
German Foreign Policy 1871-1914: A
Comprehensive Overview of Bismarck's
Diplomacy
Following the unification of Germany in 1871 under the leadership of Otto
von Bismarck, Germany emerged as a formidable power in European
politics. Bismarck's shrewd diplomatic maneuvers and alliances played a
pivotal role in shaping the course of European history and maintaining a
delicate balance of power for over two decades.
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Bismarck's Strategic Objectives

Bismarck's foreign policy was guided by several key objectives:

1. Preserving German Unity: Bismarck sought to consolidate the newly
unified German Empire and prevent its dissolution by external forces.
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2. Maintaining Peace in Europe: Bismarck believed that a general
European war would be detrimental to Germany's interests and sought
to maintain stability through alliances and diplomatic initiatives.

3. Expanding German Influence: Bismarck aimed to extend Germany's
economic and political influence abroad, particularly in Africa and the
Balkans.

Key Alliances and Partnerships

To achieve his objectives, Bismarck skillfully crafted a complex network of
alliances:

Dual Alliance (1879): A secret military alliance between Germany and
Austria-Hungary, designed to deter Russian aggression and maintain
stability in Central Europe.

Triple Alliance (1882): An expansion of the Dual Alliance, which
included Italy as a member. It aimed to further isolate France and
prevent it from forming alliances against Germany.

Reinsurance Treaty (1887): A secret agreement between Germany
and Russia, designed to ensure neutrality in case of war between
either country and a third power.

Diplomacy and Crisis Management

Bismarck's foreign policy was characterized by a combination of diplomatic
finesse and crisis management:

1. Berlin Congress (1878): Bismarck played a pivotal role as mediator at
the Berlin Congress, which resolved the "Eastern Question" and
prevented a wider conflict between Russia and the Ottoman Empire.



2. Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871): Bismarck skillfully exploited
French miscalculations to decisively defeat France and secure
German unification.

3. Boulanger Crisis (1886-1887): Bismarck deftly defused tensions with
France over the rise of General Georges Boulanger, who advocated
for a rematch against Germany.

Changing Dynamics and Challenges

As the 19th century drew to a close, the European power balance became
increasingly complex:

Rise of Nationalism: Growing nationalist sentiments in various
regions challenged the existing order and posed threats to Bismarck's
alliances.

Emergence of New Powers: The rise of the United States and Japan
as global powers introduced new dynamics into the international
arena.

Colonial Rivalry: European powers competed for colonies and
economic influence, leading to tensions and potential conflicts.

Bismarck's Legacy

In 1890, Bismarck was forced to resign as Chancellor due to
disagreements with Emperor Wilhelm II. His departure marked a turning
point in German foreign policy. While Bismarck's system of alliances and
balance of power had preserved peace for over two decades, it proved
unsustainable in the face of changing global dynamics.



The errors and miscalculations of Bismarck's successors contributed to the
outbreak of World War I in 1914, which shattered the European order that
Bismarck had so carefully constructed. Despite its eventual failure,
Bismarck's foreign policy remains a testament to his diplomatic brilliance
and the complex challenges of maintaining stability in a rapidly changing
geopolitical environment.

Additional Resources

Otto von Bismarck biography

German Foreign Policy under Bismarck

Library of Congress: Otto von Bismarck Papers
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