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Bernhard von Biilow's "Dynamic" Foreign Policy (December 11, 1899)

Source: Buchners Kolleg Geschichte. Das Kaiserreich 1871 bis 1918 [Wilhelmine Germany
1871 to 1918]. Bamberg: CC. Buchners Verlag, 1987, p. 137 ff.

Bernhard von Biilow (1849-1929) was the Reich chancellor from 1900-1909. This document was
a speech given to the Reichstag and states the need for Germany to become more expansionist in
response to other colonial powers such as England and France, and a desire to protect Germany
from these countries, introducing the idea of Germany being either “a hammer or an anvil.” The
phrase “hammer or anvil” has been in use since the eighteenth century and was found in a poem
by Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Goethe is cited in Bulow’s memoirs, although there is no
specific mention of the particular poem, and the concept does not come up until his speech. The
idea of being the hammer or the anvil relates to either being the victor and ruler in any given
situation instead of the person who yields and gives in, and addresses the fact that victory has to
actively be sought after and worked for. In the case of Bulow’s speech this relates to the building
up of the German navy during the time of imperialism, while the phrase has later been used in
reference to workers movements and the era of Imperialist Germany in general. While the speech
is mentioned in Bulow’s memoir, it is not the full text. A full copy of the speech in the original
German is contained in journals that chronicle the activities of the Reichstag and was published
shortly after the speech was given. Various news articles from the time report on the
international situation surrounding the speech, and mention that it was overshadowed by other
events at the time. My research focused on the phrase “hammer and anvil” and its use before and
after Bulow’s speech, along with the recognition of his speech, particularly looking at
international reactions.
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