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Abstract

The Holy Roman Empire of the German Nation (the Old Reich), founded
in 962 by Otto the Great, possessed unique characteristics that distinguished
it from other empires in history. Most importantly, it was elective. Adding to
its distinctiveness, and perhaps part of its allure, was its non-expansionist
approach, unlike the Second and Third Reichs. The empire's primary
function was to contain the dynamics of power, ensuring the protection of
subjects from the excesses of their lords, and safeguarding smaller imperial
fiefdoms from the greed and arrogance of larger ones. The empire embraced
great diversity and offered considerable "freedom" for its time, to the point
that its European contemporaries, most notably Niccoldo Machiavelli,
considered it a good place to live. This is not surprising, as its governmental
structure, along with the nature of its system, made it exceptional Although
its form of government was imperial, it was not despotic. The emperor
represented the apex of power, but he needed the consent of the nation's
classes to enact anything. This led to a rivalry between centralization and
decentralization, and the continuation of this rivalry would lead to the
emergence of the Austro-Prussian "duality." The Habsburg dynasty was one
of the most important families to hold the imperial crown in this empire due
to the repeated election of emperors from its ranks as a result of the Ottoman
threat. In Europe, the French kingdom was its fiercest enemy, as it was able
to constantly interfere in its internal affairs to stir up unrest. This
interference, along with internal weaknesses, was one of the reasons for its
fall at the hands of Napoleon Bonaparte in 1806.

Keywords: Reich, German nation, Empire, Emperor, Napoleon
Bonaparte
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2 _ Gotthard: Das Alte Reich, S. 14ff.
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