Prussia and Austria in the 1850’s

The Humiliation of Olmutz in 1850 seemed to indicate the crushing of Prussia by Austria. However, hopes for unification under Prussian leadership remained alive throughout the 1850’s. This hope was bolstered by the weakening position of Austria in the 1850’s.

Why was Austrian power weakened in the 1850’s?

To weaken Prussia, Austria knew it would have to break up the Zollverein. In 1852, Austria suggested making a new customs but the plans failed. By 1853, all the German states, excluding Austria, had joined the Zollverein. Economically, Prussia still dominated the Confederation.  

For many years Austria had been friends with Russia. But in 1854, when Russia was at war with Britain and France and Russia asked Austria for help, Russia’s old ally Austria refused. Russia was furious and Austria had lost an important ally.

The Austrian army had been fighting against Italian nationalists in 1859 and been exposed as not the powerful and well organised army as people had thought. It had also had cost a lot of money and the Austrian economy was weak. 

Many nationalists knew that their only hope for a united Germany would be linked to the growth and development of the Prussia state. For many intellectuals, Prussian growth and the unification of Germany became one and the same thing.

