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German Nationalism & Unification – Document Packet  
 

Document 1 

Otto von Bismarck: Letter to Minister von Manteuffel, 1856 
          Because of the policy of Vienna [the Congress of Vienna, 1815], Germany is clearly too small for us 
both [Prussia and Austria]; as long as an honorable arrangement concerning the influence of each in 
Germany cannot be concluded and carried out, we will both plough the same disputed acre, and Austria will 
remain the only state to whom we can permanently lose or from whom we can permanently gain. . . .I wish 
only to express my conviction that, in the not too distant future, we shall have to fight for our existence 
against Austria and that it is not within our power to avoid that, since the course of events in Germany has 
no other solution.  
 
------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Field Marshal Helmuth von Moltke: 1866 
         The war of 1866 [between Prussia and Austria] was entered on not because the existence of Prussia 
was threatened, nor was it caused by public opinion and the voice of the people; it was a struggle, long 
foreseen and calmly prepared for, recognized as a necessity by the Cabinet, not for territorial 
aggrandizement, for an extension of our domain, or for material advantage, but for an ideal end--the 
establishment of power. Not a foot of land was exacted from Austria, but she had to renounce all part in the 
hegemony of Germany. . . Austria had exhausted her strength in conquests south of the Alps, and left the 
western German provinces unprotected, instead of following the road pointed out by the Danube. Its center 
of gravity lay out of Germany; Prussia's lay within it. Prussia felt itself called upon and strong enough to 
assume the leadership of the German races.  

------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------ 

Otto von Bismarck: 1866 
         We had to avoid wounding Austria too severely; we had to avoid leaving behind in her any 
unnecessary bitterness of feeling or desire for revenge; we ought rather to reserve the possibility of 
becoming friends again with our adversary of the moment, and in any case to regard the Austrian state as a 
piece on the European chessboard. If Austria were severely injured, she would become the ally of France 
and of every other opponent of ours; she would even sacrifice her anti-Russian interests for the sake of 
revenge on Prussia. . . .The acquisition of provinces like Austria Silesia and portions of Bohemia could not 
strengthen the Prussian state; it would not lead to an amalgamation of German Austria with Prussia, and 
Vienna could not be governed from Berlin as a mere dependency. . . .Austria's conflict and rivalry with us 
was no more culpable than ours with her; our task was the establishment or foundation of German national 
unity under the leadership of the King of Prussia.  

 

SOURCE:  Various documents concerning German unification. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Document 2 

Whereas the German princes and the free cities have unanimously called upon us to renew and to assume, 
with the restoration of the German Empire, the German imperial office, which has been empty for more than 
sixty years; and Whereas adequate arrangements have been provided for this in the constitution of the 
German Confederation;  

We, Wilhelm, by the grace of God King of Prussia, do herewith declare that we have considered it a duty to 
our common fatherland to answer the summons of the united German princes and cities and to accept the 
German imperial title. In consequence, we and our successors on the throne of Prussia will henceforth bear 
the imperial title in all our relations and in all the business of the German Empire, and we hope to God that 
the German nation will be granted the ability to fashion a propitious future for the fatherland under the 
symbol of its ancient glory. We assume the imperial title, conscious of the duty of protecting, with German 
loyalty, the rights of the Empire and of its members, of keeping the peace, and of protecting the 
independence of Germany, which depends in its turn upon the united strength of the people. We assume the 
title in the hope that the German people will be granted the ability to enjoy the reward of its ardent and self-
sacrificing wars in lasting peace, within boundaries which afford the fatherland a security against renewed 
French aggression which has been lost for centuries. And may God grant that We and our successors on 
the imperial throne may at all times increase the wealth of the German Empire, not by military conquests, 
but by the blessings and the gifts of peace, in the realm of national prosperity, liberty, and morality. Wilhelm 
I, Kaiser und König. 

SOURCE:  The German Imperial Proclamation, January 18, 1871. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Document 3 

Questions: 1. What was the real purpose of Bismarck's speech?  
2. Why was he appealing to the national pride of Germans in order to achieve his aims?  
3. Who was Germany's greatest enemy? Why?  
4. What role does Bismarck give to God in the German nation's history? To what extent 

was religion an important element of German nationalism?  
5. How representative do you think Bismarck is of the nationalist spirit in Germany 

towards the end of the nineteenth century?  

Great complications and all kinds of coalitions, which no one can foresee, are constantly possible, and we 
must be prepared for them. We must be so strong, irrespective of momentary conditions, that we can face 
any coalition with the assurance of a great nation which is strong enough under circumstances to take her 
fate into her own hands. We must be able to face our fate placidly with that self reliance and confidence in 
God which are ours when we are strong and our cause is just. And the government will see to it that the 
German cause will be just always 

We must, to put it briefly, be as strong in these times as we possibly can be, and we can be stronger than 
any other nation of equal numbers in the world. I shall revert to this later—but it would be criminal if we were 
not to make use of our opportunity. If we do not need our full armed strength, we need not summon it. The 
only problem is the not very weighty one of money—not very weighty I say in passing, because I have no 
wish to enter upon a discussion of the financial and military figures, and of the fact that France has spent 
three milliards for the improvement of her armaments these last years, while we have spent scarcely one 
and one half milliards, including what we are asking of you at this time. But I leave the elucidation of this to 
the minister of war and the representatives of the treasury department class= 

When I say that it is our duty to endeavor to be ready at all times and for all emergencies, I imply that we 



must make greater exertions than other people for the same purpose, because of our geographical position. 
We are situated in the heart of Europe, and have at least three fronts open to an attack. France has only her 
eastern, and Russia only her western frontier where they may be attacked. We are also more exposed to the 
dangers of a coalition than any other nation, as is proved by the whole development of history, by our 
geographical position, and the lesser degree of cohesiveness, which until now has characterized the 
German nation in comparison with others. God has placed us where we are prevented, thanks to our 
neighbors, from growing lazy and dull. He has placed by our side the most warlike and restless of all 
nations, the French, and He has permitted warlike inclinations to grow strong in Russia, where formerly they 
existed to a lesser degree. Thus we are given the spur, so to speak, from both sides, and are compelled to 
exertions which we should perhaps not be making otherwise. The pikes in the European carp-pond are 
keeping us from being carps by making us feel their teeth on both sides. They also are forcing us to an 
exertion which without them we might not make, and to a union among us Germans, which is abhorrent to 
us at heart. By nature we are rather tending away, the one from the other. But the Franco-Russian press 
within which we are squeezed compels us to hold together, and by pressure our cohesive force is greatly 
increased. This will bring us to that state of being inseparable which all other nations possess, while we do 
not yet enjoy it. But we must respond to the intentions of Providence by making ourselves so strong that the 
pikes can do nothing but encourage us... 

If we Germans wish to wage a war with the full effect of our national strength, it must be a war which 
satisfies all who take part in it, all who sacrifice anything for it, in short the whole nation. It must be a national 
war, a war carried on with the enthusiasm of 1870, when we were foully attacked. I still remember the 
earsplitting, joyful shouts in the station at Köln. It was the same all the way from Berlin to Köln, in Berlin 
itself. The waves of popular approval bore us into the war, whether or not we wished it. That is the way it 
must be, if a popular force like ours is to show what it can do.... A war into which we are not borne by the will 
of the people will be waged, to be sure, if it has been declared by the constituted authorities who deemed it 
necessary; it will even be waged pluckily, and possibly victoriously, after we have once smelled fire and 
tasted blood, but it will lack from the beginning the nerve and enthusiasm of a war in which we are attacked. 
In such a one the whole of Germany from Memel to the Alpine Lakes will flare up like a powder mine; it will 
be bristling with guns, and no enemy will dare to engage this furor teutonicus which develops when we are 
attacked. We cannot afford to lose this factor of preeminence even if many military men—not only ours but 
others as well—believe that today we are superior to our future opponents. Our own officers believe this to a 
man, naturally. Every soldier believes this. He would almost cease to be a useful soldier if he did not wish for 
war, and did not believe that we would be victorious in it. If our opponents by any chance are thinking that 
we are pacific because we are afraid of how the war may end, they are mightily mistaken. We believe as 
firmly in our victory in a just cause as any foreign lieutenant in his garrison, after his third glass of 
champagne, can believe in his, and we probably do so with greater certainty. It is not fear, therefore, which 
makes us pacific, but the consciousness of our strength. We are strong enough to protect ourselves, even if 
we should be attacked at a less favorable moment, and we are in a position to let divine providence 
determine whether a war in the meanwhile may not become unnecessary after all 

I am, therefore, not in favor of any kind of an aggressive war, and if war could result only from our attack—
somebody must kindle a fire, we shall not kindle it. Neither the consciousness of our strength, which I have 
described, nor our confidence in our treaties, will prevent us from continuing our former endeavors to 
preserve peace. In this we do not permit ourselves to be influenced by annoyances or dislikes. The threats 
and insults, and the challenges, which have been made have, no doubt, excited also with us a feeling of 
irritation, which does not easily happen with Germans, for they are less prone to national hatred than any 
other nation. We are, however, trying to calm our countrymen, and we shall work for peace with our 
neighbors, especially with Russia, in the future as in the past... 

We are easily influenced—perhaps too easily—by love and kindness, but quite surely never by threats! We 
Germans fear God, and naught else in the world! It is this fear of God which makes us love and cherish 
peace. If in spite of this anybody breaks the peace, he will discover that ardent patriotism.... has today 
become the common property of the whole German nation. Attack the German nation anywhere, and you 
will find it armed to a man and every man with the firm belief in his heart: God will be with us 

SOURCE:  Otto von Bismarck, in an address to the German Reichstag, 1888. 

 


