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Bernhard von Bülow'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 Bülow (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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 This is the complete collection of all of his memoirs from 1849 to 1929, which 

 also briefly mentions the speech made to the Reichstag. It also discusses Goethe, 

 who wrote a poem about being the hammer or the anvil, although Bulow does not 

 specifically mention that work, only its author. His memoirs were originally 

 published in German in 1930 and were translated into English in 1932.   

13. Cecil, Lamar. The German Diplomatic Service, 1871-1914. Princeton University Press, 

 1976. http://www.jstor.org/stable/j.ctt13x18d3. 

 This article discusses the roles of various German diplomats and their careers 

 along  with how they ended up in their positions. While the author discusses 
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 Foreign Policy” speech.  
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 Movement. Alameda, CA: Center for Socialist History.

 http://www.worldcat.org/oclc/711001929.  

 This book discusses the German labor movement from 1875 to 1945 and was 

 originally published in 2007.  
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17. Editors of Encyclopaedia Britannica. "Bernhard, Prince Von Bülow." Encyclopædia 
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 Bulow, with no specific reference to his speech at the Reichstag although it 

 briefly mentions that the British were concerned with Germany threatening their 

 naval supremacy, indirectly tying back to some of the articles published in the 

 London Times.  

18. "Johann Wolfgang Von Goethe Quotes." ThinkExist.com. Accessed November 15, 2018. 
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 Various websites cite Goethe’s quote “You must either conquer and rule or serve 

 and lose, suffer or triumph, be the anvil or the hammer”, but none contain a 

 reference to where it was originally found. It is the final line of his poem 

 “Another”, and discusses the idea of working hard to rule, or ending up 

 submissively giving in.  

 

 

 

 

 


