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Abstract

The following document, a memorandum from Eyre Crowe (1864–1925) of the British Foreign Office,
draws attention to the tensions between Germany and Great Britain that resulted from Germany’s 1897
decision to build up a battle fleet. Crowe paints an alarming picture of the ambitions underlying this
decision.
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[…]

The general character of England's foreign policy is determined by the immutable conditions of her
geographical situation on the ocean flank of Europe as an island State with vast oversea colonies and
dependencies, whose existence and survival as an independent community are inseparably bound up
with the possession of preponderant sea power. The tremendous influence of such preponderance has
been described in the classical pages of Captain Mahan. No one now disputes it. Sea power is more
potent than land power, because it is as pervading as the element in which it moves and has its being. Its
formidable character makes itself felt the more directly that a maritime State is, in the literal sense of the
word, the neighbour of every country accessible by sea. It would, therefore, be but natural that the
power of a State supreme at sea should inspire universal jealousy and fear, and be ever exposed to the
danger of being overthrown by a general combination of the world. Against such a combination no single
nation could in the long run stand, least of all a small island kingdom not possessed of the military
strength of a people trained to arms, and dependent for its food supply on oversea commerce. The
danger can in practice only be averted—and history shows that it has been so averted—on condition that
the national policy of the insular and naval State is so directed as to harmonize with the general desires
and ideals common to all mankind, and more particularly that it is closely identified with the primary and
vital interests of a majority, or as many as possible, of the other nations. Now, the first interest of all
countries is the preservation of national independence. It follows that England, more than any other
non-insular Power, has a direct and positive interest in the maintenance of the independence of nations,
and therefore must be the natural enemy of any country threatening the independence of others, and
the natural protector of the weaker communities.

Second only to the ideal of independence, nations have always cherished the right of free intercourse
and trade in the world's markets, and in proportion as England champions the principle of the largest
measure of general freedom of commerce, she undoubtedly strengthens her hold on the interested
friendship of other nations, at least to the extent of making them feel less apprehensive of naval
supremacy in the hands of a free trade England than they would in the face of a predominant
protectionist Power. This is an aspect of the free trade question which is apt to be overlooked. It has
been well said that every country, if it had the option, would, of course, prefer itself to hold the power of
supremacy at sea, but that, this choice being excluded, it would rather see England hold that power than
any other State.

History shows that the danger threatening the independence of this or that nation has generally arisen,
at least in part, out of the momentary predominance of a neighbouring State at once militarily powerful,
economically efficient, and ambitious to extend its frontiers or spread its influence, the danger being



 

directly proportionate to the degree of its power and efficiency, and to the spontaneity or
“inevitableness” of its ambitions. The only check on the abuse of political predominance derived from
such a position has always consisted in the opposition of an equally formidable rival, or of a combination
of several countries forming leagues of defence. The equilibrium established by such a grouping of forces
is technically known as the balance of power, and it has become almost an historical truism to identify
England's secular policy with the maintenance of this balance by throwing her weight now in this scale
and now in that, but ever on the side opposed to the political dictatorship of the strongest single State or
group at a given time.

If this view of British policy is correct, the opposition into which England must inevitably be driven to any
country aspiring to such a dictatorship assumes almost the form of a law of nature, as has indeed been
theoretically demonstrated, and illustrated historically, by an eminent writer on English national policy.

By applying this general law to a particular case, the attempt might be made to ascertain whether, at a
given time, some powerful and ambitious State is or is not in a position of natural and necessary enmity
towards England; and the present position of Germany might, perhaps, be so tested. Any such
investigation must take the shape of an inquiry as to whether Germany is, in fact, aiming at a political
hegemony with the object of promoting purely German schemes of expansion, and establishing a
German primacy in the world of international politics at the cost and to the detriment of other nations.

For purposes of foreign policy the modern German Empire may be regarded as the heir, or descendant of
Prussia. Of the history of Prussia, perhaps the most remarkable feature, next to the succession of
talented Sovereigns and to the energy and love of honest work characteristic of their subjects, is the
process by which on the narrow foundation of the modest Margraviate of Brandenburg there was
erected, in the space of a comparatively short period, the solid fabric of a European Great Power. That
process was one of systematic territorial aggrandizement achieved mainly at the point of the sword, the
most important and decisive conquests being deliberately embarked upon by ambitious rulers or
statesmen for the avowed object of securing for Prussia the size, the cohesion, the square miles and the
population necessary to elevate her to the rank and influence of a first class State. All other countries
have made their conquests, many of them much larger and more bloody. There is no question now, or in
this place, of weighing or discussing their relative merits or justification. Present interest lies in fixing
attention on the special circumstances which have given the growth of Prussia its peculiar stamp. It has
not been a case of a King's love of conquest as such, nor of the absorption of lands regarded
geographically or ethnically as an integral part of the true national domain, nor of the more or less
unconscious tendency of a people to expand under the influence of an exuberant vitality, for the fuller
development of national life and resources. Here was rather the case of the Sovereign of a small and
weak vassal State saying: “I want my country to be independent and powerful. This it cannot be within its
present frontiers and with its present population. I must have a larger territory and more inhabitants,
and to this end I must organize strong military forces.”

The greatest and classic exponent in modern history of the policy of setting out deliberately to turn a
small State into a big one was Frederick the Great. By his sudden seizure of Silesia in times of profound
peace, and by the first partition of Poland, he practically doubled his inherited dominions. By keeping up
the most efficient and powerful army of his time, and by joining England in her great effort to preserve
the balance of power in face of the encroachments of France, he successfully maintained the position of
his country as one of the European Great Powers. Prussian policy remained inspired by the same
principles under his successors. It is hardly necessary to do more than mention the second and the third
partitions of Poland; the repeated attempts to annex Hanover in complicity with Napoleon; the
dismemberment of Saxony, and the exchange of the Rhenish Provinces for the relinquishment of Polish
lands in 1815; the annexation of Schleswig-Holstein in 1864; the definite incorporation of Hanover and
Electoral Hesse and other appropriations of territory in 1866; and, finally, the reconquest of Alsace-
Lorraine from France in 1871. It is not, of course, pretended that all these acquisitions stand on the same



 

footing. They have this in common—that they were all planned for the purpose of creating a big Prussia
or Germany.

With the events of 1871 the spirit of Prussia passed into the new Germany. In no other country is there a
conviction so deeply rooted in the very body and soul of all classes of the population that the
preservation of national rights and the realization of national ideals rest absolutely on the readiness of
every citizen in the last resort to stake himself and his State on their assertion and vindication. With
“blood and iron” Prussia had forged her position in the councils of the Great Powers of Europe. In due
course it came to pass that, with the impetus given to every branch of national activity by the newly-won
unity, and more especially by the growing development of oversea trade flowing in ever-increasing
volume through the now Imperial ports of the formerly “independent” but politically insignificant Hanse
Towns, the young empire found opened to its energy a whole world outside Europe, of which it had
previously hardly had the opportunity to become more than dimly conscious. Sailing across the ocean in
German ships, German merchants began for the first time to divine the true position of countries such as
England, the United States, France, and even the Netherlands, whose political influence extends to
distant seas and continents. The colonies and foreign possessions of England more especially were seen
to give to that country a recognized and enviable status in a world where the name of Germany, if
mentioned at all, excited no particular interest. The effect of this discovery upon the German mind was
curious and instructive. Here was a vast province of human activity to which the mere title and rank of a
European Great Power were not in themselves a sufficient passport. Here in a field of portentous
magnitude, dwarfing altogether the proportions of European countries, others, who had been perhaps
rather looked down upon as comparatively smaller folk, were at home and commanded, whilst Germany
was at best received but as an honoured guest. Here was distinct inequality, with a heavy bias in favour
of the maritime and colonizing Powers.

Such a state of things was not welcome to German patriotic pride. Germany had won her place as one of
the leading, if not, in fact, the foremost Power on the European continent. But over and beyond the
European Great Powers there seemed to stand the “World Powers”. It was at once clear that Germany
must become a “World Power.” The evolution of this idea and its translation into practical politics
followed with singular consistency the line of thought that had inspired the Prussian Kings in their efforts
to make Prussia great. “If Prussia,” said Frederick the Great, “is to count for something in the councils of
Europe, she must be made a Great Power.” And the echo: “If Germany wants to have a voice in the affairs
of the larger oceanic world she must be made a 'World Power.” “I want more territory,” said Prussia.
“Germany must have Colonies,” says the new world-policy. And Colonies were accordingly established,
in such spots as were found to be still unappropriated, or out of which others could be pushed by the
vigorous assertion of a German demand for “a place in the sun”: Damaraland, Cameroons, Togoland,
German East Africa, New Guinea, and groups of other islands in the Pacific. The German example, as was
only natural, found ready followers, and the map of unclaimed territories was filled up with surprising
rapidity. When the final reckoning was made up the actual German gain seemed, even in German eyes,
somewhat meagre. A few fresh possessions were added by purchase or by international agreement—the
Carolines, Samoa, Heligoland. A transaction in the old Prussian style secured Kiao-chau. On the whole,
however, the “Colonies” have proved assets of somewhat doubtful value.

Meanwhile the dream of a Colonial Empire had taken deep hold on the German imagination. Emperor,
statesmen, journalists, geographers, economists, commercial and shipping houses, and the whole mass
of educated and uneducated public opinion continue with one voice to declare: We must have real
Colonies, where German emigrants can settle and spread the national ideals of the Fatherland, and we
must have a fleet and coaling stations to keep together the Colonies which we are bound to acquire. To
the question, “Why must?” the ready answer is: “A healthy and powerful State like Germany, with its
60,000,000 inhabitants, must expand, it cannot stand still, it must have territories to which its
overflowing population can emigrate without giving up its nationality.” When it is objected that the



 

world is now actually parcelled out among independent States, and that territory for colonization cannot
be had except by taking it from the rightful possessor, the reply again is: “We cannot enter into such
considerations. Necessity has no law. The world belongs to the strong. A vigorous nation cannot allow its
growth to be hampered by blind adherence to the status quo. We have no designs on other people's
possessions, but where States are too feeble to put their territory to the best possible use, it is the
manifest destiny of those who can and will do so to take their places.”

No one who has a knowledge of German political thought, and who enjoys the confidence of German
friends speaking their minds openly and freely, can deny that these are the ideas which are proclaimed
on the housetops, and that inability to sympathise with them is regarded in Germany as the mark of the
prejudiced foreigner who cannot enter into the real feelings of Germans. Nor is it amiss to refer in this
connection to the series of Imperial apothegms, which have from time to time served to crystallize the
prevailing German sentiments, and some of which deserve quotation: “Our future lies on the water.”
“The trident must be in our hand.” “Germany must re-enter into her heritage of maritime dominion once
unchallenged in the hands of the old Hansa.” “No question of world politics must be settled without the
consent of the German Emperor.” “The Emperor of the Atlantic greets the Emperor of the Pacific,” &c.

The significance of these individual utterances may easily be exaggerated. Taken together, their
cumulative effect is to confirm the impression that Germany distinctly aims at playing on the world's
political stage a much larger and much more dominant part than she finds allotted to herself under the
present distribution of material power. It would be taking a narrow view of the function of political
criticism to judge this theory of national self-assertion as if it were a problem of morals to be solved by
the casuistical application of the principles governing private conduct in modern societies. History is apt
to justify the action of States by its general results, with often but faint regard to the ethical character of
the means employed. The ruthless conquests of the Roman Republic and Empire are recognized to have
brought about an organization of the world's best energies, which, by the characteristic and lasting
impulse it gave to the civilization of the ancients, fully compensated for the obliqueness of the
conquerors' political morals. Peter the Great and Katharine II are rightly heroes in the eyes of Russia, who
largely owes to their unscrupulous and crafty policies her existence as a powerful and united nation. The
high-handed seizure of Silesia by Frederick the Great, the low intrigues by which the first partition of
Poland was brought about, the tortuous manoeuvres by which Bismarck secured Schleswig-Holstein for
Prussia are forgotten or condoned in the contemplation of a powerful Germany that has brought to these
and all her other territories a more enlightened government, a wider conception of national life, and a
greater share in a glorious national tradition than could have been their lot in other conditions. Germans
would after all be only logical if they did not hesitate to apply to their current politics the lesson
conveyed in such historical judgments, and were ready to leave to posterity the burden of vindicating the
employment of force for the purpose of spreading the benefits of German rule over now unwilling
peoples. No modern German would plead guilty to a mere lust of conquest for the sake of conquest. But
the vague and undefined schemes of Teutonic expansion (“die Ausbreitung des deutschen Volkstums”)
are but the expression of the deeply rooted feeling that Germany has by the strength and purity of her
national purpose, the fervour of her patriotism, the depth of her religious feeling, the high standard of
competency, and the perspicuous honesty of her administration, the successful pursuit of every branch
of public and scientific activity, and the elevated character of her philosophy, art, and ethics, established
for herself the right to assert the primacy of German national ideals. And as it is an axiom of her political
faith that right, in order that it may prevail, must be backed by force, the transition is easy to the belief
that the “good German sword,” which plays so large a part in patriotic speech, is there to solve any
difficulties that may be in the way of establishing the reign of those ideals in a Germanized world.
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