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What Was The
Second Reich

Understanding the Second
Reich: Germany's Imperial
Era

The  term  "Second  Reich"  often  appears  in
discussions  of  German  history,  yet  its  precise
meaning  and  significance  can  be  unclear.  When
asking,  what  was  the  Second  Reich,  one  is
essentially inquiring about the German Empire that
existed from 1871 to 1918. This period represents a
pivotal chapter in European history, marked by rapid
industrialization, military expansion, and ultimately,
a  catastrophic  world  war.  This  article  provides  a
comprehensive  exploration  of  the  Second  Reich,
from  its  foundations  and  key  figures  to  its  lasting
impact  on  the  modern  world.

The Foundations of the



Second Reich

The Holy Roman Empire and the First
Reich

To fully understand what was the Second Reich,
one must first grasp the concept of the "First Reich."
The First Reich refers to the Holy Roman Empire, a
complex and fragmented collection of territories in
Central Europe that lasted from 962 to 1806. Though
it was neither holy, nor Roman, nor a true empire in
the  modern  sense,  it  provided  a  historical  and
cultural  touchstone  for  German  nationalists.  The
dissolution of the Holy Roman Empire under pressure
from Napoleon Bonaparte created a power vacuum
and a longing for German unification among various
states and principalities.

The German Confederation and Rising
Nationalism

Following Napoleon's defeat, the Congress of Vienna
in  1815  established  the  German Confederation,  a
loose association of 39 independent German states.
This  arrangement  frustrated nationalist  aspirations
for  a  unified  German  nation-state.  Throughout  the
mid-19th century, a surge of liberal and nationalistic
sentiment  swept  across  the  German  lands,
culminating  in  the  revolutions  of  1848.  Although
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these  revolutions  ultimately  failed  to  achieve
unification, they demonstrated the growing desire for
a  single,  powerful  German state.  The  question  of
what was the Second Reich began to take shape
in the minds of political leaders and intellectuals who
envisioned  a  unified  Germany  under  Prussian
leadership.

Prussian Ascendancy and the Role of
Otto von Bismarck

The  key  figure  in  the  creation  of  the  Second  Reich
was  Otto  von  Bismarck,  the  "Iron  Chancellor"  of
Prussia. Appointed Prime Minister of Prussia in 1862,
Bismarck was a master of realpolitik—a pragmatic
and  often  ruthless  approach  to  politics  that
prioritized  practical  outcomes  over  ideology.  His
primary goal was to strengthen Prussia and exclude
Austria  from  German  affairs.  Bismarck  skillfully
engineered  three  brief,  decisive  wars  to  achieve
unification:

The Second Schleswig War (1864): Prussia
and Austria jointly defeated Denmark, gaining
control of the duchies of Schleswig and
Holstein. This victory created tensions between
the two German powers over the
administration of the territories.
The Austro-Prussian War (1866): In a
lightning-fast campaign, Prussia defeated



Austria and its allies. The resulting Treaty of
Prague dissolved the German Confederation
and established the North German
Confederation, a Prussian-dominated union of
states north of the Main River. Austria was
permanently excluded from German affairs.
The Franco-Prussian War (1870-1871):
Bismarck skillfully provoked France into
declaring war, using the famous "Ems
Dispatch" to manipulate public opinion in both
countries. The German states, united by
nationalist fervor against a common enemy,
defeated France decisively. The war
culminated in the Siege of Paris and the
proclamation of the German Empire.

The Birth and Structure of
the Second Reich

Proclamation of the German Empire

On January 18, 1871, in the Hall of Mirrors at the
Palace of Versailles—the very heart of French royal
power—King  Wilhelm I  of  Prussia  was  proclaimed
German  Emperor  (Kaiser).  This  symbolic  act,
occurring on enemy soil, announced the birth of the
Second  Re i ch .  The  da te  was  chosen  t o
commemorate  the  170th  anniversary  of  the
coronation of the first King of Prussia. Understanding
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what was the Second Reich  means recognizing
this  moment  as  the  culmination  of  decades  of
nationalist  struggle  and  Bismarck's  calculated
diplomacy.

Constitutional Framework and Political
Structure

The  constitution  of  the  Second  Reich  created  a
federal  system  combining  25  constituent  states,
each retaining its own ruler, government, and even
postal  system.  The  dominant  state  was  Prussia,
which  controlled  approximately  two-thirds  of  the
empire's territory and population.  The empire was
structured as follows:

The Emperor (Kaiser): The King of Prussia
served as the hereditary German Emperor. He
held supreme command of the armed forces,
appointed the Chancellor, and could dissolve
the Reichstag (parliament).
The Chancellor: The Chancellor, appointed by
the Emperor, headed the executive branch.
Crucially, the Chancellor was not responsible to
the Reichstag but only to the Emperor. This
system gave Bismarck immense power and
limited democratic accountability.
The Bundesrat (Federal Council): This
upper house represented the individual states.
Prussia had enough votes to veto any



constitutional change, ensuring its continued
dominance. The Bundesrat was essentially an
assembly of appointed delegates, not elected
representatives.
The Reichstag (Imperial Parliament): This
lower house was elected by universal manhood
suffrage for all men over 25. However, its
powers were severely limited. It could debate,
amend, and approve or reject legislation, but
ministers were not accountable to it. The
Reichstag was more a forum for public opinion
than a genuine legislative body.

Key Characteristics of the
Second Reich

Rapid Industrialization and Economic
Transformation

The  period  of  the  Second  Reich  witnessed  an
extraordinary  economic  transformation.  Germany
surged from a largely agrarian economy to become
Europe's leading industrial power. Key developments
included:

Coal and Steel: The Ruhr Valley became the
industrial heartland of Europe, producing vast
quantities of coal, iron, and steel that fueled
factories and railways.
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Chemical and Electrical Industries:
German firms like BASF, Bayer, Siemens, and
AEG became global leaders in new
technologies. By 1900, Germany produced
approximately two-thirds of the world's dyes
and led in electrical engineering.
Railway Expansion: The railway network
expanded massively, connecting all parts of
the empire and facilitating the movement of
goods, people, and troops.
Banking and Finance: Powerful banks, such
as the Deutsche Bank, financed industrial
expansion and promoted economic
concentration through cartels and trusts.

Militarism and the Officer Corps

A central aspect of what was the Second Reich
was its  pervasive militarism. The Prussian military
tradition  dominated  German  society.  The  officer
corps, drawn largely from the Junker (landed nobility)
class, enjoyed immense social prestige and political
influence.  Military  values—discipline,  obedience,
honor,  and  duty—were  instilled  through  the
education system and universal military service. The
army was often described as a "state within a state,"
with  the  Emperor  as  its  supreme  commander,
accountable to no one. This militaristic culture would
have  profound  consequences  for  German  and
European  history.



Social Hierarchies and Class Structure

German society under the Second Reich remained
highly stratified and hierarchical. At the top were the
Junkers  and  the  aristocracy,  who  dominated  the
officer  corps  and  the  upper  echelons  of  the  civil
service.  The  wealthy  industrial  bourgeoisie  held
growing  economic  power  but  had  limited  political
influence compared to the traditional elite. The lower
middle  class—artisans,  shopkeepers,  and
clerks—often felt threatened by industrialization and
looked to  the  state  for  protection.  At  the  bottom
were the industrial working class, which grew rapidly
as millions migrated from the countryside to urban
centers.  These  workers  often  lived  in  harsh
conditions  and  faced  long  hours,  low wages,  and
limited social mobility.

Bismarck's Domestic
Policies: The "Carrot and
Stick"

The Kulturkampf: Struggle Against the
Catholic Church

Bismarck's  domestic  policies  reflected  his  desire  to
consolidate  power  and  suppress  opposition.  The
Kulturkampf  (Culture  Struggle)  was an attempt  to
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reduce  the  influence  of  the  Catholic  Church,  which
Bismarck  viewed  as  a  threat  to  the  Protestant-
dominated state. He introduced laws that gave the
state control over church appointments, education,
and  clerical  discipline.  The  campaign  ultimately
failed, as it united Catholic voters into the powerful
Center Party, and Bismarck was forced to abandon
most of its measures by the late 1870s.

Suppression of Socialism and the Anti-
Socialist Laws

Bismarck saw the growing Social Democratic Party
(SPD) as a revolutionary threat to the monarchy. In
1878, after two assassination attempts (unrelated)
on Kaiser Wilhelm I,  Bismarck used the pretext to
push the Anti-Socialist Laws through the Reichstag.
These laws banned socialist organizations, meetings,
and publications. However, Bismarck simultaneously
implemented  p ioneer ing  soc ia l  we l fare
programs—health  insurance  (1883),  accident
insurance (1884),  and old-age pensions (1889)—to
win the loyalty of workers and undercut the appeal of
socialism.  This  dual  strategy  of  repression  and
reform  was  a  classic  example  of  Bismarckian
pragmatism.

Economic Policy: Protectionism and



Cartels

In  1879,  Bismarck  abandoned  free  trade  and
adopted  protective  tariffs  on  imported  grain  and
industrial  goods.  This  policy  pleased  both  large
agricultural  landowners  (Junkers)  and  heavy
industrialists, forging a political alliance known as the
"marriage  of  iron  and  rye."  The  tariffs  shielded
German  industry  from  foreign  competition  and
a l l o w e d  t h e  f o r m a t i o n  o f  p o w e r f u l
cartels—agreements between companies to control
prices,  production,  and  markets.  The  government
generally  tolerated  and  even  encouraged  these
cartels, viewing them as a stabilizing force.

International Relations and
the Road to War

Bismarck's Alliance System: Preserving
Peace

After unifying Germany, Bismarck famously declared
that Germany was a "satiated power" with no further
territorial  ambitions.  His  foreign  policy  aimed  to
preserve the status quo and isolate France, which
was bitter  over its  defeat and the loss of  Alsace-
Lorraine.  Bismarck  constructed  a  complex  web of
alliances:
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The Three Emperors' League (1873): A
loose alliance between Germany, Austria-
Hungary, and Russia.
The Dual Alliance (1879): A defensive
alliance with Austria-Hungary that became the
cornerstone of German foreign policy.
The Triple Alliance (1882): Germany,
Austria-Hungary, and Italy agreed to support
each other in the event of an attack by France
or other powers.
The Reinsurance Treaty (1887): A secret
agreement with Russia to ensure its neutrality
if Germany were attacked by France.

Bismarck's system was designed to prevent a two-
front war and to keep France diplomatically isolated.
It succeeded in maintaining peace in Europe for two
decades after 1871.

Wilhelm II and the Shift to Weltpolitik

In  1888,  Wilhelm  II  ascended  to  the  throne.
Ambitious, erratic, and deeply insecure, the young
Kaiser  chafed  under  Bismarck's  control.  In  1890,
Wilhelm forced Bismarck to resign, a turning point
that  dramatically  altered  the  course  of  German
history. Wilhelm II pursued a more aggressive and
expansionist  foreign  policy  known  as  Weltpolitik
(World Policy), aimed at securing Germany's "place
in the sun" through colonies, naval expansion, and



global influence.

Naval Arms Race and the Entente
Cordiale

Wilhelm's  decision  to  build  a  large  high-seas
battleship  fleet,  under  the  leadership  of  Admiral
Alfred von Tirpitz, directly challenged British naval
supremacy. This triggered a costly and dangerous
naval arms race between Germany and Britain. The
"Tirpitz  Plan"  aimed  to  create  a  "risk  fleet"  that
would  deter  Britain  from interfering  with  German
ambitions.  Instead,  the  naval  race  drove  Britain
closer to France and Russia, culminating in the Triple
Entente in 1907. Germany also alienated Russia by
allowing the Reinsurance Treaty to lapse, leaving the
country with only Austria-Hungary as a reliable ally.
The stage was set for a polarized Europe divided into
two hostile alliance blocs.

The Collapse of the Second
Reich

World War I: The Ultimate Test

The assassination  of  Archduke Franz  Ferdinand in
June 1914 triggered a chain of events that led to the
outbreak of  World War I.  Germany's  unconditional
support for Austria-Hungary (the "blank check") and
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its implementation of the Schlieffen Plan—a strategy
for a swift victory over France by invading through
neutral  Belgium—made  the  conflict  a  general
European war. The Second Reich faced its greatest
challenge.

Strain on the Home Front and Political
Crisis

The war placed immense strain on German society.
The British naval blockade caused severe food and
fuel  shortages,  leading to  widespread hunger  and
hardship. By 1916-1917, the war


