Otto von Bismarck


Otto von Bismarck, the “Iron Chancellor” of Germany, is often described as brilliant, shrewd, and cunning.  Bismarck’s military and political strategies, which contributed to the unification of German, are said to have been designed to bully, crush, and control.  During his career, his policies and strategies were a source of constant controversy.  And the same controversies that raged around the Iron Chancellor while he was alive continue to be debated today.  Below are three views of Bismarck:

He was not striving for world-domination nor for boundless power, but for the means to secure and strengthen his Prussian Fatherland.  SO much acquisition of power and of territory as was necessary for this he laid hold of with an iron grasp – so much and no more.  The intoxication of victory never disordered his judgment nor got the mastery over his fixed principle of moderation.

-- Heinrich von Sybel

…That extraordinary man, the craftiest of foxes, the boldest of lions, who had the art of fascinating and terrifying, of making truth itself an instrument of falsehood; to whom gratitude, forgiveness of injuries, and respect for the vanquished were so entirely unknown as all other noble sentiments save that of devotion to his country’s ambition; who deemed legitimate everything that contributes to success and who, by his contempt for the importunities of morality, dazzled the imagination of mankind.

-- Emile Olliver

One must regard Bismarck as a borderline case.  He still had in mind to some extent the conception of synthesis of power and culture as it was understood by the leaders of the movement for German unity.  These leaders themselves…originally were seriously offended by Bismarck’s first steps of the period of the constitutional conflict, but became defenders and admirers as a consequence of the war of 1855.  The result was that in the synthesis of power and culture, of the things of the state and the things of the spirit, the preponderance slowly but steadily shifted further over to the side of power and its domain 





-- Friederich Meinecke

ANALZING INFORMATION

1. Describe in your own words the three characterizations of Bismarck provided above

2. CRITICAL THINKING: Why do historians often disagree on the aims and means of past political figures?

The following selection is adapted from Bismarck’s memoirs, published in 1898.  In this selection, Bismarck recalls his early association with William I.  Read the selection and answer the questions that follow.


I was received by King William on September 22, 1862.  The situation became clear to me when His Majesty said “I will not continue as king if I am to rule according to the will of the majority of parliament, and I can no longer find any cabinet ministers who are prepared to conduct my government without subjected themselves and me to the will of parliament.  I have therefore decided to lay down my crown.”


After a good deal of discussion, the king asked me whether I was prepared as a cabinet minister to advocate the reorganization of the arm, and when I agreed he asked me whether I would pursue this policy if the parliament were opposed.  When I asserted my willingness, he declared, “Then it is my duty, with your help, to attempt to continue the battle, and I shall not abdicated.”


I succeeded in convincing him that it was not a question of Liberal or Conservative, but rather of monarchical rule of parliamentary government and that this last alternative should be avoided at all costs, if even by a period of dictatorship.  I told him, “I will rather die with the king than forsake Your Majesty in the contest with parliamentary government.”


Late in September, after being named prime minister, I gave a speech that created some excitement.  I had said that we will not get nearer the goal of German unification by speeches, associations, and decisions of majorities.  Only blood and iron, I stated, would settle the issue.  I insisted that parliament must place the greatest possible weight of blood and iron in the hands of the king of Prussia.


The king feared the consequences of this speech, predicting that my policies would result in our execution.  I responded by saying to him that “we must all die sooner or later, and can we perish more honorably?  In fighting for my king’s cause, and Your Majesty sealing this with your own blood your rights as king by the grace of God.”

1. (a) Why did William I threaten to abdicate?

(b) Why did he decide not to abdicate?

2. What image does Bismarck portray of the situation facing Prussia?
3. What picture does he draw of his relationship with William I?

4. (a) What does Bismarck say is necessary for unification of Germany?

(b) What did he mean?

