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or several generations now there has existed an overarching
interpretation of modern history conditioning and shaping the
views held by nearly all educated people on the issue of
socialism and the market economy. This interpretation goes roughly
as follows: once there was a “class”"—"“the” bourgeoisie—that came
into being with the colossal economic and social changes of early
modern history, and strove for recognition and domination. Liberal-
ism, which admittedly helped to achieve a limited degree of human
liberation, was the ideological expression of the bourgeoisie’s self-in-
terested struggle.' Meanwhile, however, another, much larger class
came into being, “the” working class, victims of the triumphant
bourgeoisie. This class strove in its turn for recognition and domina-
tion, and, accordingly, developed its own ideology, socialism, which
aimed, through revolution, at the transition to a higher, broader level
of human liberation. The natural and inevitable conflict of interests
of these two classes— basically, of the exploiters and the exploited—
fills modern history, and has led in the end, in the welfare state of
our own time, to a kind of accommodation and compromise. With this
historical paradigm I think we are all quite familiar.
Recently, however, a different interpretation has begun to gain
ground. The outstanding historian Ernst Nolte, of the Free Univer-
sity of Berlin, has expressed its central point:
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The real and modernising revolution is that of liberal capitalism or
of economic freedom, which began 200 years ago in England and
which was first completed in the USA. This revolution of individual-
ism was challenged at’an early date by the so-called revolutionary
socialism, whose guideline was the archaic community, with its trans-
parency of social conditions, as the most comprehensive counterrev-
olution, namely as the tendency for totalitarian collectivism.?

Although capitalism “radically chang[ed] the livinig conditions of
all those affected in a relatively short time and improv[ed] them to
an extraordinary degree, at least materially,” “it did not understand
how to awaken love.” The gréat capitalist revolution called forth a
socialist movement, which “in-a certain sense [was] thoroughly reac-
tionary, indeed, radical- reactlonary .

The Place of Liberalism

This more recent conception suggests a new 1nterpretat10n of
liberalism. Liberalism is, in fact, the ideology of the capitalist
revolution that prodigiously raised the living standards of the
mass of people; a doctrine gradually elaborated over several cen-
turies, which offered a new concept of social order, encompassing
freedom in the only form suited to the modern world. Step by step,
in practice and theory, the various sectors of human activity were
withdrawn from the jurisdiction of coercive authority and given
over to the voluntary action of self-regulating society. The first
great victory was freedom in rehglous matters. The world-histori-
cal significance of religious liberty.lies precisely in the fact that it
demonstrated, in this first, great area of’ human ex1stence, how
society could be left to its own devices.

Practically all the peoples of western'and central Europe (as well
as the Americans) contributed to the working out of the liberal idea
and the liberal movement. Not just the Dutch, French, Scots, English,
and Sw1ss, but, for mstance, in Spam ‘the Late Scholastics of the
School of Salamanca and elsewhere,® and -a number of Italians,

especially at the beginning of political economy. In this evolution, the

2Ernst Nolte, “Between Myth and Revisionism® Tile Third Reich in the Pefspective
of the 1980s,” in H. W. Koch, ed., Aspects of the Third Reich (London: Macmillan, 1985),
p. 24. Nolte notes that the view he presents 1s that of Domenico Settembrml, of the
University of Pisa.

*Ernst Nolte, Marnsm, Fasctsm, Cold War trans. Lawrence Krader (Altantic
Highlands, N.J.: Humamtles Press, 1982), p. 79. .

*Ibid., p. viii. In fact, ‘the similarities and historical conneéctions between the
conservatlve and socmllst critiques of liberal capitalism are remarkable; gee, for
mstance, ibid., pp. 23-30..

Ale_]andro A. Chaufen Christians for Freedom Late Scholastzc Economics (San
Francisco: Ignatius Press, 1986). .
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Germans also played an often overlooked part.’®

Particularly striking for foreigners who have concerned them-
selves with the problem of German liberalism has been the bitter
hostility that it met with in its own time and at the hands of
historians, and which is linked to the first, conventional interpreta-
tion of modern history described above. Paul Kennedy has quite
accurately referred to “the sheer venom and blind hatred behind so
many ;)f the assaults in Germany upon Manchestertum [Manchester-
ism].”

This hostility was directed especially against the man who was
for two generations in Germany the representative of the liberal
movement that embraced all civilized nations: Eugen Richter. Malice
has now been replaced by neglect. Last year, in July, was the 150th
anniversary of Richter’s birth, and if any notice was taken of the
occasion in the Federal Republic, aside from my own very modest
contribution,® it has not come to my attention. That should not be
surprising, however. Since both the conservatives and the socialists—
the two camps that have by and large written the history of Ger-
many—found Richter insufferable, he has usually been treated dis-
paragingly or else disregarded. Thus, he remains virtually unknown
to the great majority of even educated people. Given the older histor-
ical interpretation, this circumstance makes a certain sense; it by no
means corresponds to the newer one. Thus, an attempt to evaluate
Richter’s significance for German liberalism and German history is
perhaps called for.

Differences of Opinion on Richter

'Eugen Richter’ was the brilliant, if occasionally too masterful, leader
of the Progressive Party (Fortschrittspartei) and later of the Liberals
(Freisinn), the political expressions of German “Left Liberal-

5See Ralph Raico, “Der deutsche Liberalismus und die deutsche
Freihandelsbewegung: Eine Riickschau,” Zeitschrift fiir Wirtschaftspolitik 36, no. 3
(1987): 263-81.

""Paul M. Kennedy, The Rise of the Anglo-German Antagonism, 1860-1914 (London:
Allen and Unwin, 1980), p. 152.

8Ra]ph Raico, “Eugen Richter: Ein unerbittlicher Liberaler,” Orientierungen zur
Wirtschafts- und Gesellschaftspolitik 37 (September 1988): 77-80.

5The literature on Richter is very meager. See, above all, Felix Rachfahl, “Eugen Richter
und der Linksliberalismus im Neuen Reich,” Zeitschrift fiir Politik 5, nos. 2-3 (1912):
261-374. Also, Eugen Richter, Jugenderinnerungen (Berlin: Verlag “Fortschritt,” 1893);
idem., Im alten Reichstag: Erinnerungen, 2 vols. (Berlin: Verlag ‘Fortschritt,” (1894-1896);
Oskar Klein-Hattingen, Geschichte des deutschen Liberalismus, vol. 2: Von 1871 bis
zur Gegenwart (Berlin-Schioneberg: Fortschritt-Buchverlag der “Hilfe,” 1912); Leopold
Ullstein, Eugen Richter als Publizist und Herausgeber: Ein Beitrag zum Thema
“Parteipresse” (Leipzig: Reinicke, 1930); and Jesse Rohfleisch, Eugen Richter: Oppo-
nent of Bismarck, unpubl. diss., history, University of California, Berkeley, 1946. The
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ism,”” or “determined” (entschieden) liberalism, through 30 years, in

the Imperial German Reichstag and in the Prussian House of Repre-
sentatives; he was, moreover, an untiring journalist and publisher."
Outside of a narrow group of friends and political associates, the
attitudes and opinions on Richter, in his own time and afterwards,
have been mostly very negative.'” This is naturally the case on the
authoritarian-conservative side: Crown Prince Wilhelm, later Kaiser
Wilhelm II, even hatched a plan (never realized) to have Richter
“beaten up” by six junior officers,'® and Richter’s old adversary, Prince
Bismarck, confided to the old Kaiser, Wilhelm I, that it was among
men like Richter that “the material for deputies to the [French
Revolutionary] Convention” was to be found."* Hans Delbriick, whose
portrayal of Richter influenced later writers, compared him to the
Athenian demagogue Cleon and branded him the leader of a party
whose highest passion was reserved for pieces of silver,'® while for
the Marxist Franz Mehring, Richter was merely “a servant and
helper of Big Capital.”® Richter’s “rigidity,” “dogmatism,” and “carp-
ing doctrinairism” have been repeatedly attacked,"” and a present-day

most recent work on Richter, Ina Suzanne Lorenz, Eugen Richter: Der entschiedene
Liberalismus in wilhelminischer Zeit 1871 bis 1906 (Husum: Matthiesen, 1980),
is unfortunately noteworthy above all because of the author’s inexhaustible
distaste for her subject and her total lack of understanding for Manchester
liberalism in Germany.

1041 eft Liberalism” is a direct translation of Linksliberalismus and refers to the
middle- to late-nineteenth century German political movement in opposition to the
regime-oriented National Liberals; it has no connection with what is sometimes called
“left-liberalism” in the present day.

UKkurt Koszyk and Karl H. Pruys, Worterbuch zur Publizistik (Munich-Pullach/
Berlin: Verlag Dokumentation, 1970), pp. 223-25.

12800 also Ralph Raico, “Der deutsche Liberalismus,” p. 275.

15According to the report of the Austro-Hungarian Crown Prince Rudolf; Brigette
Hamann, Rudolf: Kronprinz und Rebell (Munich/Zurich: Piper, 1978), p. 333.

140tto von Bismarck, Werke in Auswahl, vol. 8, pt. A, Erinnerung und Gedanke, ed.
Rudolf Buchner, with Georg Engel (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1975), p. 732.

®Hans Delbriick, Vor und nach dem Weltkrieg. Politische und historische Aufsdtze
1902-1925 Berlin: Stollberg, 1926), pp. 136-48; Annelise Thimme, Hans Delbriick als Kritiker
der wilhelminischen Epoche (Diisseldorf: Droste, 1955), pp. 31-32

% pranz Mehring, Gesammelte Schriften, Thomas Héhle, Hans Koch, and Josef
Schleifstein, eds., vol. 14, Politische Publizistik, 1891 bis 1914 ([East] Berlin: Dietz,
1964), p. 35. Why precisely of “Big Capital” is unclear.

See, among innumerable other, Thomas Nipperdey, “Uber einige Grundziige der
deutschen Parteigeschichte,” in Moderne deutsche Verfassungsgeschichte (1815-1918),
Ernst-Wolfgang Bickenférde, ed., with Rainer Wahl (Cologne: Kiepenheuer and Witsch,
1972), p. 238, where the author writes of Richter’s accentuation of the theoretical
orientation of liberalism “to the very extreme of rigid dogmatism.” Typical of many
non-German historians is Kenneth D. Barkin, The Controversy over German Industrial-
ization, 1890-1902 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1970),
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German historian simply reflected the nearly unanimous view of his
colleagues when he summarily characterized Richter as “the eternal
nay-sayer.”®

Yet even Bismarck was compelled to concede: “Richter was cer-
tainly the best speaker we had. Very well-informed and conscientious;
with disobliging manners, but a man of character. Even now he does
not turn with the wind. ...”"® Another opponent, this time from the.
liberal camp, the first President of the Federal Republic, Theodor
Heuss, admitted that Richter was “the most influential leader of
‘determined’ liberalism,” and “certainly in detail work [sic] the most
knowledgeable deputy in the German parliaments ...”*° An observer
closer in spirit to his subject expressed it more simply: Richter “was
the liberal doctrine incarnate.”

Richter’s Career

Eugen Richter was born on July 30, 1838, in Diisseldorf, the son of a
regimental doctor. The atmosphere in the parental home was “oppo-
sitional,” e.g., the family read the Kélnische Zeitung “eagerly”—
evidentally, rather bold behavior for the time. Richter’s “predomi-
nantly critical-rational disposition” developed from his early youth.?
He studied political science with Dahlmann at Bonn and with Robert
von Mohl at Heidelberg, where he also studied public finance with
Karl Heinrich Rau, then the most celebrated expert in the field. While
still a student he went to Berlin, where the proceedings of the Prussian
House of Representatives interested him much more than his univer-
sity lectures. He began attending the meetings of the Kongress
deutscher Volkswirte (Congress of German Economists) and, through
newspapers and journal articles, avidly took part in the growing

p. 239, who complains that Richter “had not shed the dogmatic liberal principle of
non-intervention.”

18Winfried Baumgart, Deutschland im Zeitalter des Imperialismus, 1890-1914.
Grundkrifte, Thesen, und Strukturen, 5th ed. (Stuttgart: W. Kohlhammer, 1986), p.
135. Curiously, Baumgart passes this verdict in connection with Left Liberalism’s
turn towards support for the armaments policy of Wilhelm II, made possible by
Richter’s death.

19Rachfahl, “Eugen Richter und der Linksliberalismus im Neuen Reich,” p. 371.
Theodor Barth, one of Richter’s many liberal opponents, declared: “Bismarck was no match
for Richter dialectically, and the frequent eruptions of the Bismarckian temper against
the implacable man of the opposition often sprang from the feeling that the omnipotent
Chancellor would come up short in dialectical argumentation with Richter.” In Politische
Portrdts, new ed. (Berlin: Schneider, 1923), p. 84.

207 heodor Heuss, Friedrich Naumann: Der Mann, das Werk, die Zeit, 2nd ed.
(Stuttgart/Tiibingen: Rainer Wunderlich, 1949), p. 180.

21Rachfahl, “Eugen Richter und der Linksliberalismus im Neuen Reich,” p. 372.

221hid., pp. 262-63.
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movement for economic liberalism in Germany, he was also active in
the consumer cooperative movement. .

By 1884 Richter headed a -united Left Liberal party, the
Deutschfreisinnige Partei, that boasted of. more than 100 seats in
the Reichstag. Liberalism’s hour in. Germany seemed to have
come: the Kaiser, Wilhelm I, was very old, the Crown Prince,
Friedrich, the most liberal of all the Hohenzollerns. It turned out
otherwise, however, than might have been desirable for the Ger- -
mans. Bismarck’s political skill saw to it that.the Freisinnige
Partei was smashed in the next two elections, and when Friedrich
finally ascended the throne, in 1888, he was already mortally ill.
These vicissitudes could make no difference in Richter’s political
convictions, however. For another two decades he held fast to the
same principles, which appeared increasingly obsolete and irrel-
evant. He was the last authentic hberal leader in the parhament
of any great power. :

Social Philosophy and the Two-Front Sti'.a'\te'gy.l

Regarding his early journalistic activity, it is noteworthy that, al-
ready as a young man, Richter emphasized not only the economic
disadvantages of the anthuated mercantilist system, but at the
same time the infringement of civil and political freedom bound up
with that system. Thus, in an early brochure, On the Freedom of the
Tavern Trade, he attacked the concessions-system, which invested
the political authorities with wide-ranging hcensmg and regulatory
authorlty for all trades and professmns

As long as the police administration in our state unites in 1tse1f such
legislative, judicial, and executive powers, Prussia does not yet de-
serve the name of a Rechtsstaat.?® . . :

" The cornerstone of Richter’s social philosophy was the conn'ection
between political and economic freedom, a .conception that distin-
guished him, and Left Liberalism in general, from the mass of
“National Liberals.” Two decades later, Richter closed his great
speech against Blsmarck’s protectlve tariff with the words

Economic freedom has no security without pohtlcal freedom, and pohtlcal
freedom can find its security only in economic freedom "

This tenet determined Richter's contmumg political strategy All
his life, he conducted a “two-front war,” against Bismarckian “pseudo-
constitutionalism” and a recrudescent mercantilism onthe one hand,

23Ibld p. 266. -
Rlchter Im alten Rel.chstag, vol. 2 p- 114.
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and the rising socialist movement on the other.?

Richter and the other entschieden liberals have often been re-
proached for this policy. Critics maintain that the Left Liberals
should have allied with the Social Democrats, in a common resistance
to the militarist-authoritarian Second Reich, and Richter’s famous
“rigidity” and “dogmatism” are supposed to be largely responsible for
the fact that such a united front never came into existence. Some
historians even give the impression that liberal opposition to Social
Democracy in Imperial Germany i is only comprehensible as the prod
uct of “fear” of the “lower orders.””

But it can scarcely be surprising that Richter rejected such an
alliance. He saw himself confronted with a socialist party that did not
trouble to conceal its ultimate aim, abolition of the system of private
property and the market economy, and that viewed “the class-strug-
gle between bourgeoisie and proletariat as the ‘pivot of all revolution-
ary socialism. 2 After 1875, the Social Democratic Party of Germany
(SPD) was primarily a Marxist party, and, despite later revisionist

- tendencies, its acknowledged leaders, like Bebel, Liebknecht, and
-Kautsky, were confirmed orthodox Marxists. Of course, the SPD pre-
sented various democratic demands “to start with”; its ultimate goal
remained, however, the social elimination of all “non-proletarians.”

The Social Democratic standpoint confronting Richter may be illus-
trated by the example of Franz Mehring, a major theoretician and the
biographer of Marx. In 1903, Mehring wrote, in the Neue Zeit, of the
German “bourgeoisie” (and its defenders): “It had to be aware, and
basically it was aware, that, without the help of the working-class, it
could not defeat absolutism and feudalism. It had further to be aware,
and basically it was also aware, that, in the moment of victory, its
previous alliance-partner would face it as an adversary,” at which point
the bourgeoisie would presumably fall victim to the proletariat in the
final, decisive conflict. Nonetheless, Mehring insisted that in this alleged
state of affairs the bourgeoisie ought to draw the conclusion “that a pact

25 August Bebel, leader of the German socialists, described an early encounter with
Richter, “whose chilly, reserved nature struck me even then. Richter gave the impression
that he viewed all of us with sovereign disdain.” August Bebel, Aus Meinem Leben (1910;
reprint, Frankfurt am Main: Européische Verlaganstalt, n.d.), p. 92.

8See, e.g., Konstanze Wegner, Theodor Barth und die Freisinnige Vereinigung.
Studien zur Geschichte des Linksliberalismus im wilhelminischen Deutschland (1893-
1910) (Tiibingen: J. C. B. Mohr [Paul Siebeck], 1968), p. 138.

27Ern§t Engelberg, “Das Verhiltnis zwischen kleinbiirglicher Demokratie und
Sozialdemokratie in den 80er Jahren des 19. Jahrhunderts,” in Otto Pflange, ed., with
Elisabeth Miiller-Luckner, Innenpolitische Probleme des Bismarck-Reiches (Munich/Vi-
enna: Oldenberg, 1983), p. 26. The East German historian adds: “This conception was
accepted not only by the most influential leaders around August Bebel, but also by the
mass of members and sympathizers ...”
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with the working-class on tolerable [sic] conditions offers it the only
possibility it has.””® But for liberals like Richter, the Marxist scenario
was by no means all that “tolerable.” It is understandable, therefore,
that Richter held that the “Social Democratic state of the future,”
because it was hypothetical, was for the time being less dangerous than
the existing “military state,” yet essentially “much worse.””

Even aside from the fact that “from 1869, meetings of the Progres-
sive Party in Berlin were violently disrupted by the Social Demo-
crats,”® how would an alliance with the Social Democrats have been
at all ideologically conceivable? As liberals, men like Richter viewed
socialism as a kind of counter-revolution, and believed that the
achievement of the socialist goal would lead both to appalling poverty
and to state absolutism. There was nothing in the socialist doctrine
of the time that would suggest otherwise. Historians would do well
to recognize that at least a part of the blame for the non-occurrence
of a common front against militarism in Germany must be borne by
the Social Democrats themselves.

Pictures of a Social Democratic Future

For their part, the socialists engaged in a relentlessly scathing
critique of the liberal economic order. But, as Richter pointed out:

The Social Democrats are very garrulous in criticizing the present
social order, but they are careful not to clarify in detail the §oal that
is supposed to be achieved through the latter’s destruction.”

This omission Richter attempted to make good in his Pictures of
a Social Democratic Future.®® In its time, this little book, with its
ironic subtitle, “Freely drawn after Bebel,” was a sensation. It was

BPranz Mehring, Gesammelte Schriften, vol. 14, p. 553.

Quoted in Peter Gilg, Die Erneuerung des demokratischen Denkens im
wilhelminischen Deutschland. Eine ideengeschichtliche Studie zur Wende vom 19. zum
20. Jahrhundert (Wiesbaden: Franz Steiner, 1965), pp. 135-36. Gilg adds, reasonably
enough: “To this opposition [of Richter’s] the theory of revolution of the Social
Democratic program, which permitted collaboration solely as a means to winning
autocratic rule, naturally contributed, as well as the successful competition of Social
Democracy in the struggle for the urban voting masses.” Ibid, p. 135.

3oRichter, Im alten Reichstag, vol. 2, pp. 63 and 178. “This occurred,” according to
Richter, “with the permission of the Minister of the Interior.” In Britain, the Chartists had
earlier used similar strong-arm methods against meetings of the anti-corn law movement;
see Wendy Hinde, Richard Cobden. A Victorian Outside (New Haven, Conn.: Yale Univer-
sity Press, 1987), p. 65.

Richter, Politisches ABC-Buch: Ein Lexikon parlamentarischer Zeit- und
Streitfragen, 9th ed. (Berlin: Fortschritt Verlag, 1898), p. 307.

32Richter, Sozialdemokratische Zukunftsbilder: Frei nach Bebel ([1891] Berlin:
Verlagsanstalt Deutsche Presse, 1907). In 1922, in his Socialism, Ludwig von Mises
undertook the same task, but on a totally different, strictly scientific level.
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translated into a dozen languages, with more than a quarter-million
copies printed in Germany alone. It must be conceded that in some
respects Richter’s narrative is dubious. It leans too heavily on the
pathos of family problems under the new socialist regime; but
that was to be expected, since it was directed at a wide, popular
audience. Sometimes the work even verges on the ridiculous,
especially in connection with the relations of social equality that
will supposedly obtain under socialism, e.g., the new Reich Chan-
cellor must shine his own boots and clean his own clothes, in
Richter’s account.

The explanation for this, however, is that Richter took the
-egalitarian promises of the socialists too literally, too seriously. He
lacked any inkling of Marxism’s tendency to bring to power a new
class of higher-echelon state functionaries. Still, Richter was able
to anticipate many of the characteristics later displayed by Marxist
states. Emigration is prohibited in Marxist Germany, since “per-
sons who owe their education and training to the State cannot be
accorded the right to emigrate, so long as they are of an age when
they are obliged to work.”® Bribery and corruption are to be found
everywhere,* and the products of the nationalized economy are
unable to meet the standards of competition on the world market.*
But above all, Richter emphasized the connection between eco-
nomic and political freedom:

what is the use of freedom of the press, if the government is in possession
of all the printing presses, what does freedom of assembly avail, if all
the meeting places belong to the government? ... in a society in which
there is no more personal and economic freedom, even the freest form of
the state cannot make political independence possible.®®

When the worst imaginable happens and the socialist state
proves incapable of provisioning the German Army as the Father-
land is invaded by France and Russia, a counter-revolution breaks
out, restoring a free society.

Marxists and Conservatives: Mutual Aid

Richter often tried to present his two-sided campaign as part of one
and the same war, by arguing that it was a question merely of two
forms of state paternalism. Interestingly, this interpretation was
supported from an unexpected quarter, although without Richter’s
normative charge. Accused of political offenses, the founder of German

31bid., p. 32.

3Ibid., pp. 42-43.
35bid., p. 48.

3%Ibid., pp. 50 and 52.






