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During the late 17th and 18th centuries, Prussia had a trained army. The state bureaucracy perpetuated the military mentality. The army and bureaucracy drilled the people with a respect for discipline and authority. The Prussian throne was supported by powerful aristocrats called Junkers, who knew that a weakening of the king’s power would lead to the loss of their privileges. The idea of the rights of the individual did not identify with the Prussians. The reform movement that began after Napoleon defeated the Prussians at Jena arose from the military collapse and the apathy of the people. The bureaucrats demanded reform. They abolished serfdom, gave the middle class a greater voice, laid the foundation for universal education, and granted full citizenship to Jews. To improve the army, they eliminated severe punishments and gave promotions on performance. But there was no parliamentary institution. The monarchy and power of the Junkers still persisted. The reforms were intended to strengthen the state, not liberty. In 1834, under Prussian leadership, the German states established the Zollverein, a customs union, which abolished tariffs between the states. The union promoted economic activity. It provided the economic foundations for the political unification of Germany. During the restoration, liberty and equality found favor with the Prussian bourgeoisie. During the revolution of 1848, liberals failed to get power. Frederick William IV (1840-1861) refused the crown offered him by the Frankfurt assembly. He could not take German unity created by a revolution of commoners. But a Germany created by a conservative Prussia he could. In 1849, Prussia started this. Austria opposed it and Prussia stopped, agreeing to reestablish the German Confederation. In 1858, Frederick gave control to his brother, William I (1861-1888). He called for a reorganization of the army, but was blocked by liberals. So, he asked for money, which he used to make army reforms. The lower chamber would not approve the new budget in 1862 without a breakdown next time. A fight arose between the liberals and the crown. William asked Otto von Bismarck (1815-1898) to lead the battle. Bismarck was a Junker and a patriot. Liberals were outraged by his authoritarian manner. Set on continuing the reforms of the army, and not going to bow to parliament, he ordered the collection of taxes without the parliament’s approval. When the lower chamber still withheld funds, Bismarck dismissed it, censored the press, and arrested and fired liberals. The liberals protested, but there was no uprising. What led to a resolution was Bismarck’s success in foreign affairs. Bismarck had to get rid of Austria to unify Germany. But, he attacked Denmark first (1864). Bismarck wanted to free two duchies from Danish control. Both territories were administered by Denmark, but in 1863, one was incorporated into Denmark. Hoping to prevent Prussia from getting them, Austria joined as an ally. After they won, Austria wanted to have a joint Austrian and Prussian occupation of the regions. But the negotiations broke down. Bismarck used the dispute to wage war on Austria. In the Austro-Prussian war (1866), Prussia overran Austrian territory. At the battle of Sadowa, Austria was defeated, and the Seven Weeks’ War ended. Prussia took no territory but annexed the two duchies. Prussia organized a confederation of North German states, from which Austria was excluded. Since Prussia won, Bismarck was a hero. He realized the appeal of nationalism and used it to expand Prussia’s power over Germany. By heralding his state as the champion of unification, Bismarck gained support. Prussia’s victory was a triumph for conservatism and nationalism and a defeat for liberalism. Many liberals abandoned liberalism and threw their support behind the Prussian state. To complete the unification of Germany, Bismarck would have to draw the South German states, but they were Catholic and hostile to Prussia. Bismarck hoped a war with France would ignite the nationalism feelings of the south Germans. Napoleon III was also afraid of a unified Germany, and wanted to fight. A cause for war arose over the succession of the Spanish throne. France opposed the candidacy of a relative of William I, who urged Prince Leopold to withdraw. The French demanded that William give assurance that no Hohenzollern would ever be a candidate for the crown. William refused. William sent a telegram to Bismarck, who edited the telegram, making it seem that William and the ambassador had insulted each other. When France declared mobilization, Prussia followed too. The South German states came to the aid of Prussia. The Prussians won the war and gained Alsace and Lorraine from the French. On 1/18/71, at Versailles, the German princes granted the title of German kaiser to William I. No nation was a match for the new Germany. Metternich’s fears had been realized: a Germany dmoniated by Prussia had upset the balance of power. 


