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In recent years, historians of nineteenth-century Ger-
many have increasingly directed their attention to the
“Third Germany” and have thus gone far beyond older
narratives that focused on the Austro-Prussian dualism
and the details of Grossmachtpolitik. The result has been a
spate of studies and textbook chapters on various, hereto-
fore neglected aspects of the Confederation of the Rhine
and the German Confederation from 1806 to 1866. As a
consequence, scholars have, at long last, also been de-
voting more serious attention to the medium-sized and
smaller members of both confederal bodies. This mas-
sive study, originally a dissertation at the University of
Leipzig, represents a useful contribution to that continu-
ing intellectual and conceptual reorientation. By using
the formidable figure of the Saxon politician Friedrich
Ferdinand Freiherr (later Graf) von Beust (1809-1886) as
the book’s organizing center, Jonas Floeter is able to re-
flect simultaneously on the problem of Confederal reform
and on Saxony’s place in the German state system after
the revolutions of mid-century.

Although he was a native of Saxony and served that
kingdom for several decades in various capacities, Beust
is probably best known for his career as Austrian chan-
cellor and foreign minister from 1866 to 1871. In that
capacity, according to most accounts, Beust sought ag-
gressively to counter the growing influence of Prussia in

Central European affairs; indeed, it has often been argued
that Beust urged a policy of revenge upon Austria after its
humiliation in 1866. As Alan Sked and others have noted,
however, this is not true. Beust’s policy was instead “to
assert Austrian leadership over the south German states
in order to retain a tripartite division of Germany”[1] In
this context, Floeter’s analysis redirects historians’ atten-
tion to Beust’s earlier career in Saxony and shows that his
efforts as Saxon foreign minister before 1866 were consis-
tent with Sked’s descriptions of his post-1866 activities.

After the failures of the Dresden uprising and the Re-
ichsverfassungskampagne in the spring and early summer
of 1849, the author contends, Beust consistently—even
relentlessly—attempted to achieve an Interessenausgleich
between existing governments and liberal-national aspi-
rations in the German-speaking lands. In Beust’s view,
the Confederation remained an indispensable guarantor
of peace and stability, but it had to be renewed and re-
formed in response to the shifting circumstances of the
European state system, especially after 1854 and again af-
ter 1859 and 1863-64. Beust’s ideas first became evident
at the Dresden conference in 1850-51, when he realized
that he could not count on the support of the two great
Central European powers for his project of Confederal
reform. Thus he was obliged to propose a “coalition of
the medium-sized states” within the German Confedera-
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tion: in other words, what amounted to a so-called “trias”
solution with the middle states of the “Third Germany”
acting in concert for their own and the common German
good. Such a solution could in turn advance the cause
of substantive Confederal reform (e.g., by incorporat-
ing elements of popular representation) while maintain-
ing the Confederation’s international, peace-preserving
function in the heart of Europe. As Floeter writes, critical
to the Saxon foreign minister’s project was a “gemein-
same Politik der Mittelstaaten”: “Im Rahmen von pe-
riodisch tagenden Ministerkonferenzen sollten die mit-
telstaatlichen Regierungen gemeinsame Standpunkte in
aktuellen politischen Fragen erarbeiten. Darueber hin-
aus hoffte Beust, dass sich die deutschen Staaten zweiten
Ranges langfristig auch auf eine institutionelle Reform
des Deutschen Bundes verstaendigen wuerden” (p. 226).
The author devotes an enormous amount of attention
to the array of conferences at which the Saxon foreign
minister attempted to achieve his goals, from the Bam-
berg conference of 1854 to the Wuerzburg conferences
in 1859 and 1860 and, finally, the Frankfurt Fuerstentag of
1863 and the Nuremberg and Augsburg ministerial con-
ferences in 1863 and 1866.

Among the book’s most useful contributions is its
analysis of Beust’s various written proposals to re-
form the German Confederation. Beust’s first great
Denkschrift appeared in 1856, followed by another in
1857 and a third in 1861. The author’s discussion of these
documents sheds important new light upon Beust’s poli-
cies, and requires us at least partially to revise the fre-
quent depiction of the Saxon foreign minister as “a vain
and self-important man, who never forgot a witticism or
compliment”[2] Beust may indeed have been vain and
self-important, but as the author shows, his ideas were
not quixotic. Given Saxony’s relatively small size, cen-
tral geographic location, and growing economic signifi-
cance, Beust had to walk a precarious political tightrope
throughout his long career as Saxon foreign minister, and
in doing so he was more skillful than has often been re-
alized. Among other things, the author shows that there
was no contradiction between Beust’s proposals and the
concerns of Saxon industry and of Saxon business lead-
ers. A consistent supporter of a grossdeutsch program
of Confederal reform, Beust articulated what the au-
thor convincingly describes as a realistic and “moderate-
conservative” reform course. That reform course was, of
course, a failure; but the author suggests that Beust was
confounded by forces that were outside his control, not
least of them Bavarian reluctance to support the various
Saxon proposals for a coalition of the medium-sized pow-

ers. Bavaria had its own aspirations and its own agenda.
For his part, Beust could never rely on a firm core of sup-
porters within the Confederation; and, as a result, he had
to depend on shifting coalitions of interests that in the
end undermined his political effectiveness.

Although rather “traditional” in approach and
methodology, this study can usefully be read in conjunc-
tion with other recent studies that have deepened our
understanding of the “Third Germany” in the years after
1848. (One thinks especially of Abigail Green’s splen-
did work on Hanover, Saxony, and Wuerttemberg.[3])
The author of this study has combed nine archives and
has thoroughly reviewed the available literature, as his
thirty-nine-page bibliography demonstrates. One won-
ders, however, if such a display of erudition is entirely
necessary or appropriate, even in a published disser-
tation. Of course, a representative of one distinctive
academic culture should always be wary of criticizing
the product of another, especially in an international
forum like H-German. Still, it is impossible to imagine
a monograph of this dimension being published in the
Anglo-American world these days; and, to this Anglo-
American reviewer, it seems that the author would have
been better served had he wielded a sharper editorial
scalpel. This book could have been cut quite substan-
tially. The result would have been a more tightly focused
study that would certainly have reached a significantly
wider readership. As it is, it is hard to imagine that many
scholars, including students of the nineteenth century,
will read it from cover to cover. That is too bad, for
the picture that the author presents both of Beust and
of the fluidity of the political situation before the 1871
Reichsgruendung is illuminating.
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