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This book on modern German history is written to support the ‘Germany’ option of AQA’s A-level History Breadth Study specification. It covers a traumatic and extraordinary period of European history, encompassing two World Wars, the Holocaust and the Cold War, in all of which the German state played a key role. It is also a study about the making and breaking of a nation, and about a people whom the British love to stereotype: organised, efficient and humourless; a nation whose footballers and cars are routinely ‘world class’; a country where everything works and everything has its place. Above all, modern German history has Adolf Hitler, about whom more has been written and said than about almost any other historical figure. However, beyond the stereotypes, and beyond the almost obsessive and dark fascination with Hitler, is a nation of huge social, linguistic and religious diversity, of great beauty and with a rich cultural heritage.


This is ultimately a story of great tragedies. A German male born in 1900, who lived into his eighties, would have grown up under the Kaiser, fought in the Great War, seen his family grapple with the economic misery of hyperinflation and the Great Depression, endured Hitler’s terroristic Third Reich, experienced the barbarities of the Second World War and the Holocaust, lived through the Allied occupation and spent his older adulthood in a divided nation. The period covered by this book, therefore, is not only about a quest for political stability, but it is also about a quest for national identity.
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Trümmerfraven, or ‘rubble-women’, who cleared the streets after the Second World War.





The key content


‘The Quest for Political Stability: Germany, 1871–1991’ is one of the breadth studies offered by AQA, and as such covers over 100 years. The content is divided into two parts.


Part 1 (1871–1929) is studied by those taking the AS examination.


Parts 1 and 2 (1871–1991) are studied by those taking the full A-level examination.


Each part is subdivided into two sections.
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PART 1: EMPIRE TO DEMOCRACY, 1871–1929


Part 1 begins with the creation of a new nation, which experienced great contrasts and tensions in subsequent decades: between autocracy and democracy, socialism and elitism, traditional and new cultural forms. It is a period fractured by a catastrophic defeat in 1918, ushering in a new democracy which literally had to fight for its very existence.


The Kaiserreich, 1871–1914


The new Kaiserreich, built on Prussian ‘blood and iron’, fostered an attitude that German culture and morals were superior to all others, and that discipline and unquestioning obedience were essential German values. A study of political and social developments in the Wilhelmine era, therefore, is essential for understanding not only the events that led inexorably to the First World War, but also in understanding the criticisms hurled at the new post-war democracy. It is also a period in which key individuals, notably Otto von Bismarck and Kaiser Wilhelm II, have attracted enormous conflicting historical interpretation.


Empire to democracy, 1914–29


The political impact of the First World War not only brought an end to the Second Reich and the Hohenzollern monarchy, it also provided a legacy which the new Republic was never able to overcome, and which set the conditions for much of the history of Germany in the twentieth century. Though it survived a political onslaught from the right and the left in the years 1919–23, the Weimar Republic could not throw off the shackles of an unanticipated, psychologically devastating defeat and a peace settlement viewed by Germans as humiliating and vindictive. It is also a period of fascinating cultural experimentation, challenging traditional forms of expression and thinking.





[image: ]


[image: ]




PART 2: THE IMPACT OF NAZISM, WAR AND DIVISION, 1929–91


Part 2 covers the events which shaped both German and wider European history into the twenty-first century. It begins with the collapse of Weimar democracy and its replacement by a one-party Nazi dictatorship, through to Germany’s defeat in the Second World War and the post-war Allied occupation, which condemned the nation to a forty-year period of division into West and East Germany.


The Nazi experiment, 1929–49


This period covers morally challenging issues and events. The Weimar Republic was shamelessly undermined by right-wing political elites who ‘levered’ Hitler into power with the intention of securing their own power. However, the ‘puppet’ turned the tables on his ‘masters’ in a matter of months, unleashing an unprecedented terroristic, ideologically and racially motivated regime determined to impose its own narrow vision of what was ‘normal’ on the rest of Europe.


You may already know some of the ‘popular’ history of the Nazis and the Second World War, but this section explores not only the main events of the period, but also the underpinning ideas and ideology that ‘justified’ its excesses.


Defeat in 1945 was utter and total. The destruction of the German state through Hitler’s calculated war of conquest led to a new European and world order, placing Germany at the centre of the Cold War, and Berlin at its front line. By 1949, one Germany had become two.


Division to unity: the Federal Republic of Germany, 1949–91


The West German state confounded the many doubters who believed the Germans incapable of, or temperamentally unsuited to, democratic forms of government. Under chancellor Adenauer, West Germany quickly established itself at the forefront of European affairs and as a fundamental part of the Western anti-Communist alliance. The 1950s’ ‘economic miracle’ set the foundations for West Germany to emerge as a dominant world economic power. Though the 1960s and 1970s saw extra-parliamentary challenges to the state, particularly over its reluctance to acknowledge its Nazi past, by the end of the 1980s West Germany, under the direction of Chancellor Kohl, was able to lead the reunification process as the East German state crumbled. On 3 October 1990, Germany once again became one state and ‘one people’.
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Key concepts


The study of history does not just include narrative – interesting though the stories often are! There are four concepts which steer our thinking and our understanding of the past. These are important in your study, and questions are likely to involve assessing these concepts.





•  Change and continuity: To what extent did things change? What are the similarities and differences over time?



•  Cause and consequence: What were the factors that led to change? How did the changes affect individuals and groups within society, as well as the country as a whole?





In relation to these concepts, the essay questions you will face will be asking you to assess, for example:





•  the extent you agree with a statement



•  the validity of a statement



•  the importance of a particular factor relating to a key question



•  how much something changed or to what extent something was achieved.





In addition, you will be learning about different interpretations: how and why events have been portrayed in different ways over time by historians. In the first section of both the AS and A-level examination you will be tested on this skill with a selection of contrasting extracts.


The key questions


The specification lists six key questions around which the study is based. These are wide-ranging in scope and can be considered across the whole period. They reflect the broadly based questions (covering twenty years or more) that will be set in the examination.
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1  How was Germany governed and how did political authority change and develop?
You will study the political tensions between the Reichstag and the Emperor and his chancellors in the Second Reich; following this you will consider how authoritarian elites and groups undermined Weimar democracy leading to one-party Nazi rule. Finally, you will examine the development of the new West German state through to its reunification with East Germany in 1990.
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2  How effective was opposition?
This key question complements your study of political authority. You will consider the nature and limitations of the political opposition to Imperial and authoritarian control in Wilhelmine Germany. You will learn about how, in the inter-war period, opposition groups succeeded in undermining Weimar democracy, but failed to limit the ambitions of the Nazis. Finally, you will study how the relatively stable West German parliamentary consensus was challenged by extra-parliamentary opposition from the 1960s onwards.
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3  How and with what results did the economy develop and change?
Germany was an economic powerhouse fuelling the political ambitions of its leaders. You will examine Germany’s rapid economic growth during the Second Reich and the severe economic consequences of fighting and losing the First World War. You will study the contribution of economic factors to the collapse of the Weimar democracy, and follow this up by analysing two so-called ‘economic miracles’: the recovery under the Nazis in the 1930s and under Adenauer in the 1950s. Finally, you will consider how West German governments coped with turbulent global economic conditions from the 1970s and the economic challenges of reunification.
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4  What was the extent of social and cultural change?
You will cover an astonishing diversity of social and cultural change throughout a period when human technology advanced at a greater rate than ever before, and when social and cultural norms changed almost beyond recognition. Yet, Germans alive in 1871 would have recognised continuing elements of German culture in 1991, notably the notions of Heimat (nation) and ‘identity’. What it was, socially and culturally, to be ‘a German’ is a continuing theme throughout the study.
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5  How important were ideas and ideology?
These are concepts fundamental to an understanding of German social, cultural and political development throughout the period of this study. There are some key continuities, particularly the geo-political ambitions of the Second and Third Reichs, intent on creating a larger, more self-sufficient German empire. Your study of Nazi Germany inevitably focuses on a state driven by its ideological beliefs; the creation of two Germanys in the 1940s, and the reunification process in 1989–91, also owe as much to ideas and ideology as to political and economic considerations.
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6  How important was the role of key individuals and groups and how were they affected by developments?
The impact of ‘great’ individuals and groups is a key fascination of historical study, and this period of German history is rich in its opportunity to study extraordinarily influential leaders such as Bismarck, Kaiser Wilhelm II, Hitler, Adenauer and Brandt. It is no less rich in its diversity of significant groups, religious, social, cultural or generational.
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How this book is designed to help your studies


1 With the facts, concepts and key questions of the specification
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2 With the skills needed to answer examination questions
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3 With the skills in reading, understanding and making notes from the book


Note-making


Good note-making is really important. Your notes are an essential revision resource. What is more, the process of making notes will help you understand and remember what you are reading.


How to make notes


Most note-making styles reflect the distinction between key points and supporting evidence. Below is advice on a variety of different note-making styles. Throughout each section in the book are note-making activities for you to carry out.


The important thing is that you understand your notes. Therefore, you don’t have to write everything down, and you don’t have to write in full sentences.


While making notes you can use abbreviations:






	Full text


	Abbreviation







	Government

Weimar Republic

Red Army Faction


	Govt

WR

RAF








You can develop your own abbreviations. Usually it is only you who has to understand them!


You can use arrows instead of words:






	Full text


	Abbreviation







	Increased

Decreased
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You can use mathematical notation:






	Equals


	=







	Plus, and


	+







	Because
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	Therefore


	∴








Note-making styles


There are a large number of note-making styles. However you prefer to make notes, by hand or on a laptop or tablet, the principles are the same. You can find examples of three popular styles below. All of them have their strengths; it is a good idea to try them all and work out which style suits you.


Style 1: Bullet points


Bullet points can be a useful method of making notes:





•  They encourage you to write in note form, rather than in full sentences.



•  They help you to organise your ideas in a systematic fashion.



•  They are easy to skim read later.



•  You can show relative importance visually by indenting less important, or supporting points.





Usually it is easier to write notes in bullet points after you have skim-read a section or a paragraph first in order to get the overall sense.


Style 2: The 1–2 method


The 1–2 method is a variation on bullet points. The method is based on dividing your page into two columns: the first for the main point, the second for supporting detail. This allows you to see the structure of the information clearly. To do this, you can create a chart to complete, as follows:






	Main point


	Supporting detail







	 


	 








Style 3: Spider diagrams


Spider diagrams or mind maps can be a useful method of making notes:





•  They will help you to categorise factors: each of the main branches coming from the centre should be a new category.



•  They can help you see what is most important: often the most important factors will be close to the centre of the diagram.



•  They can help you see connections between different aspects of what you are studying. It is useful to draw lines between different parts of your diagram to show links.



•  They can also help you with essay planning: you can use them to quickly get down the main points and develop a clear structure in response to an essay question.



•  You can set out the spider diagram in any way that seems appropriate for the task, but usually, as with a spider’s web, you would start with the title or central issue in the middle with connecting lines radiating outwards.







Section 1: The Kaiserreich, 1871–1914



1 Bismarck’s Germany 1871–90
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This chapter covers the years 1871–90 – a period when Otto von Bismarck dominated the newly created German Empire. The chapter deals with a number of areas:





•  The 1871 German constitution



•  The role of the Chancellor



•  The role of the Reichstag




•  Bismarck’s domestic policies



•  Bismarck’s fall





When you have worked through the chapter and the related activities, you should have a detailed knowledge of all the areas listed above. You should be able to relate this knowledge to the following two breadth issues defined as part of your study:





•  How was Germany governed and how did political authority change and develop?



•  How important was the role of a particular individual (in this case Bismarck) in Germany’s political development?





For the period covered in this chapter the main focus can be phrased as a question:


How successful was Bismarck in managing the political situation in Germany between 1871 and 1890?


The focus of the question is on the problems Bismarck faced in controlling the German Empire (which his actions before 1871 had brought about) and in managing the 1871 German constitution (for which he was largely responsible).
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CHAPTER OVERVIEW


The Second German Empire, which came into existence in 1871, had a complex constitution which tried to ensure Prussian dominance over the rest of Germany and Bismarck’s dominance over both Prussia and Germany. The German political system is hard to classify. Germany was not ruled by an all-powerful monarch, but nor was it a parliamentary democracy.


Bismarck dominated Germany for nearly two decades after 1871. While he had great success in foreign policy, ensuring Europe remained at peace, he faced some problems on the domestic front. His clash with the Catholic Church (the Kulturkampf) and his efforts to suppress socialism were far from successful. His welfare measures in the 1880s are often regarded as his greatest domestic achievement. While William I was emperor, Bismarck’s position was secure. However, William’s death in 1888, followed almost immediately by the death of his son Frederick, resulted in Wilhelm II becoming emperor. Wilhelm dismissed Bismarck in 1890.
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1 The German Empire in 1871



The Second German Empire – or Kaiserreich – was proclaimed on 18 January 1871 in the Palace of Versailles following Prussian–German success in the war against France (1870–71). King William I of Prussia, the strongest state in Germany, became the new German Emperor (Kaiser) with Otto von Bismarck as his Imperial Chancellor.
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William I and Wilhelm II


This book, like most books on this period, will call Germany’s first Emperor (or Kaiser) William I. This will differentiate him from Kaiser Wilhelm II – William II’s traditional name in Britain.
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The German constitution


How democratic was the Kaiserreich?
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NOTE-MAKING


Use the headings in this section to make brief notes as you work through it. Set these notes out clearly using the main headings, sub-headings and sub-points.


For example:


Main heading: The German constitution


Sub-heading 1: Autocratic or democratic?


Sub-heading 2: Prussian domination?


Sub-heading 3: Bismarck as Imperial Chancellor


When you have completed your notes on the first few pages, review the process and then devise your own sub-headings for the remainder of the section, using the headings and questions in the text to help you.
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The constitution of the new German Empire incorporated the main provisions of the constitution of the North German Confederation, drawn up by Bismarck in 1867. Germany was to be a federal state. Powers and functions were divided between the central government and 25 state governments (see Figure 1).


The King of Prussia was the Emperor of Germany. He had the power to appoint and dismiss the Chancellor and to dissolve the Reichstag. He controlled foreign policy, could make treaties and alliances, commanded the army and could declare war and make peace. He supervised the execution of all federal laws. He also possessed the right to interpret the constitution.


The Chancellor was the chief minister of the Reich. He was responsible to the Emperor, not the Reichstag. He chaired sessions of the Bundesrat (see below) and could appoint and dismiss state secretaries responsible for the various government ministries. He could ignore resolutions passed by the Reichstag.


The Reichstag was the national parliament. It was elected by all males over 25 years of age. It could accept or reject legislation but had only limited powers to initiate new laws. State secretaries were excluded from membership of the Reichstag and were not responsible to it. Its members were unpaid, and were elected every five years unless the Reichstag was dissolved by the Kaiser.


The Bundesrat, or Federal Council, comprised 58 members, nominated by the state assemblies. Its consent was required in the passing of new laws. Theoretically, it had the power to change the constitution. However, a vote of fourteen members constituted a veto. Prussia had seventeen members on the Bundesrat, Bavaria six members and the smaller states one each. In theory, the Bundesrat had extensive powers. In practice, it usually rubber stamped the Chancellor’s policies.


The federal or national government had specific responsibilities for the Reich as a whole, including matters such as defence, foreign affairs, civil and criminal law, customs, railways and the postal service.


While no longer sovereign or free to secede, the various states which comprised the Reich preserved their own constitutions, rulers, parliaments and administrative systems. State governments retained considerable powers over taxation, education, police, local justice and transport. The kings of Bavaria, Saxony and Wurttemberg even retained their own armies.





[image: ]

Figure 1 How Germany was ruled.
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The North German Confederation


This had been created in 1867, following Prussia’s success against Austria in the Seven Weeks’ War of 1866. Bismarck might have pressed for the unification of all Germany in 1866. However, as well as the threat of French intervention, he feared that if Prussia absorbed too much too soon, this might be more trouble than it was worth. The four southern states of Bavaria, Wurttemberg, Baden and Hesse-Darmstadt thus retained their independence. All other German states were formed into a North German Confederation under Prussian leadership.
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Autocratic or democratic?


The German political system, designed by Bismarck, defies easy classification. Some see it as essentially autocratic, with power residing ultimately with the Emperor. But it is also possible to argue that the system was remarkably democratic, certainly by nineteenth-century standards, with the Reichstag having considerable potential power (see pages 6–7). The complex system can be seen (positively) as creating a delicate equilibrium with the key institutions keeping each other in check. It can also be seen (negatively) as creating major tensions, not least between monarchical and parliamentary claims to power, and between federal and state power.


Prussian dominance?


Bismarck intended that Prussia should dominate the new Reich. To a large extent, he succeeded in his aim:





1  Prussia possessed 60 per cent of Germany’s population and two-thirds of its territory. Prussia returned 235 deputies out of a total of 397 in the Reichstag. The fact that it had seventeen seats in the Bundesrat meant it could block any unwelcome constitutional amendments.







    –  As German Emperor, the Prussian King was head of the imperial executive and civil service and supreme warlord of the Reich’s armed forces.


    –  Except from the periods 1872–73 and 1892–96, the Imperial Chancellor was always simultaneously prime minister of Prussia.








2  Prussian and imperial institutions were so intertwined that they could hardly be distinguished. The Prussian minister of war was also the imperial minister of war. Imperial secretaries of state worked closely with Prussian ministers.



3  Not surprisingly, Prussia’s aristocracy enjoyed a dominant position in the political, military and administrative structure of the Empire.



4  The Prussian state parliament, elected by a three-class system, was dominated by the aristocracy, the rich, the military and a conservative civil service. This hindered the development of parliamentary democracy in Germany as a whole.
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The Prussian state government


Prussian voters were divided into three classes, according to the amount of taxes they paid. This ensured that the rich had far more electoral power than the poor and power remained in the hands of the conservatives. Most of the other state assemblies were elected by universal suffrage (the right of most people to vote).
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However, for all the complaints about a ‘Prussianisation’ of Germany, the identity of ‘old Prussia’ was significantly diluted by its integration into the Reich. Prussia could no longer be governed without consideration of the wider interests of Germany. Prussian influence was slowly undermined by the need to make concessions to the states. Non-Prussians soon held important posts in government both in the Reich as a whole and in Prussia. It was the new Reich, not Prussia, which now engaged the loyalties of most Germans.
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Otto von Bismarck in 1871.
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Figure 2 Map of the German Empire – the Kaiserreich – in 1871. What does this suggest about Prussia’s power within the Kaiserreich?






Bismarck as Imperial Chancellor


After 1871 Bismarck was Prussian Prime Minister and Foreign Minister and Imperial Chancellor. As such, he exercised most of the powers ascribed to the Crown in the constitution. His reputation as the man who had brought about German unification coupled with his influence over Emperor William I gave him an immensely strong position, which he exploited.


Loathing the existence of any rival authority, Bismarck ensured that other ministers were little more than senior clerks, carrying out his orders. There was nothing that resembled an imperial cabinet. Bismarck dominated the secretaries of state and made sure that they did not confer with the Kaiser without his permission. His mistrust of potential rivals encouraged him to rely increasingly on his son Herbert, who was Secretary of State of the Foreign Office from 1886.


Nevertheless, while Bismarck exerted a tight grip over all aspects of policy, foreign and domestic, in the Reich and in Prussia, there were practical and theoretical limitations to his power, especially in domestic affairs:





•  The fact that Germany was a federal state reduced his influence.



•  The Reichstag was a major constraint (see below).



•  Bismarck’s long absences from Berlin (he liked to spend time on his country estates) and his poor health (often stomach troubles arising from over-eating and over-drinking) reduced his control of day-to-day decision-making.





Many contemporaries viewed Bismarck with awe – a legend in his own lifetime. Recent historians have often been less impressed. They have represented him as more a lucky opportunist than a master-planner. They have also drawn attention to his less desirable attributes: his vindictiveness, his intolerance of criticism and his frequent use of bullying to get his way. It should be said that these methods did not always succeed. After 1871 he was persistently thwarted in his efforts to shape the domestic developments of the Reich.


The Reichstag



Bismarck was anxious for political power in Germany to remain in traditional hands – in those of the Emperor, his army officers, his ministers – and particularly in his own. Arguably the constitution gave little opportunity for the exercise of democracy. The Reichstag, for example, could censor the Chancellor but not secure his dismissal. It could itself be dismissed at any time and new elections called. Bismarck regarded the Reichstag with some disdain – as a collection of squabbling politicians who did not reflect popular opinion.


Characteristically, he was ready to work with the Reichstag only on condition that it accepted his proposals or some compromise acceptable to him. If agreement could not be reached, he usually dissolved the Reichstag and called for fresh elections. He was prepared to use all the means at his disposal, not least the exploitation of international crises, to swing public opinion in elections to secure the passage of contentious legislation.


Reichstag politicians have often been criticised by historians for failing to do more to exploit their potential power. However, they faced a difficult task. The balance of power was tilted sharply in favour of the monarchy and most Germans remained deeply respectful of authority, believing that it was right and proper that the Emperor, or his Chancellor, should rule. There was no widespread conviction that power should be in the hands of the political party which happened to have a majority of seats in the Reichstag. Even members of left-wing parties did not expect the Reichstag to exercise much control over government. The most that they hoped for was that it would have some influence on government decisions.


Source A Bismarck speaking to the Reichstag in July 1879.
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I cannot, and the government cannot, be at the beck and call of particular parties. It must go its own way that it regards as correct; these courses are subject to the resolutions of the Reichstag; the government will require the support of the parties but it can never submit itself to the domination of any single party!
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What does Source A reveal about Bismarck’s view of the 1871 constitution?
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Socialist leader August Bebel claimed that the Reichstag was the ‘fig-leaf of despotism’. However, in reality, the Reichstag had more power than Bebel suggested and Bismarck had envisaged:





•  The Second Empire needed a vast number of new laws and no bill could become a law until it passed the Reichstag. The government also needed more money, which only the Reichstag could provide. Bismarck, therefore, was forced to negotiate deals and grant concessions.



•  The Reichstag was an open forum of debate whose members enjoyed parliamentary immunity. Debates were widely reported in the press. The Chancellor and the ministers of state could be questioned and embarrassed.



•  For many Germans, the Reichstag – not the Kaiser – was the focus of national attention.



•  No parliament in the world in the 1870s was elected on a broader franchise.



•  Universal male suffrage promoted the development of mass political parties with popular appeal (see Figure 4, page 14). While these parties were in no position to form governments, Bismarck could not afford to ignore them. Although under no constitutional obligation to adopt policies approved by the Reichstag, he did need to secure support for his own legislative proposals.



•  What is striking is how troublesome the Reichstag was for Bismarck, criticising and often thwarting his plans. Indeed, historians may have overemphasised the way that the Reichstag bowed to Bismarck and not emphasised enough the way that he bowed to Reichstag pressure. On several occasions in the 1880s he explored the possibility of changing the constitution – proof of the Reichstag’s influence.





The Reichstag was thus neither an all-powerful parliament nor simply a pliant instrument under Bismarck’s control. It was something in between. It certainly acquired a genuine popular legitimacy and became a focal point for those whom Bismarck saw as ‘enemies of the state’: Poles, Catholics and socialists.



The role of the army


The army played an important role in the Reich, as it had done in Prussia. It was essentially Prussian. The Prussian army was by far the largest of the four armies that comprised the German army. The three other contingents, from Bavaria, Saxony and Wurttemberg, all came under the Emperor’s command in time of war and followed the Prussian lead in organisation, instruction and weaponry.


Prussian–German officers owed personal loyalty to the King/Emperor, not the state. The system of conscription ensured that all German men served for two to three years in the army. This gave officers ample opportunity to build on the values already inculcated at school: discipline, pride in military institutions and love of the Fatherland.


As the creator of the Reich, the army had a special place in the minds of most Germans. After 1871 it was taken for granted that the army’s needs must always come first and that the highest virtues were military ones. Uniforms encouraged respect and obedience and both Bismarck and the Kaiser always wore military uniform in public.


Given that the military budget was not subject to annual approval, the army was virtually independent of Reichstag control. It was not bound to consult any civilian authority before acting. Many army officers were hard-line conservatives. They had little time for the Reichstag and even less for liberals and socialists. Indeed, some army officers were as much concerned with the ‘enemy’ within as they were with Germany’s enemies beyond the Reich’s borders. If called upon, they were ready to disperse demonstrations, break strikes and crush any attempt at revolution.


Emperor William I


In many respects, the key man in the 1871 constitution was the Emperor. Yet Emperor William I is often the forgotten man of Bismarck’s Germany. He became King of Prussia in 1861 and viewed his kingship of Prussia as more important than the title of German Emperor which he received in 1871. Despite possessing considerable powers as Kaiser, William was generally content to leave the task of governing Germany (and Prussia) to Bismarck and limited himself to embodying the dignity of the new state. William, conservative in most matters, had reservations about some of Bismarck’s measures, including the Kulturkampf (see page 15) and his Chancellor’s tough handling of subordinates. But he appreciated Bismarck’s ability. Bismarck appreciated William’s support. He described William in his memoirs as a polite, gentlemanly, courteous man with the attitude and manners of a Prussian army officer. William, despite several assassination attempts on his life, seems to have been genuinely popular in his later years – a man who personified the values of ‘old Prussia’. Many Prussians approved of William’s rather austere and simple lifestyle.


Interpretations: the German political system


The exact nature of the German political system after 1871 continues to be debated. Historians have variously described it as a military monarchy, a Prussian autocracy, a semi-autocracy or a constitutional monarchy. So who exactly held power in Germany? Was it the Kaiser, the Imperial Chancellor (that is, Bismarck from 1871 to 1890) or the Reichstag?


Source B Adapted from Bismarck by B. Waller, (Blackwell), 1985.
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It is absurd to argue that the government of Imperial Germany was absolute or even semi-absolute. The Emperor, not Bismarck, held ultimate power; the strength of parliament was considerable and gradually growing; freedom of speech and freedom of the press were marked and their champions increasingly numerous; the law was sensible and respected.
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Alsace-Lorraine


Germany seized the provinces of Alsace and (half of) Lorraine from France after victory in the Franco–Prussian War. A good case could be made for including Alsace in the German Reich, but Lorraine was mainly French-speaking. The loss of the two provinces sharpened the edge of French resentment at losing the war.
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ACTIVITY


Source B provides one interpretation of the way Germany was ruled after 1871.





•  In what way do you agree with the source?



•  In what way do you disagree with the source?



•  Using material from the source and your own knowledge, to what extent was Germany post-1871 a parliamentary democracy?
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German disunity


How united was Germany?


The new Reich was born in a mood of national euphoria. Germans were proud of their victory over France, proud that their new country was the strongest military state in Europe, proud that Germany was strong economically, and proud that its economic strength was growing.


Nevertheless, the new Reich was far from united:





•  Each state had its own traditions. Each also had powers over education, justice, agriculture, religious matters and local government.



•  Over 60 per cent of the population were Protestant, but Catholicism was strong in Alsace-Lorraine, in south-west Germany, in the Rhineland and among the Poles.



•  Ten per cent of the Reich’s population were non-German minorities – Poles, Danes and French.



•  There were economic and social divisions – between rich and poor, and between the industrialising north and west and the predominantly rural south and east.





Thus, a major problem was to unite Germany in fact as well as in theory. Pre-1871 nationalism had been generally seen as a progressive force which aimed to sweep away the old regime and introduce liberal and representative government. After 1871 German nationalism became more conservative. The German nation was now identified with the new Reich, any criticism of which was denounced as unpatriotic. A distinct national identity developed that transcended that of the member states. Arguably non-Prussian Germans became more Prussian while Prussians became more German.
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The Franco–Prussian War 1870–71


In 1870 France and Prussia went to war. The Prussian army, allied with troops from four southern German states – Bavaria, Wurttemberg, Baden and Hesse-Darmstadt – easily defeated French forces. Historians remain divided about what to call the war: should it be Franco–Prussian (the usually accepted name) or Franco–German? The war was so dominated by Prussian military expertise that, in many ways, it was essentially a Prussian enterprise. Nevertheless, the war was also the first genuinely German war in which all the German states fought. By 1871, when the war ended, all Germans were proud of, and wished to be associated with, the Prussian–German victory.
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German economic development


The results of the war against France stimulated the German economy. Alsace-Lorraine, for example, contained Europe’s largest deposits of iron ore, and production increased rapidly after 1871. The injection of huge French indemnity payments into the German economy, following the Franco–Prussian War, helped to cause a spectacular, if short-lived, boom. The boom assisted German banks, which, in turn, provided capital for new railways and new industries such as electricity and chemicals. Between 1871 and 1890 coal production soared, steel production increased by some 700 per cent and the railway network doubled in size.


Growing industry swelled the ranks of the German industrial working class. In 1871 only five per cent of Germans lived in urban areas. By 1900 nearly twenty per cent did so. This had political as well as economic consequences. Many of the proletariat were attracted to socialism. The peasantry, declining in numbers, tended to be more conservative.
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Figure 3 German population and production compared with Britain and France: 1870–90.





German society


German society, despite all the economic changes, remained divided along traditional class lines. What mobility there was tended to be within a class rather than between different classes. The higher levels of the civil service and the army remained predominantly the preserve of the nobility. The most direct threat to the nobility’s supremacy came from wealthy industrialists who tried to emulate, rather than supersede, the nobles.


While the middle classes were expanding, most Germans were agricultural or industrial workers. For many farm labourers, life was hard and industrial employment seemed an attractive option. Thus, there was a drift to the cities, even though the living and working conditions of the proletariat remained poor.
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WORKING TOGETHER


Divide into groups. Each group should discuss who actually held power in the German Empire after 1871. Below are a number of suggestions. Rank the list in order and present your findings to the rest of the class. Compare the order given by each group. Can you reach a consensus opinion as a class?





•  The Imperial Chancellor



•  The Emperor (or Kaiser)



•  The Bundesrat




•  The Reichstag




•  The German army



•  The state governments



•  Prussia
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KEY DATES: THE GERMAN EMPIRE IN 1871


1870 Start of the Franco–Prussian (or Franco–German) War.


January 1871 The Second German Empire was proclaimed at the Palace of Versailles in France.


January 1871 End of Franco–Prussian War. France paid a heavy indemnity and surrendered Alsace-Lorraine to Germany.
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2 Bismarck in power, 1871–90


This section will examine the way that Bismarck ruled Germany from 1871 to 1890. He dominated most aspects of German policy – foreign and domestic. In foreign policy he acted alone. German diplomacy was very much a one-man affair, even if at times he had to fight tooth and nail with Emperor William I in order to get his way. But in domestic affairs, Bismarck took advice, listened to suggestions and seized upon the ideas of others.
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NOTE-MAKING


Your notes should focus on Bismarck’s successes and failures. Use the headings and questions to help you create sub-headings and select material. Decide at the end of each major issue faced by Bismarck whether he had been successful or not. It may be that you are undecided with regard to some issues, if so, make a note that he succeeded in part and failed in part. (This is what happens to most politicians in most periods in history!) Conclude with an evaluation of Bismarck’s success in ruling Germany from 1871 to 1890. Do remember that he remained in power for over two decades. He must have been doing something right!
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Otto von Bismarck (1815–98)


How effectively did Bismarck handle political matters from 1871 to 1890?


Bismarck’s father was a moderately wealthy Junker. Bismarck was proud of this and all his life liked to present himself as a Junker squire. However, he was too clever, too enterprising and too non-conformist to be a typical Junker. His mother came from a middle-class family of merchants. Many of her relatives were civil servants, university professors or lawyers. Bismarck did not get on well with his mother, but from her he inherited his intelligence and determination.


At university he developed a reputation as a duellist (fighting 25 duels in one particular year). He was a crack shot and an expert fencer. Passing his law examinations, Bismarck won entry to the Prussian civil service. A year of military service followed, and then on his mother’s death in 1839, he retired to help run the family estates.


In 1847 two events occurred to change the direction of his life. First he married Johanna von Puttkamer who provided a stable background to his life, bringing up their numerous children and overlooking his repeated infidelities. Secondly he was elected to the Prussian United Diet. Seemingly an arch-conservative, he declared: ‘Only two things matter for Prussia: to avoid an alliance with democracy and to secure equality with Austria’. He soon became Prussian envoy to the Bundestag at Frankfurt, where, apart from a short time in Vienna as Prussian ambassador, he remained until 1859. During his years in Frankfurt, it became his overriding concern to oppose Austria.


The appeal of German nationalism


Until the mid-1850s Bismarck had shown little but contempt for nationalism. However, by the late 1850s his views had changed. Aware of the popular appeal of German nationalism, he realised that the nationalist movement might be manipulated in the interests of enhancing Prussian power and aid the creation of a united Germany under Prussian control. In 1859 Bismarck was moved from the Bundestag to become Prussian ambassador in Russia. In September 1862, he returned to Prussia to become Chief Minister. He only accepted the post on condition that he could do as he saw fit so that he could (as he himself put it) ‘make his own music’. His appointment was one of the most momentous occasions in Prussian, German and European history.


In 1862 he had a reputation as a tough, ambitious and ruthless politician. Although viewed (mistakenly) as a conservative reactionary and (correctly) as a loyal supporter of the monarchy, he was also seen (with some justification) as an unpredictable maverick. His appointment as Chief Minister was seen as a deliberate affront to the liberals who regarded him as a bigoted reactionary. Given that Bismarck had no ministerial experience, he was not expected to last long in power.


On 30 September, in his first speech to the Prussian Parliament, he declared:




Germany does not look to Prussia’s liberalism, but to its power … It is not through speeches and majority decisions that the great questions of the day are decided … It is by iron and blood.





This phrase, afterwards reversed to ‘blood and iron’, became almost synonymous with Bismarck. Convinced that great issues are decided by might not right, he was determined to make Prussia as mighty as possible. Prussian leadership in Germany would ensure Prussian might. In the 1860s he was essentially a Prussian patriot rather than a German nationalist: his loyalty was to the Prussian King – not to the German people. By brilliant diplomacy and a series of wars against Denmark (1864), Austria (1866) and France (1870–71) he brought about German unification and the creation of the Second Reich.


Realpolitik characterised Bismarck’s political career from first to last. He had contempt for idealism and idealists. While he was a sincere Protestant, he was able to divorce personal from political morality. What was good for Prussia (and then Germany) was good. In his view, the end justified the means. He recognised that a conservative regime could no longer operate without popular support, not least that of the liberal middle class whose power was growing. He hoped to achieve conservative ends by means that were far from conservative. His unscrupulous methods occasionally brought him into conflict with William I and the Prussian military and political élites. But while many distrusted his tactics, most respected his judgement.


By 1871 Bismarck was a man of imperious and dominating temperament with an unquenchable thirst for power. He saw himself as a man of destiny, convinced that he would have a great impact on the world. Nevertheless, he once admitted: ‘I am all nerves; so much so that self-control has always been the greatest task of my life and still is’. He smoked heavily, consumed huge amounts of alcohol and ate enormous meals. In 1883 his weight reached 114 kilograms. Given to melancholy, he suffered from periods of laziness. He was also an inveterate womaniser and gambler. Aggressive and emotional, his relations with Emperor William I were stormy; their meetings sometimes degenerated into slanging matches, followed sometimes by tears. Ruthless, unpredictable, vindictive and unscrupulous, Bismarck could also be charming and witty, a delightful companion and entertaining conversationalist.


Bismarck’s motives and methods


Historians continue to argue over Bismarck’s achievements, his motives and his methods. Innumerable books have been written about him. By 1895 there were already 650 biographies available. Twenty years later there were 3,500 and the number has continued to increase ever since.


When it comes to primary evidence the problem is not a lack of material but an excess, much of it conflicting. Bismarck left a wealth of letters, articles, speeches and official reports. There were also his voluminous Reminiscences which are of questionable accuracy: he increased the drama around every event, sometimes embroidering fact with a little fiction, and always presented himself favourably.


While in office, Bismarck frequently made totally contradictory statements at the same time about the same events. Historians interpret this differently. Some see it as symptomatic of Bismarck’s perversity of mind, a desire to confuse or mislead friends and enemies alike. Some see it as a lack of settled purpose and an inability to think clearly and coherently in abstract terms. And there are others who see it simply as Bismarck’s way of ‘reasoning out loud’, rehearsing a number of different arguments before reaching a decision.


Whatever the reason, it means that Bismarck’s own evidence needs to be used with caution. A single letter or speech is not necessarily a true reflection of his policies or intentions at any given time. Therefore it is difficult to disentangle with any certainty Bismarck’s motives, or to decide how far he planned ahead. ‘Politics’, he said, ‘is not an exact and logical science but is the capacity to choose in each fleeting moment of the situation that which is least harmful or most opportune’. He was the supreme opportunist, both before and after 1871. Accordingly, his policies can best be described as flexible.


In 1850 Bismarck declared that the only sound foundation for a great state is not idealism but ‘state egoism’ (national self-interest). Thirty years later, his beliefs had not changed. Defending himself against critics who accused him of sudden changes of policy, he said:




I have always had one compass only, one lodestar by which I have steered: the welfare of the state … What is useful, advantageous and right for my Fatherland and – as long as this was only Prussia – for my dynasty, and today for the German nation.





Source C From A History of Modern Germany 1800–2000, by Martin Kitchen, (Blackwell), 2006, p. 175.
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… [Bismarck’s] power-hungry brutality, his lust for confrontation rather than compromise, and his inability either to delegate authority or to tolerate anyone who even approached being his equal, left a fatal legacy. He was a man of profound and even pathological contradictions, and the ambivalence and inconsistency of his own imperious [domineering] personality was deeply embedded in the structure of the Reich of which he was the architect.





[image: ]


Source D From European Alliances and Alignments 1871–90 by William L. Langer, (Vintage Books), 1950, p. 479.
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[Bismarck’s] had been a great career, beginning with three wars in eight years and ending with a period of twenty years during which he worked for the peace of Europe, despite countless opportunities to embark on further enterprises with more than an even chance of success … No other statesman of his standing had ever before shown the same great moderation and sound political sense of the possible and desirable … Bismarck at least deserves full credit for having steered European politics through this dangerous transitional period without serious conflict between the great powers.
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1  How do Sources C and D differ?



2  Historians Kitchen and Langer are writing about different aspects of Bismarck’s policies. Why might this explain the difference in emphasis of the two extracts?
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The liberal era, 1871–79


After 1871 Bismarck, who claimed to stand above party or sectional interest, needed a parliamentary majority. Although he was by no means a true liberal, he had little alternative but to work with the National Liberals – the strongest party in the Reichstag for most of the 1870s (see Figure 4 on page 14). In some respects the National Liberals were ideal allies. Most of them applauded Bismarck’s success in creating a united Germany and were eager to help him consolidate national unity. In the early 1870s, a great deal of useful legislation was passed:





•  A national system of currency was introduced.



•  A Reichsbank was created.



•  All internal tariffs were abolished.



•  There was much legal standardisation.
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Figure 4 Germany’s political parties 1871–90.





The National Liberals and Bismarck also united against the Catholic Church. Nevertheless, relations between Bismarck and the National Liberals were always uneasy. Politically Bismarck did not agree with their hopes for the extension of parliamentary government. He became increasingly irritated as they opposed a number of his proposals.


The army budget


The army budget was a particular bone of contention. In 1867 Bismarck and the National Liberals agreed that the military budget should remain at a fixed level outside Reichstag control until 1872. During the Franco–Prussian War the fixed budget was extended until 1874. In 1874 Bismarck presented a law proposing that an army of over 400,000 men should be automatically financed by federal expenditure.


Given that 80 per cent of all federal expenditure was spent on the army, this threatened seriously to reduce the Reichstag’s monetary powers. The measure – the ‘Eternal Law’ – was thus opposed by the National Liberals. Accusing them of trying to undermine German military strength, Bismarck threatened to call new elections. The National Liberals shrank from a constitutional conflict. A compromise was eventually reached. The military budget was fixed for seven years at a time (the Septennates), rather than voted for annually or fixed permanently.
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KEY DATES: OTTO VON BISMARCK


1871 The National Liberals became the strongest party in the Reichstag.


1874 The military budget was fixed for seven years.
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The Kulturkampf


How successful was the Kulturkampf?


Much of the 1870s was dominated by Bismarck’s clash with the Catholic Church – the Kulturkampf. There were a number of reasons for this clash:





•  Two-thirds of Germans, mainly those in Prussia and the north, were Protestant. One-third were Catholic.



•  In the late nineteenth century Church and State came into conflict in several countries. In 1864 Pope Pius IX’s Syllabus of Errors had condemned as erroneous every major principle for which liberals stood. In 1870 the Vatican Council laid down the doctrine of papal infallibility. This ruled that papal pronouncements on matters of faith and morals could not easily be questioned.



•  These papal measures aroused great alarm in liberal circles. Many of Germany’s most enlightened men believed that the future of mankind was at stake. It seemed certain that militant Catholicism would interfere in the Reich’s domestic affairs and support reactionary causes. The National Liberals, in particular, were determined to do battle with the Catholic Church in what they saw as a life and death struggle for freedom and progress against the forces of backwardness.
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Bismarck’s foreign policy, 1871–90


Bismarck’s diplomatic skills had helped bring about the Kaiserreich in 1871: he continued to display the same masterly skills for the next two decades. After 1871 Germany was the strongest power on the continent. Aware that Germany was surrounded by resentful and anxious neighbours, Bismarck made it clear that Germany was now a ‘satiated power’, with no more territorial ambitions. He believed that any attempt to extend Germany’s frontiers would unite the other powers against it. Convinced that further wars could only threaten the Reich’s security, his central aim was to maintain peace.


France seemed the main threat to peace. Many French people, resenting their defeat in 1870–71 and the loss of Alsace-Lorraine, wanted revenge. However, France without allies did not pose a serious danger: Bismarck was confident that Germany could defeat France again if necessary. His main fear was that France might ally with either Russia or Austria. Germany might then have to fight a war on two fronts. He was determined to avoid this possibility by isolating France and remaining on good terms with both Russia and Austria. His main problem was that there was always the possibility of friction between Austria and Russia over the Balkans, where their interests were at variance.


In 1879 he signed the Dual Alliance with Austria. In 1882 Italy joined the German–Austrian alliance which thus became the Triple Alliance. Determined to maintain good relations with Russia, Bismarck signed the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia in 1887. Most historians praise Bismarck for his successful efforts in maintaining European peace from 1871 to 1890.
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The Centre Party


German Catholics formed their own party, the Centre Party, in north Germany in 1870 to defend their interests. After the creation of the Empire, it joined forces with south Germans, Poles and the people of Alsace-Lorraine, becoming the second largest party in the Reichstag in 1871. It was unique among German parties in drawing its support from all social strata. It favoured greater self-rule for the component states of the Reich. It also objected to state interference in the Church’s traditional sphere of influence: the education system.


Bismarck and Catholicism


Bismarck, a sincere Protestant, had little affection for Catholicism and viewed the Catholic minority with suspicion. His greatest concern in domestic policy was to unify and consolidate the new Reich. Suspicious of those who opposed his creation, he saw plots and subversive activities everywhere. Many of the national minorities – the French in the west and the Poles in the east – who had no wish to be within the Reich were Catholic. So were Germans in the southern states, many of whom still tended to identify with Austria rather than with Prussia. So too were the Rhinelanders, some of whom still resented being ‘Prussian’ (despite being part of Prussia since 1815).


Bismarck saw the success of the Centre Party in 1871 as a grave danger to the Empire’s unity. He thought that Centre politicians would encourage civil disobedience among Catholics whenever the policies of the state conflicted with those of the Church. His suspicions deepened when he observed how rapidly the Party became a rallying point for opponents of the Empire.


Whether he really believed that the anti-Prussian political alignment in the Reichstag was a papal-inspired conspiracy of malcontents bent on destroying the Reich is debatable. But the Kulturkampf was widely understood at the time to be a war against internal opponents of unification. It may be that the Kulturkampf was also a calculated political ploy on Bismarck’s part to put himself at the head of a popular, Protestant crusade. It certainly enabled him to work closely with the National Liberals in the 1870s.


The ‘Old Catholics’


Some 5,000 Catholics – they were known as ‘Old Catholics’ – refused to accept the decree on papal infallibility and broke with the Church. When Old Catholic teachers and professors were dismissed by Catholic bishops, Bismarck had an excellent excuse to attack the Catholic Church. Maintaining that the Prussian government was committed to the principle of religious toleration, he condemned the Catholic Church’s actions in a series of newspaper articles in 1872. This marked the start of the Kulturkampf.


Actions against the Catholic Church


While the Kulturkampf was centred on Prussia and directed against the Catholics of the Rhineland and Poland, its effects were felt throughout the Reich and legislation against the Church was passed in Prussia, by other state governments and by the Reichstag.


In 1872 Catholic schools were brought directly under the supervision of the state. In 1872 the Reichstag forbade the Jesuit order, a Catholic order of priests whose members had always been supporters of Papal authority, to set up establishments in Germany and empowered state governments to expel individual Jesuits. In May 1873 Dr Adalbert Falk, the Prussian Minister of Religion and Education, introduced a package of measures known as the May Laws. These aimed to bring the Catholic Church under state control:





•  All candidates for the priesthood now had to attend a secular (non-religious) university before commencing training.



•  All religious appointments became subject to state approval.



•  In 1874 obligatory civil marriage was introduced in Prussia.





In 1875 the Kulturkampf reached a climax:





•  Laws empowered Prussia to suspend subsidies to the Church in parishes where the clergy resisted the new legislation.



•  All religious orders, except nursing orders, were dissolved.





Clergy could be fined, imprisoned or expelled if they failed to comply with the legislation which was vigorously enforced in Prussia by Falk. By 1876 all but two of the twelve Prussian Catholic bishops were in exile or under house arrest and more than a thousand priests were suspended from their posts.


The results of the Kulturkampf


The results of the Kulturkampf were not what Bismarck had hoped. Attempts to repress Catholicism met with considerable opposition. Pope Pius IX counter-attacked, threatening to excommunicate those who obeyed the oppressive laws. Only 30 out of 10,000 Prussian Catholic priests submitted to the new legislation. Catholic communities sheltered defiant priests and fiercely maintained their religious culture and identity.


Bismarck’s hope of destroying the Centre Party backfired: the Kulturkampf strengthened rather than weakened his political opponents. In 1871 the Centre won 58 seats: in 1874 it won 91 seats. Bismarck’s hope of leading a popular Protestant crusade also failed to materialise. Protestants opposed some of the Kulturkampf legislation because it limited the influence of the Protestant – as well as the Catholic – Church in education. Many on the left disliked the violation of fundamental civil rights, not least freedom of conscience.


The end of the Kulturkampf


By 1878 Bismarck accepted that the Kulturkampf had failed. He had underestimated the enemy; the Catholic Church had more popular support than he had expected. By opening up a rift between the Reich and its Catholic subjects, the Kulturkampf had increased disunity, not removed it. Moreover, he was now anxious to have the Centre Party on his side against a potentially worse enemy: socialism.


Bismarck was thus ready to cut his losses and end the Kulturkampf. His opportunity came with the death of Pope Pius IX in 1878. His successor Leo XIII was conciliatory, and direct negotiations led to improved relations between Bismarck and the Church. Falk was symbolically dismissed in 1879 and some of the anti-Catholic measures were repealed: exiled clergy, for example, were allowed to return. However, the Catholic Church did not win a complete victory. Many of the May Laws remained in force: for example, civil marriage remained compulsory, Jesuits were forbidden to enter Germany, and the state continued to oversee all permanent Church appointments.


Bismarck withdrew from a dangerous battlefield. Typically, he sought to turn failure to advantage, by henceforward harnessing Catholic political power in the Reichstag to the support of conservative, protectionist and anti-socialist measures.


Treatment of the national minorities


Bismarck regarded the national minorities – the Danes, French and Poles – as potential ‘enemies of the state’. He thus sought to reduce their influence:





•  The Polish language was outlawed in education and law courts.



•  Alsace-Lorraine was not granted full autonomy. Instead it became a special region under direct imperial rule with a governor and Prussian civil servants. The German language was imposed in schools and local administration.





However, Bismarck did not rely solely on repression. Those French people who disliked German rule were allowed to leave (400,000 had done so by 1914). The German governors of Alsace-Lorraine made great efforts to conciliate the French-speaking provinces.


It does seem that the national minorities’ alienation from the Reich probably lessened over the years. School, conscription and everyday experience ‘Germanised’ many minorities.
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KEY DATES: THE KULTURKAMPF


1872 The (traditional) start of the Kulturkampf.


1873 The May Laws were introduced in Prussia.


1879 The (traditional) end of the Kulturkampf.
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Economic protectionism


Why did Bismarck come to support protectionist policies?


In the early 1870s Bismarck left economic matters in the hands of Rudolf Delbruck, a capable administrator who continued the free trade policies of the Zollverein. Support for free trade was an essential principle of most National Liberals. In 1879, however, Bismarck ditched both free trade and the National Liberals. Aligning himself with the Conservative and Centre parties, he supported the introduction of tariffs to protect German industry and farming. What were his motives?


Economic and financial factors


There were strong economic and financial reasons for introducing protective tariffs. In the late 1870s German agriculture suffered from the effects of a series of bad harvests and from the importation of cheap wheat from the USA and Russia. As the price of wheat fell, German farmers suffered. As a landowner himself, Bismarck understood the dangers of a prolonged agrarian depression. He also feared that if Germany was reliant on foreign grain, it would be seriously weakened in time of war. Protectionism would aid German self-sufficiency.


A slowdown in industrial growth after 1873 helped to produce a crisis of confidence in free trade. Industrialists and workers looked to the government to protect their interests and alleviate their distress. The adoption of protective tariffs by France, Russia and Austria in the late 1870s seemed to make it all the more desirable to follow suit.


Finally, the federal government’s revenue, raised from customs duties and indirect taxation, was proving woefully inadequate to cover the growing costs of armaments and administration. In order to make up the deficit, supplementary payments were made by individual states, a situation that Bismarck found distasteful. He hoped that new tariffs would give the federal government a valuable extra source of income, ensuring that it was financially independent of both the states and the Reichstag.


Political factors


Bismarck realised there were political advantages in abandoning free trade. By the late 1870s landowners and industrialists were clamouring for protective tariffs. By espousing protectionist policies, Bismarck could win influential support.


Although he had worked with the National Liberals, he had never been particularly friendly with them. Their insistence on parliamentary rights and refusal to pass anti-socialist legislation irritated him. Moreover, in the 1878 elections, the National Liberals lost some 30 seats. The combined strength of the two Conservative parties was now sufficient to outvote them in the Reichstag. In pursuing the protectionist case, popular with the Conservatives, Bismarck saw his chance to break with the National Liberals and broaden his political support.


The 1879 Tariff Act


By 1879, protectionists, made up mostly of Conservatives and Centre Party members, had a majority in the Reichstag. Bismarck now introduced a general tariff bill.


Source E Part of Bismarck’s address to the Reichstag in May 1879.
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The only country [which persists in a policy of free trade] is England, and that will not last long. France and America have departed completely from this line; Austria instead of lowering her tariffs has made them higher; Russia has done the same … Therefore to be alone the dupe of an honourable conviction cannot be expected from Germany for ever … Since we have become swamped by the surplus production of foreign nations, our prices have been depressed; and the development of our industries and our entire economic position has suffered in consequence. Let us finally close our doors and erect some barriers … in order to reserve for German industries at least the home market, which because of German good nature, has been exploited by foreigners … I see that those countries which have adopted protection are prospering, and that those countries which have free trade are deteriorating.
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1  What arguments did Bismarck use in support of the Tariff Act (see Source E)?



2  What arguments might his National Liberal opponents have used against the measure?
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In July 1879 a tariff bill passed through the Reichstag and duties were imposed on imports. The political results were far-reaching. Bismarck had now firmly committed himself to the Conservative camp. The National Liberal Party splintered. Those who still believed in free trade and parliamentary government broke away, eventually uniting with the Progressives to form a new radical party in 1884. Other National Liberals remained loyal to Bismarck but he was no longer dependent on their backing. In that sense the ‘liberal era’ was effectively at an end.


Historians continue to debate the economic effects of the abandonment of free trade. Arguably, protective tariffs consolidated the work of unification by drawing north and south Germany closer together and accelerated the growth of a large internal market. Protection might have meant higher bread prices, but this did not mean that workers had lower living standards. Tariffs did serve to protect German jobs.


The Centre Party and the National Liberals determined to frustrate Bismarck’s attempt to make the government less dependent on the states and Reichstag. A Centre Party deputy, Count George von Frankenstein put forward a scheme whereby all revenues coming to the federal government in excess of 130 million marks were to be divided up among the states, and would then be returned as part of the state payments. As a result of the ‘Frankenstein Clause’ the budgetary rights of the Reichstag and the state parliaments were preserved. Bismarck thus failed to secure the financial independence he sought.
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KEY DATES: ECONOMIC PROTECTIONISM


1878 The National Liberals lost seats in the Reichstag elections.


1879 Bismarck introduced the Tariff Act which introduced protective import duties in Germany and led to the splintering of the National Liberals.
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Bismarck and socialism



How successful was Bismarck in tackling the socialist threat?


In 1875 moderate and revolutionary socialists united to form the Social Democratic Party (or SPD). The Party’s declared aim was the overthrow of the existing order. But it also declared that it would use only legal means in the struggle for economic and political freedom. The new Party called for nationalisation of banks, coal mines and industry, and for social equality.


The socialist threat


Bismarck was hostile to socialists, regarding them as dangerous revolutionaries. Rather than underestimating the enemy, as with the Kulturkampf, it may be that he overestimated the socialist threat. Socialists were not as strong or as revolutionary as he feared and they liked to appear. However, Bismarck’s fears were rational. Socialism was a threat to the kind of society he intended to maintain. Socialists did preach class warfare and did talk of the dictatorship of the proletariat. Moreover, as Germany became more industrialised, swelling the ranks of the proletariat, socialist support increased. In 1877 the SPD won nearly 500,000 votes giving them twelve seats in the Reichstag.


Assassination attempts


In 1876 Bismarck tried to pass a bill preventing the publication of socialist propaganda. It was defeated. Other measures to prosecute the SPD also failed to get through the Reichstag.


In May 1878 an anarchist tried to assassinate Emperor William I. The would-be assassin had no proven association with the SPD, but Bismarck, like many of his contemporaries, drew no clear distinction between anarchism and socialism and saw the murder attempt as part of a ‘red’ conspiracy. However, his efforts to push through a bill against socialism were defeated by National Liberal members, concerned about civil liberties.


A week later there was a second attempt on William’s life that resulted in the Emperor being seriously wounded. Again the failed assassin had no direct SPD link, but Bismarck criticised the National Liberals for failing to pass the anti-socialist bill that might have protected the Emperor. Scenting political advantage, he dissolved the Reichstag.


His manoeuvre succeeded. The electorate, deeply shocked by the murder attempts, blamed the SPD and the National Liberals. The SPD vote fell from 493,000 in 1877 to 312,000 while the National Liberals lost 130,000 votes and 29 seats.


Source F Tiedemann, Bismarck’s secretary, writing about Bismarck’s reaction to the second assassination attempt on William.
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As I stepped out of the park, I saw the Chancellor walking slowly across the field in the bright sunshine, with his dogs at his heels. I went to meet him and joined him. He was in the best of tempers. After a little while I said, ‘Some urgent telegrams have arrived.’ He answered jokingly; ‘Are they so urgent that we have to deal with them out here in the open country?’ I replied: ‘Unfortunately they are. The Emperor has again been fired at and this time he has been hit. His Majesty is seriously wounded.’ With a violent start the Prince [Bismarck] stopped dead. Deeply agitated, he thrust his oaken stick into the ground in front of him and said, breathing heavily, as if a lightning flash of revelation had struck him: ‘Now we will dissolve the Reichstag!’ Only then did he enquire sympathetically after the Emperor’s condition and ask for details of the attempt.
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1  Why did the author of Source F regard Bismarck’s reaction as strange?



2  What value would you place on this source as historical evidence?
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Bismarck’s actions against socialism


Bismarck now got his way in the new Reichstag. An anti-socialist bill, supported by Conservatives and most National Liberals, was passed in October 1878:





•  Socialist organisations, including trade unions, were banned.



•  Socialist meetings were to be broken up.



•  Socialist publications were outlawed.





Between 1878 and 1890 some 1,500 socialists were imprisoned and a great many emigrated. However, the Anti-Socialist Law, far from eliminating socialism, served to rally the faithful and fortify them in their beliefs. Moreover, the law, which was differently implemented in different German states, did not prevent SPD members from standing for election and speaking freely in both the Reichstag and state legislatures. After the dip in 1878, the SPD won increasing support. By 1890 it had over a million votes and 35 seats.


In short, Bismarck’s attack on socialism was no more successful than his attack on the Catholic Church. His repressive measures may have helped to increase support for the SPD and ensured that moderate and revolutionary socialist factions remained united.


State socialism


Bismarck did not use only repression in his efforts to destroy socialism. He hoped to wean the working classes from socialism by introducing various welfare (state socialism) measures, designed to assist German workers. These measures may not have been as cynical as some of Bismarck’s critics have implied. A devout Christian, Bismarck was conscious of a moral obligation to aid those in need. There was a strong tradition in Prussia and other parts of Germany, and a general belief, held by most parties, right and left, that one of the state’s most important moral objectives was the promotion of the material well-being of its citizens.


Source G Passage from a speech Bismarck made to the Reichstag in 1881.
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A beginning must be made with the task of reconciling the labouring classes with the state. A remedy cannot be sought only through the repression of socialist excesses. It is necessary to have a definite advancement in the welfare of the working classes. The matter of the first importance is the care of those workers who are incapable of earning a living. Previous provisions for guarding workers against the risk of falling into helplessness through incapacity caused by accident or age have not proved adequate, and the inadequacy of such provisions has been a main contributing cause driving the working classes to seek help by joining the Social Democratic movement. Whoever has a pension assured to him for his old age is more contented and easier to manage than a man who has none.
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1  What arguments does Bismarck use to justify his decision to support state socialism (see Source G)?



2  What does Bismarck’s line of argument suggest about the values and attitudes of the majority of the Reichstag?
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In 1883 the first of his proposals for state socialism became law. The Sickness Insurance Act provided medical treatment and up to thirteen weeks’ sick pay to three million low-paid workers. The workers paid two-thirds of the contribution and the employers one-third. A worker who was permanently disabled or sick for more than thirteen weeks was given protection by the Accident Insurance Act of 1884. This was financed wholly by the employers. Finally in 1889 came the Old Age and Disability Act which gave pensions to those over 70, and disablement pensions for those who were younger. This was paid for by workers, employers and the state.



How successful was state socialism?



Bismarck’s hopes that the working class could be won over by state socialism were not fully realised. Many workers thought the measures a ‘sham’, particularly as the government still opposed the formation of trade unions. The welfare legislation was not particularly generous. Nor did Bismarck grant unemployment insurance. Moreover, many workers continued to labour under harsh conditions and while such conditions persisted, the SPD was assured of a future. Bismarck, believing that employers must control their factories, opposed demands for state intervention to regulate working hours and limit child and female employment.


Nevertheless, Bismarck’s measures laid the foundations of the welfare state in Germany. They were also the first of their kind in the world and became a model of social provision for other countries.


Political developments in the 1880s


In 1881 Bismarck suffered a setback at the polls. The three liberal parties – the National Liberals, the ‘Secession’ Liberals (who had split from the National Liberals) and the Progressives gained seats from the Conservatives, ensuring that Bismarck could no longer depend on Reichstag support. But in the 1884 election Bismarck rallied patriotic support with his colonial policy and the Conservative parties won seats from the Liberal parties.


By 1887 Bismarck was at odds with the Reichstag over the renewal of the army grant or Septennates. The current Septennates were not due to expire until 1888, but the international situation alarmed the generals, who pressed for an early renewal. So, in late 1886 Bismarck asked the Reichstag to agree to substantial military increases. The Reichstag agreed, but only on condition that in future it was allowed to review military expenditure every three years.


Bismarck was furious, declaring:




The German army is an institution which cannot be dependent on short-lived Reichstag majorities.





Dissolving the Reichstag, he conjured up a picture of a revenge-seeking France, ready for war at any moment. He warned that Germany would remain in danger until the Septennates were passed and only the Conservatives and National Liberals could be relied on to pass them. Bismarck’s electoral stratagem worked. The Conservatives and National Liberals won an absolute majority in 1887 and the Septennates were passed.
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KEY DATES: BISMARCK AND SOCIALISM


1878 The Anti-Socialist Law was passed, following assassination attempts on Emperor William I.


1883 The Sickness Insurance Act was introduced.


1884 The Accident Insurance Act was introduced.


1889 Old age pensions were introduced.
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Bismarck’s fall



Why did Bismarck fall from power?


By the late 1880s Bismarck’s position seemed in jeopardy. Emperor William I was in his eighties. If William died, Crown Prince Frederick, a man of liberal views, would ascend the throne. It seemed likely that Frederick would dismiss Bismarck and appoint a liberal chancellor.


Wilhelm II and Bismarck


While William I lived, Bismarck’s hold on power was never in question. Their meetings were often stormy and emotional. They shouted, threw things and often quarrelled. But they understood each other. ‘It is not easy to be the Emperor under such a Chancellor’, William remarked, but he managed it successfully, mainly by letting Bismarck have his own way.


When William died (aged 90) in March 1888 he was succeeded by his son Frederick. Frederick, however, died from cancer only three months later. Frederick’s 29-year-old son Wilhelm then became Emperor. A convinced German nationalist, Wilhelm was committed to the belief that he ruled by the divine right of kings. Wilhelm’s character was complex. On the positive side, he was intelligent and energetic. On the negative, he was overbearing, arrogant and erratic.


After Frederick’s death, Bismarck’s position seemed secure again. He had cultivated Wilhelm’s friendship for several years and in public the new Kaiser expressed his admiration for Bismarck. But a great gulf separated the two, not least in terms of age. Bismarck, assuming that Wilhelm would not involve himself much in matters of government, tended to treat him in a condescending manner. But Wilhelm was determined to rule as well as to reign. ‘I’ll let the old boy [Bismarck] potter along for another six months’, he told his cronies, ‘then I’ll rule myself’.


Source H Wilhelm II, writing to his mother in 1898.
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For ever and for ever, there is only one real Emperor in the world, and that is the German, regardless of his person and qualities, but by right of a thousand years tradition. And his Chancellor has to obey!
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1  What does Source H suggest about the character of Wilhelm II?



2  Why might the source explain the difficulties that arose between Wilhelm and Bismarck?
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Bismarck and Wilhelm in conflict


Wilhelm and Bismarck were soon at odds. Wilhelm questioned the need to maintain the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia (see text box on page 15). The two also disagreed over social policy. Unlike Bismarck, Wilhelm was confident that he could win over the working class by a modest extension of the welfare system, including an end to child labour and Sunday working. Bismarck, by contrast, favoured further repression. Thus, in 1889 he proposed to make the Anti-Socialist Law permanent. Wilhelm was not against renewing the law (he too feared socialism), but he wanted the measure watered down. Bismarck refused. He was then let down by the Reichstag, which rejected his entire bill in January 1890. This was a sign that his political power was crumbling.


In February 1890, with new Reichstag elections underway, Wilhelm issued a proclamation promising new social legislation. The absence of Bismarck’s counter-signature on this proclamation caused a sensation. The election was a disaster for Bismarck. His Conservative and National Liberal allies lost 85 seats while the Radicals gained 46 seats and the Socialists won 24 seats.


Bismarck was trapped between an Emperor bent on having his own way and a hostile Reichstag. In an attempt to recover his position, he proposed an extraordinary scheme: the Reichstag would be asked to agree to a large increase in the army and a new and extremely repressive anti-socialist law. If, as was probable, they refused, an assembly of German Princes would meet, alter the constitution and drastically curtail the Reichstag’s powers. Wilhelm refused to support Bismarck’s plan and relations between the two men became even worse.


Bismarck dismissed


In March 1890 Wilhelm and Bismarck quarrelled about the right of ministers to advise the monarch. Bismarck had revived an old order first issued in 1852, which forbade ministers to approach the Prussian King except through the Minister-President of Prussia. Bismarck interpreted this to mean that all ministers must obtain permission from him as Chancellor, before they could discuss any government business with the Emperor. Wilhelm was not prepared for such restrictions and commanded that the 1852 order be withdrawn. At a stormy interview Bismarck nearly threw an inkpot at Wilhelm and then enraged him by letting him see a letter from Tsar Alexander III, which was very disparaging of his talents.


Wilhelm now sent Bismarck an ultimatum: resign or be dismissed. Three days later Bismarck sent a letter of resignation in which he justified his actions, claiming (wrongly) that the real difference between Wilhelm and himself lay in the Kaiser’s pursuit of an anti-Russian policy. This letter was not made public until after Bismarck’s death. The official announcement implied that he had resigned for health reasons and that Wilhelm had made every effort to persuade him to change his mind.
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KEY DATES: BISMARCK’S FALL


1888 March Death of Emperor William I: Frederick, his son, became emperor.


1888 June Frederick died: Wilhelm II became Kaiser.


1890 Kaiser Wilhelm II dismissed Bismarck.
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‘The Dropping of the Pilot’. An 1890 cartoon from Punch. What does the cartoon suggest was the main reason for Bismarck’s dismissal?





In reality Bismarck retired with ill grace to write his memoirs and innumerable newspaper articles, invariably critical of Wilhelm. Failing to exert any influence on policy, he was even heard to speak in favour of republicanism: kings, he said, were dangerous if they had real power. He died in July 1898. On his grave were the words, ‘Here lies a true servant of the Emperor William I’.
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WORKING TOGETHER


Work in pairs. First compare the notes that you have made on this section. Add anything that you have missed and check anything that you have disagreed on.


Next one of you should identify a difficulty that Bismarck faced. The other should decide to what extent Bismarck contributed to the difficulty he faced and how successfully he tackled the difficulty. Take it in turns to identify difficulties and assess Bismarck’s success or failure in tackling the problems.


After you have finished, discuss your findings. In which areas was Bismarck particularly successful? In which areas did he fail?


By doing this you should be in a position to evaluate Bismarck’s overall success. To complete the process, you should each write a summary to explain Bismarck’s achievements and failures. Which outweighed the other?
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Chapter summary





•  The Second German Empire was created in 1871, creating a federal state through the German constitution.



•  The Emperor, the Chancellor, the Bundesrat and the Reichstag all held considerable powers in the federal (or central) government, with the 25 state governments also continuing to have powers.



•  As Chancellor, Bismarck had great power but he was far from a dictator. He dominated Germany from 1871 to 1890. Realpolitik characterised his political actions.



•  The powers of the Reichstag were limited. Nevertheless, the Reichstag was able to cause Bismarck some problems.



•  The German economy was strong and growing stronger.



•  Initially Bismarck worked with the National Liberals, the largest party in the Reichstag. They co-operated against the Roman Catholic Church in a struggle known as the Kulturkampf.




•  In 1879 Bismarck abandoned free trade and supported protective tariffs for reasons that were partly political and partly economic.



•  Bismarck took action against what he perceived to be a socialist threat. Despite his measures, the SPD continued to grow in strength.
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