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PETER HESS, Resisting Pluralization and Globalization in German 
Culture, 1490–1540: Visions of a Nation in Decline (Berlin: De Gruyter, 
2020), ix + 389 pp. ISBN 978 3 110 67462 0. £86.50

In 2018, the German Arabist Thomas Bauer published a book in which 
he argues that our modern society is increas ingly reject ing ambi guity 
and striving for clear-cut mean ings.1 In his view, the op ponents of 
ambi guity who accept only one truth are ad vanc ing in many areas of 
soci ety—in polit ics as well as in cul ture and the econ omy. Peter Hess 
picks up this crit ical diag nosis of our times and uses it to de scribe 
German soci ety be tween 1490 and 1540 in a simi lar way. Like the 
pres ent, he argues, these fifty years on the cusp be tween the Middle 
Ages and the early modern period in Ger many were a time when the 
pro  cesses of plural ization and secular ization gave rise to counter-
movements seek ing clar ity, cer tainty, and purity. Hess under stands 
‘plural ization’ as the result of Europe’s expan sion, bring ing an enlarge-
ment of the Euro pean world-view. And for him ‘secular ization’ refers 
to the loss of signifi cance of church in sti tutions in the lives of most 
people. As a liter ary scholar, Hess draws on a wealth of liter ary texts 
of very differ ent genres—from poetry and prose narra tives to pane-
gyrics, ser mons, travel reports, and tracts.

The first part—‘A World in Decline: Anxieties about Social and 
Polit ical Order’—looks at the dis inte gration of the polit ical, social, 
and moral order that many writers per ceived in the world around 
them. According to Hess, a conserva tive view of social and polit ical 
develop ments was a gen eral character istic of litera ture in this period 
of tran sition. Social revo lution ary views, by con trast, were hardly 
repre sented. Indi vidual chap ters in this sec tion ex plore the con cept 
of Gute Policey—‘a term refer ring to laws, ordin ances, and regu lations 
issued by author ities to estab lish and en force social norms, to achieve 
com munal order, and to en hance the common good’ (p. 28)—and case 
studies of a number of writers, such as Sebas tian Brant. The author 
looks in detail at Till Eulenspiegel, a chapbook that was first published 

Trans. by Angela Davies (GHIL)

1 Thomas Bauer, Die Vereindeutigung der Welt: Über den Verlust an Mehr deutig
keit und Vielfalt (Ditzingen, 2018).
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in Strasbourg in 1510 or 1511. In this col lection of loosely con nected 
adven tures, the titu lar pro tagon ist is un willing to fit into any social 
order and repeat edly under mines such order through his shame less 
pranks. He does this by, among other things, using the German lan-
guage in a way that ex cludes any dy namic or interpret ive open ness 
and re ducing words to their lit eral mean ings, lead ing to mis under-
standings and the break ing of taboos. In later works, Till Eulen spiegel 
is pre sented as a harm less rogue, but Hess inter prets the Till of the ori-
ginal ver sion as a nega tive and frighten ing figure who was in tended 
to make the in stability of the social order clear to con temporaries.

Part two—‘Staying Home: Resistance to Expanding Spatial Hori-
zons’—deals with Euro pean expan sion and re actions to it. In a 
number of chap ters, the expe ditions which Euro peans under took to 
Asia, Africa, and Amer ica are de scribed, along with their represen-
tations in litera ture and cartog raphy. Hess’s main inter est, how ever, 
is re served for the nega tive and crit ical re actions of German writers. 
Sebas tian Brant and his Das Narren schiff (‘Ship of Fools’, first pub lished 
in 1495) again play a promin ent part. Although he made occa sional 
positive statements, Brant was in gen eral crit ical of the voy ages of 
dis covery. ‘I do not hold to be wise at all the one who uses all his 
sense and industri ous ness to explore all cities and lands’, he wrote in 
chapter sixty-six of his moral satire, which became the most success ful 
German-language book pub lished before the Refor mation. The chap-
ter was illus trated with the famous de piction of a cos mographer in a 
fool’s cos tume measur ing the world with a com pass. In this second 
part of his study, Hess also dis cusses other authors and works such 
as Hans Sachs and the anonym ous Fortunatus in order to ex emplify 
his main argu ment: ‘Travel, dis covery, and gener ally the expan sion of 
the spatial realm repre sented a de stabil iza tion and dis ruption of the 
social, polit ical, and moral order’ (p. 191).

Finally, the third part—‘Globalization and the National istic 
Back lash in Ger many’—looks at the re actions of writers to the pro-
cesses of eco nomic entangle ment in the late medi eval and the early 
modern world. Hess begins this sec tion by reflect ing on the con cept 
of ‘global ization’ and asks whether it ade quately re flects the con-
temporary pro cesses of inte gration. His main interest, however, is to 
make clear the various authors’ hostility towards all forms of global 
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net work ing and their cul tural impact on Ger many. A cen tral theme 
in this is the wide spread an tipathy to wards inter national trade and 
mer chants, who were accused of charging exces sively high inter est 
rates, exer cising a mon opoly, profit eer ing, specu lating, and trading 
with fake goods. These accus ations had a long trad ition reach ing 
back into the Middle Ages, and around 1500, during the period under 
investi gation, they re inforced a national istic and xeno phobic back-
lash against foreign in flu ence. In the eyes of the chron iclers, writers, 
and preach ers of the time, the result was to weaken both Ger many, 
which lost its wealth, and its in habit ants, who were turned into im-
moral and weakly crea tures by the luxuri ous temp tations of for eign 
trade. In stead of en couraging the coun try to open up economic ally 
and cultur ally, many writers pro moted a backward-looking nostal-
gic pro ject—one that en visaged a strong, in depend ent German nation 
which drew on its own traditions of the past.

Hess has written a compact and stimu lating book with a clear 
argu ment, sup ported by a colour ful corpus of writers and works. The 
book is espe cially interest ing because it takes part in a crit ical debate 
on global ization. In recent decades, histori ography has fre quently 
pre sented the in creas ing inter connection of the world as some thing 
posi tive and liber ating, at least as far as Europe and Euro peans are 
con cerned. In recent years, how ever, this lib eral and multi cultural 
interpret ation of global ization has increas ingly been called into ques-
tion by national ist and popu list re actions to the global erosion of 
bound aries. In the age of global ization, soci ety is no longer polit ically 
div ided between left and right. As Charles Maier estab lished as early 
as 1997, today’s most import ant polit ical div ision is ‘be tween two de 
facto co alitions: call them the party of global ization and the party of 
territori ality’.2 This is why books like that written by Hess are import-
ant—to show the ten sions between open ing up and closing down in 
the past. The eco nomic inter connection of the world has always in-
volved winners and losers.

Whether the period investigated here—from 1490 to 1540—is 
differ ent from others in this re spect, and whether the book’s argument 
2 Charles S. Maier, ‘The New Political Divide’, Project Syndicate (3 July 1997), 
online at [https://www.project-syndicate.org/commentary/the-new-political-
divide], accessed 15 July 2021.
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will persuade every reader, are different matters. The recep tion of 
Thomas Bauer’s work cited above has also been ambiv alent. Many 
re viewers found his argu ment about the increas ing re jection of 
ambigu ities in the pres ent stimu lating, but con sidered its empir ical 
demon stration lack ing. I had a simi lar experi ence when read ing the 
book under review here. Hess de livers an import ant and con ceptu ally 
stimu lating con tri bution to the debate on (anti-)global ization and its 
per ception in the pre modern past. But I doubt whether, during the 
fifty years from 1490 to 1540, the conserva tive voices alone set the 
tone in the tense relation ship between global ists and regional ists in 
Ger many. This does not, how ever, de tract from the signifi cance of this 
book for our common re flections on the inter link ing of the world—in-
clud ing its eco nomic, polit ical, eco logical, and cul tural con sequences.
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