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Diverse Traditions in the History of German Naturalization Policies

Oliver Trevisiol’s study emphasizes the diversity of
approaches of German states to naturalization decisions
in the period between the founding of the nation-state
and the establishment of the Nazi regime. In particu-
lar, Trevisiol finds that before 1914 the policies of Baden
and Bavaria were significantly more liberal than those of
Prussia: “Polish-speaking applicants and applicants who
were Jewish had far better chances of becoming citizens,
under similar conditions, in Baden and Bavaria than in
Prussia” (p. 201, and similarly pp. 21, 81, 149-151, 157).
To the extent that Baden and Bavaria did adopt exclu-
sionary Prussian policies, Trevisiol suggests that they
did so as a result of pressure from Prussia rather than
out of willing agreement with the Prussian approach (p.
149). After 1918 it was Prussia that adopted more lib-
eral policies, and Bavaria that promoted exclusion, es-
pecially with respect to Jews. Trevisiol also concludes,
however, that over time the naturalization policies of all
German states tended to become increasingly restrictive.
Economic criteria for the granting of citizenship were re-
placed by standards that stressed ethnic origin and “race”
(pp. 199-200). Individual characteristics became less sig-
nificant than “the desirability of the collective to which

the applicant was considered to belong” (p. 200).

Trevisiol begins with a brief overview of the natural-
ization laws and polices of Baden, Bavaria, and Prussia in
the period before 1870, a discussion of the relevant lan-
guage of the national citizenship laws of 1870 and 1913,
and a description of how interpretations of those laws
changed under different political regimes. In the period
covered by Trevisiol’s book German laws required for-
eigners whowished to becomeGerman citizens to submit
individual applications; no entitlement to citizenship was
based on birth in Germany or a long period of residence.
The major exception to the requirement for individual
applications involved women who married Germans and
thereby automatically acquired German citizenship. Be-
fore 1934 naturalization decisions were made by the ad-
ministration of the German state in which the individual
lived, from 1891 with limited and from 1914 more exten-
sive oversight by the Bundesrat (after 1919 the Reichsrat)
and, hence, other German states.

Trevisiol’s second chapter analyzes statistical evi-
dence regarding the number of individuals naturalized in
different periods in these states. Among the most help-
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ful of the charts that Trevisiol has prepared are those
that show how many foreigners from different national
groups were naturalized as a percentage of the total num-
ber of foreigners of that nationality then resident in each
state (pp. 92-94). These calculations permit comparisons,
albeit crude ones, over time and across state boundaries,
of the readiness of each state to naturalize aliens. Trevi-
siol also provides statistics regarding the religion, occu-
pation, income, and age of those naturalized. The next
two chapters analyze the application of legal rules to in-
dividual petitions and the discrimination often practiced
against Poles, Jews, and members of other disfavored
groups. The last sections of the book examine a range
of subjects, including attitudes towards dual citizenship
and administrative practices during the Nazi period and
in the first years of the Federal Republic of Germany.

Trevisiol supports his claim regarding the compar-
atively liberal character of naturalization decisions in
Baden and Bavaria during the Kaiserreich by reference to
the contemporary finding of the Verband der Deutschen
Juden that in 1909 only 36 percent of the naturalizations
of Jews took place in Prussia, although roughly 60 per-
cent of the foreign Jews in Germany lived in that state.
Jack Wertheimer also noted this statistic, in an article
published in 1981, and concluded from it that “the nat-
uralisation policies of … [non-Prussian] states varied
slightly” from that of Prussia.[1] Trevisiol wishes tomake
more of this distinction, which he terms “clear” and “se-
rious” (“einen gravierenden Unterschied”; pp. 21, 157,
201). Trevisiol describes several instances, most involv-
ing Jews, in which Baden and Bavaria naturalized east-
ern Europeans (pp. 100, 150, 157). He notes criticisms
of Prussian standards by officials of Baden and Bavaria.
For example, in 1903 the Bavarian Foreign Office com-
mented to the Bavarian Interior Ministry, regarding a pe-
tition for naturalization from a respected Jewish dentist
in Nuremberg, that rejection would “amount to an unjus-
tified hardship and also does not seem to be free of prob-
lems from the point of view of legality [vom Standpunkte
des Rechtsstaates]” (p. 157). Trevisiol concludes that
this example indicates that the Bavarian Foreign Min-
istry insisted on a more probing examination of individ-
ual characteristics than permitted by Prussian rules and
that “Prussian policies were officially seen as being in op-
position to the principles of the Rechtsstaat” (p. 157).

The view that German citizenship and naturalization
policies were from the early nineteenth century exclu-
sionary and, hence, illiberal, is a variant of the larger
critique of German states and societies as especially il-
liberal. It is associated in particular with the work of

Rogers Brubaker, an American sociologist. Brubaker ar-
gued, in a comparison of French and German citizenship
and naturalization policies, that from the mid-nineteenth
century laws that made citizenship readily available to
resident aliens were “unthinkable in the German set-
ting.” Brubaker went so far as to prognosticate that a
law that granted citizenship to individuals born in Ger-
many was “unimaginable,” in large part thanks to the ab-
sence of a “viable assimilationist tradition,” so that “the
automatic transformation of immigrants into citizens re-
mains unthinkable.”[2] Brubaker’s conclusions undoubt-
edly reflected the restrictive citizenship and naturaliza-
tion regime that prevailed when he wrote his book, as
well as the frustration of many on the political left and
some in the center at the slow pace of change.

Several recently published books, often written in
part in response to Brubaker, have taken issue with the
view that German citizenship policies have historically
been especially exclusionary. Andreas Fahrmeir’s com-
parison of Germany and Britain, published in 2000, min-
imized the significance of differences in the citizenship
and naturalization policies of the two countries in the pe-
riod before the founding of the German state. Like Tre-
visiol, Fahrmeir de-emphasized the significance of Prus-
sia’s domestic policies on this subject.[3] Patrick Weil
concluded in 2002, in a discussion of the relationship be-
tween the citizenship laws of pre-1848 Prussia and those
of France, that the key passages of the seminal Prussian
law of 1842were taken from the French Civil Code.[4] Di-
eter Gosewinkel’s Habilitationsschrift, published in 2001,
found that the citizenship law of 1913, which Brubaker
argued had “crystallized” an ethnic conception of the na-
tion, in fact had multiple aims and characteristics. It
was designed not only to promote anti-Semitic and anti-
Polish policies, but also reflected the formal, ethnically
neutral characteristics typical of modern, in a Webe-
rian sense, legal structures. Gosewinkel found that the
restrictions on naturalization sanctioned by the law of
1913 were not “fundamentally different from the restric-
tive immigration policies of other states in this time pe-
riod” and, furthermore, that these restrictive policies of-
ten had a defensive character.[5] In focusing on differ-
ences between Prussia, on the one hand, and Baden and
Bavaria, on the other, Trevisiol suggests another way in
which German naturalization policies during the Kaiser-
reich cannot simply be characterized as exclusionary or
oppressive.

As Trevisiol’s analysis suggests, the political tradi-
tions, confessional make-up, and economic structures
and interests of Prussia and the south German states dif-
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fered in significant respects and these differences in turn
implied distinctive approacheswith respect to citizenship
and naturalization decisions, at least to the extent that
the national laws on this subject granted states some in-
dependence. Trevisiol draws a telling contrast between
the pressure exerted on Dutch citizens living in Prussia
in the 1870s to become Prussian citizens, in order to pro-
mote the conscription of youngmen, and the far more re-
laxed approach of the government of Baden to Swiss im-
migrants (pp. 92-94). Although the evidence he provides
is modest, Trevisiol is very likely correct in suggesting
that the south German states’ refusal to limit Polish mi-
grant workers to employment in agriculture, and, as this
decision implied, the unwillingness to force their return
to Russia or Austria-Hungary for a period every year, in
contrast to policies in effect in Prussia in the years before
the First World War, led to greater willingness to natu-
ralize Polish immigrants in this period.[6]The far smaller
number of ethnic Poles andmigrant Polishworkers in the
south German states, as compared with Prussia, doubt-
less also played a role.

On the other hand, Trevisiol’s statistics do not always
support his claim that during the entire period of the
Kaiserreich Baden and Bavaria were significantly more
liberal than Prussia in their policies regarding the natu-
ralization of Poles and Jews. In 1890, in the aftermath
of expulsions of foreign Poles and Jews from Prussia, the
naturalization rates of foreigners from Russia fell to vir-
tually nil in both Baden and Bavaria (pp. 93-94). Tre-
visiol’s conclusion from these statistics, that “Prussian
defensive policies were carried out with some delay by
the south German states,” is rather more modest than
the claims he makes elsewhere regarding the differences
between Prussia and the south German states (p. 94).
This may suggest the need for more careful periodization
when drawing general conclusions.

While Trevisiol writes that “in Bavaria there were
no special naturalization rules regarding Jews” and that
“the Jewish religion was not in itself grounds for rejec-
tion” of a naturalization petition (p. 157), he also notes
that from the 1880s Bavaria prohibited the naturalization
of individuals who were not desired on “economic, po-
litical, or national grounds” (p. 150). From the 1880s
Jewish applications for naturalization were usually con-
sidered objectionable for all three reasons by the Prus-
sian Interior Ministry.[7] In Bavaria local communities
played a much more significant role in making natural-
ization decisions than in Prussia, with the result that in-
structions from the central administration were simply
less encompassing than in Prussia. Evidence from indi-

vidual cases also suggests that anti-Semitism continued
to play a significant role in naturalization decisions in
Baden and Bavaria. Trevisiol finds that during theKaiser-
reich Jewish applicants for naturalization were “repeat-
edly [confronted] with charges arising from the spirit of
antisemitism” and does not limit this generalization to
Prussia (p. 117). For example, Trevisiol notes the reac-
tions of officials in Baden in 1902 to the application of
a Jewish man for naturalization. Inquiries in the local
community revealed that “he is known as a businessman
who has no scruples, and it is claimed that he engages
in all sorts of unclean financial dealings, although it has
not yet been possible to find any particular evidence of
this” (p. 118). This application was rejected. In 1907,
Bavarian officials examining the application of a Jew-
ish store owner were instructed to inquire of area busi-
nessmen (“die Ã¼brigen GeschÃ¤ftsleute”) whether the
prices the applicant charged led them to be “unjustifiably
pressured” (“ungerechtfertigt gedrÃ¼ckt”; p. 98). This
query was presumably addressed to the man’s competi-
tors, who would have objected to low prices. In this case
the individual somehow passed all the hurdles placed be-
fore him and was granted citizenship.

While Trevisiol’s study does not focus on the larger
causes of the policies he analyzes, when he ventures into
this area he tends to attribute naturalization policies to
very general social and cultural forces. Here he follows
both Brubaker and Gosewinkel.[8] Trevisiol’s discussion
of the anti-Semitic and anti-Polish character of natural-
ization policies during the period covered by his study
is preceded by a brief discussion of the growing influ-
ence and radicalism of racist ideologies of various kinds
(p. 143). The subsection on Prussian anti-Polish poli-
cies begins by emphasizing the role of “rampant nation-
alism” (grassierende Nationalismus; p. 148). Since Tre-
visiol wishes to emphasize the differences between the
policies of Prussia, on the one hand, and those of Baden
and Bavaria, on the other, the reader is left to wonder
whether the diversity in approach Trevisiol’s study doc-
uments can be taken as an expression of differences in
the form or influence of racism or national feeling in dif-
ferent parts of Germany.

Trevisiol’s analysis gives short shrift to the role
played in naturalization policies by domestic and foreign
political tensions and power relationships. Bismarck and
his successors employed naturalization policies to pro-
mote the fortunes of political parties that supported their
views and to punish groups that supported their oppo-
nents. It is impossible to understand the introduction
of new and stringent limitations on the naturalization of
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foreign Jews and Poles in the early 1880s without analyz-
ing the relationship of these policies to Bismarck’s efforts
to revive his political fortunes after electoral defeats in
the fall of 1881 and again in 1884. The harsh treatment
of foreign Jews and Poles also reflected tensions between
Germany and Russia, and the subordinate status of both
Poles and Jews within the Russian Empire. Again the
reader is left to wonder how precisely the different poli-
cies of German states might have reflected the domestic
and foreign challenges faced by the dominant political
leaders in each state.[9]

Obviously, one book cannot respond to all questions
on a subject of this magnitude. Trevisiol’s work answers
a range of questions and provokes others. It is a valu-
able contribution to the study of German naturalization
policies, especially in the era of the Kaiserreich.
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policy decisions by the (Prussian) bureaucracy” (259).
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