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Consequences of the Termination of the Reinsurance Treaty with Russia
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The Reinsurance Treaty was a secret agreement made in 1887 between Russia and

Germany. Spearheaded by Chancellor Otto von Bismarck who sought neutrality of both parties

in the event that they both found themselves at war with a third country. This treaty completed a

key step in the improvement of relations between Germany and Russia amid heightened tensions

between the two nations. Bismarck considered this treaty to be a key aspect of his foreign policy

as it ensured Germany would not have to prepare for a large conflict with a powerful nation on

its eastern borders as well as helping him reach his goal of perpetual peace within Europe, a

peace that would help solidify Germany’s economic, diplomatic, and political dominance within

the region. Bismarck also realized Tsar Alexander III of Russia’s desire to gain control of

Constantinople and used this to his advantage in order to influence an Anglo-Russo conflict.1

Key aspects of this alliance were the provisions that the alliance would not stand in the event that

Germany attacked France or if Russia attacked Austro-Hungary while Germany conceded that

Bulgaria and the Black Sea was within the Russian sphere of influence.2 As one can see,

Germany’s alliance with Austria-Hungary held much more importance than that of its alliance

with Russia: “we would be obliged to fight for Austria-Hungary, thus betraying our loyalty to

2 “Secret Reinsurance Treaty with Russia (June 18,1887).” German History in Document and Images.
https://ghdi.ghi-dc.org/sub_document.cfm?document_id=1862.

1 Langer, William L. “Russia, the Straits Question, and the European Powers, 1904-8.” The English Historical Review
44, no. 173 (1929): 59–85. http://www.jstor.org/stable/552495.
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Russia. This cannot lead to a permanent peace.”3 Furthermore, this alliance effectively isolated

France from any significant alliance on the European continent.4 These terms display the fragility

of such an “alliance” as Russia and Germany place more importance on their relations with other

nations than they do with each other.

Termination of this treaty occurred in 1890 when Count von Berchem, undersecretary at

the Foreign Office released his Memorandum describing why the treaty was unfavorable for

Germany. This memorandum proved to hold significant influence as it pressured Chancellor von

Caprivi to reject the renewal of the Reinsurance Treaty because the memorandum was filed by

von Caprivi on March 28th after he received it on March 25th.5 The decision to terminate this

treaty is quite significant and represents a change in the style with which German bureaucrats

and leaders would govern. With the dismissal of Chancellor Otto von Bismarck as chancellor one

can see a shift from the government with Bismarck’s foreign policy compared to that of the

transformed Wilhelmine government, a leadership that would propel Germany into the first

World War with the aims of establishing further dominance on the European continent. It is

apparent that Chancellor von Caprivi did not hold as much political power as Bismarck did when

it came to his undersecretaries due to him becoming convinced by this memorandum. The

implications of this treaty are vast for the future of Germany as the breaking off of a treaty with

Russia led to Russia solidifying a full alliance with France in the future, thus contributing to the

complex web of alliances which had a profound effect on the start of World War I.

5 Die große Politik der europäischen Kabinette 1871-1914 [The Great Power Politics of the European Governments,
1871-1914.] From the diplomatic files of the German Foreign Ministry, edited by Johannes Lepsius, Albrecht
Mendelssohn Bartholdy, and Friedrich Thimme, vol. 7. Berlin, 1923, pp. 4-6.

4 Langer, William L. “Russia, the Straits Question, and the European Powers, 1904-8.” The English Historical Review
44, no. 173 (1929): 59–85. http://www.jstor.org/stable/552495.

3 Die große Politik der europäischen Kabinette 1871-1914 [The Great Power Politics of the European Governments,
1871-1914.] From the diplomatic files of the German Foreign Ministry, edited by Johannes Lepsius, Albrecht
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