
Franco-
Prussian 

war

Long term causes

Prussia

Dominance
Joined up in the North Dominates the North German Confederation

Threat to balance of power

Diplomacy towards France Common enemy worked in his favour United South (threatened by France) and North 
German states

France Weak position of Napoleon III 
Public opinion against him

Never got the promised land by Bismarck in Rhineland! 
(in exchange for neutrality in 1866 Austro-Prussian war) 

Wanted to prove himself with territory

Luxembourg crisis 1867

Bismarck redirects Napoleon towards Luxembourg 
(Netherlands), hints at letting him take it 

German Confederation German speaking

Secret treaty set up

Just before approval March 1867, 
Bismarck publishes the deal 

Stirs nationalism and public outcry in 
German states

Bismarck threatens general mobilization - 
almost led to war

the deal = casus belli

The King of Luxembourg offered to 
sell Luxembourg to Napoleon III

Prussian garrisson was stationed in Luxembourg

Note: Luxembourg in German Confederation

French public reaction

Napoleon III humiliated

Public outcry

See Prussia as rival

Want revenge

Worsens Napoleon's weak image 

German states reaction

Bismarck seen as saviour of German speakers South German states feel more trusting of 
Bismarck

South German states see France as aggressive 
for wanting to take Luxembourg

Bismarck achievement
France = common enemy

Prussia = saviour
Means of unification

May 1867 Luxembourg declared neutral in 
London Conference

Short term cause / trigger - 
Spanish succession crisis

Background

Queen Isabel forced to abdicate 1868 
(Spanish revolution)

They needed a candidate Prussian prince Leopold of 
Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen 

Catholic

Related to Kaiser Wilhelm

Document

Announced Leopold's acceptance 

Sent to Madrid in early July 1870

Cortes (parliament) was not in session

The plan was to keep the news quiet until 
Cortes met to elect Leopold before France 
could react

But document was leaked

French reaction

Napoleon III enraged Pressure Wilhelm to withdraw the 
candidature

Believed it was a Prussian plot to encircle 
France

Ems Telegram

Wilhelm meets French ambassador Benedetti 
in the spa town Ems

Convinces him to withdraw candidature

Wilhelm sends Bismarck a telegram 
about the meeting Bismarck edits the wording

Makes it seem like the french were being 
unreasonably harsh

Makes it seem like Kaiser got offended and left

Published in the newspaper 13 July 1970

Public reaction Germans and french outraged Makes it seem like the french were bullies

Napoleon declares war on Prussia  
19 July 1970

Induces South German states to join the war 
against threatening France

Unites South Germany and North Germany 
against common enemy!

Napoleon III played into Bismarck's hands by 
acting so aggressively

How did Prusia win

French isolation

France declared the war Seen as aggressor

Britain does not see this war as justified

Italy does not join French military in Rome to protect Pope's 
indepedance - prevented unification

Russia neutral
No longer loyal to Austria

Prussia promised to revisit terms of Crimean Treaty 

South Germany joins Prussia Outnumbered french army 2:1

Prussian military superiority

French were not quick to mobilise

The French lacked maps of France
They thought war would be fought on German 
soil but was actually mostly on French territory 
(Prussian initiative)

France lacked training and organisation Reserve force (Garde Mobile) only had 2 
weeks of traning a year

French had better rifle (chassepot - 1400m range) and proto machine gun (mitraillette) 
BUT less skilled at using it

Prussia economically on the rise France in crisis and war is expensive

French tactical errors 

Lack of strategy
Marshal Bazaine (an army leader) allowed 
himself to be confined with 180 000 troops in 
the border fortress of Metz 

Waste of resources

Indecisiveness Offense or defense?

Napoleon III leads his own army
Poor health

Leads to his capture and surrender in Sedan

Lost battle of Sedan 

September 1870

French army of 100K men encircled

French lost 17 000 troops

Prussian casualties only 8 000

Napoleon III captured and surrendered! 
(2 September 1870)  Revolution in France Napoleon III forced to abdicate Third Republic in place

Republican gov

Decides to keep fighting 

Guerrilla warfare in countryside

Failed to find trained soldiers

Prussians were ruthless

Siege of Paris

Starvations

Exhaustions

Artillery bombardement

Expected the french to surrender in autumn 
1870

Lasted 131 days

Surrender in January 1871

Outcomes

Unification

New Germany = kleindeutschland

'Greater Prussia'

Common enemy

Southern states have fought with the Northern 
states

See France as aggressor + potential threat

Happy to be protected by joining Germany!

Prussian king becomes Kaiser of the Germans Chose this title rather than German Kaiser

Prussian army dominates the rest!

Berlin capital

Political Structure /
Constitution 

Modelled on the North German Confederation's 
constitution Follows Prussian authoritarian, monarchical, military style

Bundesrat (federal council) Prussia deciding voice
17/58 votes

For veto, minimum 14
Prussia had veto

Reichstag (Parliament)

Prussia had majority of seats

Bismarck = imperial chancellor
Head of government

Foreign minister
Directs internal and external affairs 

No say in military spending

Imperial government powers

Foreign policy

War and peace

Customs system

Regional parliaments have say in:
Direct taxation

Regional (social) policies

Concerns

Some states wanted to retain independance Bavaria (largest southern state) wanted to keep 
control of its army

King Ludwig II (Bavaria) was bribed using the 
confiscated fortune of the king of Hanover 

Junkers feared Prussia would have less power in 
a larger Germany

Alsace-Lorraine
Conceded to Germany 

To be a buffer zone between France and the 
Southern German states

Reparations France to pay 5 billion francs German army stationed in North until fully paid

Humiliation of France 

Napoleon overthrown + exiled

Occupation of Paris lasts for months after war ends

Kaiser is crowned in the Palace of Versailles 
Hall of Mirrors on the 18th of January 1871 

Symbol of French glory

4 September 1870

Proclamation of the German Empire

Just 6 days later!


