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I. Introduction 
 

Based on the conviction that the formation of concepts is a scholarly necessity but that this 
amounts to no more than an approximation of actual historical reality, and inevitably risks 
rendering the totality, the movement and the transition of the phenomena of life as nothing 
more than mere concepts, leaving them in a state of stasis, this article instead primarily focuses 
on undertaking an actual historical investigation. Recent years have seen the appearance of 
numerous publications that have also dealt with Clausewitz’s political deliberations and their 
contextualization in contemporary history.1 In light of the resulting thoughts, readings, 
opinions and interpretations, it could transpire that, even with the 190th anniversary of 
Clausewitz’s death in mind on 16 November 2021, the original statements of the Prussian 
war philosopher fade somewhat into the background, if not entirely vanish into oblivion. In 
other words: what did Clausewitz actually say, what ideas did he formulate? And what remains 

 
1 See Peter Paret, Clausewitz and the State (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2007); Andreas Herberg-
Rothe, Clausewitz’s Puzzle: The Political Theory of War (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); Bruno 
Colson, Clausewitz (Paris: Perrin, 2016); Peter Paret,  Clausewitz in His Time: Essays in the Cultural and 
Intellectual History of Thinking about War (New York: Berghahn Books, 2014); Andrée Türpe, Der 
vernachlässigte General? Das Clausewitz-Bild in der DDR (Berlin: Ch. Links Verlag, 2020); See also the 
Burger Clausewitz-Jahrbücher published by Forschungsgemeinschaft Clausewitz in 2015, 2016, 2017, 2018, 
2019, 2020. 
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mere exegesis or intellectual interpretation? It is here that the caution voiced by the veteran 
researcher on Clausewitz, Peter Paret, who died last year, comes to mind: “And, without 
neglecting to mention the obvious: the most important and also the most reliable sources of 
insight into Clausewitz’s personality and life are his own writings, in which every reader can 
plot their own route!”2 

The majority of the materials used for the following article were only made available to 
the public after Clausewitz’s death. The article draws primarily on Clausewitz’s extensive 
correspondence with both his wife Marie and with Gneisenau, on records of political events 
not intended for the public, on socio-political memoranda and essays, and on fragments from 
Clausewitz’s family archive. Taken together, this material provides something approaching an 
exhaustive insight into his ideas: careful examination thereof allows conclusions to be drawn 
and concepts to be appropriately differentiated. It should also be noted that Clausewitz’s 
thoughts and notions on the relationship between war and politics are not commented upon 
in any depth in this article; however, it is assumed that the reader is familiar with them. 
 

II. Reform or Revolution 
 

An analysis of Clausewitz’s thoughts on reform or revolution reveals three relatively 
independent, distinct periods. The first of these can be dated up to 1807; the second from 
1807 to 1813/15; and the third from the anti-Napoleonic Wars of Liberation until his death. 
While such a periodization may initially seem somewhat crude, it is a legitimate tool which 
helps to better illustrate Clausewitz’s reflections. 

The period up to 1807 saw Clausewitz gain an initial realization of the changes that were 
to come. This can be seen in his first political notes and in excerpts from his letters. It is also 
evident in his sympathies with those Prussian political forces, among them several 
distinguished military officers, whose assessment of the battles against revolutionary France 
led them to the view that Prussia would have to initiate changes in its state and military 
structure in order to be capable of resistance in future conflicts. However, at this time 
Clausewitz did not yet have any definite ideas about potential political changes to be 
introduced in Prussia. In fact, he was firmly convinced at this point that Prussia, even with its 
present social structure, was still capable of victory. He dismissed any doubts that arose based 
on his frankly overweening military ambition to excel in the coming conflicts.3 It is only the 
fact that Clausewitz at that time had recourse to nothing but his rapier in order to gain prestige 
and advancement that prompted him to write the following sentences in a letter to Marie von 
Brühl. And it is only by keeping this context in mind that we can understand his attitude: “My 
fatherland needs war and — to put it plainly — war alone can bring me to my goal. In 
whatever way I have sought to link my existence with the rest of the world, my path always 
leads me to a vast battlefield. Unless I enter this field, there can be no lasting happiness for 

 
2  Peter Paret, Das Verständnis von Clausewitz` Leben als Beispiel der Möglichkeiten und Grenzen der 
Biographie, [Engl.: “Understanding Clausewitz’s life as an example of the possibilities and limits of 
biography”], Lecture given in Burg on 21 May 2017. Published in Burg Clausewitz Yearbook (2017), 25. 
3 Clausewitz was never able to entirely rid himself of these doubts in the course of the entire 1806/07 
campaign. They mainly concerned the initial maneuvering of the Prussian King prior to the 
commencement of hostilities, the lack of dynamic drive behind the military operations, the outdated 
leadership structure of the campaign, with “three commanders and two Quartermaster Generals” 
creating a diluted military leadership and the “incessant friction of conflicting opinions”. All this gave 
Clausewitz an uneasy feeling about the outcome of the war, as he himself later revealed in his “Historical 
Letters on the significant military events of October 1806.” See Carl von Clausewitz, Historische Briefe 
über die großen Kriegsereignisse im Oktober 1806, newly edited and annotated by J. Niemeyer (Bonn: 
Dümmler, 1977), 72. 
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me.”4 Clausewitz as yet had no inkling of the impending disaster when, a few days later, he 
wrote that things were in fact somewhat better than he had previously thought; he recorded 
his conjecture thus: “at this moment, fate offers us a vengeance which would pour pale terror 
over all the faces of France and plunge the overconfident emperor into an abyss ...”5 There is 
no doubt that Clausewitz's mind at that time was still far removed from any tangible ideas 
committed to social reform. In fact, not even the slightest shreds of revolutionary thought 
can be detected in him. Even immediately after the crushing defeat suffered by the Prussian 
army, he was not yet in a position to understand its deep political causes. He did not see that 
an outmoded social organism had failed to stand the tests of its time. Although his “Historical 
letters on the significant military events of October 1806,” published in the Minerva journal, 
contain brilliant military assessments, they ultimately remain restricted to military matters and 
do not touch on the key socio-political causes of the defeat. He instead attributes it more to 
how the campaign was conducted when he states that the Prussian army was exposed to 
inevitable doom “through no fault of its own, precisely because nothing ingenious was done in a 
severely disadvantageous situation,” and “that a lack of ingenuity and outstanding talent had alone 
sufficed to bring about disaster for the army and the commander ...”6 He does express disquiet 
at Prussia’s military mechanism, abounding as it does with difficulties, and notes how the 
“effects of talent are lost” as a result.7 But, overall, this is more conjecture than knowledge of 
the actual causes of Prussia’s lagging behind. In this respect, we can quite justifiably draw the 
conclusion that Clausewitz did not yet have any clear ideas of reform in the period I have 
specified and that his position on the problem of revolution was a negative one as a result of 
the revolutionary events in France, which deterred him. His thinking in this respect was still 
that of a military man, and less that of a politically enlightened war philosopher. 

Clausewitz’s thinking changed, however, in the wake of the Prussian Army's catastrophic 
defeat in the twin battles of Jena and Auerstedt in 1806 and the peace treaty signed with 
France at Tilsit with its concomitant humiliation of Prussia. Right up to the point of 
Napoleon's final defeat on the battlefield of Waterloo, we observe Clausewitz's intense 
intellectual struggle with the possibilities and alternatives of national rebirth and social change. 
If we look at his deliberations, it is easy to see that the levels of radicalism in his thoughts 
appear to be a reflection of the circumstances of the time. While in the period up to 1807 he 
only infrequently suspected internal political ills without according any crucial significance to 
them, his insights now changed and led him, intellectually and then also in practical terms, to 
join ranks with the Prussian reformers. 

If we are to determine the fundamental motivating force behind his socio-political 
reflections, which inspired him in this period and also after the victory over Napoleon, it was 
the idea of the extent to which the Prussian state must be transformed domestically in order 
to secure it a respected and dignified position in Europe.8 Given the contradictions of the 

 
4 Carl von Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 18.09.1806,” in Carl von Clausewitz, Geist und Tat. 

Das Vermächtnis des Soldaten und Denkers, ed. W.M. Schering (Stuttgart: A. Kröner, 1941): 23-24. 
5 Ibid, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 26.09.1806,” 28. 
6 Clausewitz, Historische Briefe über die großen Kriegsereignisse im Oktober 1806, 66. 
7 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 29.09.1806, ” in Carl von Clausewitz, Geist und Tat. Das 
Vermächtnis des Soldaten und Denkers, 28. 
8 In 1805, Clausewitz formulated what he regarded as the most important rule of politics, namely “To 
consider the state’s honor as holy.” See Hans Rothfels, Carl von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg. Eine 
ideengeschichtliche Studie (Berlin: F. Dümmler, 1920), 202. And in a letter to his wife, he wrote: “Fatherland 
and national honor. Everything that I am or that I could be I owe to these two gods of the earth, and 
without them there will be nothing left of me but a coreless and sapless husk.” See Carl von Clausewitz, 
“Letters to Marie von Brühl dated 03.10.1807,” in Carl von Clausewitz, Ausgewählte Briefe an Marie von 
Clausewitz und Gneisenau (Berlin: Verlag der Nation, 1953), 74. These thoughts appear later both in his 
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period in which he lived, this approach sufficed to distance Clausewitz politically from the 
established aristocratic faction at the Prussian court. It included, after all, actively searching 
for ways to transform Prussia's domestic politics with the aim of shaping it as a power factor 
in the fight against Napoleonic foreign rule. This period also saw Clausewitz realize that “the 
peoples who excelled in war differed from the vanquished in their civil condition, but not in 
that they were more accustomed to personal combat”.9 He therefore now clearly understood 
other essential factors that caused the collapse of the Prussian Army; by this time, he had 
already moved past his initial consideration, which he had initially gone through the motions 
of creating despite not necessarily buying into it.  

The question remained as to the real socio-political alternatives to Prussia’s domestic 
political transformation, which Clausewitz had seen as absolutely necessary in itself. 

It is a testament to his capacity for political analysis that he recognized both reform and 
revolution as, in principle, possible types of political movement.  

A further question remains, however, in terms of what his personal attitude to this 
problem was. In answering this question, it is also important to guard against making 
generalizing evaluations which invariably amount to a mechanical “either/or” argument. 
Rather, we should see Clausewitz’s respective position in continual relation to the 
contradictory circumstances of the time and then assess it. After returning from his time in 
French captivity, he had no hesitation in joining the ranks of those forces that were 
determined to bring about a bourgeois revolution in Prussia along moderate lines. In this, he 
was fully committed to the idea of the gradual, step-by-step transformation of the Prussian 
state. He sensed the immense task that was to be accomplished through the reforms. But he 
was also aware of the stance of his opponents and was unable to conceal his aversion towards 
them. In a letter to Marie von Brühl he expressed it thus: “Great, this is an indescribably great 
moment in time: not many people understand it...”10 And a few days later, in some reviews 
he wrote on behalf of Scharnhorst, he defended the military reform that had been introduced, 
because it was necessary to “set people’s minds straight a little.” 11 The extent to which he 
agreed with Scharnhorst in his assessment of the reform is evident from the fact that 
Scharnhorst fully agreed with the reviews and had them published without any amendments.12 
Clausewitz was now not merely a supporter, but an active reformer himself. Prussia was now 
to be founded on the triple primacy of arms, science and the constitution. In the period that 
followed, work on implementing the reforms continued, but resistance from Napoleon and 
especially from the conservative faction of the nobility became tougher and led to the first 
consequences in terms of changes in personnel. Clausewitz deeply regretted Stein’s departure 
from the civil service and saw it as an indication of a downshift in further reform efforts. 
With bitterness he states in a letter: “The Minister vom Stein left here yesterday, he has 
therefore been finally got rid of, and consequently resolutions have been passed immediately, 
which he had blocked...”13 In assessing Clausewitz’s thoughts, it is of interest that he shows 

 
letters and in his political writings in a multitude of variations. It will be shown later on that these 
demands cannot be interpreted as an aggressive claim aimed at conquest. 
9 “Carl von Clausewitz: An unnamed military man to Fichte, as author of the essay on Machiavelli in 
the first volume of the ‘Vesta’,” in Carl von Clausewitz, Geist und Tat. Das Vermächtnis des Soldaten und 
Denkers, 79. 
10 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 17.08.1808,” in Ausgewählte Briefe an Marie von Clausewitz 
und Gneisenau, 95. 
11 Ibid., “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 14.09.1808,” 96. 
12 Ibid., “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 04.12.1808,” 102. “I once wrote three reviews; Scharnhorst 
returned them to me, simply commenting: "I have not changed anything in these, and will send the 
transcripts to the expedition itself."” 
13 Ibid., 100. 
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Stein his “complete admiration and love,” but spares him no amount of reproach for failing 
to rigorously see the reforms through. Disappointed, he concludes thus: “Maybe it would 
have gone better in every respect if your friend [referring to Stein] had not been too 
acquiescent and indecisive in the beginning, two faults of his which surprised me, but of 
which he was guilty in reality.”14 There is no doubt that Clausewitz had already arrived at 
thoughts here that went beyond the scope of what had been hitherto introduced and were 
also significantly geared towards the plans for an uprising developed by Gneisenau. Pressured 
by the dogged resistance of the conservatives, by the plight of the fatherland and by the 
maneuvering stance of the Prussian King, Clausewitz now saw the possible alternatives for 
social change no longer lying in reforms alone. The situation of the time pushed him beyond 
thoughts of reform. We find this particularly evident in 1809. As late as March of that year, 
Clausewitz came to the following pessimistic conclusion: “Little good can really be said of the 
general spirit ... The spirit that Stein’s formidable presence held back has been gaining more 
and more ground since his departure and is now so superior to all that is good that its victory 
can no longer be a matter of doubt.”15 A few weeks later, when the popular revolt against 
Napoleon flared up in Europe (in Tyrol and Spain), when Austria decided to resort once more 
to armed combat, and when Schill established an example of national resistance with his 
courageous rebel march,16 he finally became aware of the real reasons behind the resistance 
from the old conservative aristocratic faction. He wrote:  
 

It appears that the gentlemen of the old school here particularly fear the horrors 
of a revolution, and that is why they are sporting such long and pale faces. We 
predicted these disturbances that are now occurring six months ago when the 
treaty was signed; but at that time, no one would listen; now, they are employing 
men and means that will make matters worse.17  

 

What he saw as the King’s cowardly policy of neutrality, which did not grant Austria 
support in the struggles against Napoleon, outraged the patriot Clausewitz and led him to 
conclusions that forecast a truly revolutionary transformation for Europe. He enthusiastically 
formulated his thoughts thus:  
 

I believe that the ferment lies too deep everywhere, and is present to such a great 
extent that it will not produce anything that differs greatly from that which existed 
hitherto. Europe cannot avoid a vast and general revolution. Whoever wishes to 
be the victor may remain so, though it will certainly be less bloody and shorter in 
duration if Austria and Germany prevail. Otherwise, our generation could very 
easily perish before the real crisis arrives. In this great and general revolution 
(which, it must be said in passing, not be a French Revolution), even a general 
insurrection of the German peoples would be only a precursor. Only those kings 
who are able to grasp the true spirit of this great reform, who are able to advance 
it themselves, will be able to retain power. How pitiful must those ignorant, 
thoughtless creatures appear who, though numbering but a few, want to stem this 
general tide, of which only a few drops have moistened their delicate garments; 

 
14 Ibid., “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 20.10.1808,” 98. 
15 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 09.03.1809,” in Ausgewählte Briefe an Marie von Clausewitz 
und Gneisenau, 118. 
16 Helmut Bock, Schill. Rebellenzug 1809. Berlin: Deutscher Militärverlag, 1969. 
17 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 10.05.1809,” in Ausgewählte Briefe an Marie von Clausewitz 
und Gneisenau, 131. 
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woe to the kings who heed their counsels; all that these men do and all that they 
perceive of the matter is petty and limited.18 

 

These words document an awareness by Clausewitz, the fundamental principle of which 
was the realization that he was a contemporary of a revolutionary epoch, in which the civil 
transformation of state and society was the law of history.19 In order to frame the 
revolutionary emphasis in Clausewitz’s thoughts in the right way, one must add the following 
points.  
 

Firstly, Clausewitz assesses here what he sees as merely one of the possible courses 
of social transformation. For him, though, it is not the only conceivable one that will 
inevitably come into existence. 

Secondly, Clausewitz does see himself as a contemporary of a revolutionary epoch, 
but, it seems to me, by no means as a revolutionary himself, and certainly not as a 
Jacobin. His path, which was in line with his personal convictions, was that of reform, 
and specifically a civic societal reform, which, if pursued consistently and vigorously, 
would make a revolution superfluous. 

Thirdly, his rejection of foreign rule was so ingrained in him that, if all other methods 
failed, he was prepared to think of and accept revolution as an alternative. Or to put it 
another way: if the reformers could not prevail, if they were unable to impose their 
political aims on the King, then and only then would the political antagonisms, of their 
own accord, produce social outbursts which, in the form of nationwide uprisings of the 
German people for independence, would likewise bring about revolutionary, profound, 
political changes that would overthrow all previous systems of estates. For Clausewitz, 
this outcome would amount to failure, not just on the part of the King, but by the 
reform party as well. 

 

This then begs a fourth consideration: we must always think of Clausewitz’s reflections on 
the revolutionary perspective of social movement in conjunction with his inner personal 
convictions, which entirely rule out any struggle against the King; and which, while conceiving 
of a revolution as a possible and ultimate means of national liberation, by no means regarded 
it as a desirable goal. He played with the idea of revolution without making it the principle 
guiding his actions. Thus, in the same letter in which he also confided his revolutionary 

confession, Clausewitz formulated his own unwavering-position, which he also held later, in 

the words:  
 

Good heavens, in this regard I find what the individual does of so little importance 
that, if a violent ferment were to break out among us and place the person of the 
King in danger, I would gladly hurl myself into the wild mob and die for the King; 
I would neither hope nor fear that by doing so I would undo a revolution which 
requires quite different antidotes than the heroic sacrifice of individuals; but that 
is why I would also say: What I now do is done out of pride, to show that I am 
capable of a noble sacrifice for Your Majesty’s person. But if you count on such 
means, you are a lost man.20 

 

 
18 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 21.05.1809,” in Ausgewählte Briefe an Marie von Clausewitz 
und Gneisenau, 133 f. 
19 See Helmut Bock, “Reform und Revolution. Zur Einordnung des preußischen Reformministeriums 
Stein in den Kampf zwischen Fortschritt und Reaktion,” Militärgeschichte 8 (1980). 
20 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Brühl dated 21.05.1809,” in Ausgewählte Briefe…, 134 f. 
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Clausewitz saw the enormity of the times; he recognized the possible chances of change 
and transformation; he was willing to do anything in his power to ensure that the state would 
be able to withstand the turbulences of the era through civic reforms. But, should the 
reformers fail with their reforms, then he believed that the revolution would have a legitimate 
right to take hold and sweep everyone — the reformers, the King and the “gentlemen of the 
spirit of old” — along with it in its vortex. 

At such a moment Clausewitz saw no alternative for himself other than an honorable 
downfall. Following his basic political convictions, Clausewitz maintained a bourgeois-liberal 
position on the question of reform or revolution. His willingness to sacrifice himself to the 
King in the process of “revolutionary ferment” points to a particularly keen sense of honor 
within Clausewitz rather than to an underlying conservative stance. 

The memorandum “Confessions”21 written by Clausewitz and circulated among the 
reformers in 1812 is an important record of his thinking from that time. 

After a brief analysis of the situation of the Prussian state, its army and its resources, 
Clausewitz, fueled by a deep patriotism, drew up a concept of national resistance against 
Napoleonic foreign rule, taking up and developing the ideas of Scharnhorst and Gneisenau. 
As one would fully expect, Clausewitz also addressed the problem of revolution and reform 
in this work. 

He vigorously defended the achievements of reform and drew attention to the means of 
national resistance owed to it. He also aimed his main attack here against the representatives 
of the Prussian Junkers who had tried their utmost to thwart the efforts of the reformers at 
the King’s court. They were, he said, like “lead weights” dragging down the process of renewal 
and only hindered the King in his decision or had a negative influence on him. The deep 
political and ideological divide between the conservatives and the reformers is, as it were, put 
into literary perspective in this writing. Reform is experienced as a profound process that 
challenges the foundations of feudalism in Prussia. 

Clausewitz’s ideological guiding principle is to prove that the reforms in Prussia had led 
to such changes that it could now, supported by the entire strength of the people, undertake 
the risk of a national liberation struggle against foreign rule. All the King had to do was to 
give the signal. In response to those forces that “do not deny the impossibility of a national 
revolt, but warn of the danger that could ensue from it for the existing order of things, for 
the governments themselves that use this means,”22 Clausewitz counters thus: “But therein 
lies precisely one of the advantages of our situation: the government, which causes this revolt 
itself, remains master of it. It is in a position to guide it (in general) the right direction and to 
drive all forces towards one goal.”23 As hardly any other, this sentence expresses Clausewitz’s 
fundamental political-ideological stance to the relationship between revolution and reform. 
In terms of his underlying convictions, Clausewitz was a proponent of reform and not of 
revolution. And in order to prevent the revolutionary element, which would be a latent 
presence in a war involving the whole nation against Napoleonic foreign rule, becoming 
dominant or shaking the foundations of the state, Clausewitz advised compensating for it 
through wise, prudent and enlightened leadership on the part of the King and the 
government, ultimately decapitating it via the ploy of reason. Clausewitz's insight into the 
nature of future change dictated the idea that liberal representatives of the old order, disposed 
towards bourgeois progress, had to place themselves at the head of a movement that was also 
changing society structurally, in order to advance it without “convulsive jerks.” Clausewitz 

 
21 Clausewitz, “Bekenntnisdenkschrift,” in Ausgewählte militärische Schriften (Berlin: Militärverlag DDR, 
1980), 140 ff. 
22 Ibid. 203. 
23 Ibid. 
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had experienced first-hand that this was not possible without fierce confrontation with 
conservative circles of the nobility.24 His relief was therefore all the greater when, after 
Napoleon’s defeat in the Russian campaign, the King, under pressure from the masses, called 
for a campaign for national liberation and independence. It is thus with satisfaction that he 
recorded in 1813: 
 

The King and his ministers understood the voice of the people and shared their 
feelings. They recognized the duty to now support the people using the full extent 
of the forces of lawful order and authority...25  

 

Now Clausewitz is also entirely confident that the manifold schemings and obstructions 
of the gentlemen “of the old spirit” can no longer halt the course of events, for “these tiny 
ratchet wheels will not hamper a machine into which the spirit of the world blows its breath. 
The prospects seem instead to get brighter as each day passes.”26 

These hopes cherished by Clausewitz were too far out of reach. Following the victorious 
struggle against Napoleonic foreign rule, the conservative forces gradually succeeded in 
regaining lost positions and maneuvering the patriots of reform into the political sidelines. 
Clausewitz’s own political ideas were not unaffected by these events. While during the period 
of foreign rule he had remained convinced of the inevitability of even revolutionary changes, 
he increasingly abandoned this idea and finally saw it as illusory. This, in turn, does not mean 
that Clausewitz renounced the great cause of reform. Quite the contrary. He defended it in 
political pamphlets against the attacks from the conservative camp of the nobility and, armed 
with his experience from the wars of liberation and having matured politically, he justified the 
necessity of the changes in Prussia’s political structure at that time. In his view, the reforms 
were necessary because “the machinery of government ... was a withered, derelict affair, 
wholly inadequate to the needs of the time and the moment” and because “the spirit of the 
people...was alienated from great events and no longer inclined towards great efforts.”27 
Prussia would only be able to triumphantly end the struggle against Napoleonic foreign rule 
through the reforms. This was Clausewitz’s unshakable conviction, and in this sense, he 
remained a convinced supporter and defender of the reform efforts until his death. 

 
24 For example, Clausewitz writes in his “Declaration” that the “court and state officials” persecute all 
patriots with “unforgiving hatred” and that men who oppose foreign rule “are hated, persecuted, 
slandered before the public, denounced before the King – betrayed to the French envoy by those state 
officials oblivious to their duty. Thus the true patriots, who by themselves harbor well-meaning and 
honest intentions towards the King, have been put in the cross hairs of public opinion and are accused 
of acting with the folly and malice of self-serving sops and being nothing more worthy than members 
of an alliance directed against the State and the King.” See ibid., 143 f. And making reference to the 
problems in implementing the army reform, he writes: “The new form into which it [the Army] was 
brought, and especially the new spirit which was to be injected into it, had to battle against a thousand 
prejudices, against the ill will and self-interest of individuals, a lack of readiness to support, inertia and 
indulgence in habit.” And pride in what had been achieved by way of confrontations is there to see in 
the sentence that follows: “In spite of these obstacles, we proceeded happily!” See Clausewitz, “Der 
Feldzug von 1813 bis zum Waffenstillstand,” in Ausgewählte militärische Schriften, 258.  
25 Ibid., 256. Note the veiled irony of the sentences quoted. For Clausewitz, the sentence so often used 
later, “The King called, and all came,” was completely intolerable. He was all too aware of the realization: 
“The King must follow if he is not to perish.” (Clausewitz penned in support). In writing to encourage 
further resistance, however, he had to refrain from such explicit language. This should also be borne in 
mind by the civil traditional historiography, which still seeks to glorify the King’s call of 17.03.1813. See 
also Gerd Heinrich, Geschichte Preußens – Staat und Dynastie (Bonn: Ullstein, 1981), 295 ff. 
26 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Clausewitz dated 26.03.1813,” in Ausgewählte Briefe…, 196. 
27 Ibid., “Nachrichten über Preußen in seiner großen Katastrophe,” in Ausgewählte militärische Schriften, 
90. 
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The gradual dismantling of the achievements of the reforms by Prussia’s restorationist 
aristocratic forces sparked Clausewitz’s active resistance. This was particularly the case when 
the Prussian and Imperial German reserve forces, the Landwehr, was increasingly exposed to 
attacks from old conservative military forces after 1815. In a memorandum from that period, 
he outlined his concern thus: “I tremble with fear at the fate of Scharnhorst’s work, I see 
people taking aim at this venerable edifice out of theoretical motivations and convictions.”28 
And when the efforts to eliminate his mentor’s work continued unabated, he wrote two 
political pamphlets to counter the arguments of the bitter enemies of the Prussian Landwehr 
order.29 Although written at different times, they essentially contain the same line of 
argument. 

He counters the objections that the Landwehr would magnify the threat of revolution with 
his previously developed thesis of Prussia’s encirclement by foreign powers and combines 
this with an appeal to adopt “honest and wise treatment of the army, the Landwehr and the 
people,” for this “alone can contain and enhance the elements of loyalty and devotion in all 
three.”30 If we take stock of his position on reform and revolution on the basis of these two 
pamphlets written in defense of the Prussian Landwehr, the following picture emerges:. 

The possibility of major revolutionary events, still initially envisaged by Clausewitz, no 
longer plays a part in his considerations. He rejects the idea of social progress achieved on 
the basis of revolutionary events. He sees neither external nor internal political constraints 
that would justify a revolutionary uprising. For him it was instead a matter of defending and 
expanding the work of reform once it had been initiated. Regarding the transformations 
already achieved in the course of the reforms, we find, in the context, this assessment from 
him: “But the feudal system has had its day, in our country just as elsewhere. After having 
already run its last course by the second half of the last century, it has now been legally toppled 
by our new state institutions.”31 Evidently, it was also the uncompromising struggle of the 
restorationist aristocratic forces of Prussia against the reform work that for him created the 
appearance that feudal society had already been more comprehensively surmounted than was 
the case in reality. For this reason, the revolutionary efforts of the German youth (Wartburg 
Festival) must have seemed just as incomprehensible to Clausewitz as he took the attacks and 
slander of the old aristocracy as an indication of socio-political changes that had already been 
achieved. This is also supported by the thesis developed in his essay “Agitation” [“Umtriebe”] 
that all the things that formed part of the Great French Revolution had been “achieved in 
Germany without convulsive thrusts”32 and that “namely ... in Prussia, under the 
administration of Prince Hardenberg, an infinite amount had been done to reconcile the 
imbalances in the rights and duties of the individual classes.”33 He now saw the perspective 
of further development in a gradually phased elimination of the continued ills, although he 
by no means underestimated the barriers erected by the feudal-aristocratic forces. And in fact, 
these barriers proved, over time, to be oppressive to such an extent that he gradually became 
increasingly resigned. 

 
28 Clausewitz, “Memo written to Prince August of Prussia,” in Carl von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg, 242. 
29 Clausewitz: “Our Military Institutions” and “On the Political Advantages and Disadvantages of the 
Prussian Landwehr,” both appearing in Ausgewählte militärische Schriften. The first text was written in around 
1819, the second after 1825. 
30 Ibid., “On the Political Advantages,” 346 f. 
31 Ibid., “Our Military Institutions,” 339. 
32 Clausewitz, “Agitation,” in Karl Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl von Clausewitz und Frau Marie von 
Clausewitz, Volume Two (Treuchtlingen: Reprint Literaricon, 2016 [Berlin 1878]), 271. 
33 Ibid. 230. 
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 The events that took place in Europe in the wake of the French July Revolution of 
1830 affected him all the more directly. He saw Prussia threatened from within and from 
outside by the effects of the revolution. His letters during that period are imbued with a 
fundamental pessimism — devoid of all hope. 

While there are no clear statements from him on the relationship between revolution and 
reform from this period, all his letters reveal his dislike of those who sympathized with events 
of the revolution. 

We also note in these letters his recognition that no amount of reform would now help 
to eliminate the social and political basis for a revolution in the future. In his opinion, too 
many opportunities had been missed up to that point, the forces of the Restoration had gained 
the upper hand and the men of his rank who shared his thoughts were too few in number. 
Thus, even in this period, his aversion was directed not only towards the representatives of 
the revolution, but also towards those forces in Prussia who had not recognized the signs of 
the times, who had pursued a restorationist, short-sighted and reactionary policy since the 
wars of liberation and who, in his eyes, had contributed much to the developments now taking 
place. As a result, his remaining faith in the ability of his own rank or class to develop 
acceptable progressive alternatives for socio-political survival and to put them into practice, 
was shattered. 

Stein’s death led him to state the later oft-quoted words:  
 

Thus the phenomena of life, with which we are more closely connected, gradually 
perish in people and things, and remind us that the moment of our own end lies 
not too far distant. I believe that he was happy to leave the world, for he viewed 
many things as bleakly as I do, and felt that he could no longer do anything against 
the evil in the world. Although we could scarcely have called upon him again.34 

 

We can sum up thus:  
Clausewitz was not only a representative of the bourgeois reform party in Prussia in terms 

of his actual political activities. His basic political ideology amounted to that of a supporter 
of bourgeois-liberal reform ideas. We have also established that his positions were developed 
in close connection with the respective foreign policy position of Prussia. The more 
immediate he perceived the threat to the independence of Prussia and, beyond that, of 
Germany, as being, the more radical his thoughts became, the more they approached 
revolutionary positions, without, however, making these the benchmark for his own actions. 
In the final instance, he was a supporter of reform in order to prevent a revolution or to make 
it unnecessary. 

By now the question will have arisen: On what concept of reform or revolution did 
Clausewitz base his ideas? 

Even though Clausewitz did not present any coherent explanations, the following basic 
theoretical premises can be identified on the basis of his political writings and 
correspondence. 

In general, he assumes that reforms or revolutions are potential forms of social change. 
With regard to the nature and methods of change, however, he sees major differences 
between the two. 

In his opinion, a revolution is a dynamic process of change that fundamentally reshapes 
all structures within society. Here, as he himself says, “something organic [is] broken up” in 

 
34 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Clausewitz dated 9 July 1831,” Ausgewählte Briefe…, 277. 
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such a way that it cannot be “glued together” again.35 But this is only possible if the rulers 
stand idly by in the face of the escalating tensions and antagonisms. 

When this is the case, it is neither possible to avert upcoming events nor to steer them in 
the desired directions when they break out. Furthermore, Clausewitz deemed it characteristic 
of a revolution that in its process the old structure of property dissolves, that the political 
conditions fundamentally change, that the political leadership of society is reconstituted, that 
significant masses of the people participate in it by virtue of the magnitude of the tensions 
preceding it, and that its outcome produces something new, something qualitatively different, 
but, after the birth pangs subside, also something organic. This process of forcible destruction 
and transformation of the old is, as Clausewitz sees it, “much easier than the creation of a 
new form of government,” because it is clear that “after a forcible overthrow, it would take 
many a decade to get to grips with the concepts before a form of government could emerge 
that had gained a foothold to some extent.”36 With these insights, Clausewitz captures the 
essential moments that are typical of a revolution. On the one hand he accords it a distinctly 
objective character and considers it inevitable under certain conditions. On the other 
however, he hopes, precisely because its dynamics and rigor make it somewhat chaotic and 
can lead to unintended outcomes, that it can be weakened or even circumvented by long-term 
measures resulting from the rulers’ insight into the social process. His call for everything to 
be done to further develop the work of reform is ultimately based on his understanding of 
revolution, which I have just characterized. His insight into certain key features of historical 
development convinced him of their inevitability. However, in order to reconcile these with 
the interests of the King and the enlightened nobility, the path to their implementation had 
to be guided along measured routes whose course can be governed. 

Clausewitz saw reforms as social changes effected by certain sections of the ruling powers 
with the aim of adapting the social organism to the developments of contemporary history. 
“The evil as it actually exists” should be “called by its real name, the immediate avenues for 
remedy investigated and, when found,” they should be “specified.”37 Hence we are not dealing 
here with a violent and dynamic transformation, but with gradual, step-by-step changes that 
redress the imbalances. Ownership structures, the form of state governance and the nature 
of political intercourse between the various ranks and classes must, as Clausewitz saw it, attain 
a quality in the process of reform such that historical progress can break through without 
“convulsive shocks.”38 

In line with this thinking, the hitherto existing social organism should not be broken up, 
but rather reconciled with the new, and then change very slowly, one might almost say without 
being noticed. For Clausewitz, the question of whether reforms are possible depends on the 
intellectual capacity of the ruling social groups and classes. They, and this means primarily the 
king, must be able to read the signals of the times and extract the sources or seeds that could 
lead to revolution from the social ferment by means of measures providing greater political 
balance. Clausewitz sees the essential difference between the reform movement and 
revolution in an orderly progression of society towards a political structure that was already 
established as politically expedient before it was achieved. Furthermore, he believes this 
guarantees a controlled course of social change through its inherent element of gradualism 
and is thus certainly preferable to revolution in the case of existing social alternatives. 

 
35 Clausewitz, “Agitation,” in Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl von Clausewitz und Frau Marie von Clausewitz, 
211. 
36 Ibid. 211. 
37 Ibid., 227 f. 
38 Ibid., 217. 
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With regard to content and form, Clausewitz does recognize essential differences between 
revolution and reform. However, he subscribes to the belief that in the outcome of the 
respective change, these differences no longer have to exist as a rule. 

In both cases (reform, revolution) he refers to an elimination of the feudal system. Also, 
his remark that the contradictions which were the subject of revolution in France were 
resolved in Prussia without convulsive shocks, but indeed by means of reforms, is to be 
interpreted precisely in the sense that the results of reform and revolution are, in many 
respects, similar. He makes one exception, however. Revolution could lead to republicanism, 
which Clausewitz categorically rejects. 
 

III. Monarchy or Republic 
 

Both in his correspondence and his writings, Clausewitz leaves no doubt about his rejection 
of a bourgeois republican constitution or a bourgeois republic. On this issue, he was not 
disposed to any compromise or concession. When, in 1830, the French July Revolution 
sparked off revolutionary events in Europe, he struck a grim tone, saying: “A government 
that depends on factious experts and riotous mobs is bound to be capable of such vulgarities 
... My blood and my bile boil, and the utter fury I feel when I think of this French popular 
rule triggers within me a veritable choleric rage.” 39 On this issue, Clausewitz is clearly 
governed by conservative, anti-democratic tendencies. His whole life through, he consistently 
rejected this bourgeois form of constitution. Although Clausewitz acknowledged or even 
lauded France’s achievements in the military constitution in many passages of his main 
theoretical work as well as in other writings, and even associated them with the popular rule 
he despised, he was nevertheless an opponent of the bourgeois republic for two main reasons.  

First, he could not reconcile them with his own fundamental convictions. While he was in 
favor of a development of civil society, he tied this to monarchist and anti-parliamentary 
conditionalities which he was not prepared to abandon. He certainly envisaged the altered 
class structure of a civil republic, recognized that the middle class would play the decisive role 
in it, that the nobility would gradually lose all influence and that it would ultimately perish as 
a class whose existence would have no justification. But Clausewitz did not wish to go quite 
that far down the road of social transformation. In the new state of society at which he aimed, 
the nobility would no longer play the all-dominant role; but its dissolution as a rank, as a class, 
was and remained unacceptable to Clausewitz. He was seeking neither the complete 
elimination of the nobility nor a lasting dismantling of the monarchy, which would often be 
the inevitable result of evolution in a civil republic. His objective was, while guaranteeing the 
reformation of civil society, to win over the enlightened, progressive sections of the nobility 
for progressive transformation. Clausewitz’s ideal consisted in steering the process so as not 
to become superfluous during the course of it. And given that the possibility of Jacobinism 
was also inherent in a bourgeois republic, with all its disastrous consequences for the nobility, 
he resolutely rejected it. Here he was too much struck, indeed frightened, by the events of the 
French Revolution to develop any sympathy for a bourgeois republic. For him, too, the 
guillotine became a symbol of the radical elimination of his status in a bourgeois republic and 
was ultimately identified with such a republic.  

Second, Clausewitz opposed a republic for another reason. He analyzed many political 
relationships by also considering a wide variety of aspects of military policy. Thus, it was 
inevitable that he posed the question of which form of state would be most favorable for 

 
39 Clausewitz, “Letter to Marie von Clausewitz dated 02.08.1831,” in Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl 
von Clausewitz und der Frau Marie von Clausewitz, Volume Two, 376. 
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Prussia or Germany in order to be able to hold its own in the struggle with the European 
states. And on this we find that he holds the same theory both in 1807 and in the 1820s.  

In his eyes, the republican form of government is utterly useless, if not harmful, for strong 
representation in foreign policy. And Clausewitz provides the justification for this theory:  
 

Germany is in touch with its neighbors to an extent greater than any other 
country, and it plays too important a role in all the political negotiations of 
Europe; one must therefore aspire to Germany having the greatest uniformity in 
its political activities and constitution. Partisanships ... are bound to lead to great 
divisions in Germany, over which foreign countries ceaselessly clamor, and which 
would result in the empire collapsing in on itself.40 

 

Clausewitz thus rejects the republican form of government on the basis of geo-strategic 
considerations. Because, as he saw it, the open opposition of opinions and the observance of 
the most diverse interests of the representatives of the people under this form of government 
would seriously call into question, if not make impossible, the government’s ability and 
willingness to make decisions. No consistent foreign policy could be guaranteed on this basis. 
This leads to the following conclusion: Clausewitz rejects a republican form of government, 
less out of anti-democratic considerations than out of ambitions relating to political power.41 

It should be added that Clausewitz’s considerations are not ascribable to expansionist 
objectives, but were the expression of an almost exaggerated patriotism. 

Does his geo-strategic opposition to the republican form of government automatically 
signify a glorification of the existing Prussian monarchy? This conclusion, too, comes up 
short. 

Clausewitz wanted to preserve the Prussian monarchy, but — and this the crucial point 
— by no means in the form in which it had existed up until 1806.42 He regarded this form of 
monarchy as outdated and thus no longer in step with the requirements of the time. In this 
stance, Clausewitz saw himself in accord with Stein, Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, providing 

particular reason for his admiration of Stein’s-activities along with his outrage at the attacks 

on Stein by his opponents. 
Two premises determined his considerations regarding the reform of the Prussian state 

and government.  
Firstly, the King should be retained by the state at all costs, or put differently, for 

Clausewitz, there was no acceptable alternative to the monarch.  

 
40 Clausewitz, “The Germans and the French,” in Carl von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg, 46. In his 
“Agitation” essay, he expresses this idea with the following words: if a state “is surrounded by dangers 
on all sides, like the German states, and is only small or of moderate size, then only secrecy, 
determination and agility can guide it through the dangers, and these qualities are not naturally found in 
the extensive negotiating proceedings of permanent assemblies.” (Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl von 
Clausewitz und der Frau Marie von Clausewitz, 220). 
41 Regarding the extent to which the political structure of the Swiss Confederation might have influenced 
Clausewitz’s thinking, refer to the essay by Peter Paret, “From Ideal to Ambiguity: Johannes von Müller, 
Clausewitz and the People in Arms,” in Clausewitz in His Time, 119-132. 
42 He unequivocally expressed this thought at the beginning of 1809, when the reactionary faction of 
the nobility was up in arms against the reforms that had already been initiated following Stein’s dismissal 
from the civil service. In his personal papers he noted the remark: “I, too, desire that”, (a better state 
constitution which results in other governments) “and believe that, in the long run (i.e. for several 
generations, for a great ruler can happily lead through one or two) one cannot survive any dangerous 
situation without it. From a nobler and more appropriate constitution of her civil and state union, 
Germany must expect the safeguarding of her future existence.” (see Carl von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg, 
215 f.) 
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Secondly, however, the people should no longer be excluded from governing and directing 
the affairs of state. Clausewitz never contemplated anything other than a representation of 
the estates of the realm, because “a more democratic representation of the people steeped in 
unrest” was completely unacceptable to him.43 He considered that the best way to constitute 
a body that supported the King in his decisions would be a constitution issued by the King. 
After the Wars of Liberation, however, Clausewitz quickly realized that the King was not 
serious about the constitution he had promised. He was just as disappointed as Gneisenau. 
The latter wrote to him about this problem: “Not a single person in the ministry is serious 
about the constitution. They want to promise, stall, even deceive in order to gain time.”44 

It is, however, indicative of Clausewitz’s political stance that he opposes all tendencies to 
force the “fulfillment of the King’s promise” by means of “revolutionary unrest.”45 In fact, 
we are left persuaded that, under the pressure of the forces looking to restore the old order, 
he himself was now yielding and no longer saw the main danger in the King's intransigence, 
but in the aspirations of the “German youth,” who were “beating on the door” with their 
demands for a liberal constitution.46 

Politically devoid of influence, mistrusted by the reactionary court clique and out of favor 
with the King, it is not surprising then that Clausewitz comments with ever greater caution 
on the idea of a constitution, finally abandoning it altogether. However, he still cannot accept 
the fact of the monarch’s autocratic regency. For him, it offers insufficient guarantee for an 
honorable policy that pays heed to the national idea. He instead considered it necessary to 
place at the helm of the state an institution that should not pose an obstacle to an “energetic 
monarch who strengthens the nation” and which, if necessary, “strengthens the weak, opens 
the eyes of the short-sighted.”47 Whereas he saw this institution first in the uniting of the 
reform patriots to stand by the King in an advisory capacity, and then in the constitution of 
a ministry and council of state, in the mid-1820s we find his final view expressed in the words:  
 

Let the government gather around itself the representatives of the people, chosen 
from among people who guide the true interests of the government and are no 
strangers to the people. This should be its linchpin, its friend and its support, as 
Parliament has been for the King of England for a hundred years.48 

 

The few examples and references illustrate in their own way that Clausewitz was by no 
means simply a defender of the old-style Prussian monarchy. His thoughts indeed take a tack 
that was bound to conflict with the ambitions of the old conservative aristocratic faction. In 
this respect, any conclusion implying that efforts to preserve the Prussian monarchy mean 
that Clausewitz’s position was conservative would not be tenable. 

We can state that Clausewitz was not an unquestioning defender of the Prussian 
monarchy. His stance was more an expression of his fundamentally favorable attitude towards 

 
43 Clausewitz, “Agitation,” in Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl von Clausewitz und Frau Marie von Clausewitz, 
175. However, his papers also contain a reference to the fact that he briefly (in early 1809) approved of 
popular representation by election as a possible form of participation in government. (see Carl von 
Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg, 215) This thought however does not reappear in any of his other writing. It 
can also be assumed that this body, which was formed by means of an election, also presupposed the 
principle of the social ranks and estates. 
44 Neidhardt von Gneisenau, “Letter to Carl von Clausewitz dated 29.09.1817,” in Hans Delbrück, Das 
Leben des Feldmarschalls Graf Neidhard von Gneisenau (Berlin: G. Stilke, 1920), 242. 
45 Clausewitz, “Agitation,” in Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl von Clausewitz und Frau Marie von Clausewitz, 
223 f. 
46 Ibid. 224. 
47 Ibid. 221. 
48 Clausewitz, “On the Political Advantages,” in Ausgewählte Briefe…, 347. 



Andrée Türpe 
 

 

40 

civil transformation in that he considered the monarchy to be capable of change and 
adaptation to a certain extent, and that he did not dismiss the possibility of it “reconciling” 
itself with general change by means of reform. 

Today, when we look back and try to understand and comment on the transformation of 
that time, these thoughts appear not to be very progressive, as they stemmed from the desire 
to preserve the crown, but not at all costs. However, if we situate them in their time and take 
into account the historical setting and the reform patriots’ allegiance to their social rank, their 
concerns at least become understandable. Even those notions of Clausewitz on the reform of 
the Prussian monarchy that which appear to us as less than progressive and in some cases 
even conservative, fell victim to the realities of their time. They proved unworkable due to 
the resistance of the King and of other conservative nobles. And it is precisely this that should 
be taken into account when classifying and evaluating these historically. The fact that 
Clausewitz saw in England’s constitutional monarchy a model for the Prussian monarchy was 
not an expression of the conservative nature of his views, but an indication of his aspiration 
to bring the monarchy into accord with civic progress. But these are thoughts of reform, not 
of conservatism. Thus, the monarchy endowed with a state constitution and representative 
bodies, as desired by Clausewitz, was the declared goal of the liberal bourgeoisie of all 
advanced European countries throughout the decades up to and including the early 1930s, 
with a simultaneous rejection of the republican form of government and fear of a repetition 
of revolutionary democratic Jacobinism. This was indeed precisely bourgeois liberalism in 
contrast to republican-minded democratism, and, in that Clausewitz essentially adhered to the 
former of these two positions, he was also, as a representative of the nobility, a supporter of 
anti-feudal evolution. 

Finally, it should be briefly pointed out that Clausewitz initially wanted to retain the 
monarchy not solely on account of political motives. He also tries to argue a theoretical aspect 
in this regard. In his written legacy, in 1807 we find the remarks: “All social association, if not 
subjected in the last instance to the laws of reason, has a tendency towards monarchy. For 
what does each individual strive for? To gain the upper hand over their opponent ...”49 And 
finally, as his reflections come to a close, he adds: “That this tendency of the state-republics 
towards monarchy ... is an obstacle to the development of the human race cannot possibly 
overturn the truth of the remark made above.”50 Two things should be noted. First, 
Clausewitz at that time labored under the misapprehension that certain psychological 
moments of human coexistence, in a certain sense unfiltered, could be used to explain social 
processes. In doing so, however, he arrived at a rather mechanical explanation of what 
constitutes a social movement. These considerations make it clear that Clausewitz was not yet 
able to grasp the specific quality of socio-political movement clearly enough at this time.  

Secondly, it should be added that later on, when Clausewitz had matured both politically 
and in terms of his theoretical thinking, he abandoned these ideas and no longer used them 
to explain political processes. Quite in contrast to his thoughts from 1807, the construction 
of history solely by means of psychological aspects now appeared to him as speculation; he 
was now much more concerned with providing constant proof of the concrete cause and 
effect, in order to ultimately always, as he stated, “stay close to the truth.” 

 

IV. German Nation State or Prussia 
 

Clausewitz’s ideas and thoughts were not exclusively focused on Prussia; they were also 
directed towards the development of the German nation. However, we must also take into 

 
49 Clausewitz, “Bemerkungen und Einfälle,” in Carl von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg, 224. 
50 Ibid., 227. 
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account that his thinking underwent certain inner stages of development. Thus, in the wake 
of the military defeats of Austria in 1805 and Prussia in 1806, he saw Germany’s future 
independence as being in great jeopardy. At the same time, he realized that resistance would 
only be possible if the forces of the entire nation united together and devoted themselves to 
this goal. There are continually recurring references to this theme in his letters and political 
notes from this period. These are mostly coupled to a rigorous patriotism, which occasionally 
overflows and lacks the right measure. He counters the lamenting of the German princes after 
the Peace of Tilsit, claiming: “But to declare Germany as lost is too precipitous ... If nation 
comes into contact with nation, there can no longer be any question of the French having the 
upper hand; such an opinion would be unspeakably petty, both on the part of the emotion and 
the intellect.” 51 Although he sensed that the constitution of Germany at that time represented 
a “political ossification,” he nevertheless believed he could arouse the spirit of resistance. In 
this he is not a Prussian, but clearly a German patriot. Seen objectively, it was the internal 
structure of the German states that hindered a nationwide resistance to Napoleonic foreign 
rule. It required the intensive exchange of ideas with the reform patriots Stein, Scharnhorst 
and Gneisenau to awaken Clausewitz’s mind to this insight. This was one of the reasons why 
he became a fervent “propagandist” of the reform work at that time. 

It is necessary to empathize with the circumstances of the time in order to understand the 
huge disappointment Clausewitz felt when Austria was again left unsupported in its struggle 
against Napoleon in 1809 and succumbed to the Corsican after a hard struggle. It was during 
this period that his patriotism, subordinate to unified German action, was at its most intense, 
and he arrived at views that put him some distance politically from the conservative faction 
of the nobility. He felt a deep understanding for Schill’s patriotic actions, defended him 
against malicious slander at court,52 admired the Tyroleans’ tenacious struggle53 and in a letter 
formulated the principles that would determine his future actions: “I can say very little about 
my personal situation and future; but I am certain of two things: first, that it is impossible for 
me to fight against my fatherland, and that I will therefore leave the service immediately if the 
King allows his troops to march on behalf of France; and secondly, that it is equally 
impossible for me to remain an idle spectator.”54 In the same letter he also takes issue with 
the representatives of narrow-minded Prussian virtues, countering them thus:  
 

But those who, out of nothing but adherence to the King, cannot tear themselves 
away from their salary and their secure employment, those who, out of sheer 
patriotism, prefer to go on parade rather than to do battle, who ceaselessly utter 
the name Prussia so that the name German does not remind them of graver, more 
sacred duties, are scarcely the best.55 

 
51 Clausewitz. “On the occasion of the Russian manifestos after the Tilsit Peace,” in Politik und Krieg. 209. 
52 See the letters dated 10.05. and 21.05.1809 to Marie von Brühl in Clausewitz, Ausgewählte Briefe …, 
130 f; 135. In a letter dated 10.05.1809, he put his full admiration into words thus: “... Schill’s deed is 
roundly condemned by the military here, and the old gentlemen are snorting with rage... Schill’s deed 
instills in me great respect for him, however, for it shows exceptional strength of mind. Despite the fact 
that I would never have started in such a way in one place, this does not make him a bad person in my 
eyes, as those call him who, in true contradiction, claim to be friends of the King and the fatherland.” 
53 His work contains the following remarks on this: “In Tyrol, a spirit of heroism and Spartan courage 
has developed which is a priceless example for Germany and Switzerland; if Schill represented a lone 
spark, whose brief existence drew the gaze of everyone and instantly invigorated all feelings, the 
Tyroleans are a mighty torch, which enlightens already with its glow and by whose embers one can 
already warm oneself.” See Carl von Clausewitz: Politik und Krieg, 217. 
54 Clausewitz, “Letter dated 23.04.1809 to Marie von Brühl,” Ausgewählte Briefe …,  126. 
55 Ibid., 128. 
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These were the principles that guided his actions from then on. His subsequent 
resignation from Prussian service and his engagement on the side of the Russian troops have 
their roots in these principles. At the same time, he already foresaw that both the internal 
political affairs of the German states and their relations with each other would have to be 
fundamentally reshaped. In this, the national mindset itself still determines his thoughts and 
actions. His indomitable patriotism leads him to the conviction that the entire nation must 
rise up to fight Napoleon in order to be able to resist. It was his firm belief that only unified 
and strong nations could survive in the wars of his time. It is precisely for this reason that he 
also supported the unity of the German people; he could not approve of the partisan interests 
pursued by the German princes. This inner conviction was the main motive behind all his 
national patriotic deliberations and pleas at that time. The dominance of his military policy 
considerations in this question should not be overlooked. Considerations, for example, along 
the lines that Napoleonic foreign rule was a serious hindrance to the constitution of a German 
nation state were alien to Clausewitz. His reckoning was of the exact opposite. In order to 
defeat Napoleon, he believed the nation would have to act in unison. 

In 1812, Prussia’s humiliating submission to Napoleon’s command reached its climax. 
The thought forcefully impressed itself on Clausewitz that the Prussian alliance with France 
would in the long run inevitably entail the downfall of Prussia and Austria, and that the 
German nation would finally be shattered by this alliance. Filled with bitterness, he wrote to 
his wife:  
 

The misfortune of the fatherland has reached its zenith; for its princes are slaves 
who, at the behest of their master, wield the sword against themselves; the few 
forms of apparent independence are worth nothing to a man of reason; what 
Prussia has become within two months, Austria will become in just as short a 
time.56  

 

His decision to leave Prussian duty and place himself at the disposal of the Russian army 
was a logical one. He saw a Russian triumph as the only way to drive Napoleon out of 
Germany. This now became the focus of all his activities. In this context, the “Political 
Declaration” he wrote on behalf of the reform patriots is an intellectual symbol of resistance 
against Napoleon, a professing of the possibilities and capabilities of national patriotic 
action.57 

For this courageous step, which was a commitment to the nation, Clausewitz met with 
nothing other than vituperation, slander and insults from the rulers of his fatherland. But this 
was not enough to undermine his belief that what he had done was right, and his words speak 
of pride when he writes: 
 

... I am oft compelled to tell myself that we will one day be consoled with the fact 
that Germany will remember us with gratitude, and will praise at our gravesides 
the good intention for which we sacrificed our happiness and our lives.58  

 

The motive for his actions was thus not only the preservation of Prussia, but also the 
safeguarding of the ongoing existence of the German fatherland. The most significant 
practical contribution in this sense was his skilled and sensitive conducting of negotiations, 
which contributed significantly to the Convention of Tauroggen. After it had been primarily 
the German patriots who had participated in the elimination of foreign rule, their hopes for 
a united fatherland were pushed aside by the conservative forces. They used the victory over 

 
56 Ibid, “Letter dated 26.04.1812 to Marie von Clausewitz, ” 169. 
57 On this, see Clausewitz, “Bekenntnisdenkschrift,” in Ausgewählte militärische Schriften, 140 ff. 
58 Clausewitz, “Letter dated 29.10.1812 to Marie von Clausewitz,” Ausgewählte Briefe …, 186. 
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Napoleon to restore their former regime. The unity of Germany could not be their concern. 
And so, following the victory over Napoleon, Clausewitz was forced to state with 
disillusionment: “Bonaparte could be defeated, and has been defeated, but our own meekness 
is invincible ... I fear, instead of any progress, a return to the rut of old.”59 

In assessing and evaluating Clausewitz's thoughts on the nation and the question of 
nationality, it is also necessary to take into account his mistrust of the Congress of Vienna 
and the Holy Alliance. In his eyes, the Congress of Vienna had already had “unpleasant 
consequences” and he expected nothing positive for German unification efforts from the 
Holy Alliance.60 

The Restoration period also left its mark on Clausewitz’s thinking. His patriotism became 
gradually more measured, less fervent, and gradually gave way to more sober calculation. 
However, his fundamental conviction that he was not a representative of Prussia, but an 
advocate of Germany’s overall national interests, remained unaltered. The view “that Prussia 
would abandon Germany and deem itself an isolated nation” could “not possibly ever become 
his own.”61 

While he never relinquished the idea of German unity, his thinking on this question was 
increasingly shaped by two moments. 

Firstly, for a certain time period he saw the existence of the German nation, despite being 
dissected into often conflicting principalities that no longer recognized unity even in form 
alone, as nevertheless assured. In his eyes, the external threat had disappeared for the time 
being, and for this reason alone, nation-state unity no longer appeared to him as an immediate 
demand. No danger was to be expected from France that would engage the forces of the 
entire nation. Even his earlier idea that unity itself would act as a guiding idea or regulative 
principle is no longer evident in his thinking now. It could also be said that the momentary 
absence of an external threat to the German states caused Clausewitz to increasingly resign 
himself to the inevitability of the disintegration of Germany into individual principalities. 

Second, Clausewitz was increasingly confronted with the aspirations of the German youth, 
students, and intellectuals, who did not want to abandon the idea of national unity and saw 
themselves cheated in terms of their efforts during the wars of liberation. Clausewitz 
acknowledged the demand for national unity as justified, but the manner in which it was 
advocated was too revolutionary for his liking, and he therefore strongly condemned it. He 
neither could see nor wanted to see in these circles the supporters of his own ideas on national 
unity. He could not and did not want to penetrate this barrier to the adherents of national 
unity who were active at the time. Nevertheless, he felt compelled to think independently 
about a possible route to German unity. In this context, he became convinced: 
 

 Germany can achieve political unity in one way only; through the sword, when 
one state subdues all others. The time has not yet arrived for such subjugation, 
and if it should ever come, it is impossible to predict which of the German states 
will become master of the others.62  

 

With this, Clausewitz formulated an idea that was later put into practice by Bismarck. 
It remains to be noted: Clausewitz’s thoughts on national unity were borne by a profound 

patriotism, with its concrete manifestations being influenced to a significant degree by the 

 
59 Ibid., “Letter dated 22.04.1814 to Marie von Clausewitz,” 238 f. 
60 See the highly instructive letter from Clausewitz to his wife dated 12.07.1815 (ibid. 255 ff.).  
61 See a letter from Clausewitz to Gneisenau dated 09.08.1816, in Carl von Clausewitz, Historical and 
Political Writings, ed. Peter Paret and D. Moran (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2014), 141. 
62 Clausewitz, “Agitation,” in Schwartz, Leben des Generals Carl von Clausewitz und Frau Marie von Clausewitz, 
217f. 
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foreign policy constellations of the time. In their essence, his thoughts were patriotic towards 
Germany and not Prussia. Although he certainly had the idea that a reformed Prussia could 
be a model for a unified Germany, Prussian virtues and the cult of Prussia were absolutely 
alien to his thinking and he always equated them with the reactionary and conservative 
aspirations of the feudal nobility. In this respect, Clausewitz was, above all, a national patriot. 
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