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he German empire before 1914 had the fastest-growing economy in 
europe and was the strongest military power in the world. yet it appeared, 
from a reading of many contemporaries’ accounts, to be lagging behind 
other nation-states and to be losing the race to divide up the rest of the 
globe. his book is an ambitious reassessment of how Wilhelmine Germans 
conceived of themselves and the German empire’s place in the world in the 
lead-up to the First World War. mark hewitson re-examines the varying 
forms of national identiication, allegiance and politics following the crea-
tion and consolidation of a German nation-state in light of contemporary 
debates about modernity, race, industrialization, colonialism and military 
power. despite the new claims being made for the importance of empire 
to Germany’s development, he reveals that the majority of transnational 
networks and contemporaries’ interactions and horizons remained intra-
european or transatlantic rather than truly global.

mark hewitson is Professor of German history and Politics and  
director of european Social and Political Studies at University College 
london. his publications include Absolute War: Violence and Mass Warfare 

in the German Lands, 1792–1820 (2017) and he People’s Wars: Histories of 

Violence in the German Lands, 1820–1888 (2017).
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PreFaCe and aCknoWled Gement S

it has been a pleasure, in writing this book, to return to the German empire. as a 
doctoral student, i spent long and enjoyable days – indeed, months – meandering  
through the remaining traces of a world that seems outwardly familiar but 
inwardly distant. he decorum and religious or moral self-discipline of difer-
ent groups are diicult to recover and recreate. hey were, of course, already 
subject to extensive and varied challenges at the time, not least because of the  
communicative and commercial shits that were occurring at the turn of the 
century, some of which were associated with ‘globalization’ and movement 
across borders. he ruptures and dissonances caused by such changes are what 
irst drew me to the subject. once there, other questions and topics quickly hove 
into view. movement and invention, cultural conlict and material transforma-
tion, all remain alluring aspects of the pre-war era.

he revolution in means of communication which began with the introduc-
tion of increasingly life-like lithographs, and then photographs, in the mass 
press brought about a shit from a literary (and oral) culture to a largely visual 
one, characterized amongst other things by advertisements and consumption. 
Such a visual culture maintained its grip, in the industrial economies of europe 
and elsewhere, for much of the twentieth century, as images began to move 
(ilm) and entered the living room (tV). he extent to which this communi-
cative context, which always co-existed and overlapped with the written and 
spoken word, is being altered fundamentally in the early twenty-irst century 
remains uncertain. in some respects, investigations of the spatial, temporal, psy-
chological, and social efects of the last revolution help us to understand the 
current one (if it is one).

mobility – whether in an aeroplane or in the mind – creates perspective. 
he world ‘here’ looks diferent from over there. he study of national belong-
ing, transnational movement and globalization is closely connected to the 
radical sense of precariousness and curiosity that travel has instilled in us. 
displacement, light and dizziness uproot us or make us lose our bearings, but 
they also allow us to discover others and ‘lose’ or ‘ind’ ourselves. travel is, to 
adapt Simmel, not just a lust but also a mania. his study lies towards the more 
mundane centre of that particular spectrum.
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i have beneited greatly over the years from discussions of the topic – and, 
thankfully, others – with hartmut Pogge von Strandmann, who helped to 
awaken my interest in the era, hagen Schulze, John Breuilly, mary Fulbrook, 
Jim retallack, michael John, rainer liedtke, Stephanie Bird, egbert klautke, 
matthew Jeferies, Jan Vermeiren, eckard michels, Judith Beniston, Bernhard 
rieger, matthew d’auria and Jef Bowersox. i have also had the good fortune –  
even if it didn’t always feel like it at the time – to teach and hear the views of a 
large number of undergraduate and graduate students on courses about nation-
alism (and post-nationalism) in Germany and austria. to all of them, together 
with colleagues at conferences – especially contributors to a conference on nine-
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my unredeemable debt of gratitude, as in the past, is to my (transnational) 
family: to Cécile, whose mobile life i still feel incredibly lucky to share; to anna, 
whose tentative existence i irst heard of in Berlin (probably researching this book, 
though i don’t remember); and to Camille, whose irst long-haul light and per-
plexed reaction to jetlag (as a one-year old) i shall always remember. nationality 
is all around us, but we rarely discuss it because it doesn’t seem very important. 
recent events in the United kingdom and elsewhere have, therefore, come as 
something of a shock, proving that early twentieth-century atavism – along with 
a welter of more important grievances and aspirations – is still half-relevant.  
i look forward to its future – and brutishly short – history.
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