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1
Introduction: German Federalism
in Historical Perspective
Maiken Umbach

Federalism is a thorny political issue. On the European level, it refers to
what is perhaps the most important legacy of late twentieth-century
politics: the gradual dissolution of national sovereignty. Instead, polit-
ical and economic decision-making increasingly takes place on a supra-
national level – in pan-European political institutions and courtrooms
– as well as on a sub-national level – in the regions. This process has
polarized public opinion in Europe. From the time of Adenauer to
Schröder, Germany has played a key role in promoting progress
towards a federal Europe. Britain, despite recent moves towards devolu-
tion for Ireland, Scotland and Wales, remains sceptical about the
erosion of national sovereignty, and of Germany’s role in promoting it. 

The theoretical literature on European federalism is extensive.1 Yet it
has done little to bridge political divides. The language of academic
political science is often arcane and abstract. Even when political scien-
tists have tried to address a wider public, however, their influence has
remained limited. European federalism is more than an administrative
and ‘technical’ problem that can be solved by experts – it is eminently
political. Historical experience, national memory and ideology shape
its meaning, and the word federalism means different things in differ-
ent cultures. In Britain, federalism is often taken as a synonym for the
threat of a bureaucratic European super-state. In Germany, the same
term is used to describe an ideal of diversity within unity, emphasizing
the element of devolution. It seems that the search for political com-
promises is futile if this difference of perception is not addressed. An
‘objective’, scientific definition of federalism cannot solve the problem.
On the contrary, if a theoretical definition is superimposed upon
people’s political instincts, ‘federalism’, promoted to unite Europeans,
will continue to divide them. 
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How did German ‘federalism’ come to acquire such different conno-
tations from those of the English term? To answer this question, schol-
ars from a wide range of academic disciplines collaborated in a seminar
series and conference that took place in 2000 at the University of
Manchester. This book presents their findings. The approach we adopt
is historical. German Föderalismus is not, and never has been, an
abstract concept. It has no single founding document and no universal
definition. Its meaning evolved gradually, over many centuries.2 And
while this process of evolution is by no means complete, history itself
plays a central role in defining federalism in German minds. Indeed,
federalism has become, for many, the central embodiment of the
country’s history, or at least of its positive (that is, anti-totalitarian)
aspects. In the individual chapters of this volume, experts on the
various epochs of modern German history examine the changing
meaning and reality of German federalism over many centuries. Their
contributions are arranged in chronological order, but they do not
‘narrate’ German history. Rather, we have used different approaches –
cultural, political, linguistic, constitutional – to examine the concept of
German federalism at distinct phases of its evolution.

The investigation begins in the eighteenth century. It was then that
federalism was first used in the modern, political sense. America led the
way. The War of Independence provided the historical backdrop for
the publication of the famous ‘Federalist Papers’ of 1788. America
became a federal experiment that excited Europeans as well: for the
first time, it seemed, the federal theories of Montesquieu, Rousseau and
other leading lights of the Enlightenment were translated into political
reality. In the process, the term federalism assumed much more specific
connotations. It was no longer one branch of political theory: it
became a political movement which faced one important political
opposition – and one only. A unitary state was not an option for the
diverse set of former colonies. What American politicians disagreed
about was merely the degree of independence that individual states
should retain. The label ‘Federalist’ was assumed by those who advo-
cated a relatively high degree of political coherence. The state they
envisaged was far removed from the centralizing ambitions of
European absolutism. Indeed, Montesquieu’s and Rousseau’s federalism
which had inspired the American Federalists was conceived as a liberal
alternative to absolutist centralization. But the American opponents of
the Federalists were not defenders of absolutism: conversely, they were
those who advocated an even smaller degree of centralization, at best a
loose confederation of states, with no supremacy of federal law, and
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the right of secession for all member states. In the political controversy
that ensued, therefore, the label ‘federalism’ gradually became synony-
mous with promoting greater integration of the American states, and
the original opposition between federalism and centralism faded into
oblivion.3 A ‘federal’ institution or law was one that asserted a unitary
authority over the laws and customs of individual states. The civil war,
in which many of the fears which Anti-Federalists voiced in the 1770s
came true, seemed to confirm the equation between ‘federalism’ and
the forceful imposition of common policies and standards upon unruly
regions. This plot has remained largely unchanged. The same theme
features in countless popular US movies of recent years, where FBI
agents clash with the spirit of self-reliance and anti-Washington senti-
ment of their counterparts in remote southern or western states. In
popular culture, Waco is emblematic of the authoritarian image of
‘federal’ America.

In Germany, the development of federalism as a political category
started at about the same time – but soon took a different turn. Here,
too, the ideas of Montesquieu and Rousseau formed the starting point.4

And as in America, they were quickly absorbed into a political dis-
course that was essentially practical. Uninterested in pure speculations
about an ideal state, German political and legal writers of the eigh-
teenth century such as Johann Stephan Pütter were concerned to
address the pressing problems of the day. The polycentric structure of
the Holy Roman Empire, which had shaped German politics for many
centuries, provided the background. The War of the Bavarian
Succession brought home to observers that this imperial constitution
was threatened by the ambitions of ‘absolutist’ rulers, most notably
those of Prussia and Austria. Whaley’s chapter in this volume examines
the response of the intellectuals of the day. It widens the focus from
the specialized legal debate to the broader intellectual consensus that
emerged from it, showing how federalism became an – albeit implicit –
part of German national consciousness. Whaley takes issue with two
myths of German historiography. One is the nationalist myth. For the
entire nineteenth and for much of the twentieth centuries, German
historians condemned the Holy Roman Empire as weak: its destiny was
to be quashed by the modern forces of nationalism, embodied by the
state of Prussia. Whaley argues that the decentralized structure of the
Old Reich was by no means dysfunctional; in fact, it was highly effec-
tive in fulfilling its purposes – above all, the maintenance of peace and
the rule of law in the German lands. Political centralization, however,
was not its purpose, and the absence of centralizing moves thus not a
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‘failure’. Instead, the Old Reich was in many ways a federal state – but
it was not (yet) defined as such. Whaley is sceptical of the current
fashion for portraying the medieval or early modern Reich as a model
for EU government. This is the second, contemporary myth he sets out
to dismantle.5 The nature of politics has undergone such a profound
transformation since the early modern period that formal constitu-
tional comparisons with the present-day situation are nonsensical. If
the Reich was not a model for the twentieth century, however, it left
an important intellectual legacy behind. Responding to eighteenth-
century territorial absolutism, German intellectuals and political com-
mentators began to redefine imperial devolution in an enlightened
vocabulary. This influenced German politics for decades to come, by
providing a repository of precedents for smaller German states to
invoke when they defended their autonomy vis-à-vis central
governments.

None of these arguments became obsolete with the so-called
unification of Germany in 1871. The nation state that Bismarck created
was little more than a federation of largely sovereign individual states,
and even under Wilhelm II, Prussia’s dominance in the field of high pol-
itics did little to eradicate individual-state consciousness and confidence.
The third chapter turns to the theme of continuity, by examining a set
of arguments that emerged in the ‘federal’ debate in Germany in the late
eighteenth century, and then tracing the ways in which these argu-
ments were revived and recycled by federalists of the post-unification
era. German historians have rarely commented on such continuities.
Their reluctance is understandable. A healthy mistrust of teleology
belongs in every history book. There was no causal chain of events that
links the constitution of the Old Reich with contemporary German fed-
eralism. Instead, there were many turning points where German history
could have turned in different directions – and indeed several points
where it did precisely that, as the later chapters of this volume which
deal with the anti-federal nature of the Nazi state and the GDR show.

If contingency is writ large, was there any sense in which German
federalism had a longue durée? Participants of the Manchester confer-
ence converged on the view that to understand German federalism, we
need to move beyond the conceptual opposition between contingency
and historical determinism. German federalism, we suggest, did
produce a continuity of a kind. This is to be found not in an unbroken
chain of events, much less in causal links between these events, but in
the lieux de memoire, the focal points of national memory, that consti-
tute German political culture. Not all German regimes were federal. But
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federalism never disappeared from the German political imagination.
There was little ‘federal’ resistance to the centralizing impulses of total-
itarian governments. Federalism did, however, play an important role
in reconstructing democracy after the end of totalitarian regimes. The
late 1940s as well as the early 1990s witnessed a truly remarkable
process. Rather than being seen as a hostile plot to subdivide the
nation, the ‘foreign’ introduction of federalism soon acquired the
status of an ‘authentic’ expression of German identities – even when,
especially after 1945, few of the new Länder directly corresponded to
the former states of the Old Reich or the Bismarckian Empire. To be
sure, federalism was adopted under considerable pressure from the
Western Allies after the Second World War. This provoked some suspi-
cions amongst ordinary Germans, and even more so from some promi-
nent SPD and KPD politicians. Yet given the circumstances, it is not
the existence of such opposition, but its relative ineffectiveness and
fleetingness which requires explanation. The German states’ separate
histories were not a direct cause of the successful reinvention of
German federalism. But federalism’s prominent place in German
national memory did facilitate the absorption of what was in fact a
new form of federalism into the political culture of the day. Federalism
should thus be understood as a continuous sub-current of German
history, often inactive and ineffectual, but ready to be revived when-
ever dramatic political transformations needed to be assimilated.

Federalism’s relative vagueness and shifting meaning was an impor-
tant ingredient in this success story. Federalism can be associated with
‘authentic national identity’, because both concepts are flexible
enough to change with the times. Moreover, federalism, in reconciling
a regional and a national sense of belonging in a non-hierarchical
order, is predicated on the assumption of a plurality of identities, and
thus defies any attempt to equate it with a single political concept or
ideology. Many historians have pointed out that federalism has no
clear-cut political meaning. To date, however, few have seen this lack
of precision as the secret of federalism’s success in the German political
imagination. This conclusion runs as a guiding thread through most of
the chapters of this book. Federalism has survived dramatic historical
transformations because it is cloaked in the most successful political
rhetoric of the modern age: the rhetoric of pragmatism. It therefore
adapts more easily to changing circumstances, and it appeals to people
from a wider political spectrum, than classical ideologies.

Notwithstanding their ideological flexibility, federal systems in
German history functioned in highly specific ways, and generated
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complex political mechanisms and institutions. Federalism combines
both: a vague sense of cultural belonging, and a sophisticated constitu-
tional mechanism of devolved government. Debating this issue at our
conference, we found it helpful to draw upon a categorization pro-
posed by the American sociologist Theda Skocpol. Considering the role
of cultural modes of analysis for social and political sciences, Skocpol
introduced a distinction between what she called ‘cultural idioms’ and
‘political ideologies’.6 Cultural idioms are enshrined in popular beliefs
and mentalities, a particular register of language, a set of (largely
unreflected) stereotypes, a ‘habitus’. They provide the framework
within which political discourse takes place; they influence what is
thinkable in a political culture. They do not, however, determine prac-
tical outcomes or ‘cause’ political decisions. Political ideologies, by
contrast, are more conscious, deliberate creations. They tend to be
highly specific to a particular time and place, they change rapidly and
depend on the agency of individuals or distinct groups. 

The Germans’ pronounced sense of regional identity is a cultural
idiom in Skocpol’s sense. It formed a necessary prerequisite for all
German federal constitutions. Only if we take into account the way in
which Swabian, Bavarian or Hanseatic identities were defined,
defended and redefined over long periods of time can we make sense of
German federalism. This requires extending the scope of the investiga-
tion beyond high politics and constitutional history. The chapters by
Confino and Durrell show how regionalism functioned as a part of
day-to-day German culture. Durrell examines the role of dialects in the
era of German unification. Linguistic theories of the period reflect the
interplay of cultural and political factors in German federalism. High
German, nineteenth-century linguists argued, was a peripatetic lan-
guage: it evolved as a result of contact with the shifting intellectual
centres of Germany’s history. The language absorbed vital impulses in
fourteenth-century Prague, sixteenth-century Wittenberg, and so on.
In this view, the High German that had emerged at the end of this
journey represented an organic synthesis of Germany’s regional cul-
tures: it was a truly ‘federal’ language. 

Such academic debates went hand in hand with a powerful popular
revival of regionalism. Not all European states that experienced a resur-
gence of regionalism during the long nineteenth century became
federal states. The best example is France, probably the most central-
ized state in Western Europe at the time. Both here and in Germany,
local and regional identities gained momentum in the age of tri-
umphant nationalism. This trend was reinforced by the experience of
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the First World War. Yet there are few signs of France’s political system
moving towards a more federal composition – Corsica is an exception
rather than indicative of a general trend. The regional revival of the
nineteenth century cannot, therefore, provide a sufficient explanation
for political federalism. Other, more contingent factors encouraged the
adoption of a federal system in Germany. Does this mean we can
dismiss the role of the cultural idiom of regionalism for the history of
German federalism? Hardly. Federalism is unthinkable without it. This
was partly due to the historical precedent of the Holy Roman Empire.
Even if we now know that early modern French absolutism was less
centralized than historians thought a generation ago, its intellectual
legacy allowed for a very different approach to central government in
France than in the German lands.7 The significance of these two differ-
ent histories was not that they in themselves prescribed federal or cen-
tralist styles of government. But the Holy Roman Empire did provide
an important argument for the defenders of German federalism that
their French counterparts lacked. This was all the more important
because the age of nation-state formation in Germany was an age that
was intensely historically minded. It witnessed the birth of academic
history writing as well as the triumph of ‘historicism’ as an architec-
tural and artistic style. In this climate, the historicity of federalism was
a useful argument for those pushing for a federal constitution. Their
motivation in doing so, however, tended to be practical. Bismarck’s
decision to unify Germany as a federal state in 1871, like the decision
of the Allies to recreate at least a semblance of that federal structure
after 1945, or indeed the decision of the Kohl government to engineer
the German unification of 1990 as federation of the West German and
the East German Länder (instead of the unification of two states) – all
these have to be accounted for with reference to power politics, inter-
national relations, the personal vision of key political actors, and other
‘non-cultural’ factors. It is not the purpose of this book to invalidate
such modes of explanation. It merely suggests that such explanations
leave important questions unanswered. The authors of this book draw
attention to underlying cultural paradigms which made such decisions
possible and feasible in the first place.

If history was one of these underlying paradigms, the fashion for
things vernacular that accompanied industrial modernization in
Germany was another. As Confino shows, the German Heimat move-
ment’s reputation as merely conservative is in urgent need of revision.8

In this book, Confino argues that Heimat was a highly dynamic
concept. It reinvented local and regional traditions in such a way as to
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make them compatible with a very modern nationalism. As a half-
hearted compromise between the new nationalism and the old particu-
larism, federalism’s appeal would have been somewhat limited in an
age of ‘charismatic politics’. The success story of German federalism in
this period relied on the way in which the peculiarity and diversity of
the regions could be presented as an asset to the nation as a whole. The
Heimat movement provided the missing link, which enabled people to
project a spontaneous sense of belonging to the locality or region onto
the more abstract entity of the nation at large. This cemented the poly-
centric structure of the German state and made full-scale centralization
more difficult – but by strengthening the bonds between the citizens
and the state, regionalism benefited the national movement.

Of course, this story requires social differentiation. A positive
identification with locality and region strengthened the national alle-
giance of those who maintained strong ties with their native home-
lands. The Heimat movement thus proved highly effective in
mobilizing a broad base of support from German soldiers serving in the
First World War, the majority of whom came from rural areas. For
those who had recently migrated large distances to find work in the
newly industrializing cities, however, the experience was different.
Germany’s Social Democratic Party opposed regionalism. My own
chapter highlights this difference by focusing on the Free Hanseatic
City of Hamburg. In defending the city’s special privilege to maintain a
free-trade harbour, the senators of Hamburg argued that the city’s
political and economic autonomy was vital for its role as the
Germany’s ‘Gateway to the World’ – a core element of Wilhelmine
nationalism. In promoting this claim, the senators used historical argu-
ments, alluding to a largely fictitious history of the medieval Hanseatic
League. They also drew upon the modern vocabulary of the Heimat
movement, notably when the new free harbour was constructed in a
vernacular North German style. The synthesis between regionalism
and nationalism was successful, in that it convinced authorities in
Berlin to preserve Hamburg’s autonomy after unification. But it
excluded the lower classes, whose vision of the nation was more egali-
tarian, and who, having arrived in the city as a highly mobile indus-
trial workforce, had no personal ties with the city-state’s history or its
culture of Hanseatic regionalism.

With the emergence of the Nazi dictatorship and of the ‘German
Democratic Republic’, early twentieth-century Germany witnessed a
process of political centralization in which federal institutions more or
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less disappeared. The motivations are complex, and little research has
yet been done in this area. The myth of federalism as the anti-totalitar-
ian doctrine per se has prevented historians from taking the question
why these two regimes set out to eradicate federalism as seriously as we
ought to take it. This book offers some preliminary answers, which are
suggested by the story of German federalism as we have traced it up to
this point. We can distinguish two important factors. One is that both
these totalitarian regimes subscribed to the traditional belief that a
strong state is a centralized state. In that respect, they relied on the his-
torical model of territorial absolutism. But their centralizing policies
also had modern aspects. Especially the GDR could build upon the
anti-federal sentiments that had characterized the German working-
class movement from the later nineteenth century. This connection is
explored in Mary Fulbrook’s chapter. She sees the abolition of federal-
ism in East Germany not merely as a repressive measure to assert total
political control. Instead, she argues that the cultural sense of regional-
ism, too, disappeared in East Germany within less than a generation,
because the GDR succeeded in portraying it as alien in spirit to the
community of all workers. These workers were united by a history in
which region had played a subservient role, but more importantly, by a
sense of a common fate in the future, for better or worse, given their
enforced confinement in the East German state. This interpretation is
bound to spark off much debate amongst historians in years to come.
Fulbrook does of course concede that the acceptance of ‘democratic
centralism’ was uneven. Regionalism was preserved in some areas,
notably by minorities such as the Sorbs, or by the organizational struc-
ture of the Church seeking to evade central party control. The associ-
ation between opposition politics and regionalism in East Germany
raises interesting questions about the swift restoration of federalism in
East Germany after 1989, and it is hoped that our publication will
inspire future research in this area. 

Noakes’s chapter shows that, by comparison, the Nazi’s anti-federal
programme was less successful, but also less unequivocal. In Mein
Kampf, Hitler declared that federalism was a mask that needed to be
torn from the face of the German polity. But in practice, federalism
was only abolished on paper, and at least partly reinstated when it
came to the day-to-day process of political decision-making. The issue
of centralization versus federalism was caught up in the dynamic of
competing institutions in the Nazi polycracy: if the Interior Ministry
pushed for more centralization, rival institutions competing for the
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support of the Führer were quick to defend devolution as a means of
undermining the Ministry’s bid for power. At the same time, the anti-
federal programme was less radical from the outset: what was attacked
was simply administrative federalism – in keeping with the idea that
centralization equalled power, and that historical particularism stood
in the way of the Nazi social revolution. Cultural regionalism,
however, was excepted from this attack; in fact, Stammesbewusstsein –
German ‘tribal’ consciousness – was an important part of Nazi
propaganda. 

With the collapse of the Nazi state, the stage for federalism’s success
story in West Germany was set. In the current German constitution,
important areas of policy-making remain the prerogative of the indi-
vidual Länder. They include key issues such as education and the
control of large parts of the national budget. Indeed, the subdivision of
power in the Federal Republic became more rather than less prominent
as post-war Germany developed. While some historians referred to the
Federal Republic’s early days as ‘closet centralism’,9 more recently,
political observers have tended to criticize the German constitution’s
development for ‘excessive federalism’, a degree of decentralization
verging on the total fragmentation of political power. In his survey of
federalism’s role in West German politics, Jeffery examines the
dynamic nature of the German model of ‘cooperative federalism’.
Beginning with the 1969–79 constitutional reforms, he diagnoses a
trend towards ever-greater autonomy of the Länder governments – 
a ‘Sinatra’ style of federalism. Yet to Jeffery this is no reason to sub-
scribe to the gloomy view prevalent amongst many German political
scientists today, who believe that the development of federalism has
effectively reached a dead end. Political debates in Germany may be
marked by financial squabbles between the Länder and the national
government in Berlin, and the controversy is far from resolved. But
ultimately, both sides continue to believe that they stand to gain more
than they lose from the federal division of powers between the centre
and the regions. Renzsch’s chapter analyses the ongoing debate about
the future of federalism in German political circles. The author com-
bines the perspective of a political scientist with that of an ‘insider’ of
the German political system. Although he agrees with Jeffery’s percep-
tion of an increasing disentanglement of German federalism, if not for-
mally, then at least de facto, he argues that German federalism still
qualifies as largely cooperative: hardly any federation goes as far as the
German one when it comes to centralizing legislative but decentraliz-
ing executive authority. Recent years have, it is true, seen a modest
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transfer of legislative powers back to the Länder. Yet many regions
have been surprisingly reluctant to demand more regional taxation
powers – not least because they do not want to shoulder the respons-
ibility for taxes unlikely to be popular with voters. 

Whatever the outcome of these complex negotiations will be, they
are affected by, and they affect, the wider European integration
process. Not only do the German Länder have to adjust their agenda to
European Union policies: unlike the more technical term ‘subsidiarity’,
federalism for many Germans is a political virtue in its own right – and
their passport to European civilization. Developments after 1989 re-
inforced this notion: federalism was invoked to reassure Germany’s
neighbours in Europe that reunification would not lead to a resurgence
of the old German nationalism, and that the new state would pose no
threat to others. And if Germany was more Euro-compatible in a
federal shape, the same surely applied to the countries. The more ‘fed-
eralized’ Europe as a whole became, so the argument ran, the easier
national conflict would be avoided in future. A ‘Europe of the regions’
may well be a projection of German identity onto Europe. Yet it is a
projection intended to counteract forces of German nationalism –
quite the opposite of a callous plot to bring other European states
under German dominion.10

Even in Germany, however, federalism has many critics. Those on
the left of the German political spectrum tend to blame federalism for
creating social inequalities between the richer and the poorer Länder,
and fear for the future of the financial equalisation mechanism. They
also argue that federalism has allowed traditionally conservative
Länder such as Bavaria to use a regional platform for defying German
constitutional law on issues ranging from banning abortion to the
presence of crucifixes in the classrooms of state schools. The fact that
radical right-wing parties such as the Bavarian-based ‘Europäische
Föderalistische Partei Deutschlands’ use the federalism label to
promote their political ends aggravates such concerns. 

Critics of a liberal or moderately conservative persuasion tend to
focus on other aspects of the federal system, but are often none the less
outspoken in their attacks. Typically, they dismiss German federalism
on the grounds that it creates unnecessary tiers of bureaucracy and
renders political decision-making inefficient. Economics plays an
important role in their arguments. One oddity of the German federal
system which is often pointed to is the absence of a single national
stock exchange. Unlike all its European neighbours, Germany not only
has a central exchange, the Frankfurt Börse, but also seven additional
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Länder-based exchanges in Berlin, Bremen, Hamburg, Hanover,
Düsseldorf, Munich and Stuttgart – and that is not counting specialized
exchanges for particular products, such as the two derivatives
exchanges in Stuttgart and Frankfurt, or the agricultural commodities
exchange in Hanover. Federal traditions such as these seem fundamen-
tally at odds with the economic flexibility required by the process of
European economic integration and the recent wave of international
mergers usually summarized under the heading ‘globalization’. In
demanding less Länder-based bureaucracy, modern conservatives differ
from nineteenth-century critics of federalism. While traditional nation-
alists attacked federalism on the grounds that it weakened the (central)
state unnecessarily, contemporary conservatives make the opposite
assertion. Having absorbed the liberal credo that the state governs best
that governs least, they attack German federalism for extending the
scope of state intervention by multiplying political institutions, where
the market should be given a free hand. 

These criticisms notwithstanding, the federal nature of Germany
continues to be a centrepiece of German national identity. On this,
commentators from a broad political spectrum are in agreement. Even
the more radical of the reform proposals currently under debate do 
not envisage the abolition of the Länder’s political autonomy.
Interestingly, the most adventurous critics who advocate the total abo-
lition of some Länder are often also the ones who make the case for
greater sovereign rights for the remaining Länder. In other words,
alongside those who warn of excessive federalism, there are those who
advocate yet greater decentralization of political power in Germany. 

German federalism’s viability can certainly be defended in pragmatic
terms. Yet its continuing attraction for the Germans is in no small part
a result of the country’s turbulent history. Not only does German fed-
eralism go back a long way. It is associated with epochs in German
history that are perceived as relatively unproblematic. After the anti-
federal policies of the twentieth-century dictatorships, federalism
stands rehabilitated as an idea. The victorious Allies after the Second
World War certainly thought so, when they dissolved Germany’s most
centralizing power, the state of Prussia, and subdivided the nation into
individual Länder. What might have seemed like a hostile Allied inter-
vention was embraced by German public opinion. Germans have no
‘French Revolution’ to invoke in order to lend a sense of historical
legitimacy to modern democratic governments. In place of a French-
style revolutionary tradition, Germany’s federal traditions could be pre-
sented as a home-made alternative to authoritarian politics. For many,
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federalism is an authentically German recipe for protecting political
pluralism and cultural diversity (at least amongst Germans themselves).
The authors of this book take a critical view of the historical mythology
surrounding the idea of federalism as an anti-totalitarian safeguard.
Our response, however, cannot be to adopt an ahistorical perspective.11

To appreciate the real meaning and the ideological significance of
German Föderalismus, we have to understand the concept historically.
Federalism, we conclude, was never an automatic feature of German
history, not even in ‘non-totalitarian’ periods. But since the eighteenth
century, it has played a prominent role in the German political imagin-
ation. As a focal point of national memory, it was called upon many
times to legitimate the creation of federal constitutions throughout the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. Today, the attraction of the federal
option is undiminished. For better or worse, Germans and, increas-
ingly, Europeans live in an age of federalism.
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