat und Strafe and his systematic work Das innere und äußere System 
from 1829, he introduces history as a development passing through three stages, 
of three different ways of organizing the common life: despotism, theocracy, and 
the constitutional state. These are introduced as being respectively the periods 
of humanity’s childhood, adolescence, and adulthood.668 Here, history is a basic 
principle of state life, and history is a triadic development.669

This periodization of the history of humanity is retreating somewhat into the 
background in Welcker’s work in Staatslexikon, but it is still very much present. 
The article about constitutional law (Grundgesetz), for instance, proceeds from 
such an introduction of the three periods, where there is now a situation of adult 
maturation, which means that society is ripe for a constitutional state of free 
citizens.670 Another example is when he seeks in the article about Sittlichkeit to 
make a point about how his own time is (or should be) compared to earlier. He 

Voraussetzungen, Berlin: De Gruyter, 1994, pp. 245–252. 
666 Gotthold Ephraim Lessing, Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts und andere Schriften, Stuttgart: 

Reclam, 1965, pp. 28–29, § 85–88. “ewigen Evangeliums.”
667 In his general introduction to the Staatslexikon and his theory, it seems as if almost everything 

related to the state is presented in threes. Everything which exists or lives in nature, Welcker claims, 
has the same three elements, which in man as physical being are mind, body, and soul (Geist, Leib, 
Seele), and which for the state has its parallel in the inner the outer and the harmonious combina-
tion of them. The state law has three elements, which are the inner, moral and philosophical. The 
“conceptual and relational provisions of all parts of the knowledge of the state” (“Begriffs- und 
Verhältnis-Bestimmung aller Theile der Staatswissenschaft”) is presented in a system of different 
layers of I, II, III; 1, 2, 3; and A, B, C. Welcker, “Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” pp. 
44; 45; 52; 56–59.

668 Welcker, Die letzten Gründe von Recht, Staat und Strafe: philosophisch und nach den Gesetzen der 
merkwürdigsten Völker rechtshistorischen entwickelt. See especially pp. 13–26. Welcker, Das innere 
und äußere System, pp. 335–413. In the latter, a fourth main period is also mentioned, but this is a 
period of senility and of dying (absterben), so it is a return to childhood, and a return to despotism.

669 This way of paralleling humanity’s history with that of an individual person’s is a common metaphor, 
also found for example in Lessing’s text Die Erziehung des Menschengeschlechts, where he framed his 
third golden era as the age where humanity had reached adulthood after having passed through 
two preceding lower stages of its education or upbringing (Erziehung). Lessing, Die Erziehung, 
pp. 10; 28, §16, 83.

670 Welcker, “Grundgesetz,” see especially p. 161-64. See also Welcker, “Natürliche Grundlagen,” p. 
456ff.
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shows how, in the constitutional state, people follow the laws by their own virtue 
and respect of the laws, while in despotism they did it out of “slavish fear” and 
in theocracy by “blind faith.”671 While this specific triune is not the backbone 
in all of Welcker’s Staatslexikon articles, a theory of the ripening or maturation 
of humanity throughout world history is there also elsewhere, and in this mat-
uration, Christianity plays a crucial role. There is another triadic formulation 
of history, which is somewhat different from the earlier triadic structure in that 
it does not tell a story of development in three stages, but a story in terms of 
three pillars of the “historical cultural life” (historischen Culturlebens). The higher 
cultural life of Welcker’s contemporary society rests on “the inseparable fusion 
of Christianity and classical antiquity with our German nationality.”672 These 
three dimensions stand for different things: Christianity for the deeper inner and 
spiritual (geistige) life, the classical Roman and Greek heritage contribute outer 
and earthly political and legal forms, and the German nation adds a force of 
life (Lebenskraft) which means a mediation or harmonization of these earlier.673 
These are not three stages of humanity to pass, where the last one is the high-
est; they had their origin in about roughly the same epoch, but the historical 
development has meant a harmonious amalgamation of them and has led to a 
specific German Volksleben ripe for freedom, constitutionalism and Sittlichkeit.

Thus far, it is clear that what structures Welcker’s concepts of history and 
the historical is development: history is characterized as not standing still, but 
evolving into higher stages. What has been is thoroughly important, but not in 
the sense that what has existed should continue to exist as it was. This gels with 
Koselleck’s characterization of the concept of history and the temporalization 
of modernity. He claims that in the dynamic of the revolutionary era history 
increasingly became perceived as a singular force constantly changing (and 

671 Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” p. 220. “sklavische Furcht”; “blinde Glaube.” Another example is when 
he compares theocracy to the level of civilization of his day (“heutigen Culturstufe”) in his in-
troduction. Welcker, “Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” p. 59. A further one is when he 
says that while there is plenty that is beautiful in childhood and adolescence, it is not adequate 
for a grown-up man. Karl Theodor Welcker, “Alterthum,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie 
der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 1, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor 
Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1845, p. 489.

672 Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” p. 242. “der unzertrennlichen Verschmelzung des Christenthums 
und des classischen Alterthums mit unserer germanischen Nationalität.”

673 Welcker, “Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” p. 54; Welcker, “Christlicher Staat,” p. 245. 
See also Welcker, “Christenthum,” pp. 236–238. Throughout nineteenth-century Europe there 
was a frenzy in appropriating classical antiquity as the true European legacy and genesis, and not 
least so in the German lands, where philhellenism was extremely strong and for example could 
be witnessed in the project of the museum island in the Spree in Berlin. Welcker here then is very 
typical in formulating antiquity as being the genesis of his own culture. Rietbergen, Europe, pp. 
xxxi–xxxiv. For more on philhellenism in nineteenth-century Germany, see Suzanne L. Marchand, 
Down From Olympus: Archaeology and Philhellenism in Germany, 1750–1970, Princeton: Princeton 
University Press, 1996.
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improving) the conditions of humanity, and so history decreasingly filled the 
function of being a magistra vitae, being there to teach from examples.674 With 
the perception of a modern society under quick and constant change, politically, 
socially and technically, what to expect in the future was not the same as what 
one has experienced in the past; experiences and expectations were torn apart.675 
Welcker’s view of history is a clear witness of such a structure. One example of 
this is how he relates to Christianity, and Christian principles in the state. When 
speaking about Christianity and the state, Welcker starts by laying out historical 
examples of what this relation has been like, but he contrasts this question of 
the historical relation with a topic which he says is even more important, name-
ly: “which validity will Christian principles have in the state in the future.”676 
In this way, he posits history as important, but the relation relevant for today 
and for the future is guided by other principles and need not be steered by the 
historical examples—the expectations are torn away from the experiences. The 
concept of history following such a logic is also thus used to argue for a specific 
meaning of Christianity.

This structure, and the validity and usage of history and the historical, is 
thoroughly expounded in an article nominally about Antiquity (Alterthum), but 
centered quite a lot on the concept of history and of the historical. The historical, 
Welcker here says, is something one must know “in its total essence, cohesion 
and effect.” And the historical is about change: “All human and living conditions 
in time are in a constant stream, in a constant change.”677 This formulation of 
the historical is connected to his liberalism in that this principle, according to 
him, is opposed to the “ultraphilosophical” Jacobins and revolutionaries, who 
thought they could restart history in total, and the “ultrahistorical” reactionar-
ies for instance of the historical school who did not admit to any development 
or progress.678 For progress is exactly what history is about. Welcker exclaims 
about the “historical politicians” that it is perverse (verkehrt) that they “want to 

674 Koselleck, “Historia magistra vitae.”
675 Koselleck has captured this in a famous coupling of words which literally means “space of expe-

rience” and “horizon of expectation.” Koselleck, “‘Erfahrungsraum’ und ‘Erwartungshorizont’,” 
see especially pp. 359, 366.

676 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 215. “welche Gültigkeit sollen in Zukunft christliche Grundsätze 
im Staate haben.”

677 Welcker, “Alterthum,” p. 488. “nach seinem ganzen Wesen, Zusammenhang und Wirken” “Es 
sind alle menschlichen oder lebendigen Verhältnisse in der Zeit in einem beständigen Flüsse, in 
einer beständigen Veränderung.” 

678 The historical school of jurisprudence centered around Friedrich Karl von Savigny was in general 
conservatively inclined, and so Welcker was opposed to it. See for instance Nipperdey, Deutsche 
Geschichte 1800–1866, pp. 510ff; Bee Wilson, “Counter-revolutionary Thought,” in The Cambridge 
History of Nineteenth-Century Political Thought, ed. Gareth Stedman Jones and Gregory Claeys, 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011, pp. 29f.
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observe and retain everything from history, not only its daily progress, change, 
and reshaping.”679

So his position, again, is that humanity develops throughout history and 
therefore, history is important in that it is that which has taken us to where we 
are, but in this process, it invalidates the past as a direct recipe for tomorrow. 
And here, the concept of progress is a cornerstone. For we should not be fooled 
by what seems good in the past, and ignore “the true condition of the present 
age and the necessity of the free progress into the better, if the people are not to 
regress and become paralyzed.”680 The ideological force of the temporal collective 
singulars of history and progress is manifested here. It is necessary to keep pace 
with the force of history or else society will degenerate. It is more or less criminal 
not to follow the duty of keeping up with progress:

On this note, for sittliche and free men and people there is no halt in free 
reform, and a conservative system standing against it is a giving up of 
humanity’s first duty, is the greatest crime to it, also apart from the fact 
that in every nonprogress, there enters a regress.681

The concept of progress is an important part in how Welcker understands 
Christianity. And treating progress together with Welcker’s Christianity, for 
example in how it connects to the Kingdom, gives a fuller understanding of it. 
To this we now turn.

The Kingdom, and this-worldly progress in perfection

In Welcker’s characterization of Christianity, it is not only the religion of freedom, 
necessary for Sittlichkeit, and the provider of the deeper inner foundation for 
public life, it is also the religion of progress. Christianity is pointed out as more 
or less the source of development and of progress:

In all of its outer appearance, in its provisions as in its progressing develop-
ment and realization, Christianity speaks for this great law of a constantly 
rising, freer, higher, and richer development of the human race and the 

679 Welcker, “Alterthum,” p. 490. “historischen Politiker”; “von der Geschichte Alles sich abmerken 
und beibehalten wollen, nur nicht iht tägliches Fortschreiten, Verändern und Neugestalten”.

680 Ibid., p. 489. “den wahren Zustand der Gegenwart und die Nothwendigkeit des freien Fortschritts 
zum Besseren, wenn das Volk nicht rückschreiten und erstarren soll.”

681 Ibid. “In diesem Sinne gibt es für sittliche und freie Menschen und Völker kein Stillstehen in freier 
Reform, und ein ihr entgegenstehendes conservatives System ist Aufgeben der ersten Pflicht der 
Menschheit, ist das größte Verbrechen an derselben, auch noch davon abgesehen, daß bei jedem 
Nichtfortschreiten Rückschreiten eintritt.”
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necessary downfall of those states, classes, and dynasties, which according 
to this necessary life-law of general progress by their very standing still 
give themselves to regression.682

In Welcker’s historical narrative: When Greeks and Romans had reached a stand-
still, the German people and the Christian religion advanced human culture 
further. Christianity as the religion of progress is thus in a way also a motor of 
history, of the historical development of humanity.683

What, then, is progress? That Christianity is the religion of progress means 
that it demands a steady heightening, a steady move toward perfection, a concept 
tightly tied to progress in Welcker. On Christianity, he states in the article about 
obscurantism, that: “The main idea of its essence is light and freedom, perfection 
and progress in infinity, progress in truth and love, in perception and action.”684 
In another instance, the characterization of history is coupled with a claim that 
there is a “free progress to perfection, which has been given to us by God.”685 In 
Welcker’s theory, Christianity is not a religion which denies the perfectibility 
of man. For him, Christianity is the religion which demands a perfection, or 
at least a constant perfecting of man (Welcker speaks both of Vollkommenheit 
and Vervollkommnung, the latter can indicate a process as well as a condition). 
Humans following Christianity have the “mission of their own most possible 
perfection and growing likeness of God.”686

Perfection is thus often seen as an individual imperative, but also figures in 
relation to the state. Welcker speaks of a combination of an inner perfection, which 
is a life of godly inspired Sittlichkeit, with a perfecting of the outer, the material 
conditions of men. “The most general […] idea and mission of all of human 
endeavor […] can be […] characterized as: inner perfection with the suitable 
outer perfection in a harmonious societal mediation.”687 And this combination 

682 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 236. “Dieses große Gesetz einer stets steigenden, freieren, höheren und 
reicheren Entwickelung des Menschengeschlechts und des nothwendigen Untergangs derjenigen 
Staaten, Stände und Fürstenhäuser, welche bei diesem nothwendigen Lebensgesetz des allgemei-
nen Fortschreitens schon durch das bloße Stillstehen sich dem Zurückgehen weihen, spricht das 
Christenthum auch schon in seiner ganzen äußeren Erscheinung, in seiner Vorbereitung wie in 
seiner fortschreitenden Entwickelung und Verwirklichung aus.”

683 Ibid., pp. 237–239.
684 Welcker, “Obscurantismus,” p. 62. “Die Grundidee ihres Wesens ist Licht und Freiheit, Vervol-

lkommnung und Fortschritt ins Unendliche, Fortschritt in Wahrheit und Liebe, im Erkennen 
und Thun.”

685 Welcker, “Alterthum,” p. 491. “freien Fortschritts zu der Vervollkommnung, die uns Gott geboten 
hat.”

686 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 225.”Aufgabe der möglichsten eignen Vervollkommnung und immer 
größeren Gottähnlichkeit.”

687 Welcker, “Allgemeine encyklopädische Einleitung,” p. 56. “Die allgemeinste […] Idee und Aufgabe 
der ganzen menschlichen Bestrebung […] kann man […] bezeichnen als: Innere Vollkommenheit 
mit der angemessenen äußeren Vollkommenheit in harmonischer gesellschaftlicher Vermittlung.”
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of the outer and inner perfection of man, this “total harmony” is nothing less 
than the purpose or reason of state (Staatszweck) of the modern liberal state.688

Progress in perfection is thus a Christian ideal, and given what we have already 
discussed in this chapter, it is of no surprise that it is in connection with this 
we find the definition of the Kingdom of God in Welcker. His explanation of 
the Kingdom—a concept which is not very prominent, but which still figures 
in his writings—differs somewhat from both Weitling’s and Stahl’s. From one 
perspective Welcker is on the opposite side to Wilhelm Weitling in the presenta-
tion of the meaning of the Kingdom in John 18:36 (“My Kingdom is not of 
this world”). Welcker, in contrast to Weitling, presents it as a general statement 
about the (non)political nature of Jesus’ teaching. This Bible verse is referred 
to when it comes to one of Welcker’s main points regarding Christianity: that 
church and state should be kept separate, and Welcker says that it is one of 
the most important Christian principles.689 Christ was not a worldly lawgiver, 
according to Welcker, who states that: “Christ declares […] again and again, 
that his Kingdom, which his disciples were to spread, was not of this world, was 
nothing outer, nothing wordly.”690

The main point here is maybe not whether the Kingdom is this-worldly or 
outside of this world, but whether Christianity and the teachings of Jesus are of 
a political nature or not, which Welcker with this line of argumentation claims 
they are not. By extension that means that church and state should be separate 
because the Kingdom is not to be realized in the form of a worldly state. For 
in a way it may be said that Welcker does formulate the Kingdom as being 
this-worldly, albeit not this-worldly in a political, institutional, or judicial sense. 
All Christians are called to a life of practical love and perfection (Vervollkom-
mnung), says Welcker, and therefore: “They shall already here found a Christian, 
brotherly Kingdom according to the heavenly example.”691 What is meant by this 
Kingdom is then a practice of an individual moral way of life, where sympathy, 
care and support for fellow human beings are cornerstones. Something similar 
is intended when Welcker is at a climax in his discussions of progress and the 
relation between Christianity and progress:

No other religion on earth demands […] as much as the Christian […] 
to pursuit the infinite ideal of godly perfection and the realization of a 

688 Ibid., p. 53. “völlige Harmonie”
689 Ibid., p. 59.
690 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 220. “Christus erklärt […] immer aufs Neue, daß sein Reich, welches 

sein Jünger ausbreiten sollen, nicht von dieser Welt, kein äußerliches, weltliches sei.” Compare p. 
222.

691 Ibid., pp. 225–226. “Sie sollen schon hier ein christliches, brüderliches Reich nach dem Vorbilde 
des himmlischen gründen”
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godly Kingdom, a constant, tireless progress and growth in all perfection 
and active love, so also in that realization of the free Christian principles 
for the political order.692

The concept of the Kingdom of God is rather sporadically used and never explic-
itly laid out at length by Welcker, but still quite clear, and we may so relate it to 
earlier discussions in this chapter. The realization of the Kingdom is in a way to 
be executed on earth, not as actual political institutions, but as a realization of 
Christian principles of morality and freedom for human beings, and their leading 
of morally inculpable lives. Regarding the action of man in relation to the action 
of God, Welcker has a thoroughgoing appeal for Christians themselves to act 
in order to make the Kingdom be realized. This could be particularly seen by 
looking at which Bible verses are invoked as reference for the quotation above, 
verses which stress the individual activity of believers: Matt 5:48, “Be perfect, 
therefore, as your heavenly Father is perfect” and 2 Thess 3:13, “Brothers and 
sisters, do not be weary in doing what is right.”

While thus differing from Stahl’s conception of the Kingdom in that it is 
not something outside of world history, and not something to be actuated by 
God while humans remain passive, there is a similarity to Stahl’s system in that 
Welcker also invokes a transcendent heavenly Kingdom as a parallel to and a 
model for the earthly Kingdom (“a Christian, brotherly Kingdom according to 
the heavenly example”).693

Related to the immanent realization of the Kingdom of God is the question of 
the promise of a Jenseits, and here Welcker is closer to Weitling’s stance that such 
a promise may be counterproductive to the realization of Christian principles. 
In a critique against certain theologians’ one-sided focus on abstract theological 
and church matters at the expense of the actual earthly social life, he states that: 
“Yes, they do this so one-sided, that with their preference for faith and the Jenseits 
they forget and distort the pure Christian teachings.” What they forget then is 
to work morally for their fellow human beings and for the creation of better 
“earthly conditions of society.”694

692 Ibid., pp. 235–236. “Keine andere Religion der Erde fordert […] wie die christliche […] dem 
unendlichen Ideal der göttlichen Vollkommenheit und der Verwirklichung eines göttlichen Reiches 
nachzustreben, ein stetes, unermüdliches Fortschreiten und Wachsen in aller Vollkommenheit 
und thätiger Liebe, also auch in jener Verwirklichung der freien christlichen Grundsätze der 
gesellschaftlichen Ordnung.”

693 Ibid., p. 226. “ein christliches, brüderliches Reich nach dem Vorbilde des himmlischen.” See also 
p. 233.

694 Welcker, “Sittlichkeit,” p. 204. “Ja sie thun Dieses so einseitig, daß sie über ihrer vorzugsweisen 
Richtung aufs Glauben und das Jenseits die ächte christliche Lehre selbst vergessen und verfälschen.”; 
“irdischen Gesellschaftsverhältnisse.” Compare p. 197.
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*

In the language Karl Theodor Welcker applies to the complex of history and 
social change in political thought we recognize theological concepts, and we 
recognize how the new collective singulars of progress and history are in differ-
ent ways loaded with theological meaning. Ideals, hopes and expectations are 
expressed as the increasing realization of the Kingdom and God-like perfection, 
and Christianity is presented as a force which has given impetus to progress and 
historical change. Without repeating everything stated above, we may restate 
what Welcker says about world history and the development of human culture: 
“Its center is Christianity.”695 

Concluding remarks
The revolutionary era saw a temporalization of thought, and this included po-
litical thought. The meaning of time’s passing was increasingly discussed, and 
the question was how to relate to and understand the lapse of time. There was a 
strong awareness that history meant change, but change could also mean different 
things in practice. Did change mean development, betterment, and should it 
then be encouraged and accelerated? Did change carry a promise of perfection? 
Or was change dangerous, and should one look for change to be halted or at 
least slowed down to a steadier pace?

This was expressed in the political-social language of its time. For example, 
the new collective singular concepts of history and progress entered the scene as 
strongly politicized and ideologized; how they were understood was closely related 
to social and political ideals and programs. These were thus political concepts, 
typical of their time, and typical of what we take as nineteenth-century political 
thought, centered on the modern ideologies. But did this mean that they were 
secular political concepts, as has often been claimed, not least about the concept 
of progress?696 The answer after this investigation must be that, in this context, 
and with a synchronic outlook, they definitely were not, but they were rather 
included in a highly theological political semantics.

If we consider this as a semantic field dealing with the problem of time, change 
and history, the frequency of concepts recognizable as important in theological 
language is striking. History and progress are two concepts dealing with what 
we could call a politics of time; redemption, perfection, and the Kingdom of 
God are others. How history and progress are given meaning is that they are 

695 Welcker, “Christenthum,” p. 236.”Ihr Centrum ist das Christenthum.”
696 Koselleck, “Fortschritt: V,” pp. 410ff.
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related to these latter theological concepts, they very much belong to the same 
semantic field. Also, how history and progress are explained is theologically 
infused in other ways. Further evidence of the intersection of political thought 
and theology here is seen in the way history and progress are applied as weapons 
in the struggle about the meaning of Christianity. We will conclude with a focus 
on these aspects by extracting and highlighting a few things from this chapter.

The Kingdom of God was a central concept among theologians in Vormärz, 
but it clearly seeped in also among those who were not, so to speak, professional 
theologians. It is possible to read the differences in the political orientation of 
Weitling, Stahl, and Welcker with this theological concept, in which aspects of 
human agency in this history, progress, and the approximation of perfection come 
to fore. The varying exegeses of John 18:36 where Jesus stated that his Kingdom 
was not of this world, may be a good node in understanding this.

Karl Theodor Welcker, as we have seen throughout this thesis, was a zealous 
opponent of what in his view was the illegitimate mixing of religion and politics, 
of using biblical or Christian commandments as a motivation for restorative or 
conservative purposes. For him, then, this verse is a witness of this: “My king-
dom is not from this world” means that what Jesus brought to humanity was 
not political ideas of how to rule; it was not a state theory. His opponents here 
were conservatives, such as Friedrich Julius Stahl, who Welcker believed stood 
for this destructive intermingling of Christianity and the business of the state. 
Stahl’s theory was explicitly a Christian theory of the state, and he explicitly 
claimed that divine revelation was to underlie the social order. But to him too, 
this utterance that the Kingdom was not of this world was important, albeit in 
another way. For if the Kingdom was a state of perfection, or a promise of a kind 
of final redemption, it would be false to think that this would take place in this 
world, and such thoughts would lead to attempts at the dissolution of the existing 
society and the existing order, and this to no purpose. Stahl underlines how the 
Kingdom is not of this world in a more literal way: world history limited by the 
temporal frame between the fall in the Garden of Eden and the end of the world 
is incomplete and sinful, and it is at the end of world history that the Kingdom 
will come, through an act of God. Any attempts to bring about the Kingdom 
here and now would be futile because of the necessary imperfection of the world.

Here Stahl stands against those who think it possible to erase the sinfulness 
of this world, for example, by instigating a community of property.697 And 
this brings us to the third interpretation of the question of the worldliness of 
the Kingdom. Wilhelm Weitling claimed that Jesus in John 18 only meant 
something local, it was there and then that the Kingdom was not coming, but 

697 Stahl, Die Philosophie des Rechts, 2.1, pp. 157–158.
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otherwise his message was precisely a message of the establishment of a Kingdom 
on earth, a state of things as perfect as possible, an end to poverty and material 
despair. It was also a call to action for Christians to bring this Kingdom about. 
To close the circle we can return to Welcker and note another meaning of what 
the Kingdom meant for him. For although the meaning of the Kingdom in 
John 18:36 was not to mix religion and politics, there was another meaning 
to it, which was that of a call for human agency and human (near) perfection, 
because Christianity demanded the Kingdom as a “constant, tireless progress and 
growth in all perfection and active love.”698 This Christian moral Gesinnung then 
would mean an increasingly better political reality, while not being oppressive 
or enforced from above.

One main facet of history was whether it had an “outside” and what this 
outside would mean. Welcker and Weitling both critiqued the stress on a Jenseits, 
at least if it carried with it a denial of improvement of the conditions in Dies-
seits. Connected to this, we may also interpret Stahl’s and Welcker’s concepts of 
world history as founded in two different theological positions. Stahl held the 
more orthodox position that world history was of necessity incomplete, defined 
by imperfection and sinfulness, and that only outside of history is there a full 
presence of God. Welcker, while this is not as clear, can be said to fit into a Joa-
chimite position where a Trinitarian structure of a steady progress to humanity’s 
adulthood shows God’s presence in history, which is a development of at least 
increasing perfection.

In the earlier chapter on religion and Christianity, we focused on the struggle 
around these concepts, and among other things pointed out how political thought 
also included taking positions on how Christianity was to be interpreted. And 
connecting these chapters, we have here seen that this was also a question of 
time, a struggle with temporal concepts. For history and the historical are central 
concepts when Weitling and Welcker criticize what they deem as dogmatic and 
oppressive versions of Christianity. Weitling advocates a separation between that 
which is related to the principle and that which is merely historical, and the 
latter is the superstitious or supernatural aspects of the Bible. Welcker claims 
that history teaches us to act in accordance with the situation of our own time, 
and that this should be employed also in regard to Christianity.

This chapter has shown that a theological concept such as the Kingdom 
provides the framework for the possibility of a Heil, redemption or perfection of 
humanity, but does so in different ways. This is connected to history and progress, 
and these concepts are also employed in the ongoing contestation about the true 
meaning of Christianity. So, there are various ways here in which theology is 

698 Welcker, “Christenthum,” pp. 235–236.
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entangled with political thought, which points to what I conclude for the study 
in its entirety, in the closing chapter of this thesis.
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6.  
CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Introduction
What I set out to do in this thesis was to show how deeply intersected or entangled 
with theology the early evolution of the political ideologies in Germany were, 
and more specifically to show this from the works of three authors, Friedrich 
Julius Stahl, Karl Theodor Welcker, and Wilhelm Weitling. I have done this by 
analyzing political language, more specifically political semantics, proceeding 
from a set of concepts that were central to the political discussions of their time, 
Vormärz Germany. This was performed by focusing on three important themes 
in political thought in the revolutionary era: that of religion and religion’s place 
in society (chapter 3), that of how individual and society are to be integrated in 
a modern society breaking with the old order (chapter 4), and that of historical 
change and the possibility of human betterment and perfection (chapter 5).

I will not repeat here the content or the concluding remarks of the preceding 
chapters in any detail. But I will start by collecting some threads and producing 
a brief distillation of various ways in which I have found the political language 
to intersect with theology. Then I will go on to discuss the necessity of the rec-
ognition and integration of religion in the history of modern political thought. 
First, more narrowly, by going back to the previous research on these authors, 
and then more broadly about their time in general. I will end this chapter with an 
even broader discussion or reflection on what this entails, connecting this to the 
question about secularization and religion and politics in modernity in general.

Welcker, Weitling, and Stahl in Vormärz 
To simplify somewhat, we can conclude that the semantic intersection of theology 
and political thought has been observed in three (interrelated) ways: theological 
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dimensions were an important part in the discussion about and formulation of 
the meaning of central political concepts; there was a prevalence of what we 
mainly recognize as theological concepts in political debates; and there was an 
intense struggle about the very meaning of Christianity.

Firstly, there was a broad conceptual struggle, a struggle over the meaning 
of political language in the first half of the nineteenth century. In this battle, 
concepts which we take as indispensable for our modern political thinking, such 
as liberty and equality, were very much interspersed with theological meaning, 
and explained with biblical support. That all human beings are created equal in 
the likeness of God, as Welcker argued, and that there should be no more gentiles 
or Jews, which is one of the things Weitling advanced, were powerful figures in 
how equality was understood and explained. An important part of the theory of 
politics was what we could call a public morality, or an ethical communal life, 
which in German was captured by the concept of Sittlichkeit. To be sittlich was 
more or less synonymous with being a Christian, at least for Stahl and Welcker. 
In their writings, Sittlichkeit was often understood as being founded in a godly 
order, or in a personal morality taught by Jesus Christ.

Secondly, the very existence of concepts which we would take as primarily 
belonging to a theological tradition or sphere in these important political texts is 
another evidence of how theology and political thought intersected in Vormärz 
political semantics. Revelation has been one such recurring concept, but we have 
mainly found examples of this in chapter 5, where we saw that the concept of the 
Kingdom of God formed a node around which struggles about the possibility 
of a Heil in this world were fought out. The very limits of this world (captured 
at times with the dichotomy of Jenseits-Diesseits), sinfulness, and the possibility 
of perfection were also themes which occur in this semantic field about man in 
history, which was a strong part of any political discussion in the revolutionary era.

Thirdly and finally, if these aspects are signs of how political thought was 
performed so to speak with Christianity, a further sign of the intersection of 
theology and political thought in the Vormärz era is the struggle about Christi-
anity—or, the strong prevalence of discussions about the meaning of the concept 
of Christianity. The place of religion in society, and the meaning of Christianity 
for the state was one of the most pressing questions in the nineteenth century, 
since it so strongly connected to the general worldview of the time, but also 
because it was at the center of questions about universalism, citizenship and 
social pluralism. This was laid out mainly in chapter 3, when we focused on the 
concept of Christianity as such, but we also saw later examples of this. It was 
debated whether Christianity was about revelation or reason, about this world 
or the next, about authority or personal autonomy, about order or revolution, 
etc. Many of the central concepts of the nineteenth century were also advanced 
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in order to argue for a specific understanding of religion and Christianity, such 
as when Weitling and Welcker advanced progress as the basis for their view of 
Christianity and Christianity’s role in their own time.

So here, the very meaning of Christianity was connected to different meanings 
of the order of society after the break with the Ancien Régime. And thus, again, 
it was not the case that the political ideologists of this period were involved in 
a secular project; neither was it the case that they were grouped according to 
a pro et contra logic, where some were for Christianity and others against it. 
Instead we here have to do with three different struggles for Christianity and a 
new political and social order. Very condensed, Welcker’s Christian order was 
one of individual moral autonomy, Stahl’s one of revealed divine authority, and 
Weitling’s one of revolutionary earthly material equality. These all tapped into 
diverse theological traditions and movements of their own and earlier times.

With the stress on the theological flourishing in the political semantics, I have 
shown that Christianity cannot be neglected or separated from any investigation 
of political thought in Vormärz Germany. Yes, the very focus in this work on 
the political semantics has been Christianity, and I have thus emphasized the 
theological aspects of it. A more complete rendering of these authors’ respective 
theories would need a larger appreciation of other parts of their political language: 
natural law, the legacy of Rousseau and Montesquieu and other Enlightenment 
figures, German historicism, etc. But I contend that this emphasizing of theology 
in all three authors, and thus in the political-ideological struggle of Vormärz, is 
a necessary corrective to how theology has been neglected before. This empha-
sizing of theology in its manifoldness, and the struggle around Christianity, is 
one absolutely central piece in the understanding of this era. This study then 
contributes to a better understanding of what was going on in the thought of 
Weitling, Welcker, and Stahl, and consequently, at the origins of the modern 
political ideologies in Germany. A history of the political thought of this time 
lacking recognition of the centrality of theological aspects of it, will always fail 
to do it justice.

But neglect of theology and Christianity is not uncommon, as we saw in 
the discussion of earlier research carried out in the introduction. I will therefore 
continue here in revisiting some of the other ways of treating religion in the 
historiography of political thought in regard to our Vormärz authors, which I 
find somewhat problematic.

Rainer Schöttle is one of the scholars who have not neglected Christian 
theology in Welcker altogether. He claimed, for example, that Welcker’s view 
of history had eschatological features, and that his concept of liberty was a secu-
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larisate (Säkularisat).699 These are interesting points, but to label it a secularisate 
seems to me a bit peculiar. A secularisate would mean a structural remnant of 
something, that a certain aspect of religion has in some way been retained while 
the surrounding religious meanings have disappeared, or that something has 
been transferred from a religious to a secular sphere. But this is not valid for 
Welcker, because it has been clear that the surroundings, in Welcker’s texts and 
outside them, are not devoid of Christianity. As we have seen in chapter 4, to 
appreciate the connections between liberty and Christianity, we do not have to 
find an interpretation of deep-lying roots or vague remnants. The connections 
are there, manifestly, and they are there in a semantic field which also outside of 
the liberty concept itself is very Christian. This transfer idea only works if there 
actually is a secular political language in general into which something may have 
been transferred. But in this context, there is no such language. This tendency 
to draw apart and, so to speak, over-secularize is an example of the interpreta-
tion pattern of religion and politics as a dichotomy where there is a difficulty of 
regarding something as being both theological and political. This tendency of 
over-secularizing can be understood as what have been called separation.

Similarly, the reading of Wilhelm Weitling in this dissertation goes against an 
interpretation of him as “thoroughly secular.”700 Secular can mean slightly different 
things, but in the modern sense it is hard to understand as anything other than 
being nonreligious, devoid of religion or outside of a religious sphere. Admitted-
ly, it has probably been clear throughout this work that Weitling definitely was 
highly anti-clerical, and unorthodox in his theological views. But anti-clerical 
and unorthodox does not equal secular, and Weitling is a clear case of this, in 
my opinion. Weitling may actually be called a proto-secularist in his advocating 
of the separation of church and state, at least if we here take secularist to mean 
someone who advocates that religion should be institutionally separated from the 
state.701 But secularist in this sense is not the same as being secular. His theory 
cannot be understood as a secular political theory, and the thorough biblical and 
theological parts of it need addressing, if his thinking is to be taken seriously. 
This then also goes for Welcker. As has been clear throughout the dissertation, 
and specifically in chapter 3, he can also be seen as a kind of proto-secularist in 
that he did want a kind of separation of religion and affairs of the state, but his 
motivations for this were theologically formulated.

699 Schöttle, Politische Freiheit, pp. 45, 52.
700 Seidel-Höppner, “Wilhelm Weitling—Leben und Werk,” p. 74. In her latest biography, Seidel-Höp-

pner does not say that Weitling was thoroughly secular, but at least that he was in the business 
of secularizing Christian teachings. Seidel-Höppner, Wilhelm Weitling: Eine politische Biographie, 
pp. 754–756.

701 Weitling, Garantien, pp. 263–268.
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Another tendency which we witnessed in the introductory chapter has to do 
with the sincerity or genuineness of religion. It is not uncommon for scholars 
to discuss the occurrence of religion in political thought in terms of sincerity 
and authenticity, or insincerity and inauthenticity, as it is done for example in 
Haferland’s study of the Staatslexikon. The figure there goes something like: Since 
Christianity works as legitimizing and vindicating a certain ideology, it is not 
a genuine religious attitude.702 But this is informed by an incomplete notion 
of what religion has meant in history, a notion where religion is measured in 
ways that other parts of the public semantics are not. To be sure, Christianity 
vindicated and legitimized the respective political positions, but it is difficult 
to see why this then would not also be the case for all ideational content of the 
political struggle. Take Welcker’s way of finding support from Aristotle: was 
that inauthentic since it worked for the legitimization of his liberalism? Was 
Weitling’s hailing of Thomas Müntzer not sincere, since he did it to advocate 
for communism? Should Stahl’s invoking of Friedrich Schelling’s philosophy be 
disapproved of, since the invocation was a way of supporting his conservative 
positions? The absurdity of such hypothetical claims is obvious. And similarly, 
the integration of theological aspects in their texts should not be revoked as in-
genuine, because theology could, just like Aristotelianism, be a part of a political 
language, be intersected with political thought.

Yes, Christianity is something other than Greek philosophy or the history of 
Reformation, and it includes more aspects, such as devotion, ritual, belief, and it 
did so also in Vormärz. But it is not restricted to these, and Christianity’s part in 
political language does not have to be measured by a strict correlation to these 
aspects. Taking Haferland’s position here would mean that religion in historiog-
raphy is dependent upon a very narrow definition of what it may entail, being a 
private authentic thing, normatively detached from politics and society. But this 
is an incomplete way of understanding Christianity in most parts of its history, 
and does not really fit for Vormärz Germany. The significance of the theological 
language in its historical situation is not dependent on our assessment of the 
authenticity of the author’s inner convictions. It is meaningless or at least deeply 
problematic to think that the only way to approach the theological meaning in 
political semantics is by a probing of private beliefs. But much of the modern 
conception of what religion is and has been in history has been loaded down 
with this way of viewing things.703

702 Haferland, Mensch und Gesellschaft, p. 71.
703 Compare here the discussion about the historiography of Carl Schmitt’s thought in the first 

chapter of Hjalmar Falk, Det politisk-teologiska komplexet: Fyra kapitel om Carl Schmitts sekularitet, 
Göteborg: Göteborgs universitet. Institutionen för litteratur, idéhistoria och religion, 2014, for 
instance p. 14.
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Christianity may certainly be an individual Weltanschauung, and I very well 
imagine that Stahl, Weitling, and Welcker held different private beliefs, which 
also varied throughout their lives. Especially for Stahl, this Weltanschauung 
has been stressed as a deeper individual motivation for his politics, and so this 
framework of the authenticity of religion has often been invoked. But in the 
historiography of political thought it is more reasonable to approach Christi-
anity as a kind of language, or semantics, one important way in which political 
conflicts are articulated.

Now, language, it should here be underlined, is not mere decoration. Christi-
anity is often regarded as a cultural repository, a heritage which provides us with 
common and well-known figures of speech and recognizable stories and sayings. 
In the rendering of meaning for the political thought of Vormärz, however, it is 
more than this. Christianity is not solely a detachable window dressing to some-
thing which really is something else (secular political thought), but Christian 
theology is integral to how the world and society were given meaning, and it is 
integral to political thought. In the theoretical and methodological traditions that 
have influenced me here, language, and semantics, more or less equals political 
thought, or at least how we approach and have access to it.704

I also hope that with this study I have broadened and deepened the understand-
ing of the way in which Vormärz Germany should be understood as a location 
for strong entanglements of religion and politics in intellectual history, and so 
we go on to discuss Vormärz a little more broadly. Diachronic narratives of the 
creation of (a secular) modernity risk letting Vormärz appear more secular than 
it should be if examined in its own right. Even though this is just one example, 
we can exemplify this with some concepts as treated in the Geschichtliche Grund-
begriffe. Here, when Christian semantics is dealt with in a more focused way, 
Christianity is mainly placed in the medieval age, as in the article on liberty.705 
The article on the concept of Reich does admit that the Reich Gottes (Kingdom 
of God) is within the boundaries of the concept, but it is then mainly dealt 
with in a short paragraph on Christian antiquity, and for example not at all in 
the segment on Vormärz.706 Progress is to a large extent understood as the result 

704 See for instance Koselleck, “Einleitung, Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe.”; Pocock, “The Concept 
of a Language.”

705 Werner Conze et al., “Freiheit: I–VIII,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur 
politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and Reinhart 
Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1975. “Christian liberty” is the heading of the third part of the 
article which has a chronology ranging from the time of the New Testament to the Reformation. 
To some extent this could also be said about Karl-Heinz Ilting’s article on Sittlichkeit, where Sit-
tlichkeit in Christian theology is explicitly dealt with until the Reformation. Ilting however also 
(at least partly) presents Sittlichkeit in Vormärz as somewhat intersecting with Christianity, for 
example when discussing Welcker and Stahl. Ilting, “Sitte, Sittlichkeit, Moral,” pp. 910f.

706 Peter Moraw et al., “Reich: I–VII,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: historisches Lexikon zur 
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of the secularization process.707 These aspects can be seen as what we termed 
a “secularizing teleology” in that it frames religion as part of an older age and 
that in modernity it is mainly portrayed as being on its way to disappearing.708

The political-theological struggle of Vormärz went outside of debates about 
canonized figures such as Hegel and his followers, the Hegelians of the 1830s. 
It was also present in other places than those political-social movements which 
explicitly organized as Christian groupings or churches, such as the Lichtfreunde 
and the Deutsch-Katholiken of the 1840s. What this investigation into the works 
of Stahl, Welcker, and Weitling has shown is that the theologico-political is to be 
found also in the formulation of the political ideologies of liberalism, conservatism 
and socialism. And this formulation or formation was one of the most interesting 
and lasting developments of the intellectual history of the 1830s and 1840s.

Stahl, Weitling, and Welcker are only three authors, but they have here been 
the center of attention not because they provide a richer theological content 
than others, but because of their centrality in the political thought of their day, 
and in the early evolution of the political ideologies. Other people central to 
the evolution of the political ideologies here would also have been engaged in 
theological questions. Certainly, as the conservative camp are those who most 
often are understood as being defenders of Christianity, it can hardly be disputed 
that other prominent names in early conservatism were thoroughly theologically 
founded. This goes both for earlier proponents such as Adam Müller and Karl 
Ludwig von Haller, as well as the conservatives in the circles around Stahl.709

But this also goes for political theorists of other orientations. Some of the 
more central radicals and democrats, such as Robert Blum and Gustav Struve, 
were engaged Deutsch-Katholiken.710 Treatments of and with Christianity similar 
to Welcker’s can be found in works of democratic and liberal authors such as 
Julius Fröbel and Friedrich Christoph Dahlmann.711 Welcker was not alone in 

politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 5, Pro–Soz, ed. Otto Brunner, Werner Conze, and 
Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1984.

707 Reinhart Koselleck and Christian Meier, “Fortschritt: I–VI,” in Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe: 
Historisches Lexikon zur politisch-sozialen Sprache in Deutschland. Bd 2, E–G, ed. Otto Brunner, 
Werner Conze, and Reinhart Koselleck, Stuttgart: Klett-Cotta, 1975, pp. 384, 410ff.

708 Chapman and Coffey, “Introduction,” p. 3.
709 See for instance Karl Ludwig von Haller, Politische Religion oder biblische Lehre über die Staaten, 

Winterthur: Steiner’schen Buchhandlung, 1811; Adam Müller, Von der Notwendigkeit einer 
theologischen Grundlage der gesammten Staatswissenschaften und der Staatswirtschaft insbesondere, 
Leipzig: Friedrich Christian Wilhelm Vögel, 1819.

710 Friedrich Wilhelm Graf, Die Politisierung des religiösen Bewusstseins: Die bürgerlichen Religion-
sparteien im deutschen Vormärz: Das Beispiel des Deutschkatholismus, Stuttgart-Bad Cannstatt: 
Frommann-Holzboog, 1978.

711 The fourth “book” of the liberal or democrat Fröbel’s System der socialen Politik is for instance 
dedicated to religion and Sittlichkeit. Julius Fröbel, System der socialen Politik, Mannheim: Ver-
lag von J. P. Grohe, 1847, pp. 460–559. Progress and truth is from and with Christianity, says 
Dahlmann when he discusses religion and the state. Friedrich Christoph Dahlmann, Die Politik, 



6. CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION 

192

treating Christianity in the paradigmatic liberal work of Staatslexikon. As we 
have mentioned, the theologian Heinrich Eberhard Gottlob Paulus also entered 
into a political-exegetical debate with his articles in that work on some of the 
central passages of the Bible, and there were also others discussing religion and 
Christianity from different perspectives, but with implications for politics and 
political science.712

That left-wing Hegelianism, out of which we may say that Karl Marx and 
other socialists emerged, was very much an engagement with theology is well-
known. The work by the Jewish radical Moses Hess, Die heilige Geschichte der 
Menschheit, which has been called the first German socialist book, is also deeply 
theological.713 Certainly, Karl Marx was not as keen as Moses Hess and Wilhelm 
Weitling on engaging with theology; his political language was less theological 
already in what he did in Vormärz. But in this he was rather untypical of this 
time, and this can be connected to a very conscious attempt to formulate a ma-
terialistic philosophy. After all, Marx and Engels themselves wrote in Die deutsche 
Ideologie in the mid-1840s that the critique of their time was deeply characterized 
by being religious.714 So, the theology is not unique to the authors I have treated 
here, but in this respect all three of them are rather typical of their time.

auf den Grund und das Maaß der gegebenen Zustände zurückgeführt: Erster Band. Staatsverfassung. 
Volksbildung, Göttingen: Verlag der Dieterichschen Buchhandlung, 1835, pp. 310–328.

712 A few of them: Karl von Rotteck, “Aberglaube,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtli-
chen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 1, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, 
Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1845; Gottlieb Christian Abt, “Atheismus,” 
in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 1, ed. 
Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 
1845; Heinrich Jürgens, “Reformation, Protestantismus,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der 
sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 11, ed. Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor 
Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848; Andreas Buchner, “Religion,” 
in Das Staats-Lexikon: Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 11, ed. 
Karl von Rotteck and Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 
1848; Schmetzer, “Religiöse und kirchliche Bewegungen in Deutschland,” in Das Staats-Lexikon: 
Encyklopädie der sämmtlichen Staatswissenschaften für alle Stände, Bd 11, ed. Karl von Rotteck and 
Karl Theodor Welcker, Altona: Verlag von Johann Friedrich Hammerich, 1848.

713 Breckman, Marx, the Young Hegelians, p. 119; Shlomo Avineri, “Introduction,” in The Holy His-
tory of Mankind and other Writings, ed. Moses Hess and Shlomo Avineri, Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 2004, pp. xvi–xvii. Hess’s text bears very Joachimite features, with a Trinitarian 
view of history. He starts out by addressing all God-fearing governments (“gottesfürchtende Regi-
erungen”) and by citing Corinthians. Moses Hess, Die heilige Geschichte der Menschheit, Stuttgart: 
Hallberger’sche Verlagsbuchhandlung, 1837, pp. 5, 13.

714 See the first part, for instance p. 19, in Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, “Die deutsche Ideologie,” in 
Werke. Bd 3, ed. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Berlin: Dietz, 1958. Although this work was not 
published until the twentieth century, it was written in 1845–46. When Marx elsewhere famously 
claimed that “the criticism of religion has been essentially completed” it is not a remnant of times 
in the far past, but a way of making a statement about which direction he wants the theorizing 
to take right there. Karl Marx, “Zur Kritik der Hegelschen Rechtsphilosophie. Einleitung,” in 
Werke. Bd 1, ed. Karl Marx and Friedrich Engels, Berlin: Dietz, 1956, p. 378.
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Again, many of the authors engaged in these questions at the time were 
strongly critical of at least the established version of Christianity, and made 
quite heterodox readings of Christian theological fundamentals. But in order to 
understand Christian political semantics, the best way is not to claim that those 
who we think held the deepest beliefs, and the ones who represented the most 
dogmatic positions of the time, were really Christian, and the others were not. 
To give primacy to orthodoxy is not the best way to understand Christianity as 
a historical problem embedded in society. Even those who countered orthodoxy 
here took part in a discussion about what Christianity meant, and they did so 
by relating to the Bible and to deep theological traditions, and applying it to 
the problems of their time.

To conclude here, then, it should be underlined that to understand the polit-
ical thought of Vormärz, it is vital to include the struggles around Christianity, 
and the struggles, so to speak, with Christianity. And we should so be wary of 
what I called, in the introduction, neglect, separation and teleology in regard 
to religion in intellectual history. Theology needs to be recognized, and not in 
a way that dichotomizes or separates it from political thought, or just sees it as 
something private, an isolated phenomenon without relation to other spheres. 
And teleologically driven questions steered by a perceived ongoing disappear-
ance of Christianity risk losing sight of synchronic richness as well as parallel 
and complex developments. And this may also point outside this specific period 
itself. So far, this discussion has mainly concerned the historiography of Stahl, 
Welcker, and Weitling, and Vormärz Germany. But I will end this by reflecting 
briefly upon possible wider implications of all this in relation to discussions of 
religion today and in modernity in general.

A short reflection on religion in modernity
The sociologist Peter Berger predicted in 1968 that by the year 2000, there 
would be no religious institutions left.715 Some years into the new millennium, 
we can establish that this prediction of a totally secular society was not entirely 
correct. Religion thrives in the post-Cold War global political order, and in this 
period which has been labeled one of the return of religion or the post-secular, 
this is also true for the intellectual pursuits of our time. The question of religion 
and politics is a significant issue in the  social sciences and humanities, and in 
philosophy and political theory many innovative contributions has been given 
which can be sorted under the heading of political theology.716 Many others have 

715 Quoted in Joas, Glaube als Option, p. 31. The article Joas refers to was published in the New York 
Times without a named author February 25 1968 as “A Bleak Outlook for Religion.”

716 Hent de Vries and Lawrence Eugene Sullivan, eds., Political Theologies: Public Religions in a 
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taken part in critique and discussions about the secularization thesis, about what 
the secular really is, and what meaning it carries for our own time.717

This dissertation has been produced in a contemporary context where the 
return of religion or the post-secular provides impetus and a fertile ground for 
reflecting on religion in modernity. This context has spurred not only me, but also 
many other historians to reflect on religion in history, and how religion has been 
treated in (intellectual) history. So, the contemporary context gives incentives to 
historical study, but how is historical study relevant to contemporary discussions 
about religion and the secular? Below, together with a few other reflections, I 
suggest two possible ways in which contemporary meaning may be extracted 
from historical study concerning these topics. If we think that the modern age of 
which we are part is thoroughly secular, or is a triumphal process of a necessarily 
increasing secularism, we will have a hard time understanding modernity. This 
the historian may counter by discounting too crude secularization stories, and 
presenting more accurate and usable accounts of the past, and its relation with 
today.718 More directly, the historian, by widening the discourse, can make us 
more prepared to understand and approach religion as more than an Other, and 
equip us for a time when religion plays a decisive public role.

Before coming more directly to this, a first important point is that more or less 
all discussions about religion in modernity in a way are historically grounded in 
that the historical process of secularization is a more or less explicit background 
in them. The question of secularization is about how different historical periods 
are related regarding questions of religion and its opposites and outsides, or about 
the development of religion and religion’s place in modern societies. Seculariza-
tion as a process, however, may be viewed very differently.719 Often it has been 
conceived as a process where religion is disappearing, or being subtracted, thus 
being a kind of break with the past. The philosopher Charles Taylor has referred 
to these kinds of narratives as “subtraction stories” of secularization, and they are 
often whiggish stories of the victory of secularist modernity.720 Another way of 

Post-Secular World, New York: Fordham University Press, 2006. Many philosophers, such as Giorgio 
Agamben, Alain Badiou, and Slavoj Žižek, have treated Christian theology from different angles; 
Paul in particular has come in focus. A critical overview of this: Mark Lilla, “A New, Political Saint 
Paul?,” The New York Review of Books 55, no. 16, 2008.

717 A few overviews and important discussions: Berger, Desecularization: Resurgent Religion; Charles 
Taylor, A Secular Age, Cambridge: Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 2007; Sigurdson, 
Det postsekulära tillståndet; Casanova, “The Secular.”; Joas, Glaube als Option.

718 Clark, “Secularization and Modernization.”
719 Secularization tends also to be a very complex concept, and in its application often contains very 

rhetorical dimensions, going beyond what can be answered with empirical study. See Daniel 
Weidner, “The Rhetoric of Secularization,” New German Critique 41, no. 1 121, 2014; Sjoerd 
Griffioen, “Modernity and the Problem of its Christian Past: The Geistesgeschichten of Blumenberg, 
Berger, and Gauchet,” History and Theory 55, no. 2, 2016.

720 Taylor, A Secular Age, pp. 22, 573f. This is also a traditional way the Enlightenment has been 
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seeing it would be to regard secularization as a kind of transformation, and so 
stress continuities, where religion is retained but where the religious substance 
enters into modernity in new guises, and where there is a kind of permanence 
and continuity of religion. There are many versions of such secularization sto-
ries. One example would be Karl Löwith’s interpretation of how the modern 
philosophy of history is a secularization of Christian eschatology.721

Karl Theodor Welcker, Wilhelm Weitling, and Friedrich Julius Stahl are 
crucial figures in that they were exponents of a decisive evolution of their times, 
namely, the advent of the modern political ideologies. Since they were established 
during the first half of the nineteenth century, the big three political ideologies 
have been indispensable orientation points and nodes in political thought, and 
are central in the modern political language as such. Naturally and self-evidently, 
these ideologies have changed and mutated since they were formed, and are not 
the same things in all times and contexts—political languages are flexible, mal-
leable, and plural. Still, any thorough understanding of the political ideologies 
includes an understanding of their history and their longer traditions, in all their 
complexity and plurality. So, after having observed how these were formulated in 
an intersection with theology, we can say that if the modern political ideologies 
are to be comprehended in all their complexity, one should avoid three things, 
common to cruder subtraction stories of secularization: performing a sharp 
separation between the ideologies and religious thought; attributing religion as 
an important element to only one of them (conservatism); or thinking that they 
were just tools in the subtracting of religion from public discourse.

This work then can also be said to have contributed more widely to help to 
restore a pivotal ingredient to the study of our modern political language, an 
ingredient which too often has been ignored, but without which we are unable to 
understand modern political thought in general, as not inherently and necessarily 
secular. While I have admittedly only paid attention to one piece of the history of 
the ideologies in one context, this attention has shown that at the origins of the 
political ideologies, they were to a very large degree interspersed with theology 
in a way which was not easily detachable, but a central part of the struggle. In 

understood, but it has attracted a lot of criticism in recent historical scholarship, which has for 
instance focused on the thriving of religion in the Enlightenment and its legacy. For a discussion 
of this, see William J. Bulman, “Introduction: Enlightenment for the Culture Wars,” in God in 
the Enlightenment, ed. William J. Bulman and Robert G. Ingram, New York: Oxford University 
Press, 2016.

721 Löwith, Meaning in History. For a discussion of this, and the critique Löwith faced for instance 
from Hans Blumenberg, see Peter E. Gordon, “The Idea of Secularisation in Intellectual History,” 
in A Companion to Intellectual History, ed. Richard Whatmore and Brian Young, Chichester: John 
Wiley & Sons, 2016. See also chapter IV in Falk, Det politisk-teologiska komplexet. Blumenberg 
claimed that Löwith worked with “substantialistic premises.” Hans Blumenberg, The Legitimacy 
of the Modern Age, Cambridge: MIT Press, 1983, p. 29.
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the light of this, religion does not necessarily stand out as the grand Other of 
modern political thought, but emerges as a possible constituent part of it.

Certainly, the prevalence of Christian theology in political thought as political 
language has been varied in strength throughout history, and the legitimacy of 
theology as part of political language has changed. There are instances of modern 
history where the legitimacy of religion as a part of the general political language 
is less than in the German Vormärz. But this has rather to do with contingent 
historical developments, and not because there finally arrived a correct recognition 
of religion as something that was really always in essence private and nonpolitical. 
In the Christian theological tradition there is a rich legacy of various ways of 
speaking about phenomena central to what today is taken as political thought, 
phenomena such as the relation between individual and community, about 
authority and order versus liberty and independence, about the universal and 
particular, about human agency in this world, about justice, peace, and hope.

Within the secularization paradigm, as we have seen, religion has often been 
described as being a kind of separate and private phenomenon. But dichoto-
mizing religion, thinking it as not part of the public life of an era, or as being 
detached from politics, risks mystifying it, and mystifying all instances where 
religion does not follow the logic of only being a private, inner individual belief 
in something other-worldly. Focusing on its intersections with politics at one 
instance in history may thus mean an enhancement of the awareness of it also 
in others, and an historical investigation such as this thus may work as demysti-
fying. Religion should not be mistaken as being solely something private when 
it is a very social and political phenomenon. Demystifying then can also mean 
demystifying claims by religious actors. Also otherworldly claims, or claims about 
the world supported by theology, are uttered in worldly and social contexts and 
have worldly and social consequences.722

Religion, however, has often been perceived or treated as an Other of mo-
dernity, something strange in relation to an era which, so to speak, really should 
be secular. But if that is so, it is a very good reason for studying it as part of 
the modern age. To address what is perceived as other or strange to one’s own 
time is one important task of the historian, it is a way of making the history of 
which we are part more comprehensible. In that way, shedding light on past 
practices and beliefs may even “stretch the linguistic limits of present-day political 
discourse.”723 Put in another way, historical thinking may contribute a kind of 

722 Moyn, Christian Human Rights, p. 21.
723 Terence Ball, “Conceptual History and the History of Political Thought,” in History of Concepts: 

Comparative Perspectives, ed. Iain Hampsher-Monk, Karin Tilmans, and Frank van Vree, Amster-
dam: Amsterdam University Press, 1998, p. 75. Compare Luise Schorn-Schütte, Gottes Wort und 
Menschenherrschaft: Politisch-theologische Sprachen im Europa der frühen Neuzeit, München: Beck, 
2015, pp. 18f.
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exorcism of our own hegemonal accounts of the world, by providing an alterity 
which broadens our horizons. By widening the discourse about what has happened 
in the past, and pointing to things in the past which are perceived as different 
from our own time, there is a general widening of discourse. Or: by pointing 
to something historical, by extension there is a possibility for reconsideration 
of contemporary premises, in this case secularist premises of modernity.724 This 
also makes us better equipped to deal with an era where religion is prevalent to 
a (for many) surprising degree.

That the political language of the Middle Ages was fundamentally entangled 
with theology is generally understood as a matter of fact, and the extent to which 
it also exists in the early modern period seems to be increasingly acknowledged in 
recent historiography.725 But it should be recognized that the political thought of 
the last two centuries also has a strong theological dimension. As I have shown in 
this thesis: when the orientation points of the modern political ideologies were 
formed in dealing with problems posed by the break with the Ancien Régime, 
one way in which its language was formed was with help from theology.

At the origins of the modern political ideologies then, there is theology. And 
modern political thought is not necessarily a challenging or a substitution of 
theology, but was formed in dialogue with it. This opens up further possible 
questions about the relation between religion and politics in modern times. Is this, 
for example, the same as saying that the purportedly secular political ideologies 
are really religious, that religion has been retained in what we take as secular? I 
would not like to proffer any such broad-stroke arguments here. This dissertation 
certainly does offer a widening of what the political ideologies contain, as has 
been discussed, but does not suggest such a wide-reaching conclusion. Firstly, 
such arguments would be beyond the limits of a synchronic enterprise such as 
this, as the observation of a specific time and place cannot easily act as a proof 
for everything that has followed it. Secondly, such conclusions risk—apart from 
being too broadly painted—becoming quite substantialist and intent on final-
ity. It has been suggested that what is generally understood as modern secular 
thought is theology “in disguise,” and that behind the secular there is a religious 

724 Quentin Skinner, “Introduction: Seeing Things their Way,” in Visions of Politics. Vol. 1, Regarding 
Method, ed. Quentin Skinner, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002, p. 6; Quentin 
Skinner, Liberty before Liberalism, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998, pp. 109–120. 
Quentin Skinner here seems to suggest that by writing about a “lost” version of the concept of 
liberty, the historian quite directly contributes to his or her own day by providing it with a new 
interpretation of a political concept which could be used as a tool in contemporary political 
discussion. This is not my main purpose here; it is not the content of the debates in form of a 
specific interpretation of certain concepts which I want to bring out, rather the debate as such, in 
order to counter a reluctance or incompetence to approach religion as part of the public sphere.

725 Schorn-Schütte, Gottes Wort und Menschenherrschaft.



or theological “core,” if we only “look behind the veil.”726 The possible problem 
with such statements, at least if taken too far, is that it seems that Christianity 
becomes an inescapable, almost perennial, feature, and that Christianity provides 
an ineluctable substance of all Western thought.

A more reasonable way of approaching this is to try to get away from such 
substantialist ways of thinking about religion in modernity. Rather, Christianity, 
as the intellectual historian Samuel Moyn has argued, should be acknowledged in 
intellectual history, not because everything is really always Christian, or that our 
modernity is an eternal Christianity sometimes dressed up in secular robes, but 
because the Christian legacy has continued to provide a huge set of possibilities, 
which are winnowed down and used differently in different settings.727 What I 
do suggest can then possibly be put in another way: not that modernity is really 
religious, that there is a Christian substance to all thought in it, but rather that 
religion needs to be understood as one important part not only of the deep past, 
but also of modern times up until our own day.

The question about religion in modernity, however, often tends to be an-
swered, or even posed, in terms of finality, of a relatively clear teleological path 
arranged neatly on a temporal continuum. In the secularist perspective, it is a 
story of how it disappeared, went from a state of omnipresence to nonexistence. 
Or, in an inverted story, where religion was retained but in another guise, there 
is a similar structure, only that the telos, the final state of modernity, is differ-
ently conceived.728 But in (intellectual) history, the tendency to strive for one 
clear answer to the question of what happened to religion in modernity may 
not always be the way to go about inquiring it. No, religion did not disappear 
during the last couple of centuries, there is thus a kind of permanence of it. But 
the permanence does not mean the existence of a constant religious substance. 
It is rather a permanence of an ongoing process in which religion is destabilized, 
recomposed and rethought, disappearing and reappearing; or, a permanence 
or continuation of different interactions of the religious with the nonreligious, 
including the reformulations and restructuring of the very concepts and catego-
ries we use to understand this problem complex.729 To conclude, this means an 

726 John Milbank has suggested that social scientific theories are theologies in disguise: John Milbank, 
Theology and Social Theory: Beyond Secular Reason, Oxford: Blackwell, 2006, pp. 3–4. The two 
latter quotations are from Michael Allen Gillespie, The Theological Origins of Modernity, Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2008, pp. xii, 12.

727 Moyn, Christian Human Rights, pp. 6f.
728 William J. Bulman has remarked in a discussion of religion and Enlightenment that those who 

oppose triumphalist stories of secular Enlightenment (and with it, modernity) are “just as invest-
ed” in understanding Enlightenment and modernity as a “sudden radical departure” as are those 
secularists they oppose. Bulman, “Enlightenment for the Culture Wars,” p. 36.

729 Taylor, A Secular Age, p. 594; Gordon, “The Idea of Secularisation in Intellectual History,” pp. 
244–245. See also Matthias Riedl, “The Secular Sphere in Western Theology: A Historical Re-
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appreciation of the historicity of religion, as an ongoing part of our history. To 
understand all this even better, there is more work to be done in comprehending 
the various links between us and our near and distant past in regard to religion. 
History, as always, remains to be written.

consideration,” in The Future of Political Theology: Religious and Theological Perspectives, ed. Péter 
Losonczi, Mika Luoma-aho, and Aakash Singh, Farnham: Ashgate, 2011; Harrison, The Territories 
of Science and Religion.
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SUMMARY
This dissertation is concerned with the political thought of three authors active 
in the period known as the German Vormärz, namely, the conservative Friedrich 
Julius Stahl (1802–1861), the liberal Karl Theodor Welcker (1790–1869), and 
the socialist or communist Wilhelm Weitling (1808–1871). The Vormärz period, 
the decades up until the March revolution of 1848, ended a longer revolutionary 
era, in which the legacies of the French Revolution had a strong impact on the 
theory of politics, including the political thought of society, religion, and histo-
ry. This was the period when the modern political ideologies took form, and in 
Germany the three authors whose texts are the object of study here were central 
figures in this development. The modern political ideologies, or political thought 
in general, are often perceived as being a secular endeavor, or one where only 
one of the ideologies (conservatism) was really engaged with Christianity, but I 
want to show how they are all engaged with Christianity in their formulations 
of a new political order.

I claim that in order to gain a thorough understanding of Friedrich Julius 
Stahl, Karl Theodor Welcker, and Wilhelm Weitling, and with them German 
political thought in the revolutionary era and Vormärz, one needs to take into 
account Christian theology, its deeper traditions as well as contemporary con-
flict lines. The aim of this thesis is thus to deepen the understanding of the 
early evolution of the modern political ideologies in Germany, by showing how 
deeply political thought intersected or was entangled with Christian theology, 
and how the language of the latter mattered and was integral to how political 
thought was formulated during this decisive era. What is performed in the thesis 
is that these authors’ theories are analyzed in a way that pays specific attention 
to Christianity, and I examine the various ways in which Christian theology 
intersects with political language.

In doing this, I start with a broader discussion of how there is a tendency 
in intellectual history and the history of political thought in general to neglect 
religion, separate it from politics, or stress that it mainly belongs to older periods 
and not to our modern political thought, and that in modernity it consequently 
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is often interpreted as being on its way to disappearing. These aspects I have 
called neglect, separation, and teleology.

Previous research on the authors of interest for this dissertation has shown 
these aspects to be quite prevalent. On Welcker, more or less nothing has been 
written explicitly discussing Christianity; in other words, it has been seriously 
neglected. Regarding Weitling, religion has at times also been neglected. But 
when it has been discussed, it has often been in a kind of secularist normative 
stance, where the religious aspects of Weitling have been deemed as an immature 
remnant, or his Christianity has been considered as originating in a deeply held 
individual belief. The latter has also been the case for Friedrich Julius Stahl. 
However, I this thesis I try to treat the theology of these authors as an integral 
part of the public political language, and tried to show how the struggle for the 
modern political language in the revolutionary era was also a struggle about 
Christianity, and with Christian theology.

Generally, the last few decades have seen an increasing interest in religion 
in research on nineteenth-century Germany, and regarding Vormärz there have 
been some interesting intellectual-historical studies on the intersection of religion 
and politics, for instance on the young Hegelians. Here I want to insert some 
figures who have not been much considered in this field, but who due to their 
centrality in the era are important to consider in this respect.

The approach taken in this study of the intersection of politics and religion, 
or in my case more specifically political thought and Christian theology, is a 
contextually informed historical semantics, a text explication steered by a focus on 
certain key concepts. I analyze the political language of these three authors, and 
more specifically I have tried to focus on the historical semantics, the meaning 
of words and concepts in their historical settings, as this provides a window into 
the period of interest. Political discussion is often tied to certain key concepts, 
around which there is intense debate, and where all sides try to define and give 
them meaning according to their own interests. Concepts are useful objects of 
study in this way, bringing out the political conflicts of the day, but they are 
also useful for the specific interest of this study, in that in specific concepts the 
intersection of political thought with theology can be studied fruitfully. When 
studying these authors’ texts on the basis of certain concepts, I also contextualize 
these, by putting the texts in relation to what is outside of the examined texts 
themselves. This means the broader semantic structures, the political and social 
developments of which they were part, and so on. What I study are published 
texts by Stahl, Welcker, and Weitling, mainly their more famous and influential 
theoretical endeavors, which will be mentioned below.

*
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Friedrich Julius Stahl was born in Bavaria into a Jewish family, but converted 
to Lutheran Protestantism in his youth. He was a professor of law, and is most 
famous for his activity in Prussian Berlin, where he worked close to the king, and 
was central in the development of a conservative party. His most famous work 
is the Philosophie des Rechts, where he presents his political theory, which was a 
constitutional conservatism based on what he called the monarchical principle, 
the sovereignty of the monarch. Karl Theodor Welcker was also professor of 
law, mainly at the University of Freiburg in southwestern Germany. He was a 
member of parliament in Baden, where he succeeded in implementing a law 
on the freedom of the press. Later he was also a member of the revolutionary 
parliament in Frankfurt in 1848. In this way an insider, he was also an outsider 
in that, for instance, he was suspended from his work at the university due to his 
liberalism. His theory was mainly laid out in the liberal encyclopedia Staatslexikon, 
where he presented his constitutional moderate liberalism and advocated larger 
freedoms, for instance of press and speech. Wilhelm Weitling was more of an 
outsider than the political professors Stahl and Welcker. The trained tailor was a 
leader of the exile communist organization Bund der Gerechten, and spent most 
of the Vormärz period in exile in France and Switzerland. He was a revolutionary 
communist, who can be counted among the utopian socialists such as Fourier 
and Saint-Simon, who also influenced him. Most of his political theory is to be 
found in three books, Die Menschheit wie sie ist und wie sie sein sollte, Garantien 
der Harmonie und Freiheit, and Das Evangelium des armen Sünders. 

These books mentioned here are the main material which is analyzed and 
they were all published in a ten year period before 1848.

The dissertation consists of three empirical chapters (3, 4, and 5), which 
all contain an analysis of the texts of the authors. By focusing on certain con-
cepts, the aim is to put them in a kind of dialogue concerning some pressing 
political questions of the revolutionary era. In each chapter I deal with what I 
call a semantic field, that is, a network of meaning with which a specific topic 
is addressed. And these topics are firstly religion, secondly society, and thirdly 
history, since these were all important in the political thought of the day. In each 
of these there are three concepts which are put under specific scrutiny, but at 
times I also include other related concepts.

*

Chapter 3 is titled “Religion.” During the revolution in France, one important 
development was the attacks on organized Christianity; and the relation between 
church and state, between denominational affiliation and citizenship, between 
order and freethinking, were aspects that were wholly central to the politics of 
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the era, and thus to political thought. The meaning of religion and Christianity 
therefore was intensively caught up in political debate, and these concepts are 
what is mainly investigated in this chapter, together with the concept of the 
Christian state, which became important in discussions of the nature of the state, 
citizenship, political rights and duties in Vormärz Germany. Contemporary with 
political controversies regarding religion, there were intense intellectual discus-
sions about the nature of religion and Christianity, and the revolutionary era 
saw some of the most canonical theoretical formulations of this, such as those 
by Kant, Schleiermacher, Strauss, and Feuerbach.

The concept of religion denoted both a kind of system of beliefs and practices 
to which one belonged, such as Christianity (sometimes divided into Catholi-
cism and Protestantism), Judaism, or Mohammedanism, and a kind of correct 
worship, and thus also tied into what was regarded as true Christianity. One way 
in which the concept of religion gained an important political meaning was how 
Stahl invoked it in order to counter his political opponents. By claiming that 
the new Christian liberal movements of the Lichtfreunde and Deutsch-Katholik-
en actually did not belong to Christianity, but to another religion, Deism, he 
advanced the political exclusion of followers of these movements, which were 
liberal or radical in political terms as well. Stahl did this by advancing the concept 
of the Christian state, denoting a state which needed to draw some boundaries 
in order not to be dissolved into revolution or disorder. These boundaries for 
him were based on the belief in the personal God and divine revelation as the 
basis of Christianity, which was a front not only against Judaism (Jews were not 
to be full citizens) but also against more rationally inclined interpretations of 
Christianity common at the time, not least in the dissenting movements. Stahl 
was against understandings of religion, and more specifically Christianity, as 
being based on morality, or in human reason, and stressed the aspect of divine 
revelation as the condition for true Christianity.

Karl Theodor Welcker did not belong to these dissenting movements, but 
tended toward a theological rationalism. In this strand of theology, strong in 
the early half of the nineteenth century, revelation and the personality of God 
were toned down (although not altogether denied by Welcker) in favor of a 
Christianity which was thought of as compatible with or based on human rea-
son, and an image of Jesus Christ as primarily a teacher of a superior doctrine of 
private and public morality. Christianity for Welcker was not about something 
“mystical,” but a steady perfecting of truth, reason, and brotherly love. To be a 
faithful Christian for him was to hold a certain religiosity which was based on 
this morality, and on holding things sacred, also worldly institutions. Welcker 
was against many of the theoreticians of the Christian state, and he wanted a 
state and public life where Christianity was active indirectly, through the practical 
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religiosity of its citizens, not through direct religious law. Although he himself 
had labeled his theory Christian, he also questioned this, in that he thought many 
of the theories of the Christian state were despotic, reactionary, and theocratic. 
Political exclusion and enforcement of belief, according to him, were counter 
to true Christianity, and he supported the inclusion of Jews and dissenters such 
as the Deutsch-Katholiken.

For Weitling too, Jesus Christ was a teacher of a superior doctrine, but 
Weitling toned down the individual morality in favor of a presentation of 
Christianity as a theory of communism. According to him, however, this theory 
had throughout history been distorted, and there had been too much focus on 
the outer shell on Christianity, the mystical, supernatural, and so on, whereas 
the core, in Weitling’s interpretation easily detected in the Gospel and in the 
Acts, was a message of earthly material equality. This was connected to how 
Weitling defined religion as the ideal of highest perfection, and how therefore 
Christianity as religion was the most perfect teaching about the world. Like the 
other authors, Weitling connected religion with the risk of social disintegration 
and sectarianism. If Stahl wanted to counter this by drawing narrower bounda-
ries for what was correct religion, Weitling as well as Welcker wanted rather to 
be more inclusive, and argued for a kind of freedom of religion. In Weitling’s 
communist future, religion should be outside of the business of the state, apart 
from a very general religious education in school. He does not explicitly relate 
to the concept of the Christian state, but religious denomination would for him 
not be a condition for citizenship or rights.

Chapter 3 of course shows an intersection between political thought and 
theology in that the very concept of Christianity was one of the most debated 
concepts in political thought. But even more importantly, this was done with a 
theological semantics, from within Christianity, and all authors took positions 
on the most pressing theological questions, such as the nature and content of 
the Bible, revelation, the personality of God, immortality, etc.

*

Chapter 4, called “Society,” takes a step away from such very central concepts of 
religion and considers some of the key concepts of political modernity, namely, 
liberty and equality, together with the quite German concept of Sittlichkeit. 
Liberty and equality were of course key words of the French Revolution, and 
continuously so in the struggles for a new political order in the nineteenth century. 
As such they were not only some of the most frequently used political slogans, 
but also some of the most frequently discussed theoretical concepts. Connected 
with the hopes for, and at times implementations of larger liberty and equality 
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was the question of the social integration of the societies breaking with the old 
order, and here the concept of Sittlichkeit played an important role in German 
debates. Sittlichkeit was strongly related to morality, but not synonymous with 
it, as for example Hegel made a point of separating them. Sittlichkeit often 
meant something less abstract and universal than morality, and was related to 
behavior in relation to a specific community, it was about what made possible 
and stimulated the shared life in community.

Liberty and Sittlichkeit were key concepts for Welcker, and the liberal key 
concept of liberty was a cornerstone of his constitutionalism. Liberty was what 
should be the guarantor of Sittlichkeit, as it was free individuals who held the 
capability to act according to a higher morality and Sittlichkeit. Christianity was 
the foundation of liberty, as it had created free moral subjects, and had been 
against tyranny, hierarchy and oppression, including the opposition to slavery, 
according to Welcker. The free Christian disposition was one of sacred esteem 
for the Sittlichkeit of a community, and for Welcker being sittlich and being a 
Christian were very closely related. As much as he was against theocracy or too 
close bonds between the state and religion, he deprecated materialist or atheist 
theoreticians and politicians, since the total subtracting of Christian principles 
and higher ideas meant the dissolution of Sittlichkeit. Welcker also advanced 
equality as a cornerstone of Christianity, in that all are created equal and called 
to the same brotherly love. Equality means that God is neutral to the standing 
of the people, although this did not mean that all standings and differences in 
society are to be deleted, for instance the relation between men and women, 
who were to have different roles and positions in accordance with nature and 
the Christian teachings.

Liberty for Weitling meant emancipation from the earlier unjust burdens 
laid upon the poor of society. Equality was an even more central concept to 
Wilhelm Weitling, and equality was what communism was about in that it 
would instigate an order where both labor and the fruits of labor would be shared 
equally among the members of a community. Liberty and equality, according 
to Weitling, had been preached by Jesus Christ when he preached, for instance, 
that the humble will be exalted and vice versa, it had been preached by Paul in 
his famous words that there would be no more gentiles or Jews but all are one in 
Christ, and it had been witnessed in the community of the Acts of the Apostles. 
Here Weitling advocated that equality would be implemented by a community 
of property, and that community of property had not only been taught by Jesus, 
it had been also practiced by the first Christians, who had still lived according 
to true Christianity. Weitling also in a way criticized the notion of Sittlichkeit, 
as he claimed in an anti-clerical argument that it had too often been taught by 
the existing church that the poor and needy should just follow the paths given 
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to them, which equaled being sittlich, but such preaching was not true Christi-
anity according to Weitling. In order to really implement improved Sitten, and 
an improved morality, first the existing Sitten would have to be destroyed. Only 
in practical Christianity (communism) could true universal morality blossom.

Friedrich Julius Stahl claimed that such radical interpretations of the Bible 
were wrong, and that Christianity did not at all teach community of property; 
it would go against one important aspect of the concept of liberty, that property 
was based on the free utilization of what was given to man as master in God’s 
creation. Liberty was important for Stahl, as it was one part of the personality of 
God, and free will was a character not only of the creator but also of the created. 
On earth, however, the free will of man was bound up to the civil order and the 
sittliche Welt to which he belonged. Therefore, all persons should be freely obedi-
ent, should be integrated in the social order, which was fundamentally a divinely 
revealed order. Individual Sittlichkeit or morality was based on the good which 
had its source in the personal God, and was something the individual should 
strive to perfect. But since this world was one of sinfulness and imperfection, 
this perfection could never come about. Therefore, Sittlichkeit also needed to be 
objectified in positive law. Equality was a concept which Stahl argued against, as 
it became empty and impossible to attain in society, but he also agreed that there 
was a kind of fundamental equality of everyone based on their very existence.

Here too, then, in chapter 4, there are intersections with Christian funda-
mentals, such as the Christian commandment of love (and other moral traits), 
the biblical teachings and examples of the life of Jesus Christ, notions of how 
the human being is integrated in an ordered creation as created by God, a God 
who is the ultimate source of everything that is good. And much in this chapter 
points toward the next chapter, which deepens the question of the possibility of 
perfection in this world, in this human history.

*

Chapter 5, titled “History,” deals with precisely the concept of history, together 
with (mainly) the concepts of progress and the Kingdom of God. The revolution 
had meant rejecting the past and introducing a kind of human voluntarism, a 
notion of the possibility of humanity to start over and shape its future in ways 
not hitherto conceived. Together with this arrived a larger consciousness in 
general of human history and a stress of the constant flux and change in it. In 
this context of a historicization or temporalization of thought, the modern key 
concepts of history and progress were formed as new singulars in the German 
language and became central slogans of the era, also in political thought. Often 
connected to these concepts were theological concepts such as perfection, das 
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Jenseits, and the Kingdom of God (Reich Gottes). The Kingdom of God was a 
central concept in the Gospels and the longer Christian tradition and could be 
conceived of in different ways, within or without human history, established 
within human souls or in their social and political relations, something for God 
or for humans to bring about.

Wilhelm Weitling can be ordered into a radical Christian tradition, not only 
in his stressing of the community of property in the Bible, but also in that he 
conceived of this as the instigation of the Kingdom of God or the Kingdom of 
Heaven. This had been important in many revolutionary Christian movements 
and preachers earlier in history, and Weitling at times connected to such, for 
example to Thomas Müntzer. The Kingdom for Weitling, as it had been preached 
by Jesus and John the Baptist, meant the most felicitous condition of society 
on earth, the victory of the poor and the oppressed, the defeat of the rich and 
the oppressors. In general, Weitling’s texts bore a strong eschatological feature, 
in that they presented a hope of the coming of a new and perfect future for hu-
mankind, a kind of redemption of humanity. Total perfection, which Weitling 
connected to the ideals of religion, was not totally attainable, however, since 
that would rule out progress, and progress was a kind of law of human history 
for Weitling. History, or the historical, was one way in which Weitling opposed 
other interpretations of Christianity than his own. All mystical and superstitious 
aspects of the Bible were only there since it was conceived so long ago, in an 
immature era, and thus the historical (the shell) should be separated from the 
principle (the core) of progressed Christianity.

Stahl, as we saw, stressed the imperfection and sinfulness of this world, and 
his concept of the Kingdom of God was one way of doing this. The Kingdom 
of God was a coming felicitous state, yes, but for Stahl, this was not a felicitous 
state of things on earth, or even within history. Instead, through an act of God 
the Kingdom would arrive, as an eternal state of perfection of a higher spiritual 
sort, but only after the end of history. It was not, as for Weitling, a kind of po-
litical earthly Kingdom. World history, for Stahl, had a clear beginning (in the 
Garden of Eden) and a clear end, and only after this end was perfection, the 
Kingdom of God, possible. In this world, however, the sittliches Reich, a supreme 
ethical concept, a kind of basic principle of the common human condition, 
should be adhered to, and this sittliches Reich had a kind of higher principle in 
the Gottesreich, the Kingdom of God. This earthly Reich, also conceptualized 
as sittliche Welt, meant a kind of social order in an imperfect world. That the 
world was to its core imperfect also for Stahl meant a rejection of progress. Yes, 
there was a kind of development in history, but not real progress, not a real 
heightening of the human condition, since humanity in this world was remote 
from God. And so, people should not interpret redemption or the Kingdom 
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as something to implement themselves on earth, and this was an opposition to 
radical politics, for example the hope of creating a totally good society in the 
form of community of property.

Karl Theodor Welcker had yet another interpretation of the Kingdom. For 
him it could exist outside of history, but in one way also in history—not how-
ever as a revolutionary implementation of a new social order, but as something 
inner, within people’s hearts, as an infinite Christian ideal of tireless progress 
and growth in perfection and active love. The concept of the Kingdom was also 
one way in which Welcker argued for the separation of religion and politics, and 
against direct religious law; Jesus had after all said that his Kingdom was not of 
this world, meaning for Welcker that religion should not be directly (though 
indirectly) political. Progress in general was a cornerstone of his liberalism, 
Welcker presented a heightening of humanity as possible, and this progress was 
promoted by Christianity, the religion not only of liberty, but also of progress. 
Welcker’s conception of history could also be seen as theologically founded. 
Not only in how world history could be said to be a process of the realization 
of higher Christian morality, but also in how it was structurally close to the 
traditional tripartite view of history of the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit, of the 
medieval theologian Joachim of Fiore. Welcker said about world history and the 
development of human culture that its center is Christianity.

In chapter 5, then, we see that history and progress are two concepts dealing 
with what we could call a politics of time, and that redemption, perfection and 
the Kingdom of God are others. How history and progress are given meaning 
is that they are related to these theological concepts, they very much belong to 
the same semantic field. Also, how history and progress are explained is theo-
logically infused in other ways. Further evidence of the intersection of political 
thought and theology here is how history and progress are applied as weapons 
in the struggle around the meaning of Christianity.

*

And this then points to what I conclude in the closing chapter, different ways 
in which theology is intersected with political thought here in the advent of 
the modern political ideologies, as they are formulated by Stahl, Welcker and 
Weitling. First, theological dimensions were an important part in the discussions 
about and formulations of the meaning of central political concepts, such as 
liberty and equality; second, there was a prevalence of what we mainly recognize 
as theological concepts, such as revelation and the Kingdom of God, in political 
debates; and third, there was an intense struggle around the very meaning of 
Christianity itself, connected to politics and to the state.
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And thus, it was not the case that the political ideologists of this period were 
involved in a secular project, or that they were grouped according to a pro et 
contra logic, where some (conservatives) were for Christianity and others against 
it. Instead we have here three different struggles for Christianity and a new po-
litical and social order. Put in a very condensed way, Welcker’s Christian order 
was one of individual moral autonomy, Stahl’s one of revealed divine authority, 
and Weitling’s one of revolutionary earthly material equality. These all tapped 
into diverse theological traditions and movements of their own and earlier times.

Having shown this, I think it is clear that Christianity and Christian theology 
cannot be neglected when dealing with these authors (or their time in general, 
since they were not exceptionally invested with theology, rather typically so). It 
should also not be separated, since it is very much entangled with questions of 
liberty, order, authority, government etc. It should therefore also not be sepa-
rated in the sense of being seen as something private, something in the personal 
background which was then translated or secularized into the public sphere—the 
public sphere and public language was strongly theological, and to understand 
this, we need not speculate in authors’ innermost feelings and beliefs. And one 
should be wary of conceiving of religion in teleological terms, since I think this 
study has shown that when looking at this period synchronically, it is difficult 
to say that religion was only a remnant of something old, which was on its way 
to disappearing.

This study is only concerned with one place and time, Vormärz Germany. 
But a couple of things may be said which have wider implications. First, the 
wariness of the neglect, separation, and teleology of religion does not only go 
for Vormärz, but for intellectual history and the history of political thought in 
general. And this should also be the case for modernity, which has often been 
seen as standing in a dichotomous relationship to religion, a cognitive structure 
which often means that religion is played down. Second, this also says something 
to us about the modern political ideologies, and modern political thought. Since 
the history of these is important in the understanding of them, to include Chris-
tian theology in this is to restore an important ingredient which too often has 
been neglected and played down. This may also open up our eyes to approach 
how Christianity and other religions, in all their manifoldness and complexity, 
are not only a private separate phenomenon but a possible constituent part of 
politics and other parts of the public life even in other eras, including our own. 
The links between our near and distant past regarding religion are still an area 
where much important intellectual history remains to be written.
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SAMMANFATTNING
Den här avhandlingen behandlar det politiska tänkandet hos tre författare aktiva 
under den tyska Vormärz-tiden, nämligen den konservative Friedrich Julius Stahl 
(1802-1861), socialisten eller kommunisten Wilhelm Weitling (1808-1871) och 
liberalen Karl Theodor Welcker (1790-1869). Den period som kommit att kallas 
Vormärz, decennierna före marsrevolutionen 1848, avslutar en längre period i 
vilken arvet från den franska revolutionen hade ett starkt inflytande över den 
politiska idéhistorien. Det här var också tidsperioden då de tre moderna politiska 
ideologierna (konservatism, liberalism, socialism) tog form, och i Tyskland var 
de tre författarna jag här intresserar mig för centralfigurer i den utvecklingen. 
De moderna politiska ideologierna anses ofta vara en slags centralpunkter i ett 
modernt sekulärt tänkande, eller vara en del av en kamp där en viss ideologi 
(konservatismen) var särskilt grundad i kristendomen, men jag vill i det här ar-
betet visa hur samtliga dessa tänkare var engagerade i ett slags kristet teologiskt 
politiskt tänkande.

Jag hävdar i den här avhandlingen att för att få en djupgående förståelse för 
Karl Theodor Welcker, Friedrich Julius Stahl, och Wilhelm Weitling, och med 
dem, tyskt politiskt tänkande under Vormärz, så måste man ta kristen teologi i 
beaktande, både djupare traditioner och samtida konfliktlinjer. Syftet med avhan-
dlingen är således att fördjupa vår kunskap och förståelse om de moderna politiska 
ideologiernas tidiga utveckling i Tyskland, genom att visa hur genomgående det 
politiska tänkandet var korsat eller sammanflätat med kristen teologi. Det jag 
gör i avhandlingen är att analysera dessa tre författares teorier, men på ett sätt 
som ger särskild uppmärksamhet till kristendomen, och jag frågar efter de olika 
vis på vilket kristen teologi här spelar en roll i det politiska språket.

I detta utgår jag ifrån en bredare diskussion om hur det ofta finns en tendens 
i idéhistoria, inte minst politisk idéhistoria, att försumma religionen, att separera 
den från politiken, eller tolka den teleologiskt (som en del av något förmodernt 
som i moderna samhällen självklart är på väg att försvinna). De här aspekterna, 
försummelse, separering och teleologi, kan relateras till hur ett sekulariseringsteo-
retiskt paradigm styrt historiografin och vår förståelse av det moderna samhället. 
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Dessa anser jag återfinns i den existerande forskningen om Welcker, Weitling 
och Stahl, och avhandlingen är på så vis ett sätt att åtgärda de problem jag anser 
finns i den tidigare forskningen om dem. I stället behandlar jag teologin som en 
central beståndsdel i deras politiska teorier, och försöker visa hur kampen kring 
det moderna politiska språket också var en kamp med kristen teologi, och om 
kristendomens betydelse. De senaste decennierna har viss internationell idéhis-
torisk forskning visat just sammanflätningen av religion och politik i Vormärz, 
och här vill jag bidra genom att koncentrera mig på några tänkare som ej ännu 
behandlats utförligt i det här fältet, men som är av stor vikt för tiden.

Min infallsvinkel och mitt tillvägagångssätt i det här arbetet kan kallas en 
kontextuellt informerad historisk semantik, en textutläggning som styrts av ett 
fokus på vissa centrala politiska, eller politisk-teologiska begrepp. Den historiska 
semantiken undersöker betydelser och meningar av vissa språkliga uttryck i sitt 
historiska sammanhang, och den begreppshistoriska tradition som influerat mig 
understryker särskilt hur begrepp alltid är mångskiktade. Särskilt gäller detta ny-
ckelbegrepp i den politiska diskussionen, då samtliga sidor i en politisk konflikt 
gärna försöker definiera sådana utifrån sina egna intressen.

Avhandlingen består av tre empiriska kapitel som alla innehåller en ut-
läggning av de tre författarnas viktigaste texter utifrån särskilda begrepp. Varje 
kapitel har en specifik tematik, och jag behandlar tre ämnen som var centrala 
i (det politiska) tänkandet under revolutionens tidsålder, nämligen religionen, 
samhället, och historien. Detta är också titeln på kapitlen (”Religion”, ”Society”, 
och ”History”). Jag utkristalliserar tre semantiska fält, en slags betydelsenätverk, 
som dessa tematiker är behandlade inom, och koncentrerar mig häri på några 
avgörande begrepp i varje kapitel.

*

Friedrich Julius Stahl föddes i Bayern i en judisk familj, men konverterade tidigt 
till protestantismen. Han var bland annat professor vid den juridiska fakulteten vid 
universitetet i Berlin, och är mest känd för sin verksamhet där och som konservativ 
politiker i Preussen. Hans mest centrala verk är Philosophie des Rechts, vari han 
presenterar sin politiska teori, som är en slags konstitutionell konservatism baserat 
på monarkens suveränitet. Även Karl Theodor Welcker var professor vid olika 
juridiska fakulteter, framför allt i Freiburg im Breisgau, Baden, där han också satt i 
parlamentet. Han var även medlem i det liberal revolutionsparlamentet i Frankfurt 
1848. Han förespråkade en form av konstitutionell monarki, med ökade fri- och 
rättigheter, och var inte minst känd för sitt arbete för ökad pressfrihet. Särskilt 
berömd är Welcker för att ha givit ut ett liberalt Staatslexikon, ett uppslagsverk 
som var lika mycket lärobok i statsvetenskap som liberal propaganda. Wilhelm 



REVOLUTION AND REVELATION

213

Weitling var mer av en outsider än dessa båda professorer, och levde stora delar 
av sitt liv i exil, inte minst på grund av sina radikala politiska åsikter. Weitling, 
till yrket skräddare, var ledare för De rättfärdigas förbund, en kommunistisk 
organisation som senare kom att utvecklas till det mer kända Kommunisternas 
förbund. Weitling gav ut flera böcker och tidskrifter, och brukar räknas till de 
viktigaste så kallade utopiska kommunisterna. Dessa författare kombinerar alla 
författande av politisk teori med politisk aktivitet, och är av intresse här just för 
sin centralitet under den här tidsperioden, och dess utveckling av de politiska 
ideologierna. Samtliga de av författarnas texter jag arbetar med utkom under 
en tioårsperiod före 1848.

*

I kapitel 3, ”Religion”, skriver jag om vilken vikt religionen fick i frågor om 
stats- och samhällsliv under den här perioden, och gör det utifrån begreppen 
kristendom, religion och den kristna staten. Kristendomen som statsreligion 
hade attackerats under den franska revolutionen och relationen mellan kyrka och 
stat, mellan samfundstillhörighet och medborgarskap, mellan fritänkande och 
statligt påbjuden tro var viktiga politiska frågor. Kristendomen betydelse hade 
därmed en viktig roll i politiska diskussioner, och detta inte minst i Tyskland.

Betydelsen av religionen blev för den konservative Stahl ett sätt att dra gränser 
kring medborgarskap, rättigheter och tillåtet tänkande. Stahl hävdade att kristna 
fritänkare lika lite som judar kunde delta fullt ut i samhällslivet eftersom de enligt 
honom tillhörde en annan religion, deismen. Eftersom religionen var grunden 
till allt sedligt samhällsliv var tillhörighet till statsreligionen en förutsättning för 
politiskt deltagande. Och för Stahl var detta den sanna kristendomen definierad av 
Guds personlighet och gudomlig uppenbarelse (i motsats till mänskligt förnuft). 
Detta diskuterade Stahl med hjälp av det i samtiden viktiga begreppet den kristna 
staten, som också var titeln på ett av hans viktigare verk (Der christliche Staat).

Liberalen Karl Theodor Welcker lutade snarast åt den teologiska rationalism 
som Stahl ivrigt angrep. Även om Welcker inte förnekade sådant som uppenbar-
else och evigt liv, så underströk han i enlighet med den teologiska rationalismen 
människans förnuft, och tonade ner det som kunde uppfattas som övernaturligt 
till förmån för en definition av kristendomen som en slags överlägsen privat 
och offentlig moralisk lära. Kristendomen för Welcker var på så vis inte något 
”mystiskt”, utan ett ständigt arbete för sanning, förnuft och broderlig kärlek. 
Sann religion innebar en förmåga till helighållande av detta men även av sam-
hällsinstitutioner och -gemenskap. Welcker kallade sin statsrättslära kristen, men 
kritiserade konservativa versioner av den kristna staten, och menade att en sant 
kristen stat var inkluderande, och stöttade individens frihet, inte teokratisk och 
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tvingande. Kristendomen skulle också ha sin betydelse för staten och samhället 
indirekt, inte genom påbud, utan just genom den fria utvecklingen av sann 
kristendom hos dess medborgare.

Även för Weitling hade Jesus kommit med en överlägsen teori, men i hans 
version var kristendomen inte en individuell moralisk doktrin utan en revolu-
tionär lära, en slags kommunism. Den här läran hade dock fastnat i ett skal av 
vidskepligheter och historiska missuppfattningar, medan kärnan i den var materiell 
jämlikhet på jorden. Weitling – som anklagades för blasfemi men själv underströk 
att han var kristen – förnekade Jesu inkarnation och såg på Gud mindre som en 
person än som ett begrepp om fullkomlighet. Liknande definierade han även 
religion, som en slags strävan efter fullkomlighet, och kunde på så vis hävda att 
kristendomen som religion var en slags närapå fullkomlig lära om världen. Om 
Stahl ville dra snäva gränser för den tillåtna religionen för att undvika sektari-
anism, ville både Welcker och Weitling vara mer inkluderande, förfäktade en 
generellt definierad kristendom, och stod för en slags religionsfrihet. Weitling 
ville exempelvis inte att staten skulle lägga sig i religionen över huvud taget.

Detta kapitel 3 visar en skärningspunkt mellan politiskt tänkande och teologi i 
hur kristendomen var ett alldeles centralt begrepp i politiska diskussioner. Men än 
mer viktigt är att dessa diskussioner inte så att säga fördes med ett sekulärt språk, 
utan med hjälp av en teologisk semantik, där författarna integrerar ställningsta-
ganden kring exempelvis Bibelns väsen och innehåll, gudomlig uppenbarelse, 
Guds personlighet, evigt liv etc.

*

Kapitel 4, ”Society”, tar ett steg från de här mer uppenbart religiösa begreppen och 
sysselsätter sig med några av de absolut mest centrala begreppen i tidens politiska 
offentlighet. Frihet och jämlikhet var inte bara paradord under revolutionen utan 
nyckelbegrepp under hela den efterföljande tidsperioden, som bearbetade brottet 
med en gammal ståndsbaserad samhällsordning. De här begreppen diskuterades 
i Tyskland ofta tillsammans med begreppet sedlighet (Sittlichkeit), som under 
den här tiden var ett brett och politiskt begrepp som handlade om samhällelig 
sammanhållning och individers integrering i och beteende i samhället. Bland 
annat var sedlighet ett mycket viktigt begrepp i Hegels filosofi, och denne skilde 
det också från individuell moral i mer snäv mening.

Frihet och sedlighet var i centrum för Welckers liberalism och konstitution-
alism, liksom även jämlikhet, om än i något mindre grad. Kristendomen var en 
stöttepelare för Welcker här, i det att den historiskt skapat fria moraliska subjekt, 
och varit emot tyranni, hierarkier och förtryck. Sedligheten hade också sin grund 
i kristendomen i det att den lärdes ut av denna, men också att det var det fria 
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kristna inre sinnelaget som gjorde människor kapabla att handla i enlighet med 
en högre sedlighet. Filosofisk och politisk materialism eller ateism var skadlig och 
motverkade sann sedlighet, enligt Welcker. Jämlikhet fanns i Guds skapelse och 
i den kristna läran om broderlighet, men att alla var jämlika inför Gud innebar 
inte att alla skillnader mellan människor kunde försvinna, exempelvis var män 
och kvinnor tilldelade helt olika roller i samhället.

Frihet för Weitling betydde frigörelse från de orättvisor och bördor som var 
pålagda den största delen av mänskligheten i hans tids ojämlika samhälle. Jämlik-
het var centralt för Weitling, och skulle etableras i kommunismen där alla skulle 
ha en lika stor del av både arbetet och arbetets frukt. Frihet och jämlikhet hade 
predikats av såväl Jesus som Paulus, och inte minst hade jämlikhet praktiserats 
hos de första kristna i Apostlagärningarna. De levde i en slags egendomsgemen-
skap, enligt Weitling, och således var det gemensamma eller samhälleliga ägandet 
också en hörnsten i kristendomen. Weitling kritiserade hur sedlighetbegreppet 
var ett verktyg för samhällets rika och mäktiga; när präster manade människor 
att bete sig sedligt betydde det att alla skulle hålla sig på den plats i samhället 
som var dem givna, vilket var en lära om underkastelse. Weitling hade dock ett 
slags eget positivt sedlighetsbegrepp och menade att sedligheten skulle förbättras 
om man förstörde de gamla sederna. Först i den så att säga praktiskt genomförda 
kristendomen kunde sann sedlighet och moral blomstra.

Stahl hävdade att det var helt felaktigt att tolka Bibeln som innehållande 
en radikal jämlikhetslära i form av en egendomsgemenskap. Exempelvis gick 
detta emot hur Gud skapat människan som skapelsens fria herre, vilket innebar 
en rätt till individuell eller privat egendom. En slags grundläggande jämlikhet 
fanns för Stahl i människans existens, men att försöka institutionalisera den i ett 
faktiskt samhälle var lönlöst och felaktigt. Frihet var en slags hörnsten i Stahls 
teori i att såväl Guds som människans personlighet kännetecknades av frihet. 
Men i samhället var den fria viljan bunden i en av Gud uppenbarad ordning 
som också var existerande före individen, vilket innebar att målet var att män-
niskan skulle vara ”fritt lydande” i denna. Detta betydde exempelvis att vara 
en del av vad Stahl kallade den sedliga världen (sittliche Welt), ett slags begrepp 
för ett mänskligt tillstånd eller ordning nära knutet till staten. Människan och 
jordelivet var ofullkomliga och därmed kunde en sann sedlighet aldrig uppnås 
utifrån människans egen vilja, utan man behövde också objektiva tvång utifrån, 
såsom den faktiskt existerande lagen.

Kapitel 4 visar således några exempel på hur den politiska diskussionen är 
sammanflätad med kristna grundstenar som Jesu lära, exempel från de första 
kristna, tankar kring hur människan är integrerad i en slags given ordning given 
av en Gud som är en slutgiltig källa till det ”goda” i samhället. Något häri pekar 
också mot det sista empiriska kapitlet.
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*

Kapitel 5, ”History”, fördjupar diskussionen om möjligheten till fullkomlighet 
i den här världen och kan sägas handla om tid och mänskligt handlande. Den 
franska revolutionen uppfattades som ett enormt historiskt brott och förde med 
sig tankar om radikal och snabb historisk förändring, samt möjligheten för 
människor att ta kontroll över och själva gestalta historien. Det här uttrycktes 
inte minst genom hur totalt centrala begreppen historia och framsteg blev under 
1800-talet, även i det politiska tänkandet och språket. Nära kopplade till detta 
var begrepp som det hinsides (das Jenseits), förlossning och Gudsriket. Guds rike 
eller Gudsriket är ett mångtydigt men centralt begrepp i Bibeln och i den kristna 
traditionen och var i det politiska tänkandet här en konfliktyta i diskussioner 
om vilka ramar det fanns för att skapa ett gott mänskligt samhälle.

Weitling kan ordnas in i en radikal kristen tradition, detta i hur han un-
derstryker egendomsgemenskap som en hörnsten i kristendomen, men också i 
hur han begreppsliggör detta just som ett infallande i historien av ett Gudsrike. 
Gudsriket, som det lärts ut av Johannes Döparen och Jesus betydde för Weitling 
en lära om det härsides, en de fattiga och utstöttas slutgiltiga seger över sina 
förtryckare på jorden. De här eskatologiska dragen återkom genomgående i 
Weitlings verk, där han också talade om kommunismen som en historisk för-
lossning eller frälsning. En del av Weitlings kritik av kristendomen som den var 
i hans tid var hur den enligt honom stagnerat, och inte följt historiens framsteg 
och förfinat sin kärna, utan fastnat i det historiska, det vidskepliga som hörde 
till en gammal tid.

Som vi såg underströk Stahl att den här världen är ofullständig, och hur han 
gav mening åt Gudsrikesbegreppet var en viktig del i detta. Guds rike för honom 
var en framtida lyckorike, men ett rike som inföll efter historiens slut och inte 
något världsligt, samhälleligt eller politiskt rike. Världshistorien, som var avskild 
från Gud, hade för Stahl en tydlig början i Edens lustgård, och ett tydligt slut, 
och först efter detta slut var fullkomlighet möjlig, kunde Gudsriket inträda. Att 
världen var ofullkomlig för Stahl betydde också att framsteg var en omöjlighet. 
Visst fanns det en slags utveckling i historien, men framstegsbegreppet förhöll 
sig Stahl genomgående negativt till. Mänskligheten var fallen och kunde därmed 
inte genomgå någon egentlig förbättring inom historiens ramar. Därmed skulle 
människan också se upp för tankar på att instifta ett fullkomligt rike här på 
jorden, sådan radikal politik var dömd att misslyckas.

Welcker hade ytterligare en tolkning av Gudsriket. För honom kan man säga 
att det på sätt och vis inte bara befann sig utanför historien, utan också i det. 
Men inte, som hos Weitling, som ett instiftande av en ny politisk ordning, inte 
som något yttre – i stället var Gudsriket något som befann sig i människors inre, 
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ett slags evigt kristet ideal om outtröttliga framsteg i fullkomlighet och kärlek. 
Gudsriket var också ett sätt för Welcker att argumentera mot alltför starka band 
mellan religionen och staten: när Jesus i Johannes 18 sade att hans rike inte var av 
denna världen betydde det att det inte var en statslära enligt Welcker. Historien 
och det historiska är av stor vikt i Welckers texter, och hans sätt att definiera 
historien och historisk utveckling ligger nära en teologisk tradition där historien 
tänks i enlighet med treenigheten, där den går igenom tre mognadsstadier och 
där kristendomen fördjupas eller förverkligas i den tredje. Welcker underströk 
också kristendomens roll som historisk motor, och hur framsteget var grundat 
på läran om ett ständigt fördjupande av den kristna läran i världen.

I kapitel 5 ser vi således att de för 1800-talet så oundgängliga begreppen 
historia och framsteg ligger väldigt nära teologiska begrepp och diskussioner, 
om världens själva gränser och den skapade människans möjlighet till formande 
av samhället, och detta pekar framåt mot det jag kommer till i avhandlingens 
sista konkluderande kapitel.

*

Om man ska dra samman trådarna och svara på frågan om på vilket sätt kristen 
teologi var sammanflätad med och spelade roll i formulerandet av de politiska 
ideologiernas semantik som vi såg den hos de här tre författarna, så kan vi något 
förenklat tala om tre sätt som detta skedde på. För det första var teologiska di-
mensioner viktiga i formulerandet av vad tidens centrala politiska och filosofiska 
begrepp, som frihet och jämlikhet. För det andra så var vad vi känner igen som 
teologiska nyckelbegrepp, som Gudsriket, uppenbarelse och förlossning, en inte-
grerad del av det politiska språket. För det tredje så hade de politiska debatterna 
och konflikterna också som en beståndsdel hur kristendomen som sådan skulle 
förstås, definieras och appliceras.

På så vis är det knappast så att när de politiska ideologierna växte fram så 
gjorde de det som ett slags sekulärt alternativ till en tidigare religiöst legitimerad 
politisk språkvärld, och de gjorde det inte heller enligt någon slags pro et contra, 
där vissa ideologiska positioner var så att säga emot kristendomen och andra 
för den. I stället kämpar man såväl med som om kristendomen. Vi kan utifrån 
de här begreppskonflikterna se att vi har att göra med olika visioner om olika 
slags kristna samhällsordningar. Mycket komprimerat kan vi säga att Welckers 
liberala version är en av individuell moralisk eller sedlig autonomi, att Stahls är 
en av uppenbarad gudomlig ordning och Weitlings en av revolutionär världslig 
materiell jämlikhet.

För att återknyta till diskussionen om den idéhistoriska historieskrivnin-
gen, så vill jag utifrån den här undersökningen hävda att det inte går att skriva 
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Vormärz politiska idéhistoria om man försummar, separerar eller gör en tele-
ologisk tolkning av kristendomen. Den kristna teologin är en integrerad del i 
det politiska tänkandet, och inte bara som någon slags bakomliggande tro som 
översätts in i offentligheten, utan som en explicit och viktig del av det politiska 
språket. Om man tolkar detta som en slags försvinnande rest av något gammalt 
i en given sekulariseringsprocess riskerar man att missa viktiga dimensioner.

Den här studien behandlar enbart en plats och tid, Tyskland under Vormärz. 
Men ett par saker kan sägas vidare. Först gäller denna maning till att undvika 
försummelse, separering och teleologiskt tolkande av religionen inte bara för den 
här delen av det moderna tänkandet, utan för idéhistorien, generellt, även om 
religionen alltid måste undersökas från var periods egna historiska förutsättnin-
gar.  Vidare säger detta något om modernt politiskt tänkande och de politiska 
ideologierna i stort. Om vi ska förstå dem i sin helhet behöver vi också förstå 
deras föränderliga historia, och då bör vi inkludera den kristna teologin, en viktig 
beståndsdel som allt för ofta negligerats i (den politiska) idéhistoriografin. Att 
få syn på religionens roll i en del av vår historia kan också öppna våra ögon för 
den i andra, på så vis kan det historiska studiet vara horisontvidgande.

För de många samtida diskussionerna om religion och politik behövs histo-
rieskrivningar som inte bortser från de här aspekterna i andra delar av historien, 
inklusive vår moderna historia. Sambanden mellan vårt nära och avlägsna förflutna 
när det gäller religion är fortfarande ett område där mycket viktig idéhistoria 
återstår att skriva.
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