Chancellor

Otto Von Bismarck

on African Colonialism
On March 13, 1885, Bismarck addressed the Reichstag to defend a bill to subsidize steamship companies that established regular shipping routes to Africa and the South Pacific.  A delegate for the Center Party had just supported the idea of “settlement colonies” but opposed this bill as a misguided effort to promote tropical colonies whose climate was unsuitable for Europeans.  Von Bismarck has this response:
- - -

[In regards to the German pursuit of central African colonies]: If the English place such great value on their colonies there, if they—not the government but many of its subjects—create such great difficulties for us and seek tenaciously to expand every foothold to the greatest extent possible—is that supposed to mean that they are pursuing castles in the air? Is that supposed to be based on some mad whim? . . .You ridicule the ribbons that have been mentioned here [as goods sold to Africans], but a large number of decent workers live from the manufacture of these ribbons in our mountain villages, and at election time you will not be disposed to laugh about their needs.
I would urge the gentlemen who make fun of the matter today to go to those villages in Thuringia [a Central German “forest region”] and elsewhere where these ribbons and glass beads are made and to repeat the derisive comments they make here, then they will hear the proper answer.
Even the Portuguese—why do they cling so tightly to their colonies and jealously defend every little piece thereof?  You can accuse the English of whatever you want, but they are not dumb in matters of commerce; you will expose yourselves to this charge if you raise it against the English....
Now the previous speaker says that this will only benefit a few rich business houses that are already rich enough.  Well, gentlemen, these rich merchants are nonetheless human beings too! . . . We now have few wealthy houses, that is true; but I hope and desire and strive in every way to guarantee that we will get more such wealthy houses in our country. . . . We work and strive to raise the economic [level] of the entire German nation, to which the rich belong as well as the poor. . . 
He [the previous speaker] referred to the difficulties experienced by the French in Indochina [which had lost several thousand troops in fighting there since 1880].  Well, that just provides me with evidence that a wise nation like the French that calculates carefully places an extraordinarily high value on possessing such colonies and is willing to make sacrifices that we do not ask of anyone in order to gain them.  
But I have no intention of following French policy in this regard.  We do not imitate foreign examples; we just follow our merchants with our protection. . . .  We will employ every method to force you to play with open cards, to declare clearly before the voters and the public whether you want a colonial policy or not, whether you want colonies or not....
I recently allowed myself to employ an analogy with the concept of a “people’s dawn” [Völkerfrühling] that can be found in [German] mythology. . . . [T]he concept of a “people’s dawn” can apply to more than colonial policy. . . . [This] dawn that has recently blossomed for us Germans, the whole period in which—I think I can rightly say—God has blessed German politics since 1866, a period in which we survived an unfortunate [Austro-Prussian War] between brothers….  The enthusiasm for the national idea was so great in the South as well as the North that the conviction spread that this surgical operation was necessary to heal the old German sickness; soon old rivalries were forgotten, and we convinced ourselves already in 1870 that the feeling of national unity was not destroyed by this war between brothers and that we all resisted the attacks from abroad as “a single nation of brothers.”
That struck me as a people’s dawn, that we won back the old German border lands, established the national unity of the Reich, assembled a German Reichstag, saw a German emperor again, that all struck me as a people’s dawn, not today’s colonial policy, which is simply an episode in the series of setbacks that we have since suffered. . . . This partisan spirit is what I will denounce before God and history, if the pen contrives to ruin what the sword created, if it succeeds…in wrecking the magnificent work of our nation in 1866 and 1870.
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