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This book takes for examination the three wars – those of 1806, 1813, and 1870/71 – fought between 

France and Prussia in the 19th century. Despite the existence of several valuable works on the individual 

Franco-Prussian wars in these periods, there is no modern comprehensive treatment of this subject, 

tapping all the sources available today, that can serve as adequate foundation for critical judgment. In 

these circumstances, Birgit Aschmann saw no alternative but to delve into original source materials and to 

attempt to unravel, for her own instruction and that of the reader, the tangled web of what actually 

occurred.

The first thing to be said about the volume is author’s mastery of the overwhelming – indeed (to this 

reviewer’s eyes) almost unmanageable, abundance of source material – not only the enormous 

collections of public documentary evidence – most outstandingly, »Bismarcks spanische ›Diversion‹ 1870 

und der preußisch-deutsche Reichsgründungskrieg«1, but also the comparable documents that repose in 

the files of the Auswärtiges Amt in Berlin. Aschmann has made extensive use of all this material and she 

does so in a vigorous style that leaves nothing to doubt. Virtually every sentence is footnoted. What Birgit 

Aschmann has produced – it must be said at once – is a major work of mature revisionist scholarship, one 

that no student of the period can afford to ignore.

Each of the three wars which Birgit Aschmann examines was very different in character, but she believes 

that there was in all of them a guiding thread, namely the concept of »Ehre«, or glory, a profoundly rooted 

strain, in the way the Prussians viewed themselves as a nation among other nations. Sometimes the 

strain manifested itself in different ways as it beat in different Prussian breasts; more often, large 

variations of this same strain leaned decisively one way or the other with the result that the variations had 

a different period, or periods, of ascendancy in the three conflicts she describes.

Aschmann states her thesis regarding the first of these wars, Franco-Prussian collision of 1806, with 

characteristic clarity: »Frederick William III never wanted a war« (p. 469). This, though technically untrue, 

was the central lesson of the war of 1806. The real issue of that war is, as Paul Schroeder has observed, 

not why Prussia started it, but why a king so weak and feckless as Frederick William III, wanting only to 

1 Joseph Becker (ed.) Bismarcks spanische ›Diversion‹ 1870 und der preußisch-deutsche Reichsgründungskrieg. 
Quellen zur Vor- und Nachgeschichte der Hohenzollern-Kandidatur für den Thron in Madrid 1866–1932, 3 vol., 
Paderborn 2002, 2007.
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continue the peace that had existed with France since 1795, would throw the dice and again take up arms 

in a war he was almost certain to lose2.

Aschmann has no difficulty pointing to the explanation. It was Napoleon. She sees evidence for this in the 

savage exactions he repeatedly (and, one may add mindlessly) inflicted upon Berlin: above all, creating 

the French satellite, the Confederation of the Rhine (Rheinbund), and finally garrisoning it with 200 000 

troops on Prussia’s border. Napoleon’s tactics represented a challenge to Prussia’s existence that, if 

unanswered, meant annihilation. »Do you know what my motives were?« (p. 116) asked Frederick William 

III. »God grant that we secure as our foundation not only the comfort but the glory of our people« (p. 117). 

The wave of patriotism, short-lived but real, which washed over Prussia as a result of these provocations, 

lasted until 14 October when Napoleon crushed the Prussians at Jena; thereafter Prussia, for five years, 

ceased to exist as a great power, falling, for protection, upon the arms of Russia.

This observation leads into the next section of the book: »Die Chance zum Wiederaufstieg: 1813«. 

Aschmann does full justice to the many voices that called for a rising against Napoleon. Yet what trigged 

that rising was not their powers of persuasiveness – of varying degrees of weight in any case – but the 

Franco-Prussian alliance of February 1812, which was, as she notes, not an alliance at all, but an abject 

surrender on the part of Frederick William III to the draconian machinations of the French war machine. 

Thus: »The brutal loss of prestige of Prussia and its humiliating status were the core arguments for a 

legitimized war« (p. 266). »These widely recognized aims of rescuing existence and honor made this war 

an exceptional struggle […]. Considerations of honor inextricably coalesced with moral and religious 

judgments. In that manner, the collision with France was stylized as the ›last great struggle‹, or rather as 

an ultimate showdown of metaphysical-moral categories« ›[…] a contest between good and evil‹« 

(p. 268). And: »The emphasis on ›virtue‹ and ›nobility‹ corresponded in the mind of the monarch less to a 

struggle for rank, power, and territory than the recognition of his personal integrity, the purity of his 

motives, his ›inner honor‹« (p. 269). Again: »Explicitly making mention of the ›Germans‹ represented 

another concession to public discourse, which frequently had not only dealt with the construction of a 

German identity, but also with the fight for Germany [meaning the German fatherland, D.W.]« (p .480). 

Perhaps, perhaps. Yet here one may be permitted to wonder whether these judgments are not drawn a 

little too confidently. What took place in 1813 was unquestionably a war for Prussia, and a very important 

one – even in the defeat and retreat of the spring campaign, the vital thing was the proof that the army 

could and did stand and fight, and there can be no doubt of the Prussian contribution to victory of the allies 

in late 1813, 1814, and even 1815. The big question is how much of a real rising it represented, and what 

kind.

In a word: the Prussian rising of 1813 cannot, in my opinion, without serious exaggeration, be called 

»German« or for that matter »nationalist« in the modern sense of those terms. The German nationalism 

2 Paul W. Schroeder, Systems, Statecraft, and Stability. Essays on the International History of Modern Europe, edited 
and with an introduction by David Wetzel, Robert Jervis, and Jack S. Levy, New York 2004, p. 28.
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that did well up during the War of Liberation was backward looking and pernicious. The core of the rising 

took place well before the French occupation of 1806, and the focus of the reform efforts that took place 

afterwards, apart from some changes that were made in the army, did not spring from French influence at 

all; its aim was not to drive the French off Prussian soil, but to win for Prussia conditions that would make 

life under French control less harsh, less brutal, and less demanding. Moreover, even after Napoleon’s 

defeat, the successes of the Prussian reformers were limited and narrow. They aimed, under the cloak of 

German patriotism, to hammer the states and inhabitants of Germany into a general resistance that they 

would define and lead. This was, at bottom, a reversion to the disastrous practices of the third coalition. 

These considerations lead the book’s third and final section entitled »Die Machtfrage: Das deutsch-

französische Duell, 1870«. Most of the material presented here relates to the July crisis of 1870 and the 

attempt of the Prussian minister president, Otto von Bismarck, to place on the throne of Spain the 

Prussian prince, Leopold von Hohenzollen-Sigmaringen. As always, Aschmann’s views on this problem 

will leave no one in doubt. She rejects all suggestions that Bismarck’s policy toward the candidacy was 

anything other than an offensive one against France. She rejects the idea that he envisaged any solution 

to the question short of war. She disagrees with those who see real differences in the attitudes of the two 

leading French protagonists, Ollivier and Gramont, and argues (not unpersuasively) instead that, at the 

outset of the crisis at least, the two were more often than not in harmony (cf. p. 407). She rejects, by 

implication, the idea that Bismarck was anything other than a Machiavellian practitioner with no real set of 

principles other than the advancement of Prussian power in the pursuit of which there was no belt beneath 

which he would not hit. His motives in pushing Leopold’s candidacy could not be clearer. It was a 

challenge to the French nation. As she puts it: »The candidacy was construed as the end of a chain of 

insults and as a conclusion, which posed the ontological question of honor: National being or not being 

was at stake« (p. 413). She quotes approvingly a statement from the French minister at Karlsruhe: 

»France could no longer silently accept the effrontery of Prussia without abdicating as a nation«3. 

The bulk of Aschmann’s judgments on this subject strike me bold, original, and provocative. There is no 

disposition here to question the value of many of them as refinements and improvements on the literature 

already addressed to this subject. Not only that. Aschmann does full justice to the views of authors, 

including (or rather especially) this one with whom she disagrees. Yet some of the verdicts she renders 

invite challenge. Three stand out in my mind.

The first concerns the way the French decided to confront the candidacy. If the French aim was really to 

end it, they could easily have concentrated their fire on Spain, the weaker Power. But they chose not do to 

do so. Their conception of »honor« required a public humiliation of Prussia; hence Gramont’s declaration 

on 6 July – from the tribune of parliament – that France would fight unless the candidacy were withdrawn. 

If French opinion was roused already (and Aschmann makes it clear that it was) how much more was this 

the case after that defiant declaration was made?

3 Ibid., p. 413, my italics.

Lizenzhinweis: Dieser Beitrag unterliegt der Creative-Commons-Lizenz Namensnennung-Keine kommerzielle Nutzung-Keine 
Bearbeitung (CC-BY-NC-ND), darf also unter diesen Bedingungen elektronisch benutzt, übermittelt, ausgedruckt und zum Download 
bereitgestellt werden. Den Text der Lizenz erreichen Sie hier: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/de



Second, Aschmann mentions, but I do not think lays enough stress on, the crucial event that occurred at 

Bad Ems in the early afternoon of 13 July – namely, William I’s concession to the French minister to 

Prussia, Vincent Benedetti, that he associated himself »tout et sans réserve« with the renunciation by 

Leopold’s father Karl Anton of the candidacy of his son. The effect of William’s concession was to divide 

the French government – something Aschmann notes, but again (in my view) does not make enough of. 

Finally, there is the matter of the Ems telegram. William L. Langer (whose article on this subject does not 

appear in Aschmann’s bibliography) made a persuasive case long ago – in 1961 in fact – that the French 

were ignorant as to what was in the telegram until after their decision to ask for war credits had been 

made. He counts no less than five versions that were floating around Paris on the night 14 July and clearly 

shows that peace was still possible after its release2. Aschmann would retort that French honor was by 

now roused beyond the point of return and that, perforce, there could be no turning back. Perhaps a valid 

point. But here again one can only note that the uproar was largely of the government’s own making. (The 

calendar did not help them [or rather those who favored peace] either: 14 July 1870 was the eighty-first 

anniversary of the French revolution). The decision to use parliament as the forum for Gramont’s 

sensational challenge of 6 July inflamed French opinion to a degree that was otherwise inconceivable. As 

Eberhard Kolb has noted, when the French and Prussian armies took to the field in the summer of 1870, 

there was no question in the minds of the European governments who was responsible for the outbreak of 

war3. »The army is ready down two the last gaiter button«, declared the French minister of war on 15 July 

1870. Ollivier echoed that sentiment the same day in words that speak volumes: »We go to war with a 

light-heart4.« Was there ever a truer or more telling confession?

2 William L. Langer, Bismarck as a Dramatist, in: Arshag O. Sarkissian (ed.), Studies in Diplomatic History and 
Historiography, London 1961, p. 209.

3 Eberhard Kolb, Der Kriegsausbruch 1870. Politische Entscheidungsprozesse und Verantwortlichkeiten in der 
Julikrise 1870, Göttingen 1970, p. 3–4.

4 Cited in Norman Rich, Great Power Diplomacy, 1814–1914, New York 1992, p. 213.
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