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 ‘Dynasty’ in modern German intellectual history: many 
concepts, or none?1 

This article analyses the conceptual use of terms describing dynastic rule in modern 

German thought. It examines three topics in which the term ‘dynasty’ specifically 

appears: with reference to the non-European empires, European states, and the 

future of democracy in Germany around 1918. Looking at a range of key thinkers 

with Max Weber’s work as a central reference point, it engages with the question 

why, despite this wide usage, the influential dictionary Geschichtliche 

Grundbegriffe does not cover any term describing hereditary rule. The conclusion 

provides a range of possible explanations for the absence.  
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In modern German and English, the term ‘dynasty’, derived from the Greek, δυναστεία, 

colloquially means a ‘succession of rulers of the same line or family’.1 Like other 

European languages, German has a range of words to describe the notion of dynastic 

power. In the first instance, these are words which have a Germanic origin, such as 

Geschlecht (genus, tribe), Geblüt (blood lineage), Erbadel (hereditary nobility), and 

Haus (house).2 The Greek term Dynastie and its derivatives, dynastisch, 

Dynastenherrschaft, are also used in German, but less common. Given the prominence 

and longevity of hereditary power in the political and intellectual history of Europe, it is 

surprising that the eminent German dictionary of social and political concepts, 

 

1 I am grateful to Martial Staub, Ilya Afanasyev, and Milinda Banerjee for their thoughtful 
suggestions on drafts of this paper.  I have also benefited from discussions of materials from 
this paper at several seminar series and conferences, including the German Studies 
Association (Kansas City, 2014) and the IHR Imperial and World History Seminar (KCL, 
2014), the German History Society (London, 2015), the Political Thought and Intellectual 
History Seminar (Cambridge, 2016), ‘The Modern Invention of “Dynasty”’ (Birmingham, 
2017) and ‘Elites and Democracy in Modern Political Thought’ (Cambridge, 2017). 
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Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe [GG] has no entry on ‘dynasty’, nor its related vernacular 

concepts. The dictionary project assembled by Reinhart Koselleck and his colleagues 

sought to identify words which had the function of a theoretical understanding of social 

reality, i.e. terms which were not just ‘indicators’ of their social and political 

circumstances, but also ‘factors’ in their own right in their development.3 It seems that 

some variant of ‘dynasty’ should, theoretically, fit the bill. Was there really no German 

concept of dynasty in this sense?  

In this paper, I hope to engage with this question by trying to understand how Weber 

and his contemporaries described hereditary power, and why they made the choices that 

they made. I will be looking at a small group of intellectuals which dominated the 

intellectual culture the Kaiserreich, including people belonging to the Weber circle, but 

also Friedrich Meinecke, Georg Simmel, and Theodor Mommsen.4 Revisiting their 

discussions of words related to hereditary power, I propose to explore to what extent the 

range of their usages of words related to conceptions of hereditary power amount to a 

concept of dynasty. In this context, I shall distinguish between banal and theoretical 

uses of words capturing the hereditary transmission of power. The distinction between 

words, concepts and conception is a subject of long-standing philosophical debate 

which pits two philosophies of perception against each other, the empiricist and the 

rationalist view.5 According to the empiricists, humans are adjusting their categories of 

perception to their experience of phenomena. For the rationalists, it is significant that 

humans are born with innate categories and a capacity to sort their perception of 

phenomena into these. For the purposes of my analysis, however, I will refrain from 

engaging in the debate on the origin of concepts themselves, but merely focus on the 

linguistic level of conceptual usage. Here, I shall differentiate between the use of words 

in a banal or colloquial sense on the one hand, and in a theoretical and analytic sense, on 
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the other. For instance, one type of intellectual intervention uses words to describe 

different disparate phenomena, while another type of intervention can use a word in a 

more instrumental sense, to synthesise and compare classes of such phenomena. In the 

former case, I will speak of conceptions, notions, or banal word usages. To the latter 

case, I will ascribe the term ‘concept’.  One hypothesis is that frequently, in German 

political thought, vernacular terms are used for banal descriptions of phenomena, 

whereas notions with foreign etymology such as Dynastie are used to summarise, 

synthesise and compare.  

Another distinction I propose is to make is that between conscious conceptual 

usage by one or several speakers, as it happened with Weber’s coinage of the 

Erbcharisma, and the existence of a topic, or a family of words, which can be ascribed 

to a community of speakers but which does not feature a clear tag or label. By 

examining co-occurring words in contexts, one can identify the existence of topics in 

intertextual analysis which establish how likely it is that a certain community of 

speakers will use a certain word to describe a phenomenon relevant to this topic – and 

also, identify when a comparatively new term enters the field or disappears from it over 

time. Such a co-occurrence of different words should be differentiated from a conscious 

use of words to draw categorical distinctions. In other words, three speakers might be 

aware that they speak about the same topic when they discuss Geschlecht, Haus and 

Dynastie, but unless they consciously summarise these notions under a term such as 

Weber’s Erbcharisma, I cannot ascribe to them the possession of a concept of 

hereditary rule. In this case, Koselleck and his colleagues might have been right to omit 

the words altogether. I would also like to add, towards the end of this piece, that a topic 

of discussion in the above sense can therefore include discourse in literary fiction, and it 

can also be observed through non-linguistic symbolic practice such as the collection of 
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particular objects and material culture more generally. It is not insignificant that one of 

the branches of the foundational skills for historians which is particularly established in 

Austrian universities, the so-called Realienkunde, evolved around an engagement with 

the study of insignia and material objects of power, to which representations of dynastic 

power also belong.6 However, my main point of reference is nonetheless the ideal 

typical notion of a concept, i.e. a word which is operationalised in arguments.  

A brief overview of a range of historical dictionaries suggests initially that the 

omission of ‘dynasty’ from GG might have been justified, at least insofar as the 

methodology of the GG was concerned. The Grimms’ dictionary has a range of 

Germanic terms to describe hereditary power, but no entry on ‘dynasty’, except in 

relation to lineages of gods, Götterdynastien.7 The term also remains absent from 

successive editions of a range of widely read dictionaries of political thought and 

theory, such as the Deutsches Staats-Wörterbuch and the Handwörterbuch der 

Staatswissenschaften.8 On the other hand, the term does appear in more general 

dictionaries produced in the mid-nineteenth century, such as Herders Conversations-

Lexikon or the Damen-Conversations-Lexikon.9  

Before focusing on the Weber circle, and to supplement the review of dictionaries, I 

propose to take a cursory look at the writings of some of the major thinkers in modern 

German thought and fiction reveals more details to the relationship between different 

words describing hereditary power in German. In modern German thought as in other 

European languages, ‘dynasty’ had acquired a more neutral and even banal meaning, 

describing the power or domination of a ruling lineage, and also the periods of time 

when such family units were in power. The means of conferring power from generation 

to generation can be material or ideological and involve cultural practices such as 

primogeniture and the cultivation of lineages.10 In this sense, one could surmise that 



 6 

Dynastie was a foreign word but had lost the status of a concept which it had enjoyed in 

ancient political thought. 

The term of Greek origin, Dynastie, is widely used in the Enlightenment era to 

describe non-European and oriental societies, while conceptions of hereditary rule are 

usually expressed using words such as Geschlecht and Erbadel. Often the entire range 

of words describing notions of dynastic power is used pejoratively. Immanuel Kant used 

the term hereditary nobility [Erbadel] to effectively provincialize dynastic forms of 

power in his own political thought, connecting his critique of both French and Prussian 

dynastic rule to a longer tradition of European republicanism.11 Subsequently, the 

German Philhellenists and Orientalists – two fields of academic research which had 

evolved from theology -- proved remarkably disinterested in the notion altogether.12 

The Romantic poet Georg Wilhelm Friedrich Schlegel wrote this satirical epigram on 

the word dynasty in the form of a riddle subsequently titled ‘Change of dynasty in the 

philosophical schools’.  

Erst stand im höchsten Rang das Ich, 

Litt Du und Er kaum neben sich, 

Und jedes Nicht-Ich schien ihm nichtig; 

Das Ich macht' alle Dinge richtig. 

So schlug es manchen Purzelbaum 

Im methaphysisch leeren Raum. 

Nachdem es lang von sich gesprochen, 

Ward ihm zuletzt der Hals gebrochen. 

Der unbarmherzige Begriff 

Erdroßelt' es mit hartem Griff. 

Der lehrt: was wirklich, sei vernünftig; 

At first the I was first in rank, 
It sat alongside Thou and Him, 
And every not-I appeared trifle; 
Only the I did all things right. 
Making a somersault or two 
In metaphysically empty space. 
Then, having spoken enough of itself, 
It found its neck was finally broken. 
It was a merciless concept 
That strangled it with its firm grip. 
Here are its teachings:  
what is real, has to be rational; 
This makes it acceptable to the philistine. 
– 
Who will tell us what new trick 
Will dethrone the concept in its turn? 
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Das macht ihn bei Philistern zünftig. – 

Wer sagt uns, welcher neue Kniff 

Vom Thron wird stoßen den Begriff?13 

 
The existence of this epigram suggests that Schlegel appealed to a prevailing 

understanding of ‘dynasty’ in the context of a hegemonic abuse of power – even though 

in this case, the domination is intellectual rather than political. In his writings on 

religion, Schlegel’s rival Hegel, whose ideas are possibly being mocked in the poem, 

used the term dynasty sparingly and with reference mostly to the non-European 

lineages.14 One significant exception, however, was the Philosophy of History, where he 

discussed dynasties in the plural, comparing their presence in global perspective. In 

Asia, progress was halted by the prevalence of dynastic succession as a principle of 

political legitimacy. In the Holy Roman Empire, just as in the non-European empires in 

Asia and the Middle East, he argued, dynastic forms of power were based on a set of 

‘private rights’ [Privatrechte], which attained ‘momentary’ status as state law but 

ultimately precluded the emergence of statehood. Such a state as the Holy Roman 

Empire of the Roman Nation, with is institution of an elective emperor, had a family 

and not an institution as its centre of gravity. ‘Because Germany was an elective empire, 

it never became a state, and for the same reason Poland has left the ranks of independent 

states.’15 Having covered dynasties in China, in the Arabic world, in Japan, and in 

medieval and early modern Europe, Hegel’s account of ‘dynasties’ in the plural ends 

with the French Revolution, when the suspicions towards the ruling dynasty [‘die 

Dynastie war verdächtig, weil sie die vorhergehende Macht verloren’ – ‘the dynasty [of 

the Bourbons] evoked suspicions on account of having lost power’) radicalised the 

course of the French Revolution and made the return of sovereignty from the monarch 

to the people necessary.16 
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Friedrich Nietzsche, throughout his work, made allusions to dynasties but 

effectively dissolved the notion in sarcastic, playful, or otherwise  counterfactual 

notions of lineage and genealogy.17 The idea of dynasty was represented in the culture 

of Wilhelmine Germany through such works as the historical tableaux of visual artists 

Anton von Werner, Karl Theodor von Piloty; in Austria, by Hans Makart, which used 

representations of dynasties to depict the German nation in one case, and the unity of 

the Habsburg subjects in the other. These paintings prompted Nietzsche to write in the 

Untimely Meditations that ‘we are all suffering from a consuming fever of history and 

ought at least to recognise that we are suffering from it.’18 Perhaps the clearest critical 

perspective on the status of the dynasty as a concept of power can be seen in 

Nietzsche’s engagement with ideas of genealogy and with the work of Wagner.19 

Initially fascinated by Wagner, Nietzsche saw the new mythmaking of Wagner’s ring 

cycle with its dynasty of Gods as something pathological. Wagner himself did not use 

the term dynasty but Geschlecht in works such as the libretto of the Götterdämmerung 

or the account of the Nibelungen saga – and there, the giant Fasolt appears as a critic of 

the Gods´ hegemony.20  

It appears that the range of contexts in which ‘dynasty’ was used in German 

before the twentieth century, when Max Weber coined the term Erbcharisma, was much 

narrower than his concept suggests, and more closely linked to despotism than to 

hereditary forms of domination.21 This word was his own creation, and as such did not 

meet the criteria of a concept in Reinhart Koselleck’s sense – as something which is 

‘not only an indicator’ but is excavated from the actual use by a living society, not one 

scholar.22 Could it be that Weber’s ideal type therefore only underlined the fact that 

other German speakers used the above notions merely in a banal, not a theoretical 

sense? And how might it be possible technically to study an absent concept? 
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The idea of studying the supposed absence of a concept has a history in the critical 

study of ideologies, and as such promises to reveal something of the ‘horizons’ and 

‘boundaries’ of a society in much the same way as the presence of concepts. As Stuart 

Hall had once suggested when speaking of ‘ideology’ as an absent concept in American 

political thought, reconstructing the circumstances and reasons for the absence of a 

concept provides new insights into the particular ideological framework within which 

an intellectual community operated.23 For similar reasons, William Sewell has made the 

exploration of ‘neglected’ areas of study a subject of critical historical research.24 This 

article suggests that the exploration of an absent concept can itself be revealing of a 

particular ideological constellation which emerged in late imperial Germany and 

culminated in particular reflections on modernity in general and, in 1918, on Germany’s 

future in particular. 

The authors whose work I now want to examine in more detail formed a rather 

small network, but one which was highly influential not only in the German 

establishment at the time, but also subsequently in European and global contexts. They 

published in the same venues and shared much of the same cultural code. They also 

shared some broad political attitudes. They disliked Wilhelm II and the pomp and 

circumstance of the Hohenzollern-dominated state, even though their political intuitions 

about the alternatives to this society differed widely. Each in their own domain – 

literature, social, political or economic theory – developed a particular language of 

detached irony which enabled them to speak of elites in an almost value-free manner. 

Yet, they were caught between being disenchanted with old princely rule and never 

fully enchanted by democracy. 
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For a long time, intellectual historians have been chiefly interested in the 

political thought of the Kaiserreich for two reasons: first, in order to examine the darker 

lineages of modern German political thought and the failure of what Fritz Ringer 

influentially called the ‘German Mandarins’; secondly, as a repository for value-neutral 

concepts in modern social and political theory, particularly, the understanding of 

modernity, which emerged in German intellectual communities at this time.25 But the 

intellectual output of Wilhelmine Germany can also be of interest in its own right, as a 

window on the intellectual experiences of modernity of a specific community which 

later became very influential globally.26 Recently, historians such as Edith Hanke have 

drawn attention to the global authority of Max Weber and his circle, which was 

reinforced by his role as a cognisant witness of an historical turning point that included 

imperial decline and revolution. In this sense, his circle can serve as a case study not 

only for understanding bourgeois society, but also the self-image of the bourgeois in 

wider contexts.27 

The intellectual community associated with the journal Archiv für 

Sozialwissenschaft und Sozialpolitik provides an insight into the mood and mentality of 

a society which is otherwise known for its outward success.28 Retrospectively, to us, 

this period is known as the Founder’s Era – the years following the ‘foundation’ of the 

German Empire in 1871 on the back of the Franco-Prussian war. This term – 

Gründerzeit – is essential in today’s real estate market in Germany, rather like the word 

‘Georgian’ is in British property sales.29 At this time, the foundations were made for 

much of Germany´s political and intellectual capital as well, which various people had 

to access after 1945: politicians trying to rebuild German democracy under allied 

occupation, like Theodor Heuss; but also, democratic theorists, particularly in the US, 

who tried to reaffirm the vows of the troubled marriage of liberalism and democracy, 
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like C. Wright Mills. In fact, however, people of the Kaiserreich were often plagued by 

the fear of decline and loss, and the topic of hereditary rule did provide a foil for such 

thoughts. As less well-known émigré historians and witnesses of the time, like Hans 

Rosenberg, insisted, this was also a time of great anxiety and uncertainty, and these 

sentiments can also be captured by examining their conceptual production. A shift in the 

uses of the term ‘dynasty’ first crystallised in a period which was known as the first 

Great Depression, which lasted from 1873 to 1896. As such it was ‘not purely an 

economic phenomenon, but also a psychic one’, which contemporaries described with a 

maritime metaphor – Flaute, a lull, a windstill period in which no sailing is possible.30 

The liberals of the 1848 generation were no longer radical, and the social democrats 

were beginning to be recognised as the established party on the left. At the same time, 

the German middle class gained confidence of its own powers thanks not least to their 

economic importance on a global stage. As one of Theodor Fontane’s characters, the 

educated bourgeois Marcell, put it, from their point of view, it was ‘easier to penetrate a 

Duke’s family than a bourgeois one’.31  

The political backdrop for the prominence in the use of the term ‘dynasty’ in the 

international context of European history was the so-called Caesarism and dynastic 

posturing associated particularly with the figure of Napoleon III, whose demeanour 

liberals and socialists alike frequently contrasted with that of the older European 

aristocratic families.32 Conversely, in Austria-Hungary, the period is a time when the 

stability of the ruling crown is threatened by the rise of new secessionist movements 

and demands for compromise. 

There is also a sociological dimension, and the cultural practices of a particular 

milieu, which can help illuminate the increasing appeal of a ‘dynastic’ imaginary. 

Conceptual production in modern German – both in Wilhelmine Germany and in 
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Austria-Hungary -- was a remit of self-consciously bourgeois thinkers, and yet precisely 

in order to articulate how this ‘middle-classness’ or Bürgerlichkeit differed in terms of 

legitimacy from that of other social strata, the term ‘dynasty’ became useful.33 One can 

catch an impression of this use in Thomas Mann’s second novel, Royal Highness, 

published in Germany in 1909 (but not translated into English till 1916), which is set in 

a fictionalised version of one minor German principality, Grimmburg. The prince of 

what Mann calls with his typical sarcasm Grimmburg’s ‘Dynastenfamilie’ is about to be 

rescued from decline by marriage to the daughter of a rich entrepreneur called 

Spoelmann, who happens to own a large glass collection. I suggest that this collection is 

worth examining in some more detail as a kind of metonymical discussion which 

parallels thoughts about hereditary power in Germany around 1900. It is also an 

important source for accessing how a society can relate to a subject not only 

conceptually and linguistically, but also through material culture. 

Like a modern Kunstkammer, Spoelmann’s collection itself is organised by periods, 

whereby 

in one corner of the room were the earliest luxury designs of the arts and crafts 

industry, complete with the heathen products of the occident and the orient of all 

time periods. This was then followed by vases and beakers richly adorned with 

wreaths and other decorations, coming from the Venetian blow-pipes and 

including costly pieces from the Bohemian workshops, German tankards, 

glasses depicting guilds and the elector princes, with the grotesque likeness of 

animals and comic figures, etc. etc. There follows an even longer list of crystal 

cups and ‘ruby-coloured’ Holy Grails.34 
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The material presence of such symbolic items in the art collections of established 

bourgeois families of late imperial Germany – which we see with the eye of an impartial 

spectator but also through the eyes of the prince of Grimmburg, Klaus Heinrich -- 

echoed the preoccupation with imperial status symbols among the aspirational 

bourgeoisie, but also provincialized the theme of dynasty in this context. It is not 

surprising that Thomas Mann used the glass collection as one of the crucial settings to 

show how a feeble and declining royal duchy seeks to maintain its status by ‘marrying 

into’ a vigorous bourgeois family. In Thomas Mann’s novel, as in Germany of his time, 

it was the bourgeoisie that was ‘collecting’ and amalgamating elements of the 

aristocracy, if you like, rather than the other way around. In the novel, Spoelmann is 

about to marry off his daughter to prince Klaus Heinrich, the feeble leader of the 

declining duchy of Grimmburg. Like the imperial tankard which makes it into the 

collection of a bourgeois family, one could say that the prince himself is to become a 

sort of collector’s item.  

Mann’s novel reflected not only the intellectual appropriation of hereditary charisma, 

but also the social reality of bourgeois collecting. In Germany around the year 1900, 

most serious glass collections included a certain type of tankard, produced in the 

German empire around the sixteenth and seventeenth century, which were called 

Reichsadlerhumpen. A brief look at the actual social history of glass collection will 

allow me to contextualise this point as something that is not just a literary 

phenomenology. One famous collector was Lüttich-born bibliophile William Davignon 

(1867-1924), a resident of Leipzig. After his death in 1924, the GRASSI Museum für 

Angewandte Kunst acquired his collection of art and crafts objects. The tankards, which 

could hold up to four litres of wine or beer, were, by the mid-16th century, among the 

most popular drink containers. The cylinder-shaped glasses were shaped with the 
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heraldic symbols of the Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation, with its double-

headed eagle with spread wings, on which every feather represented, in four groups 

(called Quaternionen) 56 heraldic symbols of the estates, lands, and cities of the Reich. 

Up to 1600, a crucifix typically adorned the breast of the eagle. Later, Jesus was 

replaced with the imperial orb [Reichsapfel], and occasionally, with the portrait of 

Emperor Leopold (1658-1705).35 Other such tankards can be found in arts and crafts 

collections across Europe, including, for example, the British museum. We can see how 

the images first included a representation of power which was overwhelmingly focused 

on Jesus as the heart of authority. This was followed by the heraldic symbols of the 

estates, lands, and cities of the Reich. The nation, in other words, was shown as 

fragmented yet recognisably held together by a common eagle. In the Holy Roman 

Empire of the German Nation, Georg Simmel had argued, the power of dynasties was 

superseded by the institution of service or servitium, whereby all the members of the 

commonwealth were connected amongst each other and with the King.36 

Against this background, intellectuals such as Georg Simmel, Max Weber, and 

Joseph Schumpeter – members of an intellectual community whose visible outputs were 

found in overlapping journals and edited volumes -- were intensely preoccupied with 

understanding hereditary power in this period, and they also did use ‘dynasty’ in this 

context.37  There are broadly three ideal types of power for which German intellectuals 

deployed the notion of ‘dynasty’ as an explanation, and which I will discuss below in 

more detail. The first was the idea of dynasty as an institution which prevails in non-

European – particularly, Asian and Middle Eastern -- empires or imperial types of 

hegemony. This was the field of study where the word ‘dynasty’ was most frequently 

used to describe political power. A second domain within which conceptions of dynastic 

power were discussed was in relation to European state formations, from the Germanic 
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and Celtic tribes to modern monarchies. Here, dynasty could be at best identified as the 

common topic among a rich vocabulary reflecting the power of, and by, inheritance. A 

third area of meaning with which German thinkers imbued the notion of dynasty had to 

do with democracy. Examples include families, guilds, and parties, in opposition to the 

hegemony of rulers or other dominant groups. After the discussion of these three 

notions, I propose to examine the specific usage of the term ‘dynasty’ in the political 

contexts of late imperial Germany and contextualise this usage in broader histories of 

German and European political thought.  

Dynasty and the study of empires 

The historical and comparative study of empires was one of the growing areas of 

German scholarship in this period. Scholars teaching at leading German institutions in 

the Wilhelmine period developed the field of comparative global history, while 

remaining divided over the kind of emphasis that was appropriate. For instance, there 

were methodological as well as political conflicts over the terms of such a history, and 

the extent to which what would today be called a history from below, or local and 

regional history, should be part of such an endeavour, as evidenced in the 

Lamprechtstreit.38 The new fields of historical sociology and economic history also 

added to the debate about the nature of global comparisons. Works on universal and 

global history also experienced something of a renaissance among more popular writers 

who were not part of the academic establishment– a phenomenon which culminated in 

the work of Oswald Spengler.39 As in other European languages, in all these fields of 

research, the word ‘dynasty’ was used to describe lineages and clans, particularly with 

respect to the non-European empires, such as the Seleucid dynasty or the Ming dynasty, 

as well as the periods corresponding to their rule – disregarding the existing differences 
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between the hereditary regimes in each setting. The question is whether theorists 

ascribed any conceptual value to these words beyond their banal signification.  

Weber himself drew on his own as well as secondary studies of dynastic rule in 

ancient China, Egypt, Mesopotamia, including extensive discussions of the nature of 

familial power in these societies.40 In his account of China, Weber emphasised the 

power of the dynasty to unite an empire which was under threat of fragmentation.41 In 

Egypt and in China, Weber remarked, dynastic rule was embedded in a web of other 

cultural markers, such as the belief in the divine origin of the ruling lineage alongside 

its entrenchment in local settings such as the choice of the capital city, which changed 

with each changing lineage.42 What Weber was most interested in was the comparison 

and the transformation of charismatic authority in global contexts and across long 

periods. According to him, charismatic authority shifted from the beliefs in the special 

powers of each ruling emperor to the belief in the charisma of the clan or lineage as 

such. This is where he saw the greatest difference between the oriental and western 

conceptions of power. In a society like ancient China, the charisma of the group was 

always primary. There were some elements of this in early medieval western Europe, 

Weber conceded, but on the whole hereditary charisma was much more loose there and 

always left more room for ‘parvenus’.43 At the same time, ironically, in China, where he 

had claimed earlier, the family lineage was always the primary unit of reference, one of 

the most powerful dynasties, the Han, had been founded by a ‘parvenu’. Elsewhere, 

dynasties were shown to thrive through alliances with educated elites which were bred 

rather than born. By the fourteenth century, in order to preserve their power, Weber 

argued, the Ming dynasty cemented its rule through the creation of a loyal and 

thoroughly educated bureaucracy of literati – the Mandarins.44 
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In his studies of ancient Judaism and of ancient Rome, Weber highlighted the absence 

of dynastic thought in the religion of ancient Judaism and in the political culture of 

ancient Rome. ‘Jahwe was never the god of the dynasty in the way that Assur, Marduk 

or Nebo had been, but had always been a god of the Israelite confederates [der 

israelitischen Eidgenossen]’. This did not prevent the dynasties and kings from enlisting 

Jahwe’s prophets in their service, however.45 In a similar fashion, Weber contrasted the 

importance of the use of adoption among the Roman emperors with the Hellenistic 

traditions of strict blood lineages.46 Where dynasty did feature in late Roman society, it 

also contributed to its decline: according to Weber, the Roman world veered towards 

disintegration when its army and bureaucracy became increasingly dynastic. Late 

imperial Rome was a ‘military-dynastic regime’ and in this capacity, he claimed it had 

even been influenced by the Hellenistic-Egyptian example of this type. This meant that 

the old model of administration which centred on the polis and its citizens no longer 

applied.47  

The political dimension to Weber’s use of dynasty can be understood better in its 

broader intellectual context. For instance, on the political right, the classicist Eduard 

Meyer, in his five-volume study of global ancient societies, initially used the notion of 

dynasty in a very straightforward or banal sense, without actually introducing it. It was 

simply assumed in his discussion of the transition from ancient tribal societies to the 

civilizations of Babylonia and Assyria.48 The social significance he attributed to 

dynasties becomes clearer when we consider his coverage of the end of the ancient 

Egyptian polity. While each dynastic change entailed a revolution of sorts, it was the 

end of all dynastic power in the Middle East which, in Meyer’s view, fragmented the 

nation and left it fractured and leaderless. After the end of dynastic rule their ‘followed 

an epoch of small states [Kleinstaaterei] [...] which however gave new peoples the 
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space to develop their idiosyncracies freely. This enabled the space for the 

developments which we can observe later among the Phoenicians, the Israelites and the 

Greeks.‘49 Thus for Meyer, the ancient dynasties embodied and carried notions of 

national coherence as well as imperial hegemony, so that their disappearance also 

enabled the rise of new subaltern kinds of nationhood. 

By contrast, for liberals who were closer to Weber’s own, centrist views, nations and 

peoples everywhere existed independently from the dynasties ruling over them. Karl 

Lamprecht’s method of world history avoided dynasties altogether.50 The eminent 

classicist Theodor Mommsen used the notion of dynasty to contrast Roman history and 

jurisprudence with contemporary oriental examples.51 His lectures on Roman 

jurisprudence featured the notion of dynasty as a comparative tool for analysing the 

Roman empire came out more clearly.52  In his judgment of Roman traditions and 

legacies, Mommsen shaped the views of the liberal intelligentsia in Germany and 

Europe of his time: his lively account read the past through the eyes of the present, and 

placed the community of Roman citizens with the term ‘Bürgerschaft’ – citizenry – 

which resonated strongly with Bürgertum – bourgeoisie at the centre of his analysis. At 

the same time, Mommsen was also famous for his omission or perhaps even avoidance 

of the theme of empire. His published account of Roman History stopped just before the 

beginning of the imperial period – something subsequent interpreters attributed to the 

resistance of this liberal intellectual, who was steeped in the ideals of 1848, to come to 

terms with the notion of ‘empire’ in Roman history.53 In Mommsen’s reading, ‘empire’ 

was as much a temporal term, indicating the decline of the Roman Republic, as it was a 

type of state. Power itself was fragile and bound to morph into a new, pre-republican 

form of dynastic order – imperial succession. The notion of the Roman empire as a form 

of constitutional decline away from the Republic for him coexisted with and was not 
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contradicted by the economic and territorial greatness of the Roman state. A key aspect 

of constitutional decline was the transformation of principles of rulership into those of 

dynastic inheritance --- something which throughout Roman history, Mommsen had 

associated with the more backward states of the Middle East, as well as the wilder 

Celtic tribes. Other scholars of empires concentrated on Muslim lineages and Islamic 

notions of legitimating rule. One of the founders of German Islamwissenschaft, Carl 

Heinrich Becker, analysed the place of dynasty in the wake of the collapse of the 

Ottoman empire. For him, the notion of dynasty helped explain the notion of a wider 

Muslim world, and the disunity that the abolition of the Sultanate and Khalifate was 

bound to bring about on the Ottoman successor states.54  

In sum, when it comes to German studies of empire, German intellectuals used 

‘dynasty’ freely, and they also often used it in a banal way, without definition or 

introduction. In many of these studies, the term ‘dynasty’ was used to describe a means 

of integrating disparate territories and communities. At the same time, in some of the 

above-mentioned works, dynastic allegiance and the dynasty’s own power was also 

seen as an obstacle on the way of these societies’ modernisation. But on the whole, it is 

noteworthy that much of this discussion did not feature any conceptual reflection on the 

meaning of the term, and indeed, often replaced the notion of dynasty with a range of 

other words. This contrasts rather greatly with the significant presence of this term, and 

related terms, in post-Second World War European social theory as well as 

historiography, from social theorists such as Maurice Halbwachs to historians such as 

Otto Gerhard Oexle and Jan Assmann.55  

Dynasty and the European states 
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Dynastic succession of the ruling families was prominently associated with empires, 

especially, non-European empires. However, German historians and social theorists also 

discussed European examples of dynastic succession both within imperial and within 

smaller princely families. Some contexts where the notion of dynasty could applied to 

European history were histories of long lineages such as the Carolingians or the 

Capetians – although German medievalists preferred the term ‘Geschlechter’ over 

‘Dynastien’ in this context.56 From the point of view of Germany’s smaller princely 

states, liberal intellectuals juxtaposed the abuse of dynastic power by relatively ‘young’ 

but hegemonic dynasties such as the Prussian Hohenzollerns, or the neo-dynastic rule of 

Napoleon III, with the dynasticism of more moderate and small families.  

According to Georg Simmel, the dynastic principle was one of the modes in which 

groups protect their interests from society at large.57 A group, to follow Simmel, is a 

small society, which can range from a family to an association. What he was interested 

in is by what mechanism groups resist what he calls ‘Vergesellschaftung’, or becoming 

social. The protection of group power was anthropologically natural, according to 

Simmel, but it was not rational from a social point of view. Relying on the British Whig 

historian William Stubbs throughout, Simmel was fascinated by dynastic considerations 

as an explanatory factor in conflicts between parties (the Yorkists and the Lancastrians) 

in fifteenth-century England. Their attitudes could be compared to some of Germany’s 

minor princes, who considered the ruling Prussian dynasty of the Hohenzollerns to be 

too young.58 Weber also analysed hereditary charisma when discussing the trade 

associations in the Middle Ages.59 The inability of groups to protect their heritage 

served as an interesting subject in Max Weber’s work as an historical economist.60 

Speaking counterfactually about the causes of Roman decline, he concentrated on the 

limited capacity of Roman craftsmen to transmit their skills to the new generation. The 
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jurist Otto Gierke considered hereditary power in his study of primogeniture, the 

Fideikommiss, as an institution of old Germanic law which entrenched its anti-Roman 

structure – but without speaking of dynasties or dynastic succession.61   

Yet another way of thinking about European power politics dynastically was in terms of 

the continuity of business interests through lineages. Family enterprises were part of the 

fabric of German industrial capitalism. As Joseph Schumpeter argued in the interwar 

period, their peculiar form of self-control secured the successful growth of capitalism in 

Germany.62 It was self-evident that hereditary charisma was an aspect of their power – 

and yet it is peculiar that none of the above thinkers chose the term ‘dynasty’ to 

describe such power, something which late twentieth-century popular culture seemed 

eager to do when speaking of American families like the Rockefellers.63 For instance, in 

Thomas Mann’s Buddenbrooks, his 1901 saga of the rise and decline of a patrician 

dynasty, which was widely discussed in German society for decades before it brought 

him international fame with the Nobel Prize, the term ‘dynasty’ itself is conspicuously 

absent.  

 

It is curious, given the presence but relative lack of prominence of the term dynasty 

among these self-consciously bourgeois thinkers, that the German ‘Mandarins’ 

themselves generated some of the best known dynasties in European cultural history – 

but these were, arguably, dynasties in the modern European sense and not the tyrannical 

meaning of ancient authors.64 Notable examples include the Mommsens and the 

Cassirers.65 Another interesting aspect was that most theoretical models of dynasty 

produced by German thinkers thought of dynasties as constrained by male lineage and 

by national (or national-imperial) bounds. In their actual social experience, however, 

this was not the case. Family businesses often survived in the hands of ‘representatives’ 
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of the family who were either female or foreign. This can be seen in the history of 

families such as the Krupps, and, in more global contexts, families such as the 

Rockefellers.66 

The importance of dynasty for the history of the European state – as opposed to empires 

-- comes out most clearly in Friedrich Meinecke’s work from the interwar period.67  

According to Meinecke, it was a weakness of Friedrich II that his Anti-Machiavel, the 

work of political thought that had been co-authored by the Prussian King with Voltaire, 

did not make this sufficiently clear. The absence of a noble ‘solidarity’ with the entire 

‘aristocratic blood family of the Christian world’ was, in Meinecke’s view, a flaw of 

Friedrich’s which left a glaring gap in German political thought.68 What is noteworthy 

was that the Anti Machiavel itself – written in French, of course -- never actually used 

the term ‘dynasty’ or ‘dynastie’ but spoke of an ‘état hereditaire’ instead.69  

Unlike the study of non-European empires, where at least the use of the term, if not the 

concept of ‘dynasty’ looms large, in the history and theory of European states, German 

intellectuals did not leave much room for discussing the notion. If we use Weber’s ideal 

type of ‘hereditary charisma’, a rather large family of other notions was more 

significant here, terms such as ‘Stamm’, ‘Geschlecht’, or ‘Haus’, but not dynasty. 

Friedrich Meinecke, in his analysis of German conceptions of nationalism and 

cosmopolitanism, argued that the German Romantics such as Schlegel used the term 

‘dynasty’ to cancel out the mutual rivalries of individual monarch under an idealised, 

supra-monarchical empire.70 However, unlike contemporary French thinkers, the 

Germans were sceptical about the capacity of dynasties to lend their subjects the 

coherence of a nation.71 In Prussia, he argued, it took far more than the dynasty, but 

parliamentary institutions, to solidify the edifice of the state.  
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Dynasty and democracy 

The third associational field for the notion of dynasty in German intellectual 

communities to be explored is its connection to the present and future state of 

democracy. German intellectuals in this period were intensely preoccupied with the 

changing nature of political legitimacy in the face of economic as well as political 

modernization, and their own role within it. The three decades following the 

proclamation of the German Empire in Versailles in 1871 are known as the Gründerzeit 

[age of the founders] of a new great power state. This period coincided with a boom of 

commemorations of the ruling Prussian dynasty, the Hohenzollerns– including vastly 

unpopular projects such as the alley of Hohenzollern princes, humorously dubbed the 

Alley of Puppets by Berliners, completed in 1901, which included a parade of 

margraves and elector princes from the Hohenzollern dynasty since the 12th century.  

Most German liberals were far from enchanted by this new dynasticism – although the 

Hohenzollerns themselves used the terms ‘Haus’ or ‘Ahnen’ when speaking of their 

own power, rather than Dynastien.72 Friedrich Meinecke argued, channelling the views 

of other liberals, that Prussian power was characterised by a duality between the Berlin 

and Potsdam-based dynasty and the Prussian people who had sought representation at 

the Paulskirche in Frankfurt and greater national German sovereignty during the failed 

revolution.73 The end of the revolution in 1849 meant the hegemony of the Prussian 

dynasty over the other German dynasties. Nonetheless, Meinecke concluded in 1908, at 

least, the special position of the Prussian dynasty ended up fulfilling a positive function 

for the other German ‘tribes’ [Stämme].74 

 In his Rektoratsrede of 1874, Theodor Mommsen committed himself most explicitly to 

the German national project but distanced himself from the dynasty.75 For Mommsen, 
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the main threat to the Republic, already weakened by a disoriented and indebted 

aristocracy, came from either elements of degeneration in the ‘wrong’ application of the 

hereditary ideal within aristocratic milieus, or, from an abuse of hereditary powers in 

the democratic movement. Another liberal whose ideas had been formed in the 

revolutions of 1848, Wilhelm Roscher, had coined the term ‘Caesarism’, to analytically 

vent his contempt for the kind of pseudo-dynasticism which Napoleon III – and, as it 

turned out, Wilhelm II -- pursued in his quest for power.76 Roscher identified dynastic 

succession as a last resort measure in times of crisis. As he put it, speaking of his 

contemporary France, when the ‘crowd was incapable of liberty’ it ‘erected a 

dynasty’.77 Dynasty appeared here as something old, pre-modern, the last resort for a 

modern society facing its eclipse. 

A major area of debate for Germany’s liberals on the left and the right was the question 

of dynasty in relation to the power of political parties as well as the relationship 

between the succession of personnel and ideological continuity. In this context, the idea 

of dynasty as an aspect of party rule emerged as central.  Here, too, German thinkers 

were inspired by historical material. Robert Michels’ work on the sociology of modern 

parties is best known for his discussion of ‘oligarchical’ principles which supposedly 

prevail in most social organisations. However, he also has something interesting to say 

about the dynastic principle. He saw a danger in the persistence of the old regime. In 

nineteenth-century century France, he observed, the aristocratic families continue to 

comprise a significant element of the post-revolutionary national assembly.78 On the 

other hand, the revolutionary families themselves develop a dynastic and even an 

absolutist capacity (‘le parti, s’est moi’), which he feared was an anthropological 

constant that had to be reckoned with.79 Considered with respect to the late nineteenth 

and twentieth-century century socialist parties (with the exception of the Bolsheviks and 
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Fascists, whom he leaves out because of their statist character),  Michels observed that 

the new socialist parties comprised notable elements of third or fourth generation 

activists who had their socialism ‘in their blood’.80 Socialism was not only a 

Milieuerscheinung but a hereditary kind of belief. Among the examples of political 

dynasties which he named were Marx, Longuet, and Liebknecht, whose children were 

active in the party.81 On the other hand, Michels also noted that the more radical 

elements of the socialist party comprised non-hereditary members, people who were in 

fact alienated or had estranged themselves from their social class or group to join the 

cause. As examples, he named Jews, but also people coming from affluent bourgeois 

families – including himself (his father was a Cologne trader) but also Friedrich Engels. 

For his psychological portraits of socialists who were estranged from their family 

origins, he also drew on memoirs such as Lily Braun’s Memoiren einer Sozialistin.82  

By contrast to Michels, intellectuals to the right of the liberal spectrum were less 

pessimistic. For instance, Friedrich Naumann, who is otherwise better known for his 

advocacy of the idea of Central Europe or Mitteleuropa, examined the question to what 

extent the future of German socialism would be negatively affected by dynastic 

principles.83 He thought democracy and imperial dynasties were not only compatible 

but that the latter would help strengthen the former. His conclusion was that socialism 

may yet benefit from a kind of reformed dynasticism which would be identical to 

national interests.  

 

‘Dynasty’ as a critique of ‘dynasts’ 

Looking at the evolution of the meanings of dynasty from ca. 1880s to the 1900s, we 

can see a range of conceptualisations of hereditary power which Weber has capaciously 

summarised under the term Erbcharisma. It is characteristic, however, that in order to 
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express this notion, he did not use the word ‘dynasty’, nor the vernacular German 

words, but a neologism. This changed significantly in the year 1918 and 1919, however, 

when German public intellectuals not only began to use the word ‘dynasty’ more 

frequently, but also imbued it with more theoretical significance.  

This polemical use of the concept of dynasty as a threat to democracy came out most 

clearly in the context of the debate on Germany’s constitutional future in the wake of 

defeat in the First World War.84 First came Max Weber’s advocacy of a republican form 

of government as a means to eschew political degeneration through dynastic power 

made the point most clearly. In his reflections on Germany’s constitutional future, he 

argued that limiting dynastic forms of transmitting powers was a way of safeguarding 

the electability of office.85 In a series of articles on Germany’s constitutional future, 

Max Weber warned sarcastically about the persistence of what he called ‘dynastic 

feelings’ [dynastische Gefühle] over the interests of the nation, ruling out dynastic 

regimes not only for the future of Prussia and Austria, which was a fait accompli, but 

also for Germany’s smaller states.86 This was linked to the idea that dynastic power is 

integral to the type of authority held under the old regime which is opposed to the 

desirable forms of modernity. Germany’s ruling dynasty had discredited the nation, and 

thus, in his view, ‘only a government and an economy with a bourgeois [bürgerliche] 

structure will receive “credit”.’87 Germany’s power prestige as a nation depended both 

literally and metaphorically on the credit granted to it by states such as Britain and the 

United States (Weber speaks of American credit above all). Weber does then entertain 

the danger that dynastic rule may yet return on the back of a democratic vote – a 

plebiscitary dynasty, but he dismisses it on account of all the German dynasties having 

discredited themselves [Diskreditierung der Dynastien].88 Weber reached a wide liberal 

audience with his ideas thanks not only to the publication in the Frankfurter Zeitung, 
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but also a series of talks on the subject which the delivered in several German cities. 

Speaking in Heidelberg at a meeting of the Progressive People’s Party (Fortschrittliche 

Volkspartei), he made his own conviction of a republican form of state very clear, 

speaking of the ‘imperial dynasty having discredited itself terrible as a consequence of 

the gravest political unfitness of the last holder of the throne’. ‘furchtbare 

Diskreditierung der Kaiserdynastie infolge schwerster politischer Nichteignung des 

letzten Throninhabers.’ What was needed was a dignified resignation not just of the 

Prussian dynasty but also, by extension, ‘of dynasties as such’ – but in such a way so as 

to avoid revolution.89 On another occasion, in Wiesbaden, Weber made more explicit 

how not just the Hohenzollerns but other dynasts had behaved inappropriately at the end 

of the war, seeking to broker separate deals on occasions such as the Peace of Brest 

Litovsk, where the Duke of Mecklenburg made claims to power over the former 

Russian province of Kurland. ‘The dynasty has failed. But what should replace the old 

system?’, he asked again and again, pushing his audience to accept the inevitability of a 

republican constitution with an ‘antinationalist’ form, which would mean truly acting in 

the interests of the nation.90 Elsewhere Weber also listed the misbehaviour of the King 

of Bavaria, whose separatism was widely discussed, as well as the reluctance of the 

King of Saxony to pick up the mess of the old regime.91 

 

After Weber, Friedrich Meinecke, in a proposal for Germany’s constitution in 1919, 

spoke with a similar sense of disappointment when he distinguished between the ‘true, 

authentically Prussian system’ which remained desirable and its ‘degenerate form, gone 

out of control’.92 If, in 1908, he had given the Hohenzollerns the benefit of the doubt, he 

now identified the place of the Prussian dynasty as a destructive hegemony which 

undermined the German nation. In order to articulate this change of attitudes, he again 
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resorted to the term ‘dynasty’. Meinecke who spoke with a sense of disappointment and 

yet less focus on dynastic failures when he distinguished between the ‘true, authentically 

Prussian system’ which remained desirable and its ‘degenerate form, gone out of 

control’.93 

 

In the writings of German liberals around 1918/1919, the word ‘dynasty’ became more 

frequent when they needed to distinguish the abuse of power by the Hohenzollerns from 

monarchy as a political regime. They came to see the Hohenzollerns as inimical not 

only to democracy but also to legitimate forms of monarchy. In their eyes, dynasties 

were connected to empires and to plebiscitary kinds of tyranny, even though in some 

cases, they could also facilitate the resistance to hegemonic imperial rule. In fact, on 

closer inspection, this usage of ‘dynasty’ in a pejorative sense comes closest to the use 

of the term in ancient political thought. For Aristotle, dynasty was a tyrannical type of 

oligarchy which, characteristically, exists both under a monarchical and a democratic 

regime, and in which ‘men become supreme instead of the law’.94  In Plato’s Laws, 

δυναστεία is the type of regime associated with forms of power prevalent in primitive 

societies such as the Cyclops or his contemporary barbarians.95  Characteristically, the 

discussion of this type of power in ancient European political thought had previously 

involved examples of societies foreign to them by virtue of their cultural or temporal 

distance, such as ancient Egypt, or the age of Homer. However, by 1918/19 it seemed to 

apply to Germany’s own political situation.  

 

Some conclusions: the bourgeoisie and its collections of concepts  

By and large, the absence of ‘dynasty’ as well as related words to describe hereditary 

rule in the Geschichtliche Grundbegriffe was justified insofar as we can say that, with 
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the exception of Max Weber’s coinage of the term Erbcharisma, in German thought, 

each of these words were frequently used in a banal and not in a conceptual sense. 

However, when it comes to the term ‘dynasty’ itself, it is nonetheless striking how 

closely the German usage had remained to the original Greek concept of dynasty as a 

unique type of power abuse, usually by individuals, which can manifest itself in 

monarchies and democracies alike and which can also come about in revolutionary 

situations, throwing a sophisticated polity back into a more primitive state. This notion 

is less tied to hereditary charisma, as Weber’s notion of Erbcharisma might suggest and 

as subsequent colloquial uses of the term ‘dynasty’ in the European languages might 

invite us to think.  

The project of examining the range of meanings which German intellectuals attributed 

to notions of hereditary charisma as well as dynasty arguably also allows us to gain a 

fuller understanding of the mentality of this society. Not only words and conceptions, 

but also material artefacts and fictional plots, such as the collection of tankards in 

Spoelmann’s glass assemblages, or Wagner’s Ring Cycle, can be used to mine for 

contextualising conceptions of hereditary charisma. Weber, Simmel, Mann, and the 

glass collectors were all representatives of a bourgeois segment of late Wilhelmine 

society. This society was characterised by an espousal of liberal values, yet at the same 

time a pronounced fear of the dangers of modern democracy and nationalism. Prussian 

subjects, they were witnesses to a great change in German politics, away from the 

legacies of an imperial federation of cities and duchies – as seen above in the depiction 

of the tankards – towards a new, increasingly uniform nation under the aegis of a 

Prussian dynasty, the Hohenzollerns. 

In the history of global modernity, looking at Germany allows us to engage with a 

highly ‘self-conscious’ experience of this process. As one of the world’s leading 
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economies, Germany enjoyed one of the strongest continued state investments in 

academic research, which continues to have global resonance today. It was also a 

gradually reforming constitutional monarchy and as such, one of the most advanced 

democracies of its time. German history in this period therefore offers much food for 

thought to those who are interested in modernity as a reflexive process. Intellectuals 

who trained and taught in German universities at the time offer a range of reflections on 

the process of modernisation itself, and their own status within it. I have explored one 

aspect of this intellectual culture, in which the preoccupation with conceptions of 

dynastic power were salient and yet a concept of ‘dynasty’ was strangely absent. By 

mining the uses of ‘dynasty’ in a range of ideal typical conceptions of political power 

among modern German thinkers we can obtain a more granular view of the way these 

self-consciously bourgeois thinkers reflected on notions of liberalism, democracy and 

modernity, and their own place in the progression of history which few of them were 

willing to call ‘progress’.  
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