
 
 

Course Title 
An Iron Kingdom?  
History and Legacy of the Prussian Expansion 

Category History & Culture 

Class Time 

Session 1, June 18th – July 13th 2018 
Track B 

Weekly schedule 
Monday: 9 am – 10.30 am & 11 am – 12.30 pm 
Wednesday: 9 am  – 10.30 am & 11 am – 12.30 pm 
Thursday: 1.30 pm – 3 pm & 3.30 pm – 4.15 pm  

Course Level & 
Target Group 

Undergraduate students of all relevant subjects with a strong interest in 
the course topic. 

Course Language 
This course is taught in English, including readings in English. For the 
understanding of the texts and the discussions in class a language level 
B2 (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages) is 
required. 

ECTS 5 ECTS (45 contact hours) 

Instructor Christian E. Rieck 
 

Course Description 
see below 

Course Objective & Learning Outcomes 
By the end of the course, students will be able to: 

- describe Prussian political and social history since the 17th century; 
- understand the history of Europe as a function of that expansion; 
- embed Prussian history into German history more broadly;  
- contextualize remnants from the Prussian history of ideas present in Germany today; 
- analyze modern narratives and collective memory in Berlin regarding Prussia. 

Readings 
Required 
Reading materials will be provided online prior to the commencement of the course. 
A course reader will be distributed at the beginning of the class. 

Suggested 
Christopher Clark: Iron Kingdom. The Rise and Downfall of Prussia, Penguin 2007. 
Brendan Simms: Europe. The Struggle for Supremacy, Penguin 2014. 
Peter Wilson: The Holy Roman Empire, Penguin 2017. 
Heinrich August Winkler: Germany. The Long Road West, Oxford 2006. 



Course Schedule 
See below 

Assignments 
In order to gain 5 ECTS, you are required to attend class regularly, read all assigned texts, hold 
a brief presentation (20 min) and most importantly: to participate actively in our discussions. 
The topic of your presentation will be decided during our first class meeting. 

In addition, you ought to hand in an essay of at least 2.000 words on the question: 
“Prussia Today: What policies and memories of Prussia should be saved for today’s Germany?“ 

The deadline for the essay will be July 31, 2018. 

Assessment Components 
Criteria for grading of the essay will be: coherence of argument; interaction with literature 
presented in the course; depth of understanding of concepts presented in class; empirical 
understanding of how power works in the respective world region; quality of recommendations.  
The final grade will be composed by evaluating the in-class presentation (30%) and the essay (40%). 
Active participation during class discussions will be taken into account as well (30%).  

A minimum of 80% class attendance is required.  

Full ECTS points will only be awarded if all of the mentioned components are fulfilled.  

Expectations & Policies 
Preparation for lively discussions in the classroom: be on time, have at least the required readings 
completed and points in mind for discussion or clarification. 

Assignments: complete all assignments according to the specified requirements on schedule including 
handing over to the lecturer. 

Commitment in class: pay particular attention to the lecturer and respect differences of opinions 
(classmates’, lecturers, local constituents engaged with on the visits).  

Academic guidelines: Comply with academic integrity policies (such as no plagiarism or cheating, nothing 
unethical), especially the academic honour code and the student code of conduct (see FAQs on 
www.huwisu.de). 

Attendance policy: No unexcused absences are permitted. Students must contact their class teachers to 
catch up on missed work – to excuse absence please contact the HUWISU office (80% class attendance 
are required).  

Field trips: if classes involve a field trip or other external visits, these require attendance as well as 
appearance in time – transportation difficulties are never valid reasons for an excused absence. 

Cultural Extra-curricular Activities 
HUWISU offers a fine selection of interesting extra-curricular activities and aims to give all participants an 
unforgettable stay in Berlin. Your program includes excursions, sport activities and social gatherings 
providing you the opportunity to get to know the city, the university and your classmates better and to 
meet students from all parts of the world. The costs for these offers are included in the course fees. 
Below you will find examples of previously offered cultural activities. You will be informed about the 
respective cultural program after your enrolment via email as well as during the course period. 

Political and historical guided tours: 
• Federal Chancellery (Bundeskanzleramt): It’s the central coordination point for the entire 

government policy. The office is in constant contact to departments and other authorities. 
• German Parliament (Bundestag):  As the highest organ of the legislative in Germany it’s elected by 

the German people. In practice Germany is governed by a bicameral legislature, of which the 
Bundestag serves as the lower house and the Bundesrat equals the upper house. 



• House of Representatives (Abgeordnetenhaus): It’s the state parliament (Landtag) of Berlin and 
located in the center of the reunified city. Together with the Martin Gropius Bau, the Topography of 
Terror and the Bundesrat, it presents an arresting contrast to the flair of the new Potsdamer Platz. 

• Topography of Terror: A permanent exhibition with focus on the central institutions of the SS and 
police during the “Third Reich” and the crimes they committed throughout Europe. With the help of 
mostly photographic material, visitors are led through the major themes of the exhibition’s five main 
segments. 

• Political Archive: As the “memory” of the Federal Foreign Office it preserves the files on German 
diplomacy since 1867, as well as the international treaties signed by the Federal Republic of Germany 
and its predecessors in title. The records are preserved, processed and made available for academic 
research. 

Cultural guided tours: 
• Kreuzberg Tour: Kreuzberg has emerged from its history as one of the poorest quarters in Berlin in 

the late 1970s to a cultural center of today’s Berlin. A unique area and one of the hippest 
neighbourhoods in Berlin with many bars, pubs and clubs. 

• Berlin’s Museum Island (Museumsinsel): was awarded UNESCO World Heritage Status in 1999 
and is an ensemble of five museums: Old Museum, New Museum, Old National Gallery, Pergamon 
Museum and Bode Museum. 

• Berliner Dom: Berlin´s largest and most important Protestant church is located on the Museum Island. 
• Daytrip to Potsdam: Be inspired by the illustrious attractions of the UNESCO’s World Heritage while 

underway through the city of Potsdam. Immerse yourself in the history and present of Potsdam and 
discover many palaces, gardens, and historic quarters such as the “Holländisches Viertel” or the 
“Nikolaikirche”. 

• Exhibitions: Berlin is known for its unique galleries and exhibitions, that is why we will visit at least 
one during the Winter University. 

Social gatherings 
• Welcome Get-Together: We invite you to meet all participants as well as the HUWISU staff in a 

relaxed atmosphere. 
• Boat trip: Get to know Berlin from a completely new perspective and see Berlin’s famous sights while 

floating along the river Spree. 
• Beach Volleyball: A fun outdoor sport activity on long warm summer evenings for those who love to 

play and everyone who just want to enjoy watching the others play, lying in the sand, meet friends for 
some drinks, or simply relax in the middle of Berlin. 

• Biergarten: You can´t leave Berlin without having experienced a Biergarten. The perfect place to finish 
off your busy day with a cool “Feierabend” drink. 

• Farewell Party: At the end of the Summer University we will come together to celebrate the exciting 
time with HUWISU. 

Your Instructor 
Christian E. Rieck is Senior Analyst for Regional Powers and Regional Integration at the 
Global Governance Institute in Brussels and Lecturer for German Foreign Policy and 
Contemporary History at Humboldt University Berlin. Previous posts in applied research include 
the foreign policy think tank at Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, the European Foresight Program at 
the technology think tank Stiftung Neue Verantwortung, the Latin American Institute of the 
German Institute for Global and Area Studies GIGA, as well as a Carlo Schmid Fellowship in 
the area of competition policy at the United Nations in Mexico City. 
Christian also teaches international relations, global governance and foreign and development 
policy at renowned universities in Brussels, Strasbourg and Potsdam – and is a tutor at the 
Academy for International Cooperation at GIZ in Bonn. He was a member of the Think Tank 20 
process of the G20. 
The area studies specialist holds a postgraduate degree in Latin American Studies by the 
University of Oxford. Before that he studied law and economics in Bayreuth and Seville, then 
European and international public law at HU Berlin as well as at the European University 
Institute in Florence. His prize-winning work on European integration was awarded, among 
others, the Prize on the Future of Europe from the German Council on Foreign Relations. 

Please note that the course and its syllabus are subject to change. Last update: November 2017 



AN IRON KINGDOM? 
HISTORY AND LEGACY 

OF THE PRUSSIAN EXPANSION 
 

 

 

Set in the shadow of the reconstructed Prussian City Palace, this course will give 
an overview of the history, the legacy and the memory of the “Iron Kingdom”. It 
will embed Prussia into the history of both Germany and Europe more broadly – 
explaining the continuous rise of this entity by looking at its geopolitics, as well 
as its geography, economy, military, religion, science and culture. 

We will follow the development of Prussia from a small duchy beyond the Eastern 
periphery of the Holy Roman Empire to one of the most powerful kingdoms at 
the center of Europe. Much of European history since the Thirty Years’ War can 
indeed be understood as a function of this “Prussian Expansion”, a fateful 
development that upended the traditional balance of power and ultimately led 
to the creation of a monster at the heart of Europe: Imperial Germany, hell-bent 
on acquiring the great power status it thought it deserved.  

But there is another, less tragic story that can also be told about Prussia: One of 
enlightened culture, of world-renowned education and universities, of state 
modernization and democratic rights that resonates until today. Between 
Königsberg, Potsdam and Berlin a particular worldview took shape that was both 
distinctly Prussian, German and cosmopolitan. 

Humboldt University was the center of this “Berlin Classicism”, but we will look 
for this legacy (and how it is remembered) in other parts of the Prussian capitals 
as well.   



The Prussian Expansion: 
Remembering Prussia in the Capital of Reunified Germany, 1991-2020 

Defining the “Prussian Expansion”; Disentangling “Prussia” from (Imperial) 
“Germany”; Prussian legacies in contemporary Germany: Weltanschauung, 
political ideas, culture and the arts; Memorial cultures in the three Prussian 
capitals: Königsberg, Potsdam, Berlin; The built environment as monument and 
responsibility: palaces, museums, churches; Places of Prussian memory in the 
center of Berlin (guided tour).  

 

Birth of a Teutonic Nation: 
An Iron Kingdom in the East, 1230-1561 

The Teutonic Order: from the Holy Land to the Baltics; Eastern colonization: from 
missionaries to administrators; the State of the Teutonic Order and its neighbors; 
Marienburg: preserving independence outside the Holy Roman Empire; the 
Order as occupier: ethnic diversity and internal resistance to Teutonic rule; 
Tannenberg: the downfall of the Order and the Peace of Thorn; the imagined 
Middle Ages and German national identity in the 19th century. 

 

The Long Way West: 
Consolidating Prussian Power in the Holy Roman Empire, 1525-1701 

Albrecht and the Reformation in Brandenburg-Prussia; building a new state 
against the Teutonic Order; Prussia and Poland; consolidating institutions, 
expanding territory; the Thirty Years’ War as the German “Urkatastrophe”: 
weaknesses and dysfunctions of the Holy Roman Empire, implications for states 
and societies; the Thirty Years’ War as a European war: part religious conflict, 
part international power play; the “Great Elector”: Frederick William. 

 

A Game of Thrones: 
Hohenzollern and Habsburgs and the Holy Crown, 1701-1786 

The rise and rise of Prussia: Becoming a kingdom; modernization and 
immigration; religious freedom and Jewish emancipation; militarism and the arts: 
the two Fredericks; outshining Königsberg: Potsdam as a “new Arcadia”; Prussian 
territorial expansion; the Silesian Wars; Prussia, Austria and the third Germany:  
the struggle for supremacy in the Holy Roman Empire; European repercussions 
of Prussia’s great power status; the death of “Old Fritz”, the end of an era. 

 

Beyond Weimar: 
The Belle Époque of Classical Berlin, 1786-1815 

Great Awakenings: “Berliner Klassik” as an urban cultural achievement of 
national importance; sources and consequences of German Enlightenment; A 
Tale of Two Cities: Classical Weimar as complement to Classical Berlin; Prussian 
and German luminaries and their legacies: philosophy, natural sciences, military 
and state administration and the arts; the Humboldt brothers: reinventing 
education and science; the Hohenzollern as a supporter of the arts and sciences. 



Paradise Lost? 
The Napoleonic Challenge and the Wars of Liberation, 1799-1848 

The French Revolution and its implications for Prussia; Napoleon remakes the 
European order; Prussia, the German states and the end of the Holy Roman 
Empire; Europe reacts: the Coalition Wars; the Prussian Wars of Liberation: 
cultural renewal under arms; the Congress of Vienna, European Restauration and 
the Holy Alliance; the German Confederacy; “Vormärz”, Prussian liberalism and 
the Frankfurt Parliament. 

 

Blood and Iron: 
Bismarck’s Prussia and the Wars of Unification, 1848-1871 

Liberalism and repression in Prussia: a failed revolution; „Kulturnation“ and early 
projects of unification; Erfurt: Bismarck and „Unionspolitik“; Crowding out the 
Habsburgs and convincing the rest of Germany and Europe; Middle Ages and 
Modernization: remembrance as a political project; Prussia and the Wars of 
Unification; the North German Confederacy; achieving statehood: founding the 
Second German Empire under a Prussian crown.  

 

Dreaming of Empire: 
Prussia, Imperial Germany and the Weimar Republic, 1871-1933 

Prussia in the Second German Empire: domestic politics and the role of the 
Hohenzollern emperors; “Kulturkampf” in Prussia; militarism, industrial 
revolution, scientific revolutions and the arts; foreign policy: “Weltpolitik”, 
imperialism, great power rivalry; Prussia in the Great War; Interwar years: Berlin 
between tradition and modernity, violence and stability; the Weimar Republic: 
societal disruption, fragile democracy; Prussia as “the bulwark of democracy”. 

 

From Munich to Potsdam: 
Prussia, National Socialism and the War that Ended it All, 1933-1945 

The rise of Hitler: from the beginning in Munich to the takeover of Berlin; Actors 
and ideologies underpinning the conspiracy to destroy the Weimar democracy; 
Homegrown roots of National Socialism in Prussia; Subjugating the “bulwark of 
democracy”; Occupying the Old, symbolizing the New: Prussia, Groß-Berlin and 
“Welthauptstadt Germania”; the end of Jewish Berlin; the Prussian capitals and 
WWII; the Potsdam Conference and the dissolution of Prussia.  

 

In Wilhelm’s Shadow: 
Conflicting Memories of the Iron Kingdom in East and West, 1945-1991 

Misrepresentations of Prussian history after WWII and the political reasons for 
it; ideologized memory as founding myths for East and West Germany; dealing 
with Prussian legacies in East and West: palaces, museums, churches. The 
cultural turn in the GDR: rediscovering Prussia and the German-Russian 
friendship. Selective memories: fusing Wilhelm and Hitler; Bringing back 
Frederick the Great after reunification: a body re-buried, a nation re-founded? 



 

 

Field Trip to Potsdam: 
Schloss Cecilienhof, Marmorpalais and Pfingstberg 

Cecilienhof Palace, the last Hohenzollern palace to be built; Cecilienhof and the 
Potsdam Conference marks the end of Prussia; the Marble Palace and 
surrounding gardens as an example of a classical Prussian “Kulturlandschaft”; the 
Belvedere on Pentecoste Hill and surrounding neoclassicist mansions as an 
example of neo-classicist memory of the Prussian golden age.  

 

Field Trip to Dahlem: 
Geheimes Staatsarchiv, Freie Universität and Domäne Dahlem 

The Prussian State Archives, central repository of Prussian history in Germany; 
Berlin’s second university as memorial and anti-memorial to Prussian values and 
virtues; surviving institutes of the Kaiser Wilhelm Society for the Advancement of 
Science, the predecessor to the present-day Max-Planck Gesellschaft; Dahlem as 
a “German Oxford”.  

 

Field Trip to Charlottenburg: 
Schloss Charlottenburg and Baroque Gardens 

Charlottenburg Palace, the only Hohenzollern Palace in former West Berlin; the 
palace as a showcase of West German monument protection and identity politics 
against Eastern Germany; Charlottenburg as an urban palace as compared to 
Potsdam’s “Kulturlandschaft”; stroll through the Baroque Gardens; Prussian 
collections in Charlottenburg.  

 


