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      Preface

      
      
      The extent of the power wielded by the last German Kaiser has long been the subject of animated historical debate. Was the
         later Wilhelmine Empire governed through a system of ‘personal rule’; was it a ‘flesh and blood monarchy’, in which the character
         and preferences of the sovereign played a crucial role in shaping political outcomes? Or was power vested in ‘traditional
         oligarchies’ and ‘anonymous forces’ that relegated an inconsequential ‘shadow-Kaiser’ to the margins of the political process?1

      
      Much of the most interesting writing on these issues focused on the question of whether the term ‘personal rule’ could rightly
         be applied to all or part of Wilhelm’s reign. The debate over personal rule flared up in the early 1950s and flourished intermittently
         into the 1980s, fed by analogous disputes over the nature and distribution of power within the Nazi regime. It has now generated
         its own sophisticated meta-literature, in which conflicting viewpoints on the power and political impact of Wilhelm II are
         classified, compared and assessed.2

      
      This book does not seek to reopen the debate on personal rule. Useful as this controversy has been in connecting the scholarship
         on the reign with broader questions about the imperial polity, it has been dogged by an underlying uncertainty about definitions.
         Used as a catchphrase in Wilhelmine political polemic, personal rule meant different things to different people and has never acquired an agreed or stable meaning,
         a fact that has muddied the scholarly dispute over its applicability to Wilhelm II. Whereas most scholars who used the term
         agreed that it fitted some parts of his reign better than others, no consensus has been reached about when personal rule began
         and when it came to an end.3 It is striking that John Röhl, once the foremost exponent of personal rule, has in recent years abandoned the term in favour
         of the fuzzier concepts ‘kingship mechanism’ and ‘personal monarchy’.4

      
      This book focuses instead on the character and extent of the Kaiser’s power, his political goals and his success in achieving
         them, the mechanisms by which he projected authority and exercised influence, and the fluctuations in his authority across
         the span of his reign. It aims to tease out the different kinds of power Wilhelm could exercise in different domains, and
         the various constraints that he encountered in doing so. The imperial office, it will be argued, was no monolith, but rather
         a constellation of functions – political, ambassadorial, religious, military, cultural, symbolic – whose mutual relationship
         was dynamic and still largely unresolved when Wilhelm II came to the throne. The Kaiser was obliged to operate, moreover,
         within a political system of the greatest complexity, in which power relations were in constant flux. The office of Kaiser
         was armed with important executive prerogatives, but whether and how and with what degree of success he could exercise those
         powers depended on variables that were only partly or not at all under his control. His power as a political actor interacted in complex and often negative ways with his authority as a public figure – it is noteworthy that some of the most
         important recent work on the Kaiser’s reign has shifted attention away from the sphere of high politics to Wilhelm’s presence
         in the vibrant print and visual culture of late imperial Germany.5 The book makes no pretence to the comprehensiveness of biography; it is a study of the Kaiser’s power. Although it draws
         on a number of unpublished sources, it does not claim to have made crucial new discoveries. It aims at synthesis and interpretation.
         Above all it asks the question: how much difference did it make that it was Wilhelm II who sat on the German imperial throne
         during the turbulent years between 1888 and 1918?
      

      
   

      
      
      
      
      
      1. Childhood and Youth

      
      
      
      
      Power in the family

      
      
      When Wilhelm II was born in January 1859, his grandfather had not yet ascended the Prussian throne. He would do so shortly
         before Wilhelm’s second birthday, in January 1861. Nearly three decades were to pass before the grandfather died at the age
         of ninety in March 1888. From an early age, then, Wilhelm was in a position to observe that his father, Friedrich Wilhelm,
         Crown Prince of Prussia, was not the only person who commanded respect. Above him there was another, greater father, a figure
         of almost mythical reputation with the gravitas and whiskers of a biblical patriarch. The grandfather was not only the ruler
         of a kingdom and (from 1871) the founder of an empire, but also the head of his household, a fact with far-reaching implications
         for the family life of his living descendants.1 In October 1886 (when he was twenty-seven years old), Wilhelm explained the problem to Herbert von Bismarck, son of the chancellor
         and a sometime friend and confidant:
      

      
      
      The prince […] said that the unprecedented circumstance of there being three adult generations in the ruling family made things
         difficult for his father: in every other case, in ruling and in other families, the father had the authority and the son was
         financially dependent upon him. But he [Prince Wilhelm] was not under his father’s authority, he received not a penny from
         his father; since everything derived from the head of the family, he was independent of his father […], that was of course
         unpleasant for his Imperial Highness [the crown prince].
      

      

      
      This awkward division of power between parent and grandparent was the single most influential fact of Wilhelm’s early life.
         The princes’ holidays, dress, military duties and representative functions were all subject to the ultimate authority of their
         grandfather King Wilhelm I. The princely tutor was an appointee and employee of the king whose presence in the household significantly
         diminished parental influence.2 In this sense, as the crown princess confided to her mother in the summer of 1864, her children were ‘public property’.3 After August 1865, when the king refused to permit Wilhelm and his siblings to join their parents on a holiday in England,
         the crown princess began to complain of increased interference by the king and queen in the life of the children.4

      
      It was perhaps inevitable that there should be friction between two generations who felt themselves equally responsible for
         the upbringing of a third, but the potential for conflict was greatly enhanced by the factional and political tensions that
         polarized the Hohenzollern court. Since the revolutionary upheavals of 1848–9, the court of Friedrich Wilhelm IV had been
         dominated by two opposed political factions, the western-oriented conservative-liberal party and the pro-Russian arch-conservatives.
         These two interests had intrigued against each other during the 1850s – notably during the Crimean War, when they supported diametrically opposed foreign policies – and they were still active when Wilhelm’s
         mother left England in 1858 to set up a household with her new husband in Berlin. The crown princess was particularly hostile
         to the ‘Russian set’, who distinguished themselves by their ‘ill-nature’, ‘jealousy’, ‘antipathy’ and not least by their ‘ill-feeling
         against the English and everything that is English’. ‘I do not care a straw for the good feeling of the Russian reactionary,
         pietistic set, and I despise their way of thinking with all my heart and hope to goodness that their day is over.’5

      
      Narrowly orthodox or evangelical in religion, reactionary in domestic politics and eastern-oriented in foreign affairs, the
         Russian set represented the cultural and political antipode of the crown princely couple and their entourage. Friedrich Wilhelm
         and Victoria were theologically liberal, politically progressive and their views on foreign policy were British-oriented and
         marked by distrust of Russia. The potential for friction was enhanced by the fact that Victoria, the more liberal of the two
         and the dominant personality in the partnership, was an intelligent, articulate, bossy and emotional woman with a strong sense
         of her superiority to those around her. Thanks to her observant eye, her outsider status and her keen interest in political
         power, Victoria’s correspondence with her mother, Queen Victoria, is among the best sources we possess on life at the Prussian
         court. Needless to say, these characteristics did not endear her to conservatives at the court, who found her forthrightness
         unbecoming in a woman and, in later years, accused her of subjugating her husband to her own political will.
      

      
      
      Initially the prominence of ‘Russians’ at court and in Berlin society was little more than an irritant to the crown prince
         and his wife. But things took a dramatic turn for the worse in 1862, when a protracted conflict between the crown and the
         liberal parliamentary majority in the Prussian parliament (Landtag) culminated in the appointment of the notoriously illiberal
         Otto von Bismarck as prime minister and the dissolution without elections of the Landtag. The problem was not simply that
         the ‘reactionary party’ now controlled the organs of government and was beginning to put into practice its ‘Russian’ agenda
         in foreign policy,6 but more importantly that the court itself lurched rightwards. The king no longer drifted between factions, as Friedrich
         Wilhelm IV had done during the 1850s, but aligned himself unequivocally with the reactionary interest. ‘The reactionary party
         gets stronger every day,’ Victoria wrote in July 1862, ‘and have the King now completely on their side and in their power.’
         By the summer of that year, Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm and his father had drifted so far apart politically that rational
         communication was virtually impossible; the slightest allusion to political matters, Victoria reported, ‘drives [the king]
         into a frenzy and excites all the opposition in his nature so that it is impossible to argue or reason with him’.7 For the crown prince and his wife, the sea-change in the political mood at court brought a painful awareness of isolation
         and impotence. ‘The feeling of humiliation is the hardest to bear,’ Victoria wrote in January 1863. ‘Nothing remains but silence
         as passive witnesses of the lamentable mistakes made by those we love and reverence.’8

      
      There was, of course, an alternative to silence, and the crown prince and his wife were not in fact entirely alone. Throughout Prussia a socially influential liberal movement continued
         to challenge the legitimacy of a government now ruling without parliament and in defiance of the constitution. On 5 June 1863,
         after the publication of new decrees curtailing the freedom of the press, the crown prince took, for the first time, a public
         stance against the new government. At a reception held in his honour by the city of Danzig, he dissociated himself from the
         Bismarck administration and expressed his regret at the recent provocative measures. The occasion was less momentous than
         it seemed at the time. Friedrich Wilhelm shrank from placing himself permanently at the head of the progressive movement.
         Indeed he even assured his father that he would refrain from protests of this kind in future.9

      
      However, for the personal lives of the crown prince and his wife, and, by extension, of their still-infant son, Wilhelm, the
         events of June 1863 were of lasting significance. They brought down upon the young couple the wrath of the prime minister,
         a hater of unique ingenuity and stamina who repeatedly intrigued against them and was to remain the dominant force in Prussian-German
         politics for the next thirty years. In the short term, Friedrich Wilhelm’s public gesture of opposition and Victoria’s outspoken
         personal support for her husband’s views further deepened the couple’s political and social isolation at court. ‘You cannot
         think how painful it is,’ wrote Victoria in July 1863, ‘to be continually surrounded by people who consider your very existence
         a misfortune and your sentiments evidence of lunacy!’10

      
      It is only against this background that we can understand the animus generated by apparently minor conflicts over the training, education and representative duties of young Wilhelm
         and his brothers. The education of an absolutist or neo-absolutist monarch is always, as John Röhl has observed, ‘ipso facto
         a political issue of the highest importance’ because it is concerned with the future exercise of sovereign power.11 In the case of the Hohenzollern court, these tensions were complicated by the partisan allegiances that alienated the crown
         prince and his entourage from the reigning monarch and his prime minister. The resultant polarization was reflected in two
         opposing pedagogical ideals: one Anglophile, liberal-bourgeois and based upon the cultivation of civil virtues and social
         responsibility; the other old-Prussian, aristocratic and based upon the cultivation of military skills and discipline. This
         became apparent when ‘civilian’ and ‘military’ tutors had to be found for Prince Wilhelm. The first candidate selected by
         his parents as civilian tutor had to be dropped on account of his progressive political connections; the final choice fell
         upon Georg Ernst Hinzpeter, a man with close, if indirect, links to the ‘Crown Prince Party’, who requested and received exclusive
         authority over the princes’ education. He was to remain Wilhelm’s civilian tutor until his eighteenth year. It was Hinzpeter
         who set the tone of Wilhelm’s early education, establishing a demanding schedule of lessons in Latin, history, religion, mathematics
         and modern languages that began at six in the morning and ended at six in the evening (an hour later in winter) and was interspersed
         (on Wednesday and Saturday afternoons) with edifying visits to mines, workshops, factories and the homes of the labouring
         poor.
      

      
      
      Conflict also broke out over the respective powers and responsibility of the two tutors. The prince’s first military tutor
         grew weary of his post when he realized that Wilhelm’s parents had allotted Hinzpeter the lion’s share of responsibility for
         the child’s upbringing. After his resignation in 1867 there was a dispute over his replacement in which the king’s entourage
         became directly involved. ‘We luckily carried our point […],’ Victoria wrote to her mother, ‘but I think this interference
         in our concerns too bad. You have no idea what trouble the reigning party takes to put their spies about our court, nor to
         what degree they hate us.’12

      
      The representational duties of the princes were a further cause of grief to the crown princess and her husband. In August
         1872 she confessed her ‘horror’ at having heard that Wilhelm would be required to wear a Russian uniform in honour of a visit
         from the Russian tsar. ‘I of course am not asked and all these things are arranged without my having a voice in the matter.’13 It was in part to get the boys away from the coercive environment of the court that Victoria and Friedrich Wilhelm pressed
         the emperor for permission to send them to school to be educated with children of their own age. As John Röhl has observed,
         the decision to send Wilhelm to the Lyceum Fredericianum in the city of Kassel was ‘an experiment without precedent’. No Hohenzollern
         prince had ever been educated in this ‘bourgeois’ fashion before. It was a move that reflected changing conceptions of princely
         education, not only in Germany but beyond – George V was also sent to study in the company of his peers at Naval College,
         and even the youthful emperor Hirohito attended high school in Tokyo.14 Wilhelm could, of course, have been educated at a gymnasium in Berlin, but his mother argued against this on the grounds that the only appropriate school
         in the capital was too politically ‘reactionary’.15

      
      Not surprisingly, the plan met with strong opposition from the Kaiser (as he had been since 1871); only after a prolonged
         ‘siege from all sides with various machines’ could he be persuaded to agree. As Victoria observed in a letter to her mother,
         it would henceforth be impossible for the Kaiser to ‘force Wilhelm to appear at Berlin on all occasions and go out into the
         world – it was the only way of stopping this preposterous determination on the emperor’s part’.16 The move to Kassel was a victory for the pedagogical ideals of the crown prince and his wife. Wilhelm’s enrolment in the
         Kassel Gymnasium from 1874 involved prolonged absences from Berlin and, more importantly, exemption from his military duties
         until his eighteenth year (Wilhelm had been attached to the First Footguards Regiment since his tenth birthday). The subordination
         to a tough and meritocratic pedagogical regime was also intended to strip Wilhelm of the arrogance and princely allures encouraged
         by the sycophancy and self-display of court life.
      

      
      The crown princess had always been suspicious of the role played by the military in the socialization of her eldest son and
         hypersensitive to any signs that he had begun to assimilate himself to its reactionary ethos. As early as February 1871, when
         the prince was only twelve, she claimed to have detected in Wilhelm ‘a certain receptiveness for the superficial, narrow attitudes
         of the military’.17 It was above all thanks to her influence that her son enjoyed – by the standards of Hohenzollern princely education – a remarkably
         unmilitary upbringing. Until the completion of his tertiary studies at the University of Bonn, Wilhelm’s stints of military
         service were emphatically subordinated to the demands of his ‘civilian’ education. This helps to explain the fact that, despite
         his undoubted attraction to the culture and ambience – and especially uniforms – of regimental life, Wilhelm appears never
         to have internalized the habits of self-subordination and discipline that a fully fledged Prussian military education was
         designed to instil. He found it difficult to deal with correction or even advice from his superior officers. Even after five
         years at Wilhelm’s side, from 1879 to 1884, his military adjutant, Captain Adolf von Bülow, acknowledged that he had failed
         to correct the effects of the prince’s education; Wilhelm had adopted the external trappings, but not the values and mental
         habits of a Prussian officer.18 Wilhelm was not the creation of Potsdam and the barracks square that some popular biographies have portrayed, but a military
         dilettante. For all her oft-voiced misgivings, then, his mother’s plan to subvert the claims of the military upon her son
         must be judged a success. Whether the curious blend of Hinzpeter, Potsdam, Kassel and Bonn on which Wilhelm was nourished
         actually represented an improvement upon the traditional model is another question. It is plausible to suppose that the curious
         irresolution of Wilhelm’s upbringing, its oscillation between opposed lifeworlds, its lack of a unifying theme, militated
         against the crystallization of a coherent outlook or stable code of conduct.
      

      
      
      
      
      
      Wilhelm becomes a contender

      
      
      The intermittent disputes over Wilhelm’s upbringing demonstrate the impact of generational tensions, personal animosities
         and factional polarization on the early life of the prince. They were disputes in which Wilhelm played a passive role; he
         was a pawn in other people’s calculations. But at some point he must have become aware of the space for manoeuvre created
         by the long-standing feud between his parents and the reigning party. A clear step in this direction can be discerned in 1883,
         when the 24-year-old Wilhelm was asked by his father to accompany him on an official journey to Spain. He had no wish to go,
         but rather than refuse directly he secretly requested his grandfather, who had not concealed his scepticism regarding this
         expensive venture, to forbid the journey on the grounds that it would be undesirable for him to leave his battalion at that
         time. This successful move was almost certainly not the first of its kind; when Friedrich Wilhelm discovered what had happened
         in November 1883, he accused his son in a heated confrontation of ‘having long dealt with the Kaiser behind the backs of his
         parents’.19

      
      This collaboration between Kaiser Wilhelm I and his grandson reflected a long process of affective reorientation within the
         family. Wilhelm had maintained an increasingly warm and confidential relationship with his grandfather since the age of fifteen.
         By the early 1880s the intimacy between the two had begun to impress contemporaries;20 and around 1880 there were signs of a growing distance from his parents. This was in part a result of Wilhelm’s desire for more personal autonomy after his engagement in April 1879
         to Auguste Viktoria of Schleswig-Holstein-Sonderburg-Augustenburg. Wilhelm’s parents, and his mother in particular, played
         a crucial role in bringing about this match, over the protests of those (including the elderly Kaiser) who objected to the
         bride’s relatively humble status. But if Wilhelm’s mother believed the marriage would bring her closer to her son, she was
         mistaken.
      

      
      Anglophobic, illiberal and orthodox in religion, ‘Dona’, as Auguste Viktoria was known to her friends, soon revealed herself
         to be the ‘pillar precisely of those powers which stood in vehement opposition to the crown prince and his wife and all their
         values’.21 The resulting alienation between the two households was compounded by Wilhelm’s increasingly outspoken rejection of the liberal
         political views that had condemned the crown prince and his wife to a life in opposition at the Berlin court. In the course
         of several unpleasant encounters with his father during the early 1880s, Wilhelm made it clear that his political sympathies
         were with the governing regime. There was an eerie inevitability in all of this: Friedrich Wilhelm had opposed his father’s
         policy after 1862, and Wilhelm I, for lack of a living father, had opposed the reigning monarch Friedrich Wilhelm IV during
         the 1840s. During the First World War Wilhelm II fell foul of the same mechanism when his own son, Crown Prince Friedrich
         Wilhelm, openly challenged his father’s authority. What was unusual about the 1880s was the accumulation of three living adult
         generations that permitted the eldest and the youngest to make common cause against the middle.
      

      
      
      Wilhelm’s cultivation of the sovereign yielded its first political dividend in 1884, when he was chosen to head an important
         ceremonial mission to Russia. There were good reasons for sending Wilhelm rather than his father, notably the latter’s ‘ridiculously
         anti-Russian attitude’,22 but Friedrich Wilhelm, who was informed of the matter only after it had been decided, justly felt that he had been deliberately
         overlooked. Wilhelm returned from Russia to a cool parental reception. ‘When he got back from St Petersburg, Wilhelm was greeted
         warmly by everyone except his parents – they had heard too much good about him,’ observed Count Waldersee, who had accompanied
         the prince on his journey. ‘Whoever wishes to insinuate himself into their favour must speak badly of their son…’23

      
      Wilhelm’s twelve-day visit to Russia was a success. He got on well with Tsar Alexander and appears to have made an excellent
         impression on his Russian interlocutors.24 He adopted the curious practice of reporting directly to his grandfather in writing, provoking a protest from the German
         ambassador in St Petersburg, who felt that the prince’s ‘secret diplomacy’ undermined his professional standing. And even
         before he had left Russian territory, he began, with Bismarck’s connivance, a ‘secret correspondence’ with the tsar, in which
         he recommended himself to the Russian sovereign as a staunch opponent of his father’s Russophobe position. In one characteristic
         letter written shortly after his return, he urged the tsar not to take his father’s outbursts too seriously:
      

      
      
         You know him, he loves to oppose, he is under the influence of my mother, who for her part is directed by the Queen of England, and makes him see everything through English glasses. I assure you that the Kaiser, Prince Bismarck and I are all
            completely in agreement and that I will not cease to see the reinforcement and the maintenance of the Three Emperors’ League
            as my highest duty.
         

      

      
      A letter of June 1884 informed the tsar of his father’s extreme hostility to the policies of the Russian sovereign and his
         government: ‘He (Papa) accused the government of lying, of betrayal etc., there was no hateful adjective that he did not employ
         in order to blacken your name.’25

         During the following year, with Bismarck’s encouragement, Wilhelm continued to operate his ‘hotline’ to the tsar. The striking
         breach of familial confidentiality before a foreign sovereign demonstrates the extent of his determination to enhance his
         profile by exploiting the animosities and political divisions at the Hohenzollern court. The Russian mission of 1884 also
         set important precedents for Wilhelm’s later comportment as a monarch. This was not the last time Wilhelm blithely usurped
         a diplomatic role for which he had received no training or instruction. Throughout his reign, as the notorious ‘Willy-Nicky’
         correspondence suggests, he tended to see diplomacy in narrowly dynastic terms and to overestimate grossly the impact of personal
         intercourse between sovereigns on the maintenance of international relationships.
      

      
      A protracted dispute over the proposed marriage of Wilhelm’s sister Victoria (known as ‘Moretta’) to Prince Alexander of Battenberg
         of Bulgaria, deepened the conflict at court and provided Wilhelm with further opportunities for self-aggrandizement. The Battenberg marriage project became a complex and ramified political controversy which need only
         be sketched in outline here.26 The crown princess had favoured an alliance between her daughter and ‘Sandro’ Battenberg since 1882, and after a meeting
         in the following year the couple appear to have regarded themselves as betrothed. But the plan was vehemently opposed by Chancellor
         Bismarck, whose main objection concerned the impact of the proposed marriage on German relations with Russia. Battenberg had
         initially been installed by the Russians in Bulgaria as a puppet ruler in 1878, but his subsequent involvement with a nationalist
         movement for Bulgarian unification and independence placed him in direct opposition to Russian policy in the Balkans, and
         he was now persona non grata in St Petersburg.
      

      
      Bismarck took the view that the marriage of a Hohenzollern princess into the Battenberg household would undermine the good
         relations with Russia that were the centrepiece of his foreign policy. For the crown princess, by contrast, the ‘anti-Russian’
         spin of the proposed marriage was one of its chief attractions. Supported by her mother, Queen Victoria, she hoped through
         closer German involvement in Bulgaria to furnish the foundation for a coalition of powers dedicated to the containment of
         Russian influence in the Balkans. The best thing, she wrote to her mother in June 1883, would be ‘if England, Austria, Italy
         and Germany could join together and support Bulgaria […] so that that country would become a true barrier against Russian
         designs on Constantinople’.27 It was a revival of the old struggle between ‘westerners’ and ‘Russians’ that had traditionally animated debates over foreign policy in Prussia.
      

      
      By the summer of 1884 a powerful coalition led by Bismarck and the Kaiser had formed to oppose the marriage on both political
         and dynastic grounds.28 The Battenberg controversy rumbled on through the 1880s, periodically re-emerging to sow discord anew. Even after the prince
         had been ejected from his throne and expelled by a Russian-sponsored coup in August 1886, Victoria and – with occasional reservations
         – the crown prince remained attached to the idea of the marriage and even considered finding the prince a senior German administrative
         post. The issue gained in sensitivity when the anti-Russian behaviour of Battenberg’s elected successor, Prince Ferdinand
         of Saxe-Coburg-Kohary, caused international tensions to flare up over Bulgaria late in 1887 and led to a Balkan war scare.
         Predictably enough, Wilhelm joined the anti-Battenberg bandwagon. He supplied his grandfather with reports of secret meetings
         between his sister and the prince. In a discussion with Bismarck’s son Herbert – doubtless intended for the ears of the chancellor
         – he even pondered aloud whether the best way of dealing with Battenberg might not be ‘to provoke him [to a duel] and put
         my bullet through his head’.29

      
      Wilhelm’s steadfast opposition to the Battenberg marriage and his apparent commitment to Bismarck’s ‘Russian’ foreign policy
         were rewarded with a further outstanding commission: in August 1886 it was decided to send Wilhelm to Russia to meet the tsar,
         not, this time, for a ceremonial occasion, but for high-level discussions of policy regarding Russian interests in the Balkans.
         It was hoped that the mission would benefit from the goodwill accumulated during Wilhelm’s previous visit in 1884. Once again the crown prince felt,
         with some justice, that he had been overlooked. In a written complaint to Bismarck, Friedrich Wilhelm protested at the decision,
         adding that he had not been personally informed of the decision, but had learned of it ‘through the press and through rumours’.30 When the chancellor replied that the arrangements for Wilhelm’s journey had already been announced and could no longer be
         altered, the crown prince attempted to prevent his son’s travelling to the meeting on health grounds (Wilhelm was recovering
         from a bout of illness), and even offered to go in his place ‘because I think it a good thing to make my own contribution
         towards emphasizing our wish of maintaining good relations with Russia’.31 But the consensus against such a change of plan was too well established among the most powerful figures at court. Although
         a visit by the crown prince would demonstrate a higher degree of ‘formal courtesy’, Bismarck informed the Kaiser on 17 August,
         there was also the danger ‘that Tsar Alexander and the Crown Prince may quarrel over the Prince of Battenberg, whom the former
         hates and the latter loves’. This argument found its mark with the Kaiser, who agreed that his son was ‘not suitable society
         for Tsar Alexander’.32 It was also internalized in characteristically extravagant form by Wilhelm himself. In a letter to Herbert von Bismarck of
         20 August, Wilhelm warned that if his father were sent, ‘he would lecture the tsar about England and the courage of the Bulgar!
         It would be the downfall of us all if he went there!’33

      
      Had Wilhelm been marked out for special advancement in some area of the domestic administration, with or without prior consultation with his parents, the crown prince would doubtless
         have been rather less aggrieved. But in the absolutist and neo-absolutist regimes of nineteenth-century Europe, diplomacy
         was regarded as the domain of politics proper, the supreme sphere for the exercise of sovereign power and the highest activity
         of the state. ‘Foreign Affairs are a purpose in themselves,’ declared Bismarck in 1866. ‘I rate them higher than all other
         matters.’34 This subjective ‘primacy of foreign policy’ as the pre-eminent vocation of monarchs and statesmen helps to explain why Wilhelm’s
         growing role in German diplomacy touched a raw nerve in the crown prince and his wife. Wilhelm was now trespassing on an area
         central to Friedrich Wilhelm’s ambitions as future monarch.
      

      
      The same issues emerged in sharper relief during the autumn and winter of 1886, when it became apparent that Wilhelm – on
         Bismarck’s suggestion – was to be initiated into the internal workings of the Foreign Office.35 The crown prince wrote to the chancellor objecting to this move on the grounds of his son’s ‘lack of maturity and inexperience,
         together with his tendency towards arrogance and exaggeration’, and warned that it would be ‘dangerous at this early time
         to bring him into contact with foreign questions’. Bismarck disagreed and pointed out that Wilhelm was now twenty-seven years
         old, older than Friedrich Wilhelm I and Friedrich Wilhelm III at the times of their accessions. He went on to remind the crown
         prince that ‘in the royal family the authority of the father is subsumed in that of the monarch’.36

      
      The news of Wilhelm’s posting triggered a row of unprecedented fury between father and son in December 1886, and it is worth citing Wilhelm’s account of the episode (as reported
         by Herbert von Bismarck) at length:
      

      
      
         His father had always been hard, contemptuous and rough with him, said the prince, but he had never seen him so embittered,
            he had become greyish-white and threatened [him] with clenched fist, saying: ‘This is a trick that has been played upon me,
            and one which I shall never forget: my objections which I so pointedly expressed, were completely ignored: people behave as
            if the Crown Prince were no longer there. But I will teach the gentlemen of the Foreign Office, I give my word of honour that
            I will do this as soon as I accede to the throne and that they will not be forgiven for this.’37

      

      
      Wilhelm’s early political advancement thus owed a great deal to the inspiration and help of the Bismarcks. Since 1884, with
         the encouragement of his father, Herbert von Bismarck had cultivated Wilhelm’s friendship with phenomenal assiduity and obsequiousness.
         Small wonder that the crown princess, ever hostile to the chancellor, saw Wilhelm’s political opposition as ‘the natural consequence
         of Bismarck’s omnipotence’.38 But Wilhelm, ever keen to assert his independence, was anything but permanently or exclusively committed to the Bismarcks.
         From the early 1880s another figure emerged who competed with the Bismarcks for the prince’s political allegiance.
      

      
      General Count Alfred von Waldersee, quartermaster-general of the Prussian army and deputy chief of the General Staff, had often met the prince to discuss military questions and had accompanied him on his first journey to Russia in 1884.
         But their relations became more intimate from January 1885, when Wilhelm began to confide in the general about ‘delicate family
         matters’ and made the tantalizing announcement that he ‘was counting on [Waldersee] for later on’.39 Waldersee subsequently became Wilhelm’s most trusted confidant, deftly handling a number of awkward situations arising from
         the prince’s few pre- and extra-marital liaisons, and supporting him during his controversial crusade against gambling at
         the Union Club in Berlin.40

      
      Anti-Semitic, narrowly zealous in religion, and reactionary in domestic politics, the quartermaster-general was the personification
         of everything Wilhelm’s parents most detested, and thus a welcome accomplice in his struggle to dissociate himself from the
         crown princely household. But Waldersee was also a threat to the influence of the Bismarcks over the prince. He was extremely
         ambitious and rumoured to have his sights fixed on the chancellorship. Waldersee did his best to counter Herbert von Bismarck’s
         influence on the prince’s judgements and attitudes, and carefully monitored the fluctuations in relations between Wilhelm
         and the chancellor.41 Waldersee’s views on foreign policy also diverged from those of the chancellor. Although he had initially aligned himself
         with Bismarck’s foreign policy, by the late 1880s he had lost faith in the chancellor’s leadership and was an outspoken supporter
         of preventive war against Russia.42 The two men fell out when Bismarck upbraided Waldersee: the pretext was a minor indiscretion, but Waldersee was doubtless
         right in supposing that the real issue at stake was the struggle between himself and the chancellor’s son for influence over Wilhelm.43

      
      By the end of 1887, the question of who commanded Wilhelm’s allegiance was of the highest importance. In March of that year
         a growth was discovered in the throat of the crown prince. Medical opinion was divided as to the prognosis; a number of the
         crown prince’s German physicians took the view that the growth was cancerous and should be excised as soon as possible by
         means of a radical and dangerous operation which would certainly leave the heir to the throne permanently speechless, and
         might well kill him. The chief exponent of a more optimistic view was the British physician Sir Morell Mackenzie, a confidant
         of the crown princess, who argued that the lesion was not malignant and would heal itself if Friedrich Wilhelm were given
         a change of climate and an extended period of rest. The crown princess supported Mackenzie’s prognosis and rejected the surgical
         option; the patient was moved to a villa in the northern Italian coastal town of San Remo for rest and recovery. At court,
         among government officials and in public opinion, however, it was the more pessimistic view that gained ground when the crown
         prince’s illness became widely known in May 1887. The Kaiser was ninety years old and increasingly frail. The prospect of
         Wilhelm’s succession, once a distant and thus somewhat theoretical eventuality, moved into the foreground. ‘God moves in a
         mysterious way,’ Friedrich von Holstein, chief of the Foreign Office Political Department, wrote in his diary. ‘The relentless
         course of world history is unexpectedly altered. Prince Wilhelm may be Kaiser at thirty. What will happen then?’44

      
      
      Since it seemed likely that the crown prince’s reign would be brief, even if he survived the death of his father, Wilhelm
         was now the man of the future and the foremost focus of political aspirations. ‘It is interesting to observe,’ wrote Waldersee,
         ‘how among certain clever people, the esteem in which Prince Wilhelm is held is changing; whereas yesterday they were raging
         at him, found him heartless and thoughtless and God knows what else, he is now a firm character and [thought to show] much
         promise for the future.’45 Any remnants of doubt about Friedrich Wilhelm’s condition were removed by an official announcement of 12 November 1887 that
         the crown prince was suffering from an incurable cancer. The effect of this news on the court environment was electric. Herbert
         von Bismarck recalled that ‘all the time-servers and crawlers’ who had previously wondered whether they would have better
         luck with the son or the grandson now turned definitively to the latter, ‘blowing with unashamed complacency into the sails
         of the prince’s exalted vanity’.46

      
      The rivalry for influence over Wilhelm took on a new urgency. For Bismarck, there was everything to lose; the future of his
         foreign policy and his own tenure of office were at stake. In attempting to reinforce his hold on the prince, the chancellor
         adopted a characteristic mix of carrot and stick. He continued to commend himself as the champion of Wilhelm’s political advancement,
         acquiring the Kaiser’s signature for a document stating that in the event of the incapacitation of the head of state, the
         status and powers of deputy were to pass to Wilhelm – a development that caused understandable commotion in San Remo. At the same time, he took action to discourage Wilhelm from making common cause with his most visible antagonist, General Waldersee.
         In order to achieve this end, he focused his fire on the relationship between Wilhelm, Waldersee and the clergyman-politician
         Adolf Stoecker.
      

      
      Stoecker, court chaplain in Berlin since 1874 and founder of the Christian Social Workers Party (later Christian Social Party),
         was one of the most strident and innovative figures in late-nineteenth-century German conservatism. Like the contemporaneous
         Karl Lueger in Vienna, Stoecker used a potent blend of populist anti-capitalism, opportunist anti-Semitism and a missionizing
         revivalist rhetoric to mobilize mass support for his conservative agenda. His aim was to reconcile a secularized and alienated
         working class with Christianity and the monarchical order. Bismarck’s attitude to Stoecker was ambivalent; he appreciated
         the conservative, monarchical thrust of the chaplain’s politics, but was sceptical of his ability to win workers away from
         Social Democracy and disapproved of his rabble-rousing tactics. More importantly, by the end of 1887 he had come to see Stoecker
         as a political threat. In November of that year a fund-raising meeting was convened at the apartments of General Waldersee
         for Stoecker’s City Mission, an establishment formed to combine charitable activity with evangelizing among the urban poor.
         Prince Wilhelm was present and gave a brief speech praising the work of the chaplain and observing that the rechristianization
         of the masses was the only way to neutralize the ‘revolutionary tendencies of an anarchistic and irreligious party’ (a reference
         to the Social Democrats). Bismarck saw in this occasion the makings of a new and dangerous coalition of political forces. Stoecker was a potential conduit between Prince Wilhelm and those conservative, Protestant-clerical
         ‘ultras’ who threatened the integrity of the chancellor’s liberal-conservative Reichstag majority.47 To Bismarck it seemed clear that the ultimate aim was to set the scene for a Waldersee chancellorship following Wilhelm’s
         accession.
      

      
      Rather than press Wilhelm directly on the matter, Bismarck availed himself in characteristic fashion of the Imperial Chancellery’s
         very considerable publicistic resources. In the second week of December several biting attacks on Stoecker appeared in the
         pages of the Norddeutsche Allgemeine Zeitung, a national newspaper widely known to be the semi-official organ of the government. The National Liberal and moderate Conservative
         papers associated with Bismarck’s Reichstag majority soon joined the fray, charging that a reactionary clerical clique had
         hijacked the susceptible prince for its own interests. For the first but not the last time, Wilhelm found himself at the centre
         of a national press campaign.
      

      
      The sudden exposure to public scrutiny and criticism seems to have thrown Wilhelm into a panic – early evidence of a sensitivity
         to public opinion which would stay with him throughout his reign. By the end of the month he had made a public statement dissociating
         himself from Stoecker’s anti-Semitism. In a private letter to Bismarck, Wilhelm pleaded that his involvement with the mission
         had not been intended to imply any partisan commitment and assured him that he would rather have his limbs ‘hacked off one
         after the other’ than cause the chancellor any ‘difficulties or unpleasantness’.48 In a speech given before the provincial parliament of Brandenburg on 8 February (the text of which was immediately passed
         to the press), Wilhelm demonstratively aligned himself with Bismarck’s foreign policy.49 Bismarck had won his battle, but this trial of strength between chancellor and prince did considerable damage to the relationship
         between the two men. Wilhelm was indignant at the way in which Bismarck had chosen to pillory him before the eyes of the nation.
         He began to speak menacingly of the times to come: ‘He’d better remember that I shall be master’; ‘I shall not manage without
         the chancellor at first, but in due course I hope […] to be able to dispense with Prince Bismarck’s cooperation.’50

      
      On 9 March 1888 the old Kaiser died. Among his last utterances was an endorsement of his grandson: ‘I have always been pleased
         with you, for you have always done everything right.’51 The new emperor’s first communication with his son after Wilhelm I’s death was a coldly phrased telegram warning him to submit
         to the authority of his father. Despite the new Kaiser’s parlous state of health, a deputization order of 23 March conceded
         only minimal rights and responsibilities to the new crown prince. In reality, however, it was Wilhelm who remained the centre
         of attention and the focus of political speculation. No one within the highest circles of government, not even the new Kaiser’s
         military entourage, was prepared to recognize the legitimacy of the new regime; it was seen as a transitory inconvenience.
         ‘I think people in general consider us a mere passing shadow, soon to be replaced by reality in the shape of Wilhelm,’ the
         empress wrote to her mother in March.52 The reign of Kaiser Friedrich III, as he chose to style himself, was in any case far too brief (ninety-nine days), and the
         ruler himself too enfeebled by his medical condition to permit the kind of ministerial reshuffle and reorientation of policy
         that the conservatives had expected and feared for so long.
      

      
      There were still important areas of disagreement between Wilhelm and the chancellor, most importantly in foreign policy. Influenced
         by the jittery state of German public opinion during the prolonged Russian war scare of spring and summer 1888, Wilhelm alternated
         between allegiance to Bismarck and support for the bellicose anti-Russian views of Count Waldersee.53 However, the sudden revival in April of the Battenberg marriage project provided an issue on which Wilhelm and the chancellor
         were of one mind. Bismarck threatened to resign over the issue and Wilhelm lost no time in informing the ‘Bulgar’ that if
         the engagement went through, his first act as Kaiser would be to banish the couple from the territory of the empire.
      

      
      The hostility between Wilhelm and his mother, Victoria, remained unabated. In the eyes of the empress, his continued opposition
         to the Battenberg marriage was further proof – if any were needed – of his ‘hate, revenge and pride’ and his desire to ‘destroy’
         her by making a ‘cause célèbre’ out of a ‘private family matter’.54 Weakness and the philosophical resignation that sometimes comes with serious illness had mellowed the ardour of Friedrich
         Wilhelm. As his fitness and inclination to do battle with his eldest son declined, he himself became a contested property.
         Wilhelm had always sided against his mother and Sir Morell Mackenzie with that pessimistic majority of attending physicians
         who diagnosed incurable cancer and called for surgery. Since the chances of any patient surviving a full laryngotomy in the 1880s were fairly
         slim, Victoria saw this partisanship as a ruthless ploy to hasten his own succession or to have her husband declared unfit
         to rule. When Wilhelm returned from his visit to San Remo in November 1887, he reported that his mother, in addition to treating
         him ‘like a dog’, had tried to prevent him from seeing his father. She did so again during the last days of Friedrich Wilhelm’s
         life. But time, cancer and the dynastic mechanism were on Wilhelm’s side. The death of Friedrich Wilhelm on 15 June 1888 unleashed
         a storm of public controversy over the alleged mismanagement of his care by those, including the empress, who had refused
         to believe in cancer. Against the express wishes of his father and of his bereaved mother, Wilhelm ordered that the corpse
         be opened. The presence of cancer was confirmed and publicized, vindicating the position Wilhelm had taken in the debate since
         the spring of 1887.
      

      
      
 
 

1. Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm, pictured here in a cuirassier’s uniform on 1 January 1887, reigned as Friedrich III for
               only ninety-nine days. He was already dying of laryngeal cancer when he came to the throne on 9 March 1888. The imperial succession
               thus missed out on the liberal, progressive generation that had helped to build a German nation-state. The question of what
               might have happened if Friedrich had survived to a ripe old age is one of the great what-ifs of German history.
            
 


      
              
      People at court were – and perhaps generally are – prone to overestimate the manipulability of others, partly because they
         are so willing to believe in the efficacy of plots and intrigues. The crown prince and his wife saw Wilhelm as a ‘tool’ and
         a ‘card’, whose judgement had been ‘warped’ and his mind ‘poisoned’ by palace intrigues. As Victoria put it in March 1887:
         ‘He is not sharp enough or experienced enough to see through the system, nor through the people, and they do with him what
         they like.’55 Waldersee was concerned at Wilhelm’s susceptibility to the blandishments of Herbert von Bismarck; the chancellor feared that
         Wilhelm had fallen under the influence of Waldersee. The truth was, as the events of 1887–8 revealed, that Wilhelm was the creature
         of no one party. Waldersee was right when he observed in January 1887 that the prince stood ‘on his own feet’ and would ‘deliberately
         refrain from creating a fully-fledged party around himself, because he wish[ed] to avoid falling into its hands’.56 It was around this time that well-informed observers (Holstein, H. von Bismarck, Waldersee) commented approvingly on the
         prince’s ‘cold-blooded detachment’ and his striking capacity to dissemble, traits which had been honed by the long years of
         domestic conflict. His glib political adjustments – Russophile in foreign policy in 1884–6, aligned with the ‘war party’ in
         December 1887, ‘Bismarckian’ in February 1888 – suggest that he had already acquired an inclination to use men and parties
         in changing combinations.
      

      
      It follows that the postures he adopted during these early years tell us more about Wilhelm’s appetite for power and recognition
         than about any commitment to particular men or the policies they pursued. Wilhelm had grown to maturity in an environment
         periodically galvanized by struggles for power and influence that infiltrated personal relationships, reinforcing some allegiances
         and poisoning others. Wilhelm’s parents – and especially his mother – were no less absorbed by this struggle than their nemesis,
         Chancellor Bismarck. From the vantage point of Wilhelm, who stood to gain from the resultant factional strife, it is easy
         to see how issues and debates came to seem subordinate to the acquisition and retention of power; how politics itself came
         to be seen in personal and adversarial terms. By the time he acceded to the throne, Wilhelm had developed an unusually sharp interest in and appetite for power – as demonstrated by his habit of
         distributing postcards of himself bearing the legend: ‘I bide my time’ – but only a very inchoate sense of what he wished
         to do with it when he got it. This was perhaps the single most fateful legacy of Wilhelm’s political education in the conflicted
         Hohenzollern household.
      

      
      
      
      
      The Kaiser’s personality

      
      
      Did the circumstances of Wilhelm’s birth and childhood lay the foundations for an abnormal psychological development? Ever
         since the revolution that forced Wilhelm from his throne in 1918, the alleged instability or even insanity of the last German
         Kaiser has been a central theme of the historical and popular literature on his reign. Within twelve months of his abdication,
         a number of studies appeared that questioned Wilhelm’s psychological fitness for his role as sovereign: The Madness of Wilhelm II (F. Kleinschrod), Kaiser Wilhelm Periodically Insane! (H. Lutz), Wilhelm II as Cripple and Psychopath (H. Wilm). ‘[H]e was sick, sick, as were his thoughts and emotions,’ wrote Paul Tesdorpf, author of The Illness of Wilhelm II. ‘For the experienced physician and psychiatrist there can be no doubt that Wilhelm II, even in his youth, was mentally ill.’57 Some of these early studies agreed that Wilhelm suffered from a degenerative congenital condition caused by years of dynastic
         ‘overbreeding’. Needless to say, these polemical works are of negligible diagnostic value. Their chief concern was to focus
         German war guilt on Wilhelm, as the ‘psychopath’ responsible for the disastrous downturn in German fortunes since 1914 (‘The blame for the war
         that can be attributed to him was the result of his illness,’ wrote Paul Tesdorpf in 1919). And the argument from dynastic
         ‘degeneracy’ owed less to clinical observation than to a long-standing bourgeois-liberal political critique of hereditary
         monarchy.
      

      
      In 1926 a bestselling biography by Emil Ludwig rejected the tendentious generalizations of the early post-war pamphlets and
         offered a more nuanced and sympathetic analysis of the former emperor’s character development. Ludwig focused instead on Wilhelm’s
         physical handicap. The application of forceps during a long and difficult birth had injured nerves in Wilhelm’s shoulder,
         leaving his left arm permanently paralysed. The ‘perpetual struggle’ with this ‘defect’, Ludwig argued, ‘was the decisive
         factor in the development of [Wilhelm’s] character’. The long-term consequence was a ‘love of absolutism’ and a tendency to
         conceal his insecurity by adopting combative, bellicose postures.58 Among those who reviewed Ludwig’s book was no less an authority than Sigmund Freud himself, who criticized the biographer
         for overplaying the issue of the withered arm. It was not the arm as such, Freud argued in his ‘New Introductory Lectures
         in Psychoanalysis’ (1932), but his mother’s rejection of that defect and the attendant withdrawal of maternal love, that accounted
         for Wilhelm’s inadequacies as an adult.59

      
      The debate over Wilhelm’s psychiatric status continues with undiminished vitality. Drawing upon a strand of post-Freudian
         psychoanalytic theory known as ‘self psychology’, the American historian Thomas Kohut has recently intensified the focus on deficiencies in Wilhelm’s relations with his parents and particularly with his mother. Kohut finds that Wilhelm’s
         parents did not provide their eldest son with the ‘empathic care’, the ‘affirming and mirroring pride’ and the ‘optimal frustration’
         of childish exhibitionism required to foster the maturation of a ‘cohesive and well-integrated self ’. Wilhelm consequently
         suffered throughout his adult life from the ‘disharmony or debility of the self ’ which is the hallmark of ‘narcissistic pathology’.
         The oversensitivity, craving for approbation and lack of ‘psychological coherence’ contemporaries frequently observed in Wilhelm
         as an adult are thus explained by reference to his early familial experience.60

      
      A rather different approach to Wilhelm’s early psychological development has been adopted by the Anglo-German historian John
         Röhl. His study of Wilhelm’s youth, based on an unprecedentedly vast survey of the primary sources, found no evidence for
         the view that Wilhelm’s early maturation was disrupted by a deficiency of parental love. Röhl found, on the contrary, that
         the emotional tone in the crown prince’s household was unusually warm and affectionate by the standards of dynastic households
         at the time (a conclusion endorsed by Wilhelm’s American biographer Lamar Cecil). The origins of Wilhelm’s abnormality, Röhl
         argues, lay further back in the circumstances of his birth. In what must surely be the most prolonged excursion into the field
         of obstetrics ever printed in the pages of a history book, Röhl has reconstructed in detail the circumstances of the crown
         princess’s confinement and made a case for the view that Wilhelm was deprived of oxygen during delivery and was consequently born with a ‘minimal cerebral dysfunction’, a condition that has been linked in recent medical research with
         hypersensitivity, irritability and lack of concentration and objectivity in adults. It was this ‘organic psychosyndrome’,
         Röhl has suggested, that predisposed Wilhelm to a ‘secondary neuroticization’ brought on by the rigours of his childhood –
         the adventurous therapies deployed to enliven his paralysed arm, the ‘head-stretching machine’ used to straighten his neck,
         the rigours of the Hinzpeter regime and so on.61

      
      Did abnormal character traits, whether congenital or acquired in childhood, render Wilhelm unfit to exercise power in a rational
         way? Do we need the diagnostic and symptomatic categories of psychoanalysis and neurology in order to make sense of the Kaiser’s
         comportment in power? These questions can obviously be addressed only in the light of the analysis of Wilhelm’s political
         career with which the remaining chapters of this book are concerned. For the moment, however, some cautionary notes are in
         order. First: as a means of accounting for behaviour, the psychoanalysis of dead persons is a fascinating but highly speculative
         exercise. The inherent difficulty of assessing the applicability of diagnostic categories (when is parental empathy ‘sufficient’?)
         is compounded by the ambiguous and sometimes even contradictory character of the sources. As for the argument from brain damage
         and ‘secondary neuroticization’, this depends upon diagnostic assumptions that remain – as John Röhl himself would concede
         – controversial in their field of origin. It also constrains us to rely exclusively on circumstantial evidence, since none
         of Wilhelm’s physicians observed signs of mental deficiency during his infancy or early childhood.
      

      
      A further problem arises from the fact that the ‘madness’ of sovereigns has sometimes been a political rather than a strictly
         medical category. As Janet Hartley has observed, British ambassadors and statesmen were prone to regard Tsar Alexander I of
         Russia as deranged, but generally only when they suspected him of acting against British interests.62 In Wilhelm’s case, contemporary observers were aware that rumours circulating from the early 1890s about his mental health
         were politically motivated, although they did not deny that the Kaiser’s eccentric behaviour occasionally encouraged speculation
         along these lines.63 The ‘most successful political pamphlet of the Wilhelmine era’, a satirical essay published in 1894 by the left-liberal historian
         Ludwig Quidde, embedded its critique of the imperial monarchy in a ‘diagnosis’ of the Kaiser that drew on the fashionable
         buzz-words of contemporary neuroscience.64 It was not uncommon, moreover, for those who had praised the emperor’s forcefulness and firmness of character to impugn his
         mental health when they fell from political favour. The appeal to psychological instability was and is often prompted by disapproval
         or distaste at a particular mode of behaviour; the more or less stringent application of clinical criteria then follows as
         a post hoc rationalization. This helps to explain why the ‘diagnosis’ of Wilhelm II has historically tended to follow contemporary trends
         in popular science: ‘nervous debility’ in the 1890s; ‘dynastic degeneracy’ in the early Republican era; Freudian paradigms
         in the 1920s and periodically thereafter; ‘repressed homosexuality’ from the 1970s; neurology in the 1980s and now, in the gene-obsessed turn of the twenty-first century, ‘the gene of George III’ (i.e. porphyria).65

      
      The explanatory strategies proposed by psychohistory and retrospective neuroscience have a further and perhaps more serious
         drawback: they tempt us away from explaining behaviour in terms of rationality and context. In a now famous study of Wilhelm’s
         psychological constitution, for example, John Röhl listed episodes which seem to support the claim that Wilhelm suffered from
         ‘caesarian madness’ (insane delusions about his own power and abilities). They included the following: Wilhelm once announced
         to a group of admirals, ‘All of you know nothing, I alone know something. I alone decide.’66 If we assume that the Kaiser was congenitally deranged then we will read these remarks literally, as evidence of a deluded
         world-view. But we could also read the same remarks situationally. The German Kaiser was surrounded by people (including military
         and naval personnel) whose expertise posed a threat to his personal authority over the many domains under his nominal control.
         One could thus interpret Wilhelm’s outburst (however ill-judged or unbecoming we may find it) as an assertion of executive
         political power in the face of technocratic or institutional authority. We will return in the chapters that follow to the
         important questions raised by Kohut and Röhl. But an effort will be made, wherever possible, to focus our interpretation of
         Wilhelm II’s behaviour in power upon an analysis of what was ‘rational’ in the light of the context.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      2. Taking Power

      
      
      
      
      Power and the constitution

      
      
      How was power distributed within the German political system? How much of it rested with the German emperor? In order to answer
         these questions we should first examine the constitution of 16 April 1871 which defined the empire’s political institutions
         and the relationships between them. The imperial constitution that Wilhelm II undertook to ‘watch over and protect’1 in his throne speech to the Reichstag on 25 June 1888 was the product of a complex historical compromise. In the wake of
         a largely Prussian victory against France in 1870–71, the task of the new German imperial constitution was to share out power
         among a variety of interests. It is fairly clear that Bismarck himself was mainly concerned with consolidating and extending
         Prussian power. But this was obviously not a programme that had much appeal for the other German states, particularly the
         major south German territories – Baden, Württemberg and Bavaria. A compromise had thus to be achieved between the ambitions
         of the sovereign entities that had come together to form the German Reich and the need for some kind of central coordinating
         executive.
      

      
      Unsurprisingly, the constitution that resulted was emphatically devolved in character. Indeed, it was not so much a constitution in the traditional sense as a treaty between those sovereign territories that had agreed to form the German
         empire.2 In accordance with the notion that the new Reich was really little more than a confederation of principalities (Fürstenbund), the German states continued to exchange ambassadors with one another – a fortunate arrangement as it turns out, since the
         reports compiled by the confederal envoys are now among the best sources we possess for the study of political life in the
         new empire. Foreign powers, by the same logic, sent envoys not only to Berlin, but also to Dresden and Munich.
      

      
      The extreme federalism of the constitution of 1871 is cast more sharply into relief if we compare it with the abortive imperial
         constitution drawn up by the liberal lawyers of the Frankfurt parliament in 1848–9. Whereas the Frankfurt constitution set
         down uniform political principles for the governments of all the individual states, the later document did not. Whereas the
         Frankfurt constitution envisaged the formation of a Reich Authority distinct from the member states, the sovereign authority
         under the constitution of 1871 was the Federal Council, consisting of ‘representatives of the members of the Federation’.3 The council determined what bills were to be brought before the Reichstag, its assent was required before bills could become
         law, and it was responsible for overseeing the execution of Reich legislation. Every member of the Federation had the right
         to propose bills and to have them debated in the council. The constitution of 1871 even announced (Art. 8) that the Federal
         Council would form from its own members a range of ‘permanent committees’ with responsibility for a variety of spheres, including foreign affairs, the army and fortresses, and naval matters.
      

      
      The federal emphasis of the constitution inevitably had important consequences for the standing of the emperor. The authors
         of the constitution were clearly at pains not to accentuate the powers of the imperial office in a way that would offend federalist
         sensibilities. Here again, comparison with the Frankfurt constitution is instructive. Whereas the earlier document included
         a section entitled ‘The Head of the Reich’ which dealt exclusively with the imperial office, the constitution of 1871 carried
         no corresponding rubric. Instead, the powers of the emperor were set out in Section IV dealing with the presidency of the
         Federation and the Federal Council. Whereas the constitution of 1849 had stated bluntly that ‘the Kaiser declares war and
         concludes peace’, the later document added that he required the assent of the Federal Council to declare war, except where
         the territory of the Reich was under attack. Whereas the Frankfurt constitution granted the emperor the right to dissolve
         both chambers of parliament (Art. 79), the imperial constitution of 1871 specified (Art. 24) that the Federal Council had
         the power to dissolve the Reichstag, but must secure the assent of the emperor. Article 14 stipulated that the Federal Council
         could summon itself at any time when one third of its votes required it. The Kaiser, in other words, appeared to be one German
         prince among others, a primus inter pares, whose powers derived from his special position in the federal body, rather than from any claim to direct dominion over the
         territory of the Reich. It followed that his official designation was not ‘Emperor of Germany’, as Kaiser Wilhelm I would personally have preferred, but ‘German Emperor’. An uninitiated reader of the constitution of 1871
         could be forgiven for drawing the conclusion that the Federal Council was the true seat, not only of sovereignty, but of political
         power in the German Empire.
      

      
      But constitutions are often unreliable guides to political reality – one thinks of the ‘constitutions’ of the Eastern bloc
         states after 1945 – and the Reichsverfassung of 1871 was no exception. Despite the document’s many concessions to federalism on paper, most practical developments in
         German politics over the following decades tended to undermine the federal authority vested in the council. Although Chancellor
         Bismarck always insisted that Germany was and remained a Fürstenbund, the constitutional promise of the Federal Council was never fulfilled. There were various reasons for this. The first and
         most obvious was simply the overwhelming primacy, in military and territorial terms, of Prussia. Within the Federation, the
         state of Prussia, with 65 per cent of the surface area and 62 per cent of the population, enjoyed de facto hegemony. The Prussian army dwarfed the south German military establishments. The king of Prussia was also, as German emperor
         under Article 63 of the constitution, the supreme commander of the imperial armed forces, and Article 61 stipulated that the
         ‘whole Prussian military code’ was to be ‘introduced throughout the Reich without delay’. This made a nonsense of any federal
         pretensions to regulate military affairs through a ‘permanent committee’. Prussia’s dominance also made itself felt within
         the Federal Council. With the exception of the hanseatic city-states – Hamburg, Lübeck and Bremen – the lesser principalities
         in central and northern Germany were part of a Prussian clientele upon whom pressure could always be applied if necessary.
         Since Prussia in its own right possessed seventeen of the fifty-eight votes on the council, this made it highly unlikely that
         a coalition of other states would emerge that could oppose a Prussian motion.
      

      
      In any case, it is unlikely that the Federal Council could ever have come to dominate the German political scene in the way
         that the federalists had hoped. The chancellor refused to concede to it any public role that might overlap with the special
         competence of the Prussian crown and of himself as its foremost servant. For example, he ensured that the federal Committee
         for Foreign Affairs remained a dead letter, despite the provisions of the constitution under Article 8. More importantly,
         the Federal Council lacked the kind of bureaucratic machinery necessary for the drafting of laws. This left it dependent upon
         the Prussian bureaucracy, with the result that the council came increasingly to function as a body of review for bills which
         had been formulated and debated by the Prussian ministry of state. A similar dilution of authority can be seen if one compares
         the role played by the council in the Reichstag dissolutions of 1878, 1887, 1893 and 1906. Far from launching the initiative
         on these occasions, the council became an increasingly compliant organ of imperial policy.4 Its subordinate role was even reflected in the political architecture of Berlin; lacking a building of its own, it was housed
         in the Imperial Chancellery.
      

      
      The primacy of Prussia was further assured by the relative weakness of imperial administrative institutions. A Reich government of sorts did emerge during the 1870s as new departments were established to deal with the growing pressure of Reich
         business, and its role in preparing legislation grew in importance throughout the Wilhelmine era, but it remained implicated
         in and dependent upon the Prussian power structure. The heads of the Reich offices (Foreign Affairs, Interior, Justice, Postal
         Services, Railways, Treasury) were not ministers proper, but state secretaries of subordinate rank who answered directly to
         the chancellor. The Prussian bureaucracy was larger than the Reich’s and remained so until the outbreak of the First World
         War; moreover, most of the officials employed in the imperial administration were Prussians.
      

      
      From the perspective of those who were expected to make the German system work, this Prussian/imperial dualism posed grave
         problems of political management. Notwithstanding the primacy of the largest member state, it was impossible for Prussian
         governments to formulate policy in Prussia itself without reference to the situation in the Reich as a whole. The most obvious
         reason for this was the fact that for much of the empire’s history the Prussian prime minister was also the imperial chancellor;
         he was thus responsible to two legislatures, the Prussian Landtag and the Imperial Parliament (Reichstag). These bodies were
         not only institutionally distinct, but also politically very different from one another. The Reichstag was elected on the
         basis of universal manhood suffrage and came to house an array of parties that reflected the considerable regional, confessional,
         ethnic and socio-economic diversity of the German nation. The Prussian Landtag was elected by a three-class franchise with an inbuilt bias in favour of property-owners whose effect was to guarantee the predominance of conservative and right-liberal
         forces. Since developments in Prussia could affect the attitude of the Reichstag parties and vice versa, the chancellor faced
         the difficult task of balancing the priorities of very different legislative forums.
      

      
      Between 1871 and 1890, this uniquely complex political system was presided over by the towering figure of Otto von Bismarck-Schönhausen.
         The roots of Bismarck’s dominance lay partly in the potent combination of Prussian and Reich offices under his control. As
         Reich chancellor, he exercised direct authority over the imperial state secretaries; as Prussian minister president, he controlled
         the debates of the Prussian ministry; as Prussian foreign minister, he was responsible for casting Prussia’s seventeen votes
         in the Federal Council.5 This strategic location astride the line between the empire and its hegemonic member state was crucial to his political influence.
         ‘If you sever my Prussian root and make me solely an imperial minister,’ Bismarck told the Reichstag, ‘then I am as uninfluential
         as any other man.’6 Positioned at the fulcrum of Germany’s ‘unfinished federalism’, Bismarck came to enjoy control over virtually all aspects
         of government policy in Prussia and the empire.7

      
      But the accumulation of offices alone cannot explain Bismarck’s uniquely decisive position in the German imperial system after
         1871. Equally important were his status as the architect of the wars of unification, his reputation as a foreign minister
         of unparalleled skill and judgement, his unrivalled ability to second-guess and intimidate domestic opponents, his astuteness
         in exploiting public opinion, and his deftness in dealing with his royal master. ‘You have to have been there to know what power this man exercised over the
         world around him,’ recalled the left-liberal Ludwig Bamberger. ‘There was a time in which no one in Germany dared to say how
         far his will reached.’ It was not just that ‘his power was so rock-solid that everyone trembled before it’. It was also that
         he ‘determined the lines along which laws, institutions and, more importantly, attitudes developed’. Observers of all political
         stripes spoke variously of Bismarck’s ‘sole rule’, his ‘absolutism’, the ‘tyranny’ wielded by an ‘omnipotent’ Pomeranian ‘Jupiter’.
         Indeed, Hans-Ulrich Wehler, an historian not usually given to ‘personalistic’ modes of explanation, has invoked the Weberian
         concept of ‘charismatic power’ in an attempt to account for a plenitude of authority which cannot be reduced to the chancellor’s
         social background, offices and the values he espoused.8 Whether this term can properly be applied to Bismarck has been questioned by Wehler’s critics, but Bismarck’s exceptional
         political power and public prominence are beyond doubt.9

      
      Where did all this leave the German emperor? In view of his position under the stridently monarchical constitution of Prussia,
         and the virtually unchallenged dominance of the Prussian executive within the imperial system, the potential power of the
         Prusso-German Crown was vast. He straddled, in a more absolute and personal sense than the chancellor, who could always retire
         from office, the line between the imperial government and the most powerful federal state. Under Article 18 of the constitution,
         the emperor had the power to nominate and to dismiss Reich officials; the same applied, under the Prussian constitution, to
         the powerful Prussian bureaucracy. He was commander-in-chief of the army and the navy in war and in peace with full powers of appointment
         and dismissal (Arts. 53 and 63). His assent was required for the passage of Prussian and – through the influence of his delegates
         in the Federal Council – of imperial legislation. And he possessed, in the form of the Civil and Military Cabinets, staff
         structures that served him personally and were not responsible to parliament, an institutional power base of his own. Dominic
         Lieven has compared this extensive apparatus, which processed huge quantities of paperwork, with the very different situation
         in Russia, where the tsar, who had neither a personal secretariat nor a private secretary, stamped his own envelopes and communicated
         with staff and ministers through hand-written notes.10

      
      
      
 
 

2. Otto von Bismarck shaped Wilhelm’s political outlook more than any other political figure. He towered over the Kaiser’s
               family life in childhood and youth and remained a power to be reckoned with after his departure from office in 1890. Bismarck’s
               posthumous reputation – powerfully captured in this photograph of a massive stone likeness by the sculptor Hugo Lederer (seen
               here on the right) – overshadowed Wilhelm’s reign.
            



            
      As the warlord of the era of unification, Wilhelm I enjoyed a unique personal prestige. However, as long as the system was
         so single-handedly managed by the chancellor, the political potential of the Prusso-imperial crown was bound to remain largely
         unexplored. It would not be true to say that Wilhelm I was a negligible figure. His East German biographer, Karl-Heinz Börner,
         has warned against seeing the first Kaiser as a ‘shadow figure in the system of German Bonapartism’.11 He did sometimes assert himself against Bismarck, and he made sure that he was always well informed about developments in
         all policy areas. Until the end of his reign, Wilhelm I clung to the right of final decision. A royal decree of 1882 to the
         Prussian Ministry of State insisted on the king’s right ‘to steer the government and policies of Prussia according to his
         own judgement’. Acts of government were, ultimately, acts of the (Prussian) king ‘from whose decision they originate, and who expresses his opinion and will constitutionally through them’.12

      
      Nevertheless, it is clear that a man with Bismarck’s unrivalled skill in manipulating the slippery imperial and Prussian systems
         could make himself virtually indispensable to the emperor, and students of the relationship between the two men have generally
         stressed Bismarck’s capacity to press, woo, bully and cajole the Kaiser into agreement on most issues of importance. Wilhelm
         I frequently put up with political moves that went against his own instincts. He had not wanted the war with Austria, he disliked
         the liberal flavour of German politics in the decade after 1871, and he disapproved of Bismarck’s political campaign against
         the Catholics. When direct confrontations did occur, Bismarck could unleash the full force of his personality, pressing his
         arguments home with tears, rages and threats of resignation. It was these scenes, which the Kaiser found almost intolerable,
         that moved him to make the famous observation: ‘Es ist schwer, unter Bismarck Kaiser zu sein’ (It is hard being emperor under Bismarck). There was probably no false modesty in the emperor’s observation, on another
         occasion, that ‘he is more important than I’.13

      
      The balance of power between chancellor and king-emperor cannot be considered in isolation from the other institutional power
         centres; it depended upon a range of external factors, of which the most important was the attitude of the majority in the
         Reichstag. A chancellor with strong parliamentary support could negotiate with his monarch from a correspondingly strong position.
         A hostile Reichstag, on the other hand, diminished the chancellor’s usefulness as a political manager and reinforced his dependence upon the sovereign, as Bismarck discovered during the years
         1881–6. It is not coincidental that Bismarck’s fall from power under Wilhelm II came shortly after the collapse of the Bismarckian
         majority ‘Cartel’ in the Reichstag elections of February 1890.
      

      
      The Reichstag was, after the Federal Council and the Prussian-German Crown, the third corner of the empire’s constitutional
         triangle. Whereas the Federal Council symbolized the qualified autonomy of the member states, the Reichstag represented the
         massed male electorate of the German nation-state. As princely appointees, the delegates to the Federal Council represented
         the dynastic principle; by contrast, the Reichstag, elected every three years (every five years after 1885) by universal male
         adult franchise was among the most democratic legislatures on the European continent. The assent of the Reichstag was required
         for the passage of bills into law, and, contrary to the claim made in some textbooks, it had the power to initiate legislation.
         Its right to scrutinize and pass imperial budgets provided it with a means of bargaining with, and checking the ambitions
         of, the executive. On the other hand, the power of the Reichstag to determine political outcomes was seriously limited by
         the fact that the chancellor did not depend for his tenure in office on majority support. The German parliament, by contrast
         with the British, did not possess the power to eject governments through a vote of no confidence. The difference was neatly
         symbolized by a significant procedural difference: whereas the British sovereign went (and goes) to the House of Commons for
         the opening of a new parliament, German Reichstag delegates were summoned to the palace for the same ceremony.
      

      
      The Reichstag came to contain a complex array of partisan groups, and managing the passage of legislation through it became
         the most demanding and exasperating political task of the imperial chancellor (made even more difficult by the need to balance
         Prussian and imperial parliamentary interests). And while the power of the Reichstag to set the political agenda remained
         limited, there is widespread agreement among historians that the Wilhelmine era witnessed what David Blackbourn has called
         ‘the growing legitimacy of parliamentary politics’.14 An important factor in this development was the provision under Article 22 of the imperial constitution that the Reichstag’s
         proceedings in open session should always be truthfully published. This permitted some parliamentary leaders to emerge as
         national figures and allowed the politically interested public to participate – at least as spectators – in the great debates
         of the day. Further evidence of the parliament’s growing de facto authority is furnished by the swelling volume of business conducted in Reichstag committees and the growing importance of
         party leaders and committee experts from the factions in the decision-making process.
      

      
      What generalizations can we draw from this brief survey of the German imperial system? It was, as some of its most distinguished
         analysts have observed, a ‘system of skirted decisions’, an ‘unfinished’ constitution or an ‘unfinished federalism’. The loose
         and ill-coordinated relationship between the various power centres and the evolutionary character of the system have made it difficult for historians to assess with any precision how power was distributed within
         it. Whereas one historian has argued, for example, that the Wilhelmine era witnessed the gradual ‘parliamentarization’ of
         the Prusso-German constitution, others have emphasized the ‘dictatorial Bonapartist’, or the ‘authoritarian’ character of
         the regime.15 For the purposes of the present study, we need merely emphasize that it was a system in constant motion, subject to renegotiation,
         characterized by internal irresolution and contradiction, and by a shifting distribution of power among its key offices and
         institutions. This inevitably had implications for the role of the emperor-king. How would his office evolve after the departure
         of the chancellor? Bismarck had succeeded, with difficulty, in imposing his will on the unwieldy apparatus of the German constitution.
         Would the young emperor who boasted that he would be his own chancellor succeed in doing the same?
      

      
      
      
      
      Kaiser vs chancellor

      
      
      Even before Wilhelm’s accession to the throne, it was clear to perceptive contemporaries with a knowledge of both men that
         the cohabitation in power of the young emperor and the 73-year-old chancellor was not going to be easy. It was a matter of
         personalities, Count Waldersee observed in conversation with Holstein in November 1887. The elderly reigning Kaiser was virtually
         indifferent to questions of image and did not mind being effaced in the public eye by Bismarck. ‘But when Prince Wilhelm is
         Kaiser he will insist on appearing as the man who really rules – that is why I do not think he and the chancellor will agree for long.’16 Certainly the conflicts of autumn 1887 did not bode well. The Stoecker affair was followed by a less public but damaging
         dispute between Wilhelm and Bismarck over a declaration the prince planned to circulate to the federal sovereigns upon his
         accession. Bismarck took issue with the timing and the content of the document and managed to persuade Wilhelm to burn it.17 And, as we saw, the winter of 1887–8 brought further differences over foreign policy.
      

      
      In spite of these ominous signs, the accession on 15 June 1888 was followed by a period of calm cooperation between the elderly
         chancellor and the new monarch. They managed to agree on a number of important personnel decisions. Wilhelm and Bismarck were
         seen together at parliamentary dinners for government-friendly Reichstag factions. Court Chaplain Stoecker was asked, in a
         cool ultimatum from the emperor, to choose between political activity and clerical office (Bismarck had long claimed that
         Stoecker’s combination of the two was dangerous and unacceptable). Wilhelm even broke with tradition by using the official
         government bulletin (Reichsanzeiger) to dissociate himself from the anti-Bismarckian agitation of the ultra-conservative press, condemning the political vituperation
         of the Kreuzzeitung and declaring that ‘His Majesty [would] permit no party to present itself as possessing the imperial ear.’18 All of this was a reassuring public signal of the emperor’s commitment to the liberal–conservative Reichstag ‘Cartel’ that
         Bismarck had forged in the elections of 1887. The flirtation with clerical and ultra-conservative elements that had so alarmed
         the chancellor during the Stoecker affair was a thing of the past. A better courtier than he cared to admit, Bismarck now
         struck an unexpected truce with his former enemy, the wily Count Waldersee, whose influence with Wilhelm was at its apogee.
         In July 1888 the Austrian ambassador reported: ‘The intimacy of the present ruler with the first counsellor of the crown is
         so close that it is scarcely capable of improvement. There is a veritable honeymoon of respect, affection, trust and understanding.’19

      
      But the honeymoon was not to last. It quickly emerged that the two men had very different views on key areas of domestic policy
         (foreign policy is discussed in chapter 5). Of these, the most important concerned the state’s role in the regulation of labour
         relations in the German empire. Wilhelm had hardly occupied the throne for ten months when the German economy was hit by a
         massive wave of industrial strikes. They began early in May 1889 in the northern Ruhr basin, the chief heartland of German
         mining and heavy industry, and spread across the Ruhr region to Aachen, the Saar basin, Saxony and Silesia. By the middle
         of May 86 per cent of the Ruhr workforce was on strike. There were bloody clashes between strikers and government troops.
         Thereafter, the unrest rumbled on for nearly a year, bringing intermittent stoppages and violence.
      

      
      The chancellor’s stand over the labour question in 1889–90 was the endgame of his career, and it exemplifies the complexities
         of his technique as a politician. In cabinet and Crown Council meetings as well as in private audiences with the emperor,
         Bismarck argued that state action to satisfy labour grievances would encourage Social Democracy and render Prussian industry less competitive in the international markets. Regulating female and child labour, legislating for
         Sunday rest and setting maximum working hours would also, the chancellor somewhat disingenuously argued, hamper the liberty
         of the employee to work as and when he or she wished.20 Bismarck seems to have had a range of options in mind. He had long taken the view that harsh repression was the only means
         by which the state could meet the challenge of the Social Democratic movement. If the strikes and turbulence were allowed
         to continue with minimum state intervention, this would weaken Reichstag resistance to the new and more repressive anti-socialist
         law favoured by the chancellor (the old anti-socialist law was due to expire in September 1889). If this tactic failed, there
         remained the extreme option of a coup d’état with the risk of ensuing civil war. In such difficult and unpredictable circumstances, it was foreseeable that Bismarck would
         possibly emerge, much as he had during the Prussian constitutional crisis of 1862, as the only figure capable of maintaining
         the ship of state on an even keel.21

      
      By contrast with Bismarck, who blamed the current troubles on the workers’ greed and Social Democracy, Wilhelm took the view
         that capital, rather than labour, bore the brunt of the responsibility and ought therefore to carry the costs of restoring
         social peace. Wilhelm’s grasp of economics was rudimentary, but he was aware that the boom in orders generated by an upswing
         in the business cycle since 1887 had raised the profits of the mine-owners and the expectations of their workers. On 11 May,
         only four days after first receiving news of the troubles, he ordered the governor-general of Westphalia to ‘force’ the managers and directors of the coal companies to raise wages; they should be
         threatened with the withdrawal of all government troops in the area if they refused to do so. ‘When the villas of the wealthy
         owners and directors were set on fire, they would soon give in,’ he declared at a cabinet meeting on 12 May where he turned
         up unannounced to present his views.22 In November the Prussian Minister for Agriculture, Robert Lucius von Ballhausen, heard Wilhelm declare that ‘a great deal
         has to be done to prevent capital from consuming labour’, since most industrialists ‘exploit workers ruthlessly and ruin them’.23

      
      Wilhelm believed that the responsibility for mediation in such disputes lay ultimately with the sovereign, since German workers
         were ‘his subjects’ with a legitimate claim to his care. In the middle of May 1889 he received delegations of miners and pit-owners
         and warned both sides to avoid placing excessive demands on the other. It was an unprecedented gesture that earned him surprised
         respect from broad sections of the German public and helped to pave the way towards a negotiated resolution of the dispute.24 The Kaiser continued throughout 1889 to insist that government take the lead in seeing that wages were raised and the rights
         of workers (Sunday rest, restrictions on hours and on female and child labour) protected through legislation. ‘I regard it
         as my duty,’ he declared on returning from a trip to Constantinople in November, ‘to intervene […] and to ensure that the
         people are not oppressed and do not strike.’25 Wilhelm’s initiatives in this area have met with a sceptical reception from historians, who have seen his interest in the
         social question as a screen for other less lofty concerns, such as the monarch’s quest for popularity or his deluded wish
         to be a ‘king of the beggars’ in the style of Frederick the Great. It is worth citing at length the following passage – which
         is fairly representative of the literature – from Lamar Cecil’s fine biography:
      

      
      Humanitarian instincts, which were absent from his character, did not form the base of his concern for the labouring poor.
         Even in youth, there was a coldness about Wilhelm’s character, one frequently noted by those who knew him well, and it appeared
         with particular brutality in the utter lack of feeling with which he disposed of those who had once been his friends or servants.
         It is hard to imagine that a man so notoriously callous in his emotions about individuals he knew well would have had a much
         more compassionate feeling about his subjects at large. The Empress Friedrich, whose charity to the downtrodden was broad
         and genuine, doubted that her son had ever been really troubled about the poor and their problems.26

         

      
      Several aspects of this passage deserve comment. In the light of the embittered relations between the two, we should, of course,
         be sceptical of any account by the dowager empress of her son’s ‘true’ motives. Moreover, the implication that a commitment
         to state intervention in the social sector must be founded on personal ‘warmth’ in order to qualify as sincere is problematic.
         A distinction should be drawn between the sentimental philanthropy of Wilhelm’s mother – which reflected mid-century Victorian
         liberal sensibilities – and the very different, protectionist-era, statist paternalism that shaped Wilhelm’s outlook. Bismarck’s last decade in office had seen the establishment under the chancellor’s auspices
         of Europe’s most progressive system of social insurance; and on acceding to office, Wilhelm had promised in his throne speech
         before the Reichstag to take up the programme of ameliorative legislation inaugurated by Bismarck and his grandfather in 1881.27

      
      Ironically, then, Wilhelm was Bismarck’s (over)enthusiastic pupil when he clashed with the chancellor over the limits of state
         provision in the sphere of labour relations. His education under Georg Hinzpeter had consistently emphasized the social responsibilities
         of the monarch (in 1889 Hinzpeter emerged as one of the Kaiser’s key advisers on the labour problem). A further influence
         was Hans Hermann von Berlepsch, Prussian minister of trade from 1890 until 1896, whose views on labour policy embodied the
         reform-conservative concept of a ‘social monarchy’ characterized by the sovereign’s active mediation in social questions.28 Wilhelm’s initiatives in this area thus had roots both in his own biography and in the political economy of the late-nineteenth-century
         German empire. In any case, it is important not to see the dispute as hinging on a purely personal initiative by the monarch.
         The unprecedented scale of the strike wave of 1889–90 had shocked and confused the Prussian authorities. Disputes over how
         to handle labour unrest were not confined to the political executive; they ran, as Otto Pflanze has shown, right through the
         administrative structure. At provincial level, as in Berlin, officials found it difficult to agree on the causes of the problem
         or its appropriate treatment.29 Nor was this a uniquely German problem.
      

      
      
      Very similar divisions can be discerned in the response of the Russian administration to labour unrest in the 1890s. Here,
         too, there was conflict between those, like Interior Minister Zubatov, who urged the monarchy and the state to win the allegiance
         of the proletariat through the defence of workers’ rights and those who were protective of the capitalist sector.30

      
      Wilhelm also opposed Bismarck on the labour question because he recognized and feared the risks involved in the chancellor’s
         policy of brinkmanship. Bismarck was prepared, if he deemed it necessary, to let the strikes gain momentum until Germany stood
         on the verge of civil war, or to introduce an unacceptably harsh anti-socialist law to the Reichstag and then, after repeated
         dissolutions, preside over a break with the constitution (coup d’état) along the lines of 1862. Should this happen there was little doubt that the experienced elder statesman would emerge as
         the dominant partner in the relationship between chancellor and monarch. Wilhelm shrank, understandably enough, from such
         a drastic strategy. As early as 19 May 1889, he confided to his friend Philipp Eulenburg, Prussian envoy in Brunswick, that
         he had ‘frightful difficulties’ with Bismarck over the matter of a ‘change to the constitution’. During a further meeting
         with Eulenburg on 13 January 1890, he reported that Bismarck’s intransigence on the anti-socialist law threatened to bring
         political conflict on a scale which could be met only by a coup d’état:
      

      
      He, the Kaiser, would then be in an appalling situation, for he thought it unfortunate to begin his reign with a kind of revolution,
         shooting and whatever other measures of coercion. […] ‘I have […] the wish to show the people and especially the workers my
         good will, and to help them, but not the intention of shooting them!’31

         

      
      The quarrel between the Kaiser and the chancellor was also a conflict about techniques of government, and about the distribution
         of authority within the imperial executive. Bismarck was dismayed not only by Wilhelm’s policies, but also by the way in which
         the new Kaiser had begun to intervene in the process of government. On 6 and 7 May, when first news of the Ruhr troubles reached
         the emperor in Kiel, he solicited reports from local officials, which were to be sent to him directly. His orders of 11 May
         to the governor-general of Westphalia (see above) were despatched without Bismarck’s knowledge. These were initiatives which
         had no precedent in imperial practice as it had evolved under Wilhelm I, and Bismarck responded robustly to them. He sent
         an icy communication to Governor Hagemeister of Westphalia, warning him that the government could not accept responsibility
         for actions taken by administrative officials without the authority of their superior ministers. In June 1889 Bismarck moved
         to forestall an independent monarchical initiative through the Interior Minister Ernst Herrfurth (a Wilhelm appointee) by
         advising him not to send reports directly to the monarch, lest ‘His Majesty feel compelled to make decisions without his responsible
         advisers and without any expert advice’.32

      
      The Kaiser’s tampering with the administrative process during the labour dispute constituted a direct challenge to Bismarck’s authority as Prussian prime minister. Within Prussia, whose administration faced the task of handling the strikes
         and attendant unrest, the right of the minister president to coordinate policy was defined by a Cabinet Order which had been
         issued by King Friedrich Wilhelm IV in 1852 and had not been rescinded since. It was intended to bring order and unity into
         the affairs of government and stipulated that heads of departments ‘must confer, verbally or in writing, with the minister
         president on all administrative measures of importance’. All reports forwarded to the monarch by administrative chiefs were
         first to be submitted for comments to the minister president, who also reserved the right to be present at all meetings between
         such officials and the monarch.33 Whether the monarch’s dealings with subordinate officials during 1889 represented, as Bismarck was later to argue, a breach
         of the constitution was highly doubtful; however, they certainly amounted to a departure from Prussian constitutional practice hitherto.
      

      
      A further challenge to Bismarck’s grip on power came from the circle of unofficial advisers that now emerged around the person
         of the emperor. Among them were the former tutor Georg Hinzpeter, the industrialist Count Hugo Douglas, the court painter
         and former mining official August von Heyden, the Kaiser’s close friend Count Philipp von Eulenburg and the formidable Friedrich
         von Holstein, a departmental head within the Foreign Office, who had privileged access to the internal deliberations of the
         Bismarck faction. They kept the monarch informed of developments, bolstered his resolve, briefed him on new policy proposals
         and coordinated political support for his initiatives in the labour question. It was largely thanks to this and other back-up that Wilhelm was able to hold his own in cabinet debates
         with the fearsome chancellor, speaking knowledgeably about the latest events and canvassing policy options with impressive
         fluency and confidence.
      

      
      Bismarck was scathing about these figures in his memoirs, describing von Heyden, for example, as a man who passed for a mining
         official among artists and an artist among mining officials. After his departure from office, he did much to nourish press
         rumours about the mysterious Hintermänner (backroom operators) who exercised such disproportionate influence on the supreme executive. In fact, however, the influence
         of ‘irresponsible’ persons close to the monarch was institutionalized within the Prussian power structure through the operation
         of the Civil and Military Cabinets. In any case, the proximity to the king’s ear of unconstitutional outsiders had long been
         a characteristic of court life in Prussia. In his memoirs, Bismarck himself compared the emperor’s new advisers with the ‘coterie
         of ambitious place-hunters’ who had emerged at the time of Wilhelm I’s accession to the throne in order to ‘exploit the mismarriage
         between [the monarch’s] noble intentions and [his] inadequate knowledge of practical life’.34 Indeed it has often been observed that court systems are in general conducive to the formation of such advisory cliques,
         whose ability to provide an alternative to ‘official channels’ can help to sustain the autonomy of the monarch.35 What counts in such situations is not official rank or responsibility, but proximity to the monarch. As the political theorist
         Carl Schmitt pointed out, the resultant contest for influence and favour is a central problem of constitutional law, for ‘whoever briefs or informs the potentate is already participating in power, irrespective of whether
         he is a responsible countersigning minister’.36 If the emergence of an extra-constitutional advisory circle around Wilhelm II attracted such notice from contemporaries,
         this was in part because of the exceptional influence Bismarck had wielded within the executive. During the previous two reigns,
         he had, through his own virtual monopoly of executive power in the civilian sphere, largely suppressed the ‘antechamber of
         power’ around the person of the monarch.
      

      
      In January 1890 the escalation of his dispute with Bismarck forced Wilhelm to explore further the options open to him under
         the German constitution. In view of Bismarck’s commanding position within the executive structure, launching any legislation
         without his cooperation was going to be difficult, if not impossible. The Prussian government could not bring a law on labour
         protection before the Prussian parliament against the will of the minister president and of the minister of commerce (both
         of which offices were held by Bismarck). Nor could the Prussian delegation to the Federal Council propose such a law before
         that body against the will of the Prussian foreign minister who cast the delegation’s vote (again Bismarck). But one avenue
         did remain open under the intricate Prussian-German constitution: if one of the other federal princes could be persuaded to
         bring a proposal before the Federal Council along the lines set out by the emperor, Bismarck could not prevent it from being
         discussed by the assembled plenipotentiaries.
      

      
      The circumstances of Wilhelm’s accession augured well for such princely collaboration. Five days before his throne speech to the Reichstag, Wilhelm’s uncle, Grand Duke Friedrich of Baden, had proposed in a circular to his fellow sovereigns
         that the princes gather personally around Wilhelm when he opened the Reichstag in order to confirm ‘that the emperor of the
         Reich also speaks in their name when he promises peace and undertakes to promote the welfare of the empire’.37 Several of the princes were in any case disposed to support Wilhelm’s views on the labour question, either because interventionism
         accorded with their own views on social policy, or (as in the case of Saxony) because they wished to offset the competitive
         disadvantage of labour legislation already operating in their own territories. Grand Duke Friedrich appears, for his part,
         to have seen princely collaboration in the Federal Council as a means of revitalizing the constitutional role of the German
         sovereigns, and ensuring ‘greater participation by the states’ in the ‘great political questions’ of the day38 – an aspiration which was not, in the event, to be fulfilled. By 15 January a clique of federal princes had formed – largely
         at Wilhelm’s initiative if a report by the Austro-Hungarian ambassador can be believed39 – around Grand Duke Friedrich of Baden, King Albert of Saxony and Grand Duke Karl Alexander of Weimar. It was agreed that
         the Saxon delegation should take the lead in introducing a motion to the Federal Council. Bismarck was able, in the short
         term, to counter this gambit through threats of resignation delivered in person to the princely envoys in Berlin.40 But the initiative does reveal something of the variety and potential of the constitutional instruments available under the
         hybrid German system to an emperor determined to expand his political role.
      

      
      
      The deadlock continued throughout January and February 1890. A Crown Council meeting called by Wilhelm for 24 January became
         the scene of an open clash between the emperor and his chief minister. Wilhelm made an emotive address, speaking of ruthless
         capitalists who had squeezed their workers like ‘lemons’ and left them on the ‘manure pile’, listing his proposed reforms,
         rejecting the idea of a strengthened anti-socialist law and linking his own initiatives with the social achievements of his
         Hohenzollern ancestors. Bismarck gave no ground and the ministers (with a few exceptions) deferred to the chancellor or sat
         firmly on the fence, paralysed by the oncoming crisis. Following the meeting Wilhelm is said to have remarked to the Grand
         Duke of Baden: ‘These ministers are not mine, of course, they are the ministers of Prince Bismarck.’41

      
      But the chancellor’s options were running out. On 25 January the Reichstag threw out the anti-socialist law, leaving the Bismarckian
         Cartel in disarray. On 4 February, Wilhelm issued two public statements. One, addressed to the chancellor, ordered him to
         organize in Berlin a Europe-wide conference on the labour question. The other, addressed to the Prussian minister of commerce
         (also Bismarck), directed him to prepare new legislation on social insurance, working conditions and worker representation.
         Bismarck edited the proclamations to dull their public impact and failed to countersign them, but could not prevent them from
         stirring popular opinion in favour of the emperor. In the weeks that followed he deployed a bewildering array of devices to
         tie Wilhelm down: encouragements to the Swiss to persevere with a parallel labour conference in Berne that would upstage the Kaiser’s project for Berlin, attempts to drive the Saxons off from their plans to propose a law before the Federal
         Council, repeated statements of his intention to resign various of his offices, blocking tactics in ministerial meetings,
         and a renewed campaign to introduce harsh anti-socialist legislation to the Reichstag, even at the cost of repeated dissolutions.
         These were the grotesque last resorts of a brilliant septuagenarian Machtmensch whose lust for power, as Bismarck himself admitted, had burnt up everything else inside him.
      

      
      Bismarck still possessed one crucial asset, namely his ability to manage a Reichstag in which his Cartel still, though only
         just, controlled a majority. Since Wilhelm’s legislative plans also included a substantial increase in Reich military expenditure,
         the Kaiser remained reluctant to part from the chancellor as long as he felt he would need his help in manoeuvring these controversial
         proposals through parliament. Bismarck’s parliamentary base gave him the leverage he needed to press the emperor into supporting
         an anti-socialist law which might in turn bring him belated redemption. But even this advantage was lost when the results
         of the Reichstag elections of 20 February 1890 became known. The Cartel Bismarck had helped to create in 1887 was now shattered,
         the Reichstag dominated by Socialists, left-liberals and Catholics – in other words, by parties of the opposition, or ‘enemies
         of the Reich’ as Bismarck had so often branded them.
      

      
      The end was precipitated over two issues that touched upon the prerogatives of the imperial office and the power of the Kaiser
         to influence (or control) the formulation of policy. In March 1890 Bismarck made an unexpected approach to Ludwig Windthorst, parliamentary leader of the (Catholic) Centre
         Party; the two men discussed the conditions under which the Centre Party might in future be willing to place its Reichstag
         votes at the government’s disposal. Windthorst’s conditions involved the reversal of various pieces of anti-Catholic legislation,
         such as the expulsion of the Jesuit Order, that still survived from Bismarck’s ‘cultural struggle’ (Kulturkampf ) against the German Catholics in the 1870s.
      

      
      A move towards the Catholics made sense in terms of the electoral arithmetic of the Reichstag; with 106 seats, the Centre
         controlled the largest single contingent of seats. Bismarck may even have intended, with an eye to the forthcoming army bill,
         to persuade the emperor of his continuing usefulness as a political manager in the Reichstag. But in the circumstances of
         March 1890, the meeting with Windthorst was disastrously ill-judged. The Kaiser was strongly opposed to making concessions
         to the Catholic camp – the recall of the proscribed Redemptorist Order had already been proposed to him in September 1889
         and categorically rejected.42 He was encouraged to take a hard line on Catholic issues by elements in his milieu. Throughout the autumn and winter of 1889
         Eulenburg, the Grand Duke of Baden, Holstein and others repeatedly warned Wilhelm to be on his guard against any moves by
         Bismarck to conciliate the Catholics. Philipp Eulenburg in particular frequently warned that concessions to the particularist
         and ultramontane forces in German Catholicism would compromise the integrity of the Reich.43 The prevalence of such anxieties is a striking reminder of how fragile the sense of nation remained in Germany nearly two decades after the foundation of the empire. The
         meeting with Windthorst also had a disastrous effect on what remained of the largely protestant and anticlerical governmental
         faction in the Reichstag. Protests poured in from the National Liberals and even from those moderate ‘free conservatives’
         who had previously been dyed-in-the-wool Bismarckians; Bismarck was now more isolated than at any other time since 1866.
      

      
      Seeing his opportunity, Wilhelm moved in for the final confrontation. In a gruelling audience granted on 14 March 1890 – at
         8.30 a.m.! – Wilhelm upbraided an unbreakfasted Bismarck over the meeting with Windthorst and declared that he had no right
         to negotiate with party leaders without permission. Only two weeks before, on 2 March, Bismarck had made the converse claim,
         namely that ministers and other officials had no right to confer with the Kaiser without the chancellor’s permission, citing
         as his authority the above-mentioned Cabinet Order of 1852. But the emperor now demanded that the order be returned to him
         so that he could rescind it. If Wilhelm’s own account of the meeting can be trusted, Bismarck flew into such a violent rage
         at this point that the Kaiser reached instinctively for his sabre. Then the old man ‘grew soft and wept’ while Wilhelm looked
         on, unmoved by the chancellor’s crocodile tears.44 Bismarck submitted his resignation four days later.
      

      
      In 1888, when Wilhelm came to the throne, the office of emperor was like a house in which most of the rooms had never been
         occupied. Things had changed by March 1890, and they were to do so further in the decades that followed. The throne was no longer, as under Wilhelm I, merely the seat
         of authority on which power depended, but a political power in its own right. In the complex and difficult negotiations over
         the labour question, the throne had begun to emerge as one of the focal points of the decision-making process. At each step,
         the emperor found willing allies to abet him in his task, not only amongst his penumbra of zealous friends and advisers, but
         from a broader constituency within the administration that had grown weary of Bismarck’s rule and applauded the daring initiatives
         of the new monarch. With this support Wilhelm had developed and seen through a legislative programme that enjoyed the support
         of much of the German public. The labour laws enacted during the years 1890–92 in the wake of his intervention did not by
         any means do away entirely with labour grievances, but they did bring some progress in the areas of industrial safety, working
         conditions, youth protection and arbitration. Moreover, the principle they embodied, namely that ‘entrepreneurial forces must
         respect the state-endorsed interests of all groups’ remained a dominant theme in Reich and Prussian social policy during the
         following decades.45 Most importantly, Wilhelm had prevailed over a political colossus, dismantling in the process many of the chief hindrances
         to the exercise of power from the throne. As an individual, Wilhelm had also impressed many contemporary observers with his
         quickness to absorb facts and arguments, his self-assurance and self-control in debate. ‘The emperor’s chairmanship [of the
         State Council convened to discuss the labour question] has been so excellent,’ Friedrich von Holstein remarked, ‘that everyone is asking: where did he learn how to do that?’46

      
      So far so good. But a number of questions remained open. The struggle with Bismarck had imposed a degree of discipline and
         focus on the young monarch and his collaborators, concentrating their minds on the task at hand. It was already clear, however,
         that the forces rallying behind the emperor lacked the necessary cohesion, administrative expertise or political vision to
         sustain him in the longer term. The Cabinet Order of 1852 had been designed to ensure unity and discipline in government affairs
         by consolidating the supervisory role of the chancellor. If that role were to be permanently done away with, as Wilhelm seemed
         to demand in his final altercation with Bismarck, who or what would take its place? Lastly, one might add that along with
         all the good things, the strains of 1889–90 had also brought some of the Kaiser’s more regrettable characteristics to the
         fore: a tendency to get the tone slightly wrong by overshooting the mark, an impatience to do everything at once, an impulsiveness
         that by January 1890 had already earned him the sobriquet ‘Wilhelm the Sudden’ in the South German states. And those who were
         often in his company detected an element of personal fragility. ‘The emperor’s health [is] outstanding,’ Philipp zu Eulenburg
         confided to Holstein in summer 1889. ‘But his restlessness is immeasurable. His fluctuating appearance suggests, unfortunately,
         a somewhat nervous disposition.’47

      
      
      
      
      
      Banquo’s ghost: Bismarck in ‘retirement’

      
      
      Bismarck was very rarely seen in Berlin after his forced resignation in March 1890, but he continued to loom large in the
         awareness of the German public. In the first instance, many saw the departure of the old chancellor as a harbinger of salutary
         change, as an ‘end to our inner paralysis’.48 But before long there was a dramatic revival in support for Bismarck, if this can be measured by the frequency of ‘pilgrimages’
         to his country mansion at Friedrichsruh and the astonishing volume of fan-mail he received: on 1 April 1895 (his eightieth
         birthday), no fewer than 450,000 letters and telegrams arrived from devotees throughout the German Empire and beyond.49 This extraordinary response reflected the deep attachment many Germans felt for the ex-chancellor and founder of the Reich,
         but, as Werner Pöls has shown, it also had an unmistakably political resonance.50

      
      By the mid-1890s Bismarck had emerged as one of the new government’s most vocal and authoritative critics. The contacts and
         know-how he had acquired in building up his notorious ‘secret press organization’ were put to good use. Newspapers inspired
         and in some cases partly financed from Friedrichsruh pelted the new Kaiser and his chief officials with an acid rain of printed
         criticism. Friedrichsruh became the focal point of a loose coalition of dissenting elements which included die-hard Bismarckians,
         but also others of diverse political motivation, such as the disaffected ultra-conservative Count von Waldersee, and the left-liberal
         journalist Maximilian Harden, who was later to wreak terrible damage on key figures in Wilhelm’s entourage.51 It was not merely the effect but also the intention of Bismarck’s agitation to legitimate that political dissent he had never
         tolerated as chancellor: ‘We need a counter-balance,’ he declared piously in a speech of summer 1892, ‘and I regard freedom
         of criticism as indispensable in a monarchical system of government.’52 As Philipp Eulenburg observed in the summer of 1895, this posturing was part of a plan to establish Bismarck as ‘the personification
         of modern Germany vis-à-vis Kaiser Wilhelm […]. He is consciously damaging the position of the emperor which he himself created.’53

      
      Wilhelm and his advisers, official and unofficial, were deeply unsettled by the ‘thunder from Friedrichsruh’. They harboured
         (somewhat far-fetched) fears that Bismarck would ‘return’ to Berlin at the head of a plebiscitary political movement. Since
         the conflict came increasingly to be perceived as a personal struggle between the ex-chancellor and the young emperor, it
         seemed that Bismarck would succeed in turning the German public against the monarch, especially in the southern principalities,
         where it was felt that the chancellor had played a crucial role as a focus for national sentiment since 1871.54 It was widely believed in senior government circles – and not without foundation – that Bismarck was among those responsible
         for spreading the rumour both in Germany and abroad that the Kaiser was mentally unstable. There was also the possibility
         that Bismarck might see fit to leak the contents of secret state papers – as indeed he did in October 1896 when he published
         the text of the defunct but highly sensitive Reinsurance Treaty with Russia in the Hamburger Nachrichten.55 The government responded to these provocations by using semi-official organs to refute the claims of the Bismarck press;
         the Foreign Office was so concerned that it even attempted to buy out a newspaper in which a consortium of Bismarckians had
         shown an interest.
      

      
      The effect of the Bismarck campaign on Wilhelm personally can easily be imagined. Several of the most damaging public outbursts
         of the early 1890s can be traced to the Kaiser’s sense of vulnerability and paranoia in the face of the threat from Friedrichsruh.
         ‘The Reich has but one ruler and I am he. I tolerate no other,’ he told a meeting of Rhenish industrialists he suspected of
         harbouring Bismarckian, anti-labourist sympathies.56 Such blusters, needless to say, merely swelled the sails of the Bismarckian and oppositional press. In private, there were
         bouts of mingled rage and alarm. After hearing that Bismarck had (falsely) told the Russian ambassador Shuvalov that he had
         resigned in protest at the Kaiser’s anti-Russian policy, Wilhelm repeatedly contemplated legal action on grounds of high treason,
         and a preliminary enquiry was instigated to this end by the Reich Office of Justice.57 In the summer of 1892, when Bismarck was preparing to travel to Vienna for a family wedding, Wilhelm fired off a letter to
         the Austrian emperor urging him not to grant an audience to this ‘disobedient subject’ until he had gone to Wilhelm to say
         ‘peccavi’ (I have sinned) – an act of malice for which, according to one well-informed observer, the German public never forgave
         him.58 On holiday in the autumn of 1893, he was still furious and talked of ‘a big trial [for Bismarck] some time in the future’.59 A widely publicized and highly theatrical meeting between the two men in Berlin in January 1894 brought a truce rather than lasting
         reconciliation. In 1896, after Bismarck’s revelation of the Reinsurance Treaty, Wilhelm spoke again of imprisoning the ‘evil
         old man’ in the fortress of Spandau.60

      
      Wilhelm’s feelings for the old man were tangled and intense. ‘How I loved Prince Bismarck!’ he told Philipp Eulenburg during
         one of his annual Scandinavian boat journeys in the summer of 1896. ‘How much I sacrificed to him! I sacrificed my parental
         home to him! For his sake I was mistreated for years of my life and I bore it, because I saw him as the living embodiment
         of our Prussian fatherland.’61 There was more to such outbursts than self-pity and self-legitimation; they tell us something of what it meant to grow up
         in the orbit of one of the titans of European political history. If Bismarck had largely usurped the place of Wilhelm’s father
         in the prince’s political loyalties, he exercised a correspondingly potent influence on the new Kaiser’s political imagination.
         It is striking how often – especially during the 1890s – Wilhelm endorsed policies and struck up attitudes that were Bismarckian
         in inspiration. He continued, for example, to believe in the Cartel as the soundest basis for government, even after the Cartel
         parties had ceased to be capable of forming a parliamentary majority in the Reichstag.62 Holstein believed that some of the Kaiser’s personal interventions in German diplomacy (see below) were in fact attempts
         to bring the foreign policy of the New Course into line with Bismarckian priorities.63 Indeed, in seeking to consolidate his own political supremacy, one might argue, Wilhelm was merely taking literally the ‘fiction of monarchical government’ that had been the ‘lie at the heart’ of the Bismarckian system.64

      
      Even Wilhelm’s well-known flirtations with the idea of a coup d’état following repeated dissolutions of the Reichstag were arguably Bismarckian in origin. On numerous occasions, the chancellor
         had even pondered aloud the possibility of foreclosing on the parliament or radically altering its franchise through a coup d’état. In the following decade Emperor Wilhelm II spoke in a similar vein of ‘chasing the Reichstag to the devil’ and re-establishing
         the Federal Council as the true seat of executive power, in keeping with ‘Bismarck’s theory’ of the German constitution.65 In February 1890, during a brief thaw in their relations, Bismarck enjoined Wilhelm not to shrink from a policy of confrontation
         and made him promise to ‘shoot when necessary’ if it should prove impossible to bring the Reichstag to heel. In the short
         term, as we saw, Wilhelm demonstratively rejected this option, but he appears to have been won over by its inner logic, even
         as he repudiated it tactically.66 His foolish (uncoded) telegram of March 1890 to a guards officer in Berlin encouraging troops to use their rifles in clashes
         with striking workers exemplifies Wilhelm’s determination to apply the principles of the master, to prove himself the chancellor’s
         worthy successor.
      

      
      In a polemical analysis of Bismarck’s legacy, Max Weber observed that those who most admired Bismarck tended to do so not
         for the ‘grandeur of his subtle, sovereign mind, but exclusively for the element of violence and cunning in his statesmanship,
         the real or apparent brutality of his methods’.67 Not only through his protestations but through his entire comportment in office during the 1890s, Wilhelm demonstrated that he was a Bismarckian of this stamp. His refusal
         to tolerate criticism from those around him (and the consequent servility and Byzantinism of his milieu) evoked parallels
         with Bismarck in the minds of some well-informed contemporaries. ‘We always complained that Bismarck suppressed people,’ wrote
         Waldersee in December 1890. ‘Now it’s the same thing, only in a stronger and more dangerous form.’68 In the summer of 1892 Wilhelm faulted his ministers with not leaping to carry out his wishes as they had been wont to do
         under the first chancellor. ‘In the old days, Bismarck would bring an idea to the ministers and one of them would say: “I’ll
         do it.” ’69 On a later occasion, after a public outcry over his dictatorial behaviour, he claimed at last to understand the ‘colossal
         perfidy of old Bismarck’, who had encouraged him to ‘bring the absolutist element more sharply to the fore’.70 In other words, when Wilhelm stated his intention to be his ‘own chancellor’, he meant not merely that he would take on the
         political functions of the post, but also that he would perform them after the manner of the man who had defined the meaning
         of political power for a generation of Germans. The notorious conflict between Wilhelm and Bismarck should not blind us to
         the ways in which the last German Kaiser’s conception and performance of his office drew on an (albeit crude and self-deluded)
         attempt to emulate the achievements of the first German chancellor.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      3. Going It Alone

      
      
      Wilhelm II’s first decade in power after the departure of Bismarck coincided with a phase of heightened turbulence in German
         domestic affairs. The 1890s were an ‘era of excitability’ and ‘political nervousness’, of ‘heightened conflict between government
         and Reichstag’.1 They were also the decade of his reign in which the Kaiser himself was most politically active. It was during these years
         above all that he explored the potential of his office. Wilhelm embarked on the 1890s determined to assume in his own person
         the fullness of power that Bismarck had possessed. Indeed, he was so confident of his ability to manage the German political
         system that he told Caprivi to view his tenure of office as transitional; the chancellorship itself would soon be redundant.2 The emperor’s political initiatives, the aspirations driving them, the reception they met with, and the various forms of
         friction and constraint they encountered form the subject matter of this chapter. But first we turn briefly to the changes
         afoot in German politics after 1890.
      

      
      
      
      The nervous nineties

      
      
      ‘We are living in an age of transition!’ Wilhelm told the Provincial Assembly of Brandenburg in February 1892.‘We are passing through agitating and exciting times.’3 In hindsight, it is easy to endorse this judgement. The unprecedented success of the Social Democratic Party in the elections
         of February 1890 signalled the advent of a new era in German politics. The old anti-socialist law, which provided a legislative
         basis for the suppression of Social Democrat associations and publications and the expatriation of key ‘agitators’, was still
         theoretically in force, but it was scarcely honoured in practice, and the Social Democrats were able more or less freely to
         campaign for support among German voters.4 With 19.7 per cent of the national vote (double the previous figure in 1887) the SPD now gained more popular support than
         any other single party (though only 8.8 per cent of the Reichstag seats, thanks to constituency boundaries that disadvantaged
         working-class urban districts). The SPD result sent ripples across the political spectrum. It was qualitatively as well as
         quantitatively revolutionary: for the first time, as Jonathan Sperber has shown, the SPD poached significant numbers of votes
         from other, ‘bourgeois’ parties.5 A drive had begun for ascendancy within the Reichstag that would culminate in the elections of 1912, in which over one third
         of Germans would cast their votes for the SPD.
      

      
      The presence in the Reichstag of a substantial bloc of socialist votes in turn greatly enhanced the position of the Centre
         Party, the party of German Catholics, whose loyal following in the southern and western regions of the empire had been forged
         in the furnace of Bismarck’s Kulturkampf in the 1870s. Under the conditions inaugurated by the election of 1890, it would be more difficult than ever to pass laws
         through the Reichstag without first acquiring Centre support. But the Centre Party’s votes could often be bought only at the
         price of highly controversial concessions to Catholic institutions and culture in Germany. How to acquire Centre support without
         alienating the Protestant ‘national’ parties (conservatives and liberals) was one of the key problems facing the administration
         during Wilhelm’s reign.
      

      
      Still more unsettling was a radicalization of the style and techniques of the political Right during the early 1890s. With
         their outspoken, ritualized monarchism (it was party custom to close meetings with a deafening ‘Heil!’ to the Kaiser) the
         conservatives were seen as something of a royal Hauspartei. In December 1892, however, a split opened between moderates and right-wingers within the leadership of the Conservative
         Party – now the largest of the governmental parties. The right-wing activists demanded that the party become more ‘demagogic’
         and adopt ‘the tone of the people’ in order to win the support of a mass rural constituency. In a heated policy debate, the
         right-wingers won the day and succeeded in having anti-Semitic and anti-capitalist clauses incorporated into the party programme.
         This was a signal acknowledgement of the inroads anti-Semitic agitators had already made into depressed farming areas.6 In pursuit of a rural constituency hurt by poor harvests, low prices and escalating indebtedness, the party teamed up with
         the Agrarian League (Bund der Landwirte), founded in 1893. The league proved spectacularly successful in channelling rural discontent into political action. With
         a membership of over 300,000 farmers by 1913, it became the political machine of the Conservative Party, dominating its organizations, financing its pamphlets and books, coordinating its electoral campaigns and pressuring government to adopt
         pro-farmer policies. The result was a new brand of right-wing politics – more strident, more radical, more populist and more
         prone to opposition than its predecessors.7

      
      The 1890s did not, in other words, merely bring a narrowing of parliamentary support for the government; there was a deeper
         transformation in the character and style of politics. In a classic study of the Wilhelmine parties, Thomas Nipperdey contrasted
         the notables’ politics (Honoratiorenpolitik) of the Bismarckian era with the mass politics (Massenpolitik) that became the norm thereafter. Bismarckian parties were, for the most part, dominated by self-recruiting members of local
         elites (Honoratioren) who formed loose organizations for the purpose of contesting specific elections. Party central organizations and discipline
         were weak, campaigning was lacklustre, and mass agitation was virtually unknown. After the elections of February 1890, however,
         a new kind of partisan organization came to dominate the scene. Based on broad fee-paying memberships, or affiliated with
         mass-membership lobby groups, the new parties were round-the-clock organizations that employed permanent staff and used a
         range of new techniques, including rallies, processions and agitation, to mobilize voters.8 This view has not remained unchallenged, but most recent studies have tended to support and deepen Nipperdey’s interpretation,
         identifying the 1890s as a ‘major moment of flux’ in which the liberal-dominated political spectrum of the Bismarckian era
         gave way to ‘a more complex and fragmented array of forces’.9

      
      
      These transformations at an organizational level were accentuated by broader changes in the political culture: the proliferation
         of lobby groups and their growing influence over party organizations led to a fragmentation and alternation of political discourses,
         so that, for example, the language and arguments of radical Agrarians and Social Democrats were sometimes hard to tell apart.10 The 1890s also saw a sharpening in the tone of the critical public sphere. This is, of course, difficult to quantify, but
         Reichstag debates, press critique and satire – political argument as a whole – were more rough-and-tumble, more fundamental
         in their opposition to the existing order and, most importantly for our purposes, less considerate in their handling of the
         sovereign person than had been conceivable before the death of Wilhelm I. In general, one can say that the public sphere gradually
         slipped beyond the reach of government. This was in part a result of Bismarck’s departure from office. The former chancellor
         had succeeded, through a ramified covert organization funded extra-legally from the sequestered treasury of the Hanoverian
         crown, in exerting an influence over press coverage which reached deep into the provinces, but the purchase Bismarck had acquired
         over public debate was never regained under his successors.11

      
      The new balance of power among the parties generated unease in high political circles, and especially in the smaller circle
         of those who were closest to Wilhelm II. One of the most persistent themes in John Röhl’s magisterial edition of the political
         correspondence of Wilhelm’s intimate, Count Philipp zu Eulenburg, is a fear of the power wielded by the Centre Party under
         the new political constellation. The Centre was seen as the Trojan horse for a menacing ultramontane Catholicism with a retrograde particularist programme in cultural
         matters and a narrowly ‘Roman’ foreign policy that would undermine the unity of the Reich from within and compromise its international
         commitments.12 Friedrich von Holstein – another key figure among the new emperor’s advisers – warned that concessions to the Centre would
         strengthen particularist forces to the point where the empire would literally disintegrate under the pressure of its internal
         confessional tensions.13 These anxieties were regularly communicated to Wilhelm himself. It was clear that, ultimately, the emperor and his ministers
         would have to come to some kind of arrangement with the powerful party of the German Catholics. But the question of the government’s
         relationship with the Centre remained an important bone of contention between a Kaiser wary of concessions and a chancellor
         who had to do business with Landtag and Reichstag.
      

      
      A further, and in some ways deeper, cause of concern to the circles around Wilhelm was the ferment within the Conservative
         Party. The increasing extremism and intransigence of conservative demands meant that their support could sometimes be bought
         only at a price the government (not to mention other parties and the voters) were unwilling to pay. Moreover, the emergence
         within the party and its constituency of distinct and powerful factions made it an unpredictable ally. As Holstein noted in
         April 1897, the Conservatives were unreliable partners for government because they had ‘dissolved themselves into Agrarians,
         Peasant-Leaguers, Christian-Socials, Antisemites’, with the result that there was ‘no longer a compact conservative electorate’.14 Wilhelm’s conflicts with the conservatives were to prove among the most bitter of his reign.
      

      
      What did Wilhelm make of all this? What was his political programme? Answering these questions is less easy than it might
         seem. Wilhelm spoke often about many things, but he was not given to coherent programmatic statements. He lacked the kind
         of intellectual detachment and synoptic vision that could draw disparate things together, identify common themes, analyse
         implications and draw reasoned general conclusions. The appetite to exert power was one of the fundamental driving forces
         behind his political behaviour. But was this drive for power placed in the service of a ‘policy’ of any kind, or did it exhaust
         itself in demonstrative, planless acts of self-assertion?
      

      
      In what follows I shall argue that it is indeed possible to discern in the emperor’s domestic political initiatives a consistent
         – if ill-thought-through and poorly articulated – objective, namely to integrate and enlarge the politically ‘neutral’ middle
         ground in German politics and culture and to set his monarchy squarely within it. This middle ground was defined by what Wilhelm
         took to be the key points of consensus amongst the right-thinking majority of Germans: enthusiasm for the German ‘nation’
         and its causes, distrust of particularist elements, openness to technological modernization and hostility to socialism. As
         Johannes Miquel, Minister of Finance after Bismarck’s departure, noted in March 1890, Wilhelm viewed himself as ‘representing
         a policy of consolidation and conciliation that will lessen the conflict among parties and bring together all those who are prepared to make a contribution’.15 The Kaiser set about achieving this objective in three ways: the mediation of interest conflicts, the rallying of moderate
         and conservative forces against agreed enemies of the social order and adoption by the monarch of symbolic projects of national
         scope.
      

      
      Underlying these commitments was a deep belief in the transcendent quality of his office. Wilhelm made no secret of his strikingly
         sacral understanding of the imperial crown – there were echoes here of the exalted political theology of Friedrich Wilhelm
         IV. Wilhelm’s belief in himself as the divinely appointed mediator between God and his subjects was absolutely central to
         his conviction that it was the emperor’s task, and his alone, to concentrate and reconcile in his person the divergent interests
         of regions, classes and confessions – like Friedrich Wilhelm IV, Wilhelm associated his public function with an ecumenical
         conception of Christianity that embraced all the historical confessions.16 There was also a technocratic dimension to this vision of imperial transcendence. As a child, Wilhelm had shared the enthusiasm
         of his contemporaries for scientific inventions and discovery in an era when technical forms of knowledge were being popularized
         for a growing mass market of cultural consumers.17 As an adult, he remained deeply interested in science and technology. ‘I am forever amazed,’ wrote one senior official in
         1904, ‘at the Kaiser’s unusual interest in many areas of modern development and progress. Today it might be radium rays, then
         it will be the promotion of free and unconstrained scientific research and finally and especially the development of machine
         construction.’18

      
      
      Indeed, these concerns were such a central and abiding feature of Wilhelm’s life that one can speak, with Robert Koenig, of
         the Kaiser’s ‘technological biography’.19 Wilhelm took a keen interest in the new radio technology and was personally involved in the commissioning process that led
         to the adoption of the AEG Slaby-Arco transmitting apparatus in the ships of the German navy. He took a passionate interest
         in flood prevention and dam-building schemes, and in scientific balloon flight (especially for meteorological purposes); he
         was gripped by the sublime spectacle of the new Zeppelin airships and struck up for a time a close public association with
         Graf Zeppelin. He was a strong and consistent promoter of technical and scientific education and a generous sponsor of research
         institutes, often intervening personally in research and development on key technologies, writing to the directors of firms
         to urge them to press on with specific innovations of supposedly national interest.20 Technology appealed to Wilhelm in part because it offered him a plane of action that transcended the partisan strife of politics.
      

      
      
      
      
      Schools

      
      
      Few of Wilhelm’s early political initiatives reveal as much about his evolving conception of his own role as his interventions
         in school policy during the early 1890s. In view of the great pieces of epochal economic legislation being passed by the Caprivi
         government during these years – the reduction of grain tariffs, the conclusion of a series of international trade treaties and Miquel’s finance reforms – it may seem disproportionate to focus on secondary schools; there
         is good reason for doing so nonetheless. While there can be no doubt that Wilhelm strongly supported and endorsed the moderate
         anti-protectionism of Caprivi and deplored the agrarian backlash against it, he had little to do with the conception of these
         economic measures or the detail of their implementation. By contrast, he came to the throne determined to reform the German
         school system. His interventions in this sphere are more revealing of his political vision and attitude to power and office
         in the early years of the reign than his marginal contributions to the great economic debates of the day.
      

      
      Wilhelm’s interest in educational reform was probably rooted in his unhappy memories of the Gymnasium at Kassel, which he
         recalled as ‘ossifying and spiritually deadening’,21 although it also reflected the influence of fashionable contemporary critiques of secondary schooling in the German empire
         and Europe generally. In the spring of 1889, after consultation with friends and advisers, he issued a cabinet order to the
         Prussian Ministry of State stipulating that the teaching of history was to be made more relevant to contemporary concerns.
         The end-point of the curriculum was to be moved forward into the very recent past to incorporate the wars of liberation and
         unification, and the subject matter should encompass social and economic history with an emphasis on the social achievements
         of the modernizing state. In the following year a large conference of teachers and educational officials was convened, on
         Wilhelm’s initiative, to discuss the ‘school question’. Wilhelm himself opened the first session with a speech – one of the longest of his career – that touched upon school hygiene, physical education,
         reduction of the study burden and the need for a ‘national foundation’ to the curriculum.22 The objectives were clear: the army was to be provided with muscular young men (‘I am looking for soldiers!’). The public
         sphere was to be infiltrated with ‘vigorous men who will also be intellectual leaders and servants of the Fatherland’. The
         young were to be immunized against the virus of Social Democracy by a thorough grounding in labour policy and the state’s
         mediating social mission. But most importantly – this was a point to which Wilhelm repeatedly returned – young people were
         to be educated as ‘Germans, not as Greeks and Romans’; what was lacking above all was a ‘national basis’ for German education.
         Only by this means could the ‘centrifugal tendencies’ at work on the political fabric of the German Reich be arrested and
         reversed.23

      
      Wilhelm’s address produced discomfort and alarm among many of the educators present.24 This is hardly surprising: his remarks took no account whatsoever of the preparations made by the conference organizers,
         whose agenda Wilhelm simply brushed aside, noting that it seemed too ‘schematic’. And many a bespectacled Schulrat must have blanched at the proposition that all teachers ‘must be proficient in gymnastic exercises and practise them every
         day’.25 However, shocking as they were to an audience with a vested interest in the existing arrangements, Wilhelm’s proposals were
         scarcely novel in their content. There was a precedent, moreover, for monarchical intervention in this sphere: in a decree
         of 12 March 1888 (composed in a characteristically milder tone), Wilhelm’s father, Friedrich III, had connected the national, social and school questions in similar fashion, observing
         that educators had a crucial role to play in countering the destabilizing ideological effects of rapid economic growth and
         social polarization.26

      
      Nevertheless, a monarchical reform campaign as detailed and ambitious as this was indeed new. It reflected not only Wilhelm’s
         desire to place himself at the centre of affairs, but also his confidence in the unique capacity and obligation of the throne
         to pursue improvements in the general interest. In a telling passage of the schools speech, Wilhelm observed that ‘the position
         which I occupy enables me to form an accurate judgement […], for all such matters are brought to my notice’.27 Wilhelm’s position was of course unique: unlike ministers and bureaucrats, he was not bound by official protocols and could
         request advice from wherever he chose. As in his contest with Bismarck over labour relations policy, Wilhelm drew, in standard
         Hohenzollern fashion, on the advice of colourful outsiders, such as Paul Güssfeldt, sometime mountain-climber and explorer
         and author of a work that called for more technical instruction and physical exercise in German schools, or Konrad Schottmüller,
         a former history teacher and director of the German Historical Institute in Rome, who had happened to escort Wilhelm on a
         tour of Rome in October 1888. Herein, he thought, lay the superiority of his perspective over that of the many ‘experts’ who
         claimed special authority in educational and other ministerial affairs. Only he could see problems from all sides. Only he
         embodied the executive power of the state, but was not of the state. It was inevitable that this perceived gulf between the universalizing monarch and the custodians of expert knowledge would weigh heavily on his relations
         with the ministers, many of them career bureaucrats, who were employed by the state to conduct its affairs. It did not escape
         public attention that the Kaiser’s sally into schools policy conflicted with the declared agenda of the long-serving minister
         of education, Gustav von Gossler, and thereby placed the minister in an awkward position. The Preussische Jahrbücher brought this point home to its readership by juxtaposing announcements made by Gossler with the Kaiser’s very different views
         in parallel columns. Three months after the conference, Gustav von Gossler resigned.
      

      
      Wilhelm’s intervention did not result in the radical reshaping of Prussian and German education that he would have liked (he
         later expressed disappointment over the meagre impact of the conference and the associated reforms). But it did lead to an
         increase in German instruction at the expense of Greek and Latin and more time for physical education.28 In the longer term, the emperor’s interventions also helped to reduce the status divide between the humanities and scientific
         knowledge within the gymnasium system, opening the way to the creation of elite schools providing high-quality instruction
         in a range of scientific disciplines.29 Perhaps the most important consideration for Wilhelm at the time was the wider resonance of the conference in public opinion.
         The Badensian envoy in Berlin reported that the emperor’s initiative had met with ‘criticism and the shaking of heads’ within
         the educational establishment but with ‘jubilation and enthusiasm’ among the ‘broad masses of the people’.30 Wilhelm referred to this positive response in his closing speech of the conference when he spoke of his dynasty’s peculiar
         ability to ‘anticipate the future course of events’ by ‘constantly feeling the pulse of the time’: ‘I believe that I have
         rightly understood the aims of the new spirit and of the century which is now drawing to a close, and I am resolved, as I
         was in the matter of Social Reform, to follow modern tendencies regarding the education of the coming generations.’31 For all their bombast, such remarks reflected Wilhelm’s confidence that there was a consensus ‘out there’ that could be tapped
         by a modern monarch with his ear to the ground.
      

      
      
      
      
      The confessional divide

      
      
      So far so good; but it was not long before an explosion of public controversy over schools policy revealed the pitfalls that
         lay in wait for a monarch determined to take a stand on the great issues of the day. The role played by religion in education,
         and specifically by churches in the administration of schools, was highly controversial in virtually all the polities of nineteenth-century
         Europe. It was made at once more complex and more sensitive in Germany by the fact that the Left-Right political spectrum
         (ranging from socialists to left-and right-liberals to conservatives) was cross-cut by the confessional divide between Protestants
         and Catholics. As a party of workers, farmers, artisans and townsfolk, the Centre Party of the German Catholics was socially
         heterogeneous. Consequently, social and economic questions often divided the party faithful, but purely confessional issues tended to consolidate the Centre’s unity; they played a correspondingly
         important role in the policies pursued by the party leadership. Among the Centre’s most controversial confessional policies
         was the call for increased clerical involvement and supervision in schooling.
      

      
      Was there room for the Centre in the middle ground of German politics? For the circle of advisers and senior officials around
         Wilhelm, conceding ground to the Centre Party in cultural-confessional questions meant betraying the ‘national’ interest.
         A policy of ‘impartiality’ (Unparteilichkeit), Philipp Eulenburg explained to Wilhelm, was one that commanded the support of the (largely Protestant) National Liberals
         and Conservatives.32 It was crucial to stay with the ‘middle parties’, he told Friedrich von Holstein; if concessions had to be made, let them
         be made to the oppositional (but Protestant) left-liberals rather than to the ‘Romans’.33 Wilhelm tended to accept this view; although he was keen to win over German Catholic opinion through symbolic gestures such
         as repeated meetings with the pope, he remained suspicious of the Centre Party and convinced that an effective government
         must remain ‘independent’ of Centre influence.34 However, no government charged with shepherding legislation through the Reichstag could afford to be so doctrinaire. As Chancellor
         Caprivi explained to Eulenburg:
      

      
      
         If we survey the party situation in the Reichstag, we must recognize that the Conservatives, Free Conservatives and National
            Liberals together can command only 132 of the 199 votes that are needed for a majority. It follows that the support of the Centre Party, which has more than 100 votes will
            be necessary for the success of the important measures which will preoccupy us in the coming year.35

      

      
      By ‘important measures’, Caprivi meant above all a bill to increase the peacetime strength of the army. The prospects for
         collaboration with the Centre seemed good. In the first eighteen months of the Caprivi chancellorship, the party had demonstrated
         its friendly intentions by voting for virtually all important bills. But in the spring of 1891, with a major new army bill
         in the offing, the Centre leadership informed the chancellor that they expected concessions in the sphere of education in
         return for their parliamentary support. Caprivi obliged by pressing for the resignation of the education minister on the grounds
         that his school policy was not clerical enough for the Catholics. The new minister, Count Robert von Zedlitz-Trützschler (a
         Caprivi nominee),36 produced a school bill that made very substantial concessions to the Catholic standpoint.
      

      
      Wilhelm signed the Zedlitz draft law on 14 January 1892. This was, on the face of it, a strange decision, since it went against
         the grain of the emperor’s known political preferences and those of his advisers. The bill, had it been implemented, would
         have weakened the state’s hold on the school system to make way for an educational apartheid in which clerical authorities
         vetted new teachers and nearly all pupils were taught in schools of their own confession. Why did Wilhelm clear it for debate
         in the Landtag? According to one of his favourite adjutants, Count Carl von Wedel, Wilhelm approved the bill in the first place only because Caprivi had threatened he would resign otherwise.37 Wilhelm may also have assumed that debate and committee negotiation would modify the bill while allowing the government to
         demonstrate to the Catholics its conciliatory position. Perhaps, on the other hand, he was genuinely sympathetic (as was his
         wife) to its clerical overtones. One thing is certain: Wilhelm grossly underestimated the violence of the Protestant backlash
         generated by the draft bill.
      

      
      The concessions proposed by Zedlitz were almost unanimously denounced within the upper circles of the Prussian government.
         Warnings circulated of Catholic intrigues to bring down the dynasty, of the imminent disintegration of the Reich, of the rise
         of an Austrian-led ‘Catholic family league’ that would rally the southern states against Prussia and even of a triumphant
         Bismarckian campaign to quash the bill.38 There was also a deafening roar of criticism from the liberal and conservative press. The liberal papers defended the monopoly
         of state supervision; the celebrated National Liberal historian Heinrich von Treitschke warned that freedom of research and
         teaching were under threat from Catholic obscurantists. There were petitions of protest to the Ministry of Education. The
         conflict over schools policy reflected one of the many structural divides in the Reich: the conciliation, as Caprivi put it,
         of ‘all politically relevant groupings’, including the Catholics, made sense in the national legislature, where the Catholics
         held a crucial portion of the seats, but it could not be sustained in Prussia, where the distortions imposed by the franchise
         guaranteed the hegemony of (Protestant) conservative and liberal interests.39 Nothing could better demonstrate the difficulty of balancing the demands of the two most influential legislatures of the
         German empire.
      

      
      Having initially expressed support for the bill, Wilhelm now panicked. On Eulenburg’s advice, and under pressure from the
         anti-Catholic finance minister Johannes Miquel, he invited himself for beer at Zedlitz’s residence on 23 January and turned
         up with a posse of dignitaries from the Cartel parties to announce that he would not accept any school bill that did not command
         the support of the Conservatives and the National Liberals. A few weeks later, however, he gave a speech before the Brandenburg
         Provincial Assembly that called for an end to ‘grumbling’ and was widely misconstrued as a defence of the Zedlitz bill.40 On 17 March 1892, after a tense meeting of the Crown Council, at which Wilhelm brusquely insisted on a compromise that would
         meet liberal objections, Zedlitz resigned his post. Caprivi felt that his policy had been publicly disavowed and submitted
         his own resignation. In desperation, Wilhelm tried to hold on to Zedlitz by offering to approve the school bill after all,
         but to no avail. Caprivi’s withdrawal was a more serious blow. Wilhelm initially refused to accept his resignation: ‘I would
         not dream of it,’ he wrote in reply to the chancellor’s letter of notice. ‘It is not nice to drive the cart into the mud and
         leave the Kaiser sitting in it.’41 Caprivi eventually agreed to remain chancellor while handing the minister presidency of Prussia to the conservative Botho
         von Eulenburg.
      

      
      Wilhelm’s irresolution under pressure did not escape the notice of contemporaries. In his letter of resignation, Caprivi explained that he was leaving office because he felt that he was unable ‘personally to rely on [the Kaiser’s] inestimable
         confidence’.42 Others commented during the crisis on the difficulty of guessing which side the Kaiser would take.43 In far-off Altona, the clerical ultra and sometime Kaiserfavourite General Waldersee, still sulking after his dismissal in
         1891 as chief of the General Staff, ruminated on Wilhelm’s ‘vacillation and contradictions’: ‘the impression is conveyed that
         he speaks with a double tongue’.44 Wilhelm seems to have found his own position extremely onerous. He was suffering at the time from the effects of an ear infection
         and the strain of maintaining a coherent position in the face of conflicting commitments soon began to tell on his physical
         and emotional health. In a letter of 10 March to Philipp Eulenburg, he wrote:
      

      
      
         Am very wretched […] and must abstain from work. Condition caused by strain and over-exertion. Fever abated. But still great
            lassitude. Shall perhaps when better, have to get away and take a change of air. Therefore all politics, domestic and foreign,
            are for the moment out of my thoughts.45

      

      
      The shock of Caprivi’s resignation seems to have triggered a nervous collapse lasting some two weeks.46

      
      It would be simplistic, of course, to ascribe Wilhelm’s zig-zag course solely to his personal indecisiveness, for the schools
         law crisis also exposed the fissured character of the German political culture. Neither can Wilhelm be blamed for venturing
         on to the minefield of the schools question, since it was the Centre and subsequently the chancellor himself who had insisted on concessions in this area. It may be that by handling Zedlitz more tactfully he could have avoided
         the minister’s resignation and secured the compromise bill he wanted. It was certainly an error on Wilhelm’s part – and one
         he repeatedly committed throughout the 1890s – to identify himself so closely with specific political positions, especially
         when these changed, of necessity, from one week to the next. As the schools law crisis showed, the integrative role Wilhelm
         dreamed of performing for the German polity was not reconcilable with daily forays into politics. A Kaiser who stood at the
         apex of the nation had to be a Kaiser above, and therefore outside, politics. But therein lay the rub: to stand outside of
         politics would require that Wilhelm renounce his consuming ambition, the exercise of personal power.
      

      
      
      
      
      Army bill (1893)

      
      
      With the school bill crisis behind them, Wilhelm and Caprivi turned to the task of getting the new army bill drawn up and
         passed through the Reichstag. As preparations for the army bill progressed, Wilhelm showed signs of having learned some of
         the lessons of the schools fiasco: during his annual summer holiday in the Baltic he spoke with Eulenburg of the need to prepare
         the public for the bill through a press campaign in support of increased military expenditure.47 In the same month, Caprivi appointed Major August Keim to coordinate propaganda for the bill. It was a striking break with
         the chancellor’s reserved handling of publicity hitherto. With its fund-raising drives and mass meetings attended by civil servants and nationally minded professors, Keim’s
         campaign anticipated (in character if not in scale) the highly effective naval agitation of the later 1890s.48 The chief obstacle to success was still the Centre Party. Centre moderates declared their support for the bill early on,
         but the party’s agrarian wing refused to come out of opposition. Once again, it was the prospect of religious concessions
         that helped to bring the party together in support of the bill; these were discussed at a meeting between the emperor and
         the archbishop of Breslau, Georg Cardinal von Kopp, one of a group of elite ‘enlightened Catholics’ with whom Wilhelm was
         on good terms.49

      
      Even as these arrangements were put in place, however, Wilhelm was contemplating the possibility that they would not suffice
         to secure the bill’s passage. As early as July 1892 he spoke ominously of ‘formally placing responsibility [for the matter]
         in the hands of the people’, i.e. dissolving the Reichstag.50 In January 1893 Wilhelm assured the commanding generals of the Prussian army that he would ‘get the bill through, whatever
         the cost. What does this civilian rabble know of military matters? […] I will chase this half-mad Reichstag to the devil if
         it opposes me.’51 It should be noted in this context that conflict over the military was virtually pre-programmed into German politics by the
         imperial constitution, which left open the question of who controlled military expenditure. The army was, in theory, at once
         a royal and a parliamentary institution. The constitution stipulated on one hand (Art. 63) that ‘the Emperor determines the
         effective strength, the division and the arrangement of the contingents of the Reich army’, and on the other (Art. 60) that ‘the effective strength of the army in
         peace will be determined by legislation of the Reichstag’.52 Thanks in part to this ‘avoided decision’ in the empire’s legal fabric, the question of control over military spending was
         a source of recurrent conflict between the executive and the legislature. Of the four Reichstag dissolutions decreed during
         the life of the empire (1878, 1887, 1893, 1907), three occurred for reasons related to the control of military expenditure.53

      
      In the event, the support acquired through Keim’s campaign and the machinations of Wilhelm and Caprivi were not sufficient,
         and the Reichstag was promptly dissolved on 6 May 1893. The dissolution was a success in the sense that the new Reichstag
         did pass the army bill, but it also demonstrated the government’s vulnerability. The pre-1890 Cartel majority was not reinstated,
         and the new parliament contained more socialist deputies than the old. The bill could be passed only in a heavily modified
         version proposed by the Centre deputy Georg von Huene, and depended ultimately for its success upon the votes of an incongruous
         array of oppositional splinter factions: Poles, Alsatians and Hanoverian Guelphs.
      

      
      The struggle over the army bill was an important milestone on Wilhelm’s road to a more uncompromising attitude. Two courses
         of action dominated his political thinking in the mid-1890s: the integration of a liberal–clerical– conservative bloc through
         a campaign against the enemy on the left (Social Democracy) and an all-out break with the constitution of the German empire,
         should it become impossible for the government to work under the existing arrangements. We will examine these two policy options in turn.
      

      
      
      
      
      The failure of negative integration

      
      
      In July 1894 Wilhelm ordered Caprivi to prepare legislation providing the state with new tools for the suppression of Social
         Democracy, including the power to exile Social Democrat agitators to the countryside. This move has been portrayed in some
         accounts as a reversal of the labour-friendly social policy of the early 1890s and a sign of the insincerity of Wilhelm’s
         commitment to his own programme.54 In fact, however, drastic action against the socialists was quite consistent with the intentions underlying the labour programme,
         whose objective had always been to immunize ‘sound’ elements of the working class against socialism.55 The election results of 1893, together with new waves of strikes in the Saar region and the Rhineland, persuaded Wilhelm
         that the policy of conciliation was not working. Under these circumstances, he hoped that the ‘state-supporting’ forces of
         the middle ground would rally to the government against the socialists. The result was a resort to the repressive remedies
         proposed by Bismarck in 1889–90.
      

      
      Wilhelm’s adoption of a hard-line policy has also been seen as an example of a neurotically egoistic approach to politics,
         in which sentiments of personal injury and betrayal (in this case by the German workers) were allowed to outweigh more ‘rational’ considerations.56 But the policies adopted by European governments towards the perceived threat from the Left were not in general guided by
         purely rational considerations; exaggerated fears, religious qualms and an abhorrence of anarchy all played a role. In this
         context, Wilhelm’s proposals were not particularly outlandish. After a chain of anarchist bombings and assassinations across
         the continent in 1893–4, a number of other states, including Switzerland and France, adopted new anti-socialist and anti-anarchist
         laws.
      

      
      There was good reason to suppose that such measures would be popular in Germany. The liberal and conservative press (including
         the Bismarckian Hamburger Nachrichten) expressed enthusiasm for firm action against the Left, boosting Wilhelm’s confidence that an anti-socialist law would generate
         much-needed consensus within the Reichstag and beyond. At a speech for deputies of the province of East Prussia given in Königsberg
         on 6 September, he castigated his Junker-dominated audience for having opposed the government over agrarian policy and called
         upon them to join him in the ‘battle for religion, order and morality against the parties of revolution’.57 As Wilhelm subsequently boasted to Caprivi, the speech had been well received in the conservative and liberal press; by appealing
         directly to the political instincts of his people, the Kaiser had won over those elements that Caprivi’s policies had failed
         to integrate.58

      
      In the event, Wilhelm’s pursuit of an anti-socialist law failed to rally the moderate parties and seriously undermined the
         cohesion of the government. The problem lay partly in the fact that the chancellor, Leo von Caprivi, and the reactionary minister president of Prussia since the crisis of 1892,
         Botho von Eulenburg, took very different views on how such a law should be introduced. Caprivi wanted to slip a milder version
         of the law through the Prussian Landtag, where the conservatives and right-liberals were well placed. But Botho Eulenburg
         pressed for a policy of confrontation with the Reichstag: if the Reichstag refused to pass the law, the Kaiser should resort
         to repeated dissolutions, and then break with the constitution altogether to impose a new, less democratic imperial franchise.
         Caprivi objected vehemently to this course of action on the grounds that the other German kingdoms (Bavaria, Saxony and Württemberg)
         would refuse to support such a move and would exploit the resulting mayhem to pursue their own particularist policies. The
         result would be a weakening, and perhaps ultimately the disintegration, of the Reich.59 He insisted that the government avoid conflict and work within the limits of the constitution.60

      
      The unbridgeable divide between the two men demonstrated how harmful it had been to place the Prussian and imperial premierships
         in different hands after the schools crisis of 1892. The dualist (federal/unitary) problem was now personified in two distinctive
         figures, the conservative Botho von Eulenburg, who spoke for a Junker-dominated, right-wing, Prussian constituency, and Caprivi,
         the conservative reformer, who answered to the more labile national constellation of the Reichstag parties. Wilhelm was forced
         to adjudicate. He initially supported Caprivi’s view, but was subsequently persuaded by Botho Eulenburg to adopt the more
         uncompromising line. He accepted that the law might not make it through the Reichstag, but was willing to face the possibility of a break with the constitution; he even discussed
         plans for a coup with his fellow-sovereign the king of Saxony – telling evidence that he had internalized Bismarck’s theory
         that the constitution had been made by the German princes and could thus be unmade by them. At the beginning of September
         he even went so far as to inform Botho von Eulenburg that he should regard himself as Germany’s next chancellor. Wilhelm’s
         growing enthusiasm for a policy of confrontation was nourished by his half-baked conviction that a blow against the parliament
         would somehow restore his relationship with the politically sound elements of ‘the people’ by removing the irritant of partisan
         strife. It was the Kaiser and not the chancellor, Wilhelm told Caprivi in October 1894, who ‘knew the soul of the German people
         [deutsche Volksseele] and carried responsibility before God…’61

      
      Dismayed at Wilhelm’s disavowal of his policy and disregard for his advice, Caprivi once again tendered his resignation.62 It was entirely characteristic of Wilhelm that, having driven Caprivi to the limits of his endurance and having seemed to
         settle for Botho as the successor, he should now back down once more, ride up to the chancellery in a carriage with white
         horses, embrace the exhausted chancellor and beg him over port and cigars to remain in post. As this strange behaviour makes
         plain, Wilhelm’s freedom of action was narrowly curtailed. Max Weber observed in a classic analysis of parliament and government
         in Germany that the fragile equilibrium of the imperial constitution would become completely unmanageable if ‘the rule of
         the Conservative Party in Prussia were applied to the leadership of politics in the Reich with the kind of ruthlessness that is
         usual within Prussia itself ’.63 Wilhelm might dream of carrying out a coup with Botho at the helm, but the reality, as he himself knew only too well, was
         that if Caprivi left to make way for Botho von Eulenburg, the Kaiser would find himself in an impossible position. ‘For then,’
         as one of his intimates warned him, ‘he would be branded in German [opinion] as the despot who discarded Caprivi, the man
         of law, in order to install a tyranny.’64 But letting Botho go while Caprivi stayed on would be almost as damaging, for Botho was the government’s link to the conservative
         and largely agrarian constituency that dominated the Prussian Landtag. Since the two men remained irreconcilable in office,
         Wilhelm was forced to accept both their resignations on 26 October.
      

      
      The anti-revolution bill was finally introduced to the Reichstag under Caprivi’s (and Botho von Eulenburg’s) successor, Prince
         Chlodwig zu Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst, in December 1894. The earlier plan for an ‘exceptional law’ was abandoned; the bill
         merely proposed various amendments to existing legislation. These were nevertheless vigorously attacked in the Reichstag and
         in the press. They were then revised by a committee which tried to make them more appealing to the Centre by giving them a
         clerical twist: in addition to the anti-socialist provisions, new clauses were introduced criminalizing ‘disturbance of divine
         worship’ and incitement to adultery and blasphemy. These modifications exposed the hopelessness of assembling a durable coalition
         around the idea of suppressing socialist agitation; too many Germans had other, higher priorities. The new ‘clericalized’ bill came before the Reichstag in May 1895 and was thrown out
         with no further ado. Wilhelm was disappointed. Without an anti-socialist law, he gloomily confided to Hohenlohe, the government
         would have to rely on ‘fire hoses for ordinary situations and cartridges as a final resort’.65 Wilhelm’s hope that an integrated bloc of state-supporting parties could be generated by a joint onslaught against the Left
         had shown itself to be illusory; ‘negative integration’ was a failure.
      

      
      Throughout the early to mid-1890s there was a gap between Wilhelm’s wishful absolutist rhetoric and the constrained position
         he occupied in reality. During the early 1890s the emperor began to stretch his executive muscles, particularly in the area
         of appointments. In 1890 he nominated a new bishop of Strassburg without consulting Caprivi. Sporadic interventions in diplomatic
         appointments during 1891 ruffled feathers in the Foreign Office. In 1893 he appointed Count Arthur von Posadowsky-Wehner to
         the Reich Treasury, disregarding Caprivi’s own shortlist of candidates for the position. In the autumn of 1894, under Caprivi’s
         successor, Chlodwig Hohenlohe, he stepped up the intensity of his interventions, nominating his own candidates to the ministries
         of agriculture and justice. The monarch’s power to make appointments to (and order dismissals from) government and civil service
         posts was sanctioned under the Prussian and imperial constitutions, and historians have rightly identified it as the single
         most important instrument of monarchical power within the German system.66

      
      
      However, Wilhelm’s freedom to make use of this power was limited. If the chancellor was determined enough, and the ministry
         unified enough, his orders could be countermanded. Thus, Caprivi succeeded in 1890 in blocking the appointment of the Krupp
         executive Johann Friedrich Jencke to the powerful Prussian Ministry of Finance, because he was seen by the ministers as a
         stooge of heavy industry (Wilhelm, characteristically, had chosen Jencke for precisely this reason, in order to conciliate
         industrialists who opposed the emperor’s labour policy and thereby restore the government’s image of neutrality). In November
         1894, when Wilhelm – again as a sop to the agrarians – proposed a right-wing firebrand for the Ministry of Agriculture, the
         ensuing struggle with Chancellor Hohenlohe resulted in the Kaiser’s capitulation and the appointment of a compromise candidate.
      

      
      Other setbacks occurred when Wilhelm attempted high-handed interventions in the sphere of civil society. In July 1890 he refused
         point blank to ratify the election of the left-liberal Max Forckenbeck as mayor of Berlin because Forckenbeck had voted against
         increased military expenditure in the Reichstag. But the ministers insisted unanimously on Forckenbeck’s ratification and
         Wilhelm was forced to back down. The point at issue in this case was not simply ministerial power or solidarity, but the inviolability
         of Berlin’s municipal autonomy. Wilhelm ran into similar trouble when he tried to have a young physics lecturer at the University
         of Berlin sacked on the grounds that he was a Social Democrat. The result was a storm of protest in defence of academic freedom
         by liberal and conservative professors who, though authoritarian in their institutional politics and staunchly anti-socialist, valued the autonomy of
         their university more than they feared its infiltration by revolutionaries.67

      
      It is true that division within the ranks of the ministry could enhance the monarch’s influence on the policy-making process.
         John Röhl has shown that after 1892 the increasing indiscipline and factional strife within the ministry created opportunities
         for monarchical intervention by encouraging ministers to appeal to the sovereign in disputes with their colleagues.68 But intervention of this kind was inherently reactive rather than creative; its timing and context were dictated not by the
         sovereign, but by the high politics of inter-ministerial rivalry. Nor does Wilhelm appear, during the early and mid-1890s,
         to have made systematic use of placemen in order to implement a specific programme. His allegiances were too diverse and the
         ministers too independent to permit the consistent application of influence. Wilhelm certainly had the power (and the inclination)
         to intervene in the resolution of specific issues by backing one minister against another, as when he supported the Cartel
         element in the ministry against Zedlitz’s confessional school policy, or when he backed Botho von Eulenburg against Caprivi
         over the anti-socialist law. Ultimately, however, such adventures merely revealed that beyond the ministry there lay the even
         more formidable – because public – barrier of the Reichstag and its sceptical majorities.
      

      
      
      
      
      
      The emperor’s friends

      
      
      Faced with such opposition from his ‘responsible’ ministers and cut off from the policy-making process by increasingly frequent
         journeys and erratic work habits, Wilhelm turned to personal assistants and friends for information, advice and moral support.
         By 1890 one figure above all had come to exercise a decisive influence upon Wilhelm: Count Philipp zu Eulenburg, Prussian
         envoy to the small German state of Oldenburg. He was the fixed star at the centre of a loose coalition of figures including
         Holstein (in the early 1890s), the Grand Duke of Baden and (in the later 1890s) the diplomat and subsequent chancellor Bernhard
         von Bülow. It has often been noted that courts are places where rank and office matter less than proximity to the person of
         the monarch.69 But Eulenburg’s closeness to Wilhelm was emotional rather than spatial – he discouraged efforts to place him physically at
         the monarch’s side by giving him an office at court, and generally saw Wilhelm only at intervals, during recreation together.
      

      
      The two men first met in May 1886 during a hunting holiday on the estate of a mutual friend; Eulenburg was thirty-nine, Wilhelm
         twenty-seven.70 From the beginning of their relationship, Eulenburg singled himself out as a ‘friend’ whose intercourse with the monarch
         was focused on loftier things than politics (music, literature, the occult) and unsullied by ulterior motives. Some months
         after their first meeting Wilhelm wrote to Eulenburg:
      

      
      
      
         When I come together with people, my instinct generally informs me what manner of man it is that I am consorting with and
            [this instinct] has rarely let me down. In your case I did not need long to see that you are a sympathetic, warmly feeling
            character such as one rarely encounters in the world and of whom especially princes have such a need. Unfortunately, our kind
            are all too often condemned to hear nothing but flatteries and intrigues… […] Incidentally, my judgment has been endorsed
            by Princess and Prince Bismarck, which made me doubly happy.71

      

      
      In view of the intimate tone of their (though more especially Eulenburg’s) correspondence and of Eulenburg’s bisexuality,
         later publicized with disastrous effect in the national press (see below), historians have pondered on the possibility of
         a sexual relationship between the emperor and his friend. In the light of what else we know about Wilhelm (his conventionality
         in sexual matters; the one-off character of the Eulenburg connection), this seems extremely unlikely; nor do we need to postulate
         such a relationship in order to explain the character of the connection or its political significance. Eulenburg was quite
         simply a master of the art of friendship and a supremely able courtier. His letters deftly combined the frivolous with the
         political, sycophancy and declarations of love with affectionate but earnest criticism. With their studied informality, Eulenburg’s
         letters constantly drew attention to the personal, unmediated nature of the relationship: ‘I truly detest having to approach
         [Your Majesty] in diplomatic buckled shoes, instead of with a shotgun over my arm or a songbook in my hand…’72

      
      
      Eulenburg understood instinctively how to break rules by degrees in order to deepen intimacy. A characteristic letter of February
         1894 presented sketches of life at the Bavarian court during the Fasching season – ball-guests with fat stomachs and dripping faces, the capacious bosoms of the older ladies ‘taking flight’ in the
         heat of the française, the Countess Osten-Sacken ‘whose lower lip dangled almost to her brooch and whose hair hung in long strands over her wet
         brows’.73 Another letter described in detail a Munich military parade at which proceedings were disrupted by the misguided efforts
         of two bulls to copulate in front of the royal princesses. These letters were masterpieces of controlled transgression. Naughty
         enough to tickle but not to offend, and peppered with a camp misogyny, they placed writer and reader in a privileged, conspiratorial
         sphere above the ludicrous antics and vain show of the courts. Small wonder that Eulenburg refused a post at court on the
         grounds that his relationship with the Kaiser could be better conducted through letters than daily personal contact.
      

      
      In fact Eulenburg’s affection for the Kaiser, though genuine, had never been entirely untainted by an ambition to exert influence.
         As early as August 1886, Eulenburg reported to Herbert von Bismarck that he had spent a five-day stint with Prince Wilhelm
         in Munich using ‘the confidence he has in me […] to battle against his English antipathies’.74 Eulenburg provided Wilhelm with advice and support during the struggle with Bismarck; after the chancellor’s fall from power,
         he emerged, initially with Holstein and later with Bernhard von Bülow as a behind-the-scenes adviser of unparalleled influence,
         supplying information for the Kaiser, recommending candidates for senior offices and steering the monarch through political crises. It was Eulenburg who proposed
         his close friend Bernhard von Bülow, first for the Reich Secretariat of Foreign Affairs and later for the chancellorship.
         As we shall see, moreover, it was Philipp Eulenburg who guided Wilhelm through the titanic clash with his ministers that broke
         out over military justice reform in 1895. He was, according to John Röhl, nothing less than the architect of the Kaiser’s
         ‘personal rule’ after 1897.75

      
      The importance of such advice to the sovereign can hardly be denied. But we should remember that the relationship between
         Wilhelm and his behind-the-scenes helpers incorporated an important element of dependency. As Carl Schmitt observed, the distribution
         of power between the sovereign and his adviser is always equivocal: he who has power needs advice, and he who proffers advice
         shares power.76 The political work of Eulenburg and his sometime collaborators is a case in point, for they acted as often to ‘handle’ and
         curb, as to reinforce, the initiatives of the Kaiser.77 In September 1890 it was Eulenburg who persuaded a furious Wilhelm to back down over the election of Max Forckenbeck to the
         mayoralty of Berlin. Eulenburg had sometimes to rebuke the emperor for his tactless public behaviour, a task he undertook
         with surprising verve and candour. On occasion, the Eulenburg connection could operate in a way that curtailed the monarch’s
         freedom of action by manipulating the options without his knowledge. In autumn 1892, for example, Holstein on the one hand,
         and Wilhelm and Caprivi on the other supported different candidates for the ambassadorship to St Petersburg. A complex intrigue was set in motion in order to circumvent the monarch’s initiative: Holstein asked Eulenburg to ask the Russian
         ambassador in Munich to ask the tsar to express formally to Caprivi a preference for Werder. At the same time Eulenburg worked
         on Wilhelm, persuading him that to turn down the tsar’s request would be tantamount to an insult. This extraordinary manoeuvre
         was a success. A similarly ramified intrigue had to be launched in 1893 to prevent Wilhelm from giving the ambassadorship
         in Rome to one of his favourite military attachés. Wilhelm’s relationship with the little group of friends was thus of a characteristically
         equivocal nature: empowerment and support were coupled with the restraint and management of the sovereign.
      

      
      
      
      
      Kaiser vs ministers: the Köller crisis

      
      
      In Wilhelm’s view, the fundamental problem of the Caprivi chancellorship had lain in the chancellor’s unyielding temperament.
         During four years in office, Caprivi had submitted his resignation no fewer than five times, ‘as soon as the Kaiser wanted
         anything decisive’.78 The appointment in his place of Prince Chlodwig zu Hohenlohe-Schillingsfürst promised to inaugurate a very different relationship
         between the sovereign and the foremost minister. As John Röhl has pointed out, Hohenlohe’s advanced age (seventy-five), his
         conciliatory manner, his dependence on the Kaiser for discretionary financial support and his close blood ties with the royal
         family (Wilhelm addressed him as ‘Uncle’) made it unlikely that he would adopt the kind of distant, confrontational stance that had been a hallmark of the Caprivi chancellorship.79 In a letter to Philipp Eulenburg, Wilhelm expressed his satisfaction: ‘I am so delighted with old Hohenlohe, and everything
         goes so beautifully and nicely. We have no secrets from one another and I feel as though I were in paradise.’80

      
      Once again, however, the honeymoon was to prove shortlived. Within months of the new apppointment, Wilhelm was locked in serious
         conflict with the government. The reason for this now lay less in the personality of the chancellor than in the growing dissatisfaction
         of the ministry. The ministers had two main grievances. Firstly, they felt they were being circumvented by influences closer
         to the throne. Wilhelm made no secret, for example, of preferring the advice of Hahnke, the chief of his Military Cabinet,
         over that of Bronsart, the Prussian minister of war, who, unlike his ‘irresponsible’ colleague, had to explain and defend
         government policy in parliament. Secondly, the ministers felt that Wilhelm’s openly anti-Centre attitude was compromising
         their effectiveness in parliament. Several ministers, notably the imperial foreign secretary, Marschall, and Bronsart, took
         the view that a more constructive relationship between government and parliament would come about only if a ‘complete state
         of peace’ were established with the Catholic Church through the fulfilment of its legitimate wishes.81 But Wilhelm – reinforced by elements in his entourage – continued to argue that concessions to the Catholics would create
         turmoil within the educated classes of the nation. He also obstructed a rapprochement by souring the atmosphere with public
         remarks and behaviour calculated to alienate the Centre’s leadership. ‘The position of the ministers is becoming utterly impossible,’ Bronsart complained
         in February 1895. ‘One wears oneself out in parliament trying to achieve something, and then anonymous advisers come along
         and ruin everything. Things cannot go on like this.’82

      
      In the spring and summer of 1895 a major clash over proposed reforms to Prussian military law helped to focus ministerial
         ill-feeling against the monarch. The most contentious aspect of the proposed reform concerned the admission of members of
         the public to courts martial. In France, Italy, Britain and even Russia, provision was made for public hearings in at least
         some military trials. The same had applied in Bavaria since 1869. The Reichstag had passed motions calling for reform in this
         area in 1889 and 1892. But Prussian military justice was still administered under the antiquated code of 1845, and did not
         allow for public hearings under any circumstances. Trials were secret, judges were always officers, defence counsel were often
         barred, the initiation and often the outcome of proceedings were at the whim of the local commander. Reform was clearly long
         overdue, and it was strongly supported by Bronsart and Hohenlohe.83

      
      Wilhelm’s adamant refusal to countenance such reforms led to the most serious political crisis of the 1890s. His intransigence
         owed much to the influence of the military entourage, which emerged during the crisis – uniquely – as a political factor in
         its own right. Like all his nineteenth-century predecessors, Wilhelm was surrounded by a crowd of military personnel: wing-adjutants,
         adjutants-general, generals à la suite and members of the military and naval cabinets. This uniformed retinue was a fairly loose and disparate body. However, as Isabel Hull demonstrated in a classic
         study of the imperial entourage, the threat of military justice reform generated an unprecedented political mobilization.84 The chief of the Military Cabinet, Wilhelm von Hahnke, led a formidable campaign against the Bronsart proposals, in which
         the entire retinue, down to the most unassuming wing-adjutant, closed ranks against the ministry. Indeed they did so with
         a unanimity and single-mindedness that seems to have forced Wilhelm’s hand. Wilhelm was certainly opposed to the draft bill
         at the outset, largely because it included clauses designed to water down his right to confirm or quash court verdicts, but
         there is much evidence to suggest that he tried at various points during 1895 to extricate himself from his commitment to
         secret trials, and was prevented from doing so by the peer group pressure that operated within the retinue. In the words of
         the Grand Duke of Baden: ‘The Kaiser, after he has discussed such questions before his entourage, feels himself bound on certain
         crucial points. In such a situation, it is doubly difficult to modify his decisions.’85 Here again, we encounter the dialectic of empowerment and constraint that was so characteristic of Wilhelm’s experience of
         sovereign office.
      

      
      Throughout the spring and summer of 1895 Wilhelm faced a ministry that refused to shelve the proposed reforms. This deadlock
         set the scene for the Köller crisis of autumn 1895 that some scholars have seen as a turning point in Wilhelm’s reign. Essentially,
         the crisis blew up when it emerged that someone had been leaking details of confidential ministerial deliberations on the
         military justice question to the Kaiser and members of the military entourage. Suspicion immediately fell upon the arch-conservative interior minister,
         Ernst von Köller. Ever since his appointment in the autumn of 1894, Köller had seen himself as the Kaiser’s man in the ministry,
         and had championed a number of Wilhelm’s quixotic personal causes, including a proposal to criminalize disrespectful references
         to the person of Wilhelm I. Köller’s zestful support for such initiatives had made him unpopular among the ministers. There
         was thus outrage when enquiries into the leak revealed that it was Köller who, in his zeal to thwart reform and uphold the
         autonomy of the throne, had begun informing on his colleagues. After some hesitation, Chancellor Hohenlohe was persuaded to
         present Wilhelm with a formal demand, in the name of the entire ministry, that Köller be dismissed. Wilhelm blankly refused,
         on the grounds that the demand constituted an assault on the royal prerogative: ‘I dismiss my ministers myself.’86

      
      Astonishingly, the ministers stuck to their guns and, having prevailed upon Köller himself to resign, pressured the emperor
         into accepting his resignation. To add insult to injury, they turned down the candidates Wilhelm favoured as possible replacements.
         This frontal attack on the monarch’s freedom of action in an area – appointments – so crucial to the exercise of his power
         left Wilhelm shaken and enraged. He told his cabinet secretary Lucanus:
      

      
      
         Twice I let it be known that I had not lost faith in Köller, and that therefore I had no reason to dismiss him, yet this was simply ignored by the ministry.
            Instead they answered by boycotting Köller and presenting me with the alternative of dismissing Köller or all of them. The case is without precedent
            in Prussian history. If we allow it to pass unreprimanded, we shall create a very dangerous precedent.87

      

      
      In the short term, the Köller crisis looked like a victory for the principle of collegial government over the capricious interventionism
         of Wilhelm II. But victory was shortlived. In the longer term, the ministry was far too disunited to practise solidarity in
         the face of monarchical interventions. Its cohesion was undermined not only by divergent views on policy, but also by the
         political ambition of individual ministers such as Miquel and Posadowsky, who continued after 1895, as they had done before,
         to exploit imperial favour for the advancement of their own projects and careers. A further, structural, reason for the docility
         of the ministers lay in their peculiar position, suspended, as it were, between parliament and the executive. Upon whom could
         the ministers depend, if not upon the monarch? It was quite impossible, as Hohenlohe later remarked, to ‘govern against public
         opinion as well as against the Kaiser. To govern against the Kaiser and the public is to hang in mid-air.’88 Precisely because the political scenery was so fragmented, and because ministers were not, by contrast with contemporary
         Britain, connected by party membership with a parliamentary majority, they were all the more dependent on the executive, which
         is to say upon the personal favour of the monarch. By the spring of 1896 the ministerial fronde had broken up and the crisis was over.
      

      
      Following the setbacks over Köller, Wilhelm and Philipp Eulenburg worked on a secret strategy for restoring the authority of the monarchy. In an extraordinary memorandum of August
         1896, Eulenburg listed a menu of options that included a coup d’état, but was carefully weighted to steer the emperor towards a constitutional course.89 Eulenburg’s goal was to strengthen the position of the monarch by avoiding open confrontations and establishing a more harmonious
         and hierarchical relationship with the ministry. The key to this strategy was to be the dismissal – at an appropriate juncture
         – of the self-willed foreign secretary, Marschall, and the appointment in his place of Eulenburg’s close friend Bernhard von
         Bülow, then German ambassador in Rome. After a decent interval it would be possible to see Hohenlohe off into retirement and
         appoint Bülow to the chancellorship.
      

      
      This plan was soon put into effect. In 1896–7 Wilhelm instigated a comprehensive ministerial purge. The minister of trade,
         Berlepsch, who had once been associated with Wilhelm’s labour reforms but had fallen from favour in recent years, was dropped
         in 1896, as was War Minister Bronsart. Bülow’s appointment to the state secretaryship of Foreign Affairs followed in October
         1897. There were also new appointments – proposed by Wilhelm himself – to the Imperial Secretariat of the Interior and to
         the Imperial Post Office. A further appointment, whose epochal significance was only later to become apparent, was that of
         Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz to the Imperial Secretariat of the Navy. Hohenlohe stayed on as chancellor until 1900, but he was
         a spent force. Bülow slowly pushed himself between Kaiser and chief minister, usurping Hohenlohe’s responsibilities.90

      
      
      1897–1900: Wilhelm in control?

      
      With Hohenlohe more or less eliminated as a political force, the ministers divided among themselves, and ‘emperor’s men’ in
         control of many of the key offices, the chief obstacles to Wilhelm’s dominance within the executive appeared to have been
         dismantled. A change made itself felt in the balance of power between the monarch and the ministry. Crown Councils (meetings
         of the Prussian ministry where the monarch was present) became increasingly frequent. Ministers were not ‘consulted’ as such,
         but listened while Wilhelm held forth on matters of current interest to him, throwing out orders and proposals that were dutifully
         jotted down in ministerial notebooks.91

      
      A further sign of Wilhelm’s expanding conception of his own role was his increasing willingness to commit himself and the
         government publicly to specific courses of action. On 6 September 1898, during the manoeuvres in Westphalia, and presumably
         under the influence of hard-line elements in the military entourage, Wilhelm announced a ‘bill for the protection of men willing
         to work’. The intention was to provide legal protection for men and women who continued to work during a strike. With characteristic
         exuberance, Wilhelm declared that anyone who dared to prevent those willing to work from doing so, or who incited them to
         join the strike, should face ‘penal detention’. This unhappy phrase was taken up in the press, and the ‘bill for the protection
         of productive employment’, whose early drafts were Wilhelm’s own work, came to be known as the ‘penal detention bill’ (Zuchthausvorlage). Among Wilhelm’s other personal initiatives was a bill proposing the construction of a canal linking the western industrial
         provinces of Prussia with the agrarian east and allowing the transshipment of goods from the Oder to the Rhine. The ‘canal
         bill’ dominated Prussian politics during the summer of 1899, and was passionately defended by Wilhelm, because it corresponded
         in various ways with his own conception of the monarch’s mission as the foremost mediator between those economic, cultural
         and provincial interests (in this case the Catholic industrial west and the Protestant agrarian east) that threatened the
         unity and coherence of the German polity.92 In this way ‘personal rule’ – understood here as a programme, not as an accomplished fact – became ‘one component of a changing
         constitutional reality’.93

      
      John Röhl has argued that the ministerial purge of 1896–7 inaugurated a new phase in Wilhelm’s reign characterized by the
         monarch’s ‘personal rule’. ‘Not 1890 but 1897 was the decisive year in the early part of Wilhelm’s reign. Only then did the
         Kaiser achieve his aim of determining the direction of German policy, as opposed to interfering with the schemes of the men
         in responsible office.’94 While it is certainly true that the confidence and frequency of Wilhelm’s interventions increased after 1897, and that the
         ministry was worse placed to resist his initiatives than it had been in the early and mid-1890s, it would be misleading to
         see 1897 as marking a fundamental break in the governance of the German system. Ministers complained of being sidelined by a monarch who preferred the advice of his cabinet chiefs and irresponsible advisers, but they had complained
         of the same thing in the early 1890s.
      

      
      In reality, little had changed.95 Bills still needed to be thrashed out in negotiation with the ministers; they could be announced, like the penal detention bill, without prior consultation, but they could not be introduced to parliament without extensive
         involvement by the ministers whose task it was to defend new proposals before the legislature. And it would be misleading
         to see the bills endorsed by Wilhelm in the late 1890s as entirely conflicting with ministerial priorities. The canal bill
         of 1899 was – according to Bülow96 – mooted within the Prussian ministry before it was adopted by the emperor. The provocative penal detention bill of 1898
         had most of its sharpest edges chipped off in protracted negotiations with the ministers. Moreover, the ministers were able
         to thwart Wilhelm’s more radical bids to subordinate the ministry to his personal control, such as his transparent proposal
         that a member of his Civil Cabinet be appointed as head of the ministerial bureau, a secretarial position from which it would
         have been possible to keep the monarch informed of the progress of discussions.97

      
      In any case – and this is perhaps a more important point – a victory for the Kaiser over obstreperous ministers did not necessarily
         mean a victory for the positions he had personally adopted. An example is the resolution of the military justice question.
         After the purge, Wilhelm ‘filled another whole year with noisy professions of his inflexible opposition to the proposed reform’
         and yet the law that was passed and signed in December 1898 made important concessions to the liberal standpoint on the publicity of courts martial.98 The fact was that Wilhelm faced a system of concentric constraints. Even if he could paralyse and demoralize an elderly chancellor
         (which he had largely succeeded in doing with Hohenlohe by the end of 1898), he still faced the ministers. And even if he
         could bully the ministers into following up his initiatives against their own better judgement (which he sometimes, though
         certainly not always, succeeded in doing between 1897 and 1900), he still faced the quarrelsome legislatures that lay beyond,
         not to mention the censure of public opinion, whose importance to him can hardly be overestimated (see chapter 6 below). The
         penal detention bill, for example, met a sticky end at the hands of the Reichstag in November 1899. Particular contempt was
         heaped on the draconian punishments proposed in clause 8 of the bill; enthusiastically drafted by Wilhelm and retained at
         his insistence despite vigorous ministerial protest, clause 8 was rejected by the Reichstag in the first and last unanimous
         vote of its history.99

      
      An equally humiliating, though more drawn-out, fate lay in wait for the canal bill. The agrarian wing of the Conservative
         Party and its sister organization, the phenomenally successful Agrarian League, saw in the proposed canal system a modernizing
         innovation that would expose the embattled farming sector to cheap grain from abroad and lure labour away from the east Elbian
         estates to the industrial centres of the western provinces. On 16 August 1899 the bill was rejected at its second reading
         by a substantial majority (275:134) of the Prussian parliament.100 This failure was due not only to energetic campaigning by the conservatives, but also to the failure of the ministers to agree on the controversial concessions required to reconcile the conservatives to
         the canal project101 – evidence that the growing independence of the ministers that resulted from the disempowerment of Hohenlohe could actually
         militate against the successful implementation of imperial initiatives. Wilhelm had repeatedly endorsed the bill in public
         and closely followed the daily press reports of the parliamentary debate. This was an issue that spoke to his aspiration to
         a technocratic form of rule capable of transcending the partisan struggles of politics. He was devastated by its failure,
         so much so that his wife felt called upon to enlist the assistance of Bülow:
      

      
      
         I come to you in my anxiety. Yesterday evening I had unfortunately to leave the Kaiser […] although he was in great agitation
            and depression. This unhappy Canal Bill! If it is rejected on Saturday [the date of the third and final reading] I do not
            know what is to happen. Oh, could you not write to the emperor a letter that might help to calm him? It is really needed!
            […] It has been a bad summer! May God continue to help us.102

      

      
      After the bill’s failure at the third reading, Wilhelm could, in theory, have dissolved the Landtag. But even this ultimate
         weapon in the arsenal of the German monarchy would not have enabled him to prevail, for its certain consequence would have
         been a substantially more liberal assembly.103 So Wilhelm turned instead upon those conservative government officials (the ‘canal rebels’) who, as parliamentary deputies,
         had refused to support the government over the bill. He used his extensive disciplinary powers under the Prussian constitution to place a number of compromised civil servants
         ‘at disposition’ (i.e. remove them from office without severing them permanently from the civil service). This punitive collective
         dismissal of government personnel was unprecedented in Prussian history.104 It did nothing to break the conservatives’ resistance to the canal and it earned Wilhelm general opprobrium. Virtually all
         the parties were agreed that, whereas the sacking of civil servants without a stated reason was within the monarch’s power
         (Art. 87, para. 2), the punitive sacking of these civil servants in particular was unconstitutional, since it violated the parliamentary immunity guaranteed by the Prussian
         constitution (Art. 84, para. 1). The canal bill failed in a modified version in May 1901; the ‘canal bill’ that finally passed
         into law in 1904 was a torso of its former self that stretched only from the Rhine via Dortmund to Hanover. The grand idea,
         so passionately adopted by the sovereign, of a waterway linking the geographical and cultural extremities of the empire, had
         to be given up for good.105

      
      
      
      
      Conclusions: power and constraint

      
      
      Wilhelm’s conflicts with the Caprivi and Hohenlohe ministries, and his failed initiatives during the late 1890s, shed light
         on some of the external constraints that bound the monarch. The establishment of a ‘popular absolutism’ of the kind envisaged
         by Wilhelm was simply not reconcilable with the complex and dynamic structures of the German political system. In this sense personal rule – though an irritant for the ministers and a factor in decision-making processes, remained
         an ‘anomalous experiment’.106 The adventures of the early and mid-1890s also exposed the limits of Wilhelm’s own capacity to use his power in an effective
         way. Wilhelm was painfully indiscreet – a fatal flaw in a political system where the success of legislative initiatives often
         depended on the carefully timed release of information. His extreme defensiveness and rudeness when he felt his authority
         was under challenge militated against a cooperative relationship with any but the most exceptionally deft subordinates. He
         lacked objectivity; as Bernhard von Bülow, hardly one of Wilhelm’s severest critics, observed in a letter to Eulenburg: ‘it
         is a misfortune that our beloved, highly gifted Kaiser so readily exaggerates and his temperament and occasionally his imagination
         take over’.107

      
      Wilhelm was quick to absorb the contents of reports, especially if they were short and wittily presented, but he had never
         really been a ‘hands-on’ monarch who dealt with matters of state in a disciplined and systematic way. Routines were disrupted
         by virtually constant travel – Wilhelm spent less than half his reign in Berlin and Potsdam.108 As early as 1889, General Waldersee observed that ‘the frequent journeys, the restless activity, the many and varied interests
         have as their natural consequence a lack of thoroughness’; there was no order in the conduct of affairs, no timetable in which
         certain hours of the day were set aside for specific tasks.109 Wilhelm’s disinclination – or inability – to become informed in a general way about the development of policy meant that
         his interventions were often out of touch with the broader drift of government action; this in turn made his initiatives seem bizarre and out of place, even when their substance was
         unremarkable. In the summer of 1893 Friedrich Holstein noted a disturbing combination of ‘travel-fever, laziness, [and] frivolity’
         and warned that a stronger chancellor would be needed to restrain the emperor’s ‘moods and whims’.110

      
      These deficiencies were due in part to Wilhelm’s sheer lack of consistency and self-discipline, but in part also to his need
         to regain his composure by withdrawing himself at intervals from the scene, a need made all the more urgent by a tendency
         to panic under pressure. In a revealing letter to Eulenburg written during a dispute with the ministry in February 1895, Wilhelm
         apologized for being at his hunting lodge in Hubertusstock at the height of a crisis, but added that when things got tough,
         ‘one has to get out from one moment to the next in order to maintain one’s cool blood and cool judgement. For I want to be
         absolutely fair in judging all matters.’111 The result of this curious blend of absenteeism and periodic interventions, of lethargy and sudden explosions of energy,
         was a style of monarchical government that increasingly resembled that of his cousin Nicholas II of Russia, of whom the state
         councillor A. A. Polovtsov observed in July 1901 that ‘in no field of policy is there a principled, well-considered and firmly
         directed course of action. Everything is done in bursts, haphazardly, under the influence of the moment…’112 Exactly the same could have been said of Wilhelm – evidence perhaps that his failures as a ruler reflected a generic incongruity
         between the quite phenomenal demands of monarchical office in a highly developed authoritarian system and the modest capabilities of those placed on the throne by dynastic providence.
      

      
      In sweeping away obstacles to the extension of his authority within the executive during 1896–7, Wilhelm merely exchanged
         one set of constraints for another. The more he tried to bypass his ministers, the more he came into direct conflict with
         the legislatures in Land and Reich. And the more closely he associated his person with bills that were attacked in the parliaments,
         the more he suffered under the slings and arrows of outraged public opinion. He spoke at times, as we have seen, of breaking
         through all the constraints that bound him by means of a coup d’état, and some historians have seen here a genuine option for the beleaguered monarch. But we should remember how easy it was
         for those who knew Wilhelm best to deter him from such a course by reminding him of how he would be reviled by the German
         public. Although there was certainly some theoretical enthusiasm for extra-constitutional measures against Social Democracy
         in parts of the German bourgeoisie, it was always clear that the political basis for such action was lacking.113 Talk of a coup d’état was thus little more than an exercise in constitutional escapism; as Bülow recalled: ‘these utterances of the Kaiser’s, reeking
         of powder and blood, were […] intended more to impress the hearer […] There was no firm will behind it all.’114 Having hollowed out the chancellorship and atomized the ministry Wilhelm was unable to provide the policy-making process
         with a unifying impetus. The need for a coordinating and limiting force was as great as ever. It was to come in the person
         of Hohenlohe’s successor, Bernhard von Bülow.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      4. Domestic Politics from Bülow to Bethmann

      
      
      
      
      ‘Personal rule – in the good sense’?

      
      
      Bernhard von Bülow, state secretary for foreign affairs from 1897 and chancellor from 1900 until 1909, owed his ascendancy
         to the influence of Wilhelm’s close friend Philipp Eulenburg. Indeed, his appointment could be seen as representing the apogee
         of ‘camarilla politics’ during Wilhelm’s reign. It would be unfair to say that Bülow cultivated Eulenburg solely in order
         to secure political advantage – the two men met in the mid-1880s at a time when neither could have foreseen the other’s usefulness.
         However, as Eulenburg acquired influence over Wilhelm, Bülow, with his eye on high office, stepped up his efforts to commend
         himself to Eulenburg’s consideration.
      

      
      In his correspondence with Eulenburg, Bülow projected himself as an ardent exponent of the monarchical principle who would
         assist in the restoration of an imperial monarchy damaged by the conflict with Bismarck and by the recurrent ministerial crises
         of the 1890s. ‘We cannot be grateful enough that we have such a master,’ he told Eulenburg in August 1890. ‘[He] always reminds
         me of the heroic Salier and Hohenstaufen emperors of our Middle Ages. He is […] made of the wood from which our Lord God loves
         to carve the great, the very great rulers.’1 ‘His ideas and plans are almost always right, often brilliant,’ he wrote in the following year. ‘They rise up from the well of singular and splendid
         individuality, which combines rare energy and prudent consideration with remarkable understanding for the requirements of
         the time […]. It is another question [he added pointedly] whether the All-Highest’s intentions are always efficiently carried
         out.’2

      
      By 1894, Bülow had replaced Holstein as Eulenburg’s chief political collaborator. Eulenburg groomed Bülow for office, assiduously
         commending him to Wilhelm as a fit successor, first to Marschall as state secretary for foreign affairs, and later to Hohenlohe
         himself.3 Bülow, for his part, set out his mission statement for the chancellorship:
      

      
      
         I would be a different kind of chancellor from my predecessors. Bismarck was a power in his own right, a Pepin, a Richelieu.
            Caprivi and Hohenlohe regarded or regard themselves as the representatives of the ‘Government’ and to a certain extent of
            the parliament against His Majesty. I would regard myself as the executive instrument of His Majesty, so to speak his political
            Chief of Staff. With me, personal rule – in the good sense – would really begin.4

      

      
      It would seem plausible to assume that the appointment to the highest responsible office in the land of a famously compliant
         and conciliatory figure5 must have set the stage for a formidable consolidation and expansion of the emperor’s role in political affairs. This is
         the view taken by John Röhl, who has argued that Bülow’s tenure in office brought a transition from ad hoc monarchical interference in the process of government (as in the 1890s) to ‘institutionalized personal rule’ in which ‘interference by the Kaiser in
         the machinery of government was hardly necessary’, since the ‘key departments’ of government were ‘in the hands of men (Bülow,
         Tirpitz, Miquel, Podbielski) who had been appointed by the Kaiser precisely in order to carry out his intentions’.6

      
      That Bülow ultimately depended upon the Kaiser’s willingness to retain him in office and that he was compliant and conciliatory
         in manner is beyond doubt. But the claim that the Bülow chancellorship amounted to an ‘institutionalized personal rule’ requires
         some qualification. Even before his appointment as state secretary of foreign affairs, there were tell-tale signs that, once
         in power, Bülow would not only cajole, but also manage and even manipulate the monarch. In a commentary on the conflict of
         1895 over military justice, Bülow observed that the affairs of government would not run smoothly if the Kaiser were given
         ‘any reason to assume’ that the ministry was trying to manoeuvre him into a position of constraint. ‘The Ministry must not
         put on airs of a parliamentary cabinet; there must in general be less talk of Ministry and Government as opposed to the Kaiser. His Majesty must get the feeling that Hohenlohe is his representative in the ministry, even, if necessary,
         against the will of the majority of the ministers.’7 What is striking about these remarks is the – possibly unconscious – emphasis upon impressions and appearances. It was above
         all a matter of persuading the monarch that he remained personally in control of affairs. In a contemporaneous letter to Eulenburg, Bülow stressed that
         Wilhelm’s excitability and strength of will made it essential that he be prevented from intervening directly in the sphere of foreign policy: ‘My thoroughly monarchist
         conviction and my personal love and gratitude for our most gracious ruler have not blinded me to the dangers posed by the
         primordiality and forcefulness of his individuality.’8

      
      By the time he became state secretary for foreign affairs, Bülow’s critical attitude to the sovereign had hardened. In private
         notes of April 1897, he observed that Wilhelm’s lack of moderation and inability to recognize the limits of his own knowledge
         and ability made him politically ‘dangerous’, with the result that people saw in the ministers the only defence against ‘eccentricities
         from above’.9 In a letter to Eulenburg of 22 August 1897, Bülow pointed out that while Wilhelm was ‘attractive, touching, captivating,
         adorable’ as a private individual, his ‘moodiness, lack of subtlety and at times of judgement’, and his inability to subordinate
         ‘will’ to ‘sober reflection’ exposed him to ‘the most serious dangers’ unless he were ‘surrounded by clever and in particular
         by totally loyal and dependable servants’.10 It was a characteristically Bülowian diagnosis in which an ambition to bind the monarch and place himself at the centre of
         affairs was thinly cloaked in a language of servility and deference. Bülow was less equivocal in his utterances to like-minded
         interlocutors such as the diplomat Anton von Monts, to whom he remarked that ‘paralysing as far as possible the great dangers
         that arise from the individuality of this ruler’ would be the only means of ‘helping Germany over the reign of Wilhelm II’.11

      
      It is thus hardly surprising that, once in power, the 51-year-old Bülow largely succeeded in setting his own agenda. Even before his appointment to the chancellorship, he was already
         making unauthorized overtures to the leaders of the Centre Party, informing them that he was in favour of a repeal of the
         Jesuit law, a measure to which Wilhelm (though he had himself toyed with this possibility in the early 1890s) remained hostile.
         Once in the chancellery, he forced through the appointment of his former deputy and general factotum, Baron Oswald von Richthofen,
         as state secretary for foreign affairs; Wilhelm was unenthusiastic but acquiesced. To be sure, Bülow retained some of the
         characteristics of a courtier: he recognized the importance of acquiring Wilhelm’s personal confidence and assiduously cultivated
         the monarch, demonstratively seeking his advice, fulsomely praising his ideas and providing a sounding board for the monarch’s
         schemes. A contemporary recalled seeing the two men walking for two hours in the gardens of the royal palace, the emperor
         gesticulating energetically, the chancellor with his head cocked respectfully to one side, as if deep in thought.12

      
      
 
 
 
3. Of all the politicians who took upon themselves the task of ‘managing’ the last Kaiser, none was as cunning and resourceful
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      At the same time, Bülow consolidated his own authority over the Prussian ministry. Shortly after his appointment to the chancellorship,
         Bülow convened the Prussian ministry of state to inform the ministers that the emperor insisted upon ‘unity of government’.
         The chancellor/minister president was to have exclusive control over the publication of information relating to ministerial
         deliberations.13 Bülow also installed a more integrated press management regime to replace the chaotic state of affairs that had been the
         norm under Caprivi and Hohenlohe. Under the competent control of Otto Hammann, government-inspired press coverage not only supported Bülow’s public actions and amplified his political
         achievements, but also broadcast selected details about his character, outlook and private life, creating a modest personality
         cult around the chancellor. A key theme in government press propaganda was the close agreement and absolute personal harmony
         between the emperor and ‘his’ chancellor.14

      
      In reality, however, it was clear that Bülow’s and Wilhelm’s views diverged on many key questions and that it was Bülow who
         generally succeeded in imposing his own preferences. This was apparent, for example, in renewed negotiations over grain tariffs
         in 1900–1901. Bülow was keen to recruit the conservatives and the Centre into an enduring governmental majority and for this
         reason favoured a compromise solution that would go part-way to answering the demands of the agrarians for raised tariffs.
         Wilhelm, however, remained vexed over agrarian resistance to his canal plans and was taking advice at this time from the powerful
         industrialist Albert Ballin; he was thus inclined to oppose concessions to the agrarian lobby. Bülow succeeded in outmanoeuvring
         Wilhelm by appealing to the federal states for support over the tariff question (a tactic that Bismarck and Wilhelm had earlier
         deployed against each other). The outcome was the Tariff Law of December 1902, a compromise deal that imposed raised duties
         on imported grain and was passed with the almost unanimous support of the Centre, the agrarian Conservatives and the National
         Liberals. This important measure, which substantially raised the price of staple foods in Germany, was Bülow’s work, not Wilhelm’s.15

      
      
      There were many other initiatives that were clearly not in tune with Wilhelm’s known political preferences. In the autumn
         of 1900 the chancellor requested an indemnity from the Reichstag in respect of extra-budgetary funds expended in support of
         the joint expedition to China to suppress the Boxer rebellion. Wilhelm had expressly forbidden Hohenlohe to take such a step
         on the grounds that it would be perceived as a damaging capitulation by the government to the authority of the Reichstag in
         a sensitive policy area covered by the imperial prerogative. But suing for an amnesty won Bülow widespread support in the
         parliament, where it was read as a signal that the new chancellor was a more genuinely ‘parliamentary’ figure than any of
         his predecessors.16 There was a similar divergence between Bülow and Wilhelm over the question of whether Reichstag deputies should receive allowances
         (Diäten) in respect of the time they spent attending parliamentary sessions. ‘What! The fellows should get allowances as well?’ was
         Wilhelm’s incredulous response to this proposal. The Kaiser’s opposition to this measure was well known; it would never have
         passed into law had Bülow not ‘boxed it’ through a reluctant Prussian ministry.17

      
      Bülow’s concessions to the Catholic interest generated further friction with the monarch. Wilhelm’s preference for a governmental
         majority recruited from the Protestant middle classes and non-partisan, national-minded ‘enlightened’ Catholics had been apparent
         since the débâcle over schools policy in 1892, and it was well known that Wilhelm resented the political ‘domination’ of the
         Centre Party, whose leaders he thought were ‘extremists’ and ‘more popish than the pope’.18 But in the winter of 1900, Bülow declared himself in favour of a Reich bill proposed by the Centre to dismantle some of the
         restrictions on Catholic religious observance in the federal states. The bill was thrown out by the Bundesrat, but Bülow took
         the unusual step of appending to his reading of the official Bundesrat rejection a public declaration of his own, in which
         he stated that he personally sympathized with the intentions behind the bill.19 This gesture was warmly appreciated by the Reichstag Centre Party faction.
      

      
      A far more controversial concession to Centre interests came in February 1903, when Bülow announced unilaterally that he would
         use his influence over the Prussian vote in the Federal Council to secure the repeal of paragraph 2 of the Jesuit Law, one
         of the chief outstanding remnants of the Kulturkampf era. This proposal, which took over a year to massage through a recalcitrant Federal Council, triggered protests from the
         liberal press, but further consolidated – at least in the short term – the chancellor’s relationship with the Centre faction.
         All of these moves reflected Bülow’s determination to weld together a coalition of governmental forces that would bridge the
         damaging confessional divide in German politics. They also reflected a parliamentary orientation that made Bülow quite distinct
         from his two predecessors and was ultimately bound to place him at odds with the emperor. Well-informed observers noticed
         a significant novelty in the chancellor’s political style. By contrast with Hohenlohe and Caprivi, Bülow made no effort to
         conceal the fact that some of the measures he favoured were opposed by the monarch. ‘The manner in which the [sovereign’s] attitude is discussed furnishes the strongest proof that the position of the chancellor must be extraordinarily
         strong. For this method breaks with the principle according to which the decisions of the Crown are covered and defended both
         internally and externally by the government.’20

      
      Bülow’s tight control of the Prussian ministry meant that it was now virtually impossible for Wilhelm to counter the influence
         of the chancellor, as in the Caprivi and Hohenlohe years, by intriguing with a particular minister. Miquel, the powerful and
         largely independent minister of finance who had consistently opposed Bülow’s policy concessions to the Centre, might conceivably
         have come to play such a role, but he was sacked, along with the minister of trade, Ludwig Brefeld, and the minister of agriculture,
         Hammerstein-Loxten, on Bülow’s initiative in May 1901.21 It was widely observed in the aftermath of these dismissals that Bülow had succeeded to a greater extent than either of his
         two predecessors in creating a ministry ‘according to his own choice’.22 Only Tirpitz continued to enjoy a relatively independent relationship with the Kaiser.23

      
      It is true, as Katherine Lerman has shown, that Wilhelm often played a decisive role in the selection of appointees to the
         most important offices and that Bülow was sometimes forced to back down. But the emperor could also be outmanoeuvred or persuaded
         to change his mind; and even when he succeeded in levering his own preferred candidates into ministerial posts, there was
         little evidence of systematic place-manship. The appointees favoured by Wilhelm reflected the eclectic composition of his
         personal acquaintance, rather than a consistent preference for individuals with a specific political outlook. When the search was on in 1901 for a new minister
         of finance to replace Miquel, for example, Wilhelm’s first choice for the post was the liberal industrialist Georg von Siemens,
         who refused; his second was the reactionary Guido Henckel von Donnersmarck, who also declined. The job eventually went to
         the conservative former minister of the interior, Georg von Rheinbaben. In any case, there was no guarantee that an imperial
         favourite, once installed in office, would tailor his policies to Wilhelm’s preferences. Karl von Einem, for example, the
         Prussian minister of war appointed at Wilhelm’s urging in 1903, disliked interventions from above and soon emerged as an opponent
         of Wilhelm’s fortification policy in the Rhineland.24 Bülow took great care to conceal from Wilhelm the shift in the balance of power between chancellor and emperor that had taken
         place since the resignation of Hohenlohe. At every possible opportunity, he sought to persuade the emperor that it was he,
         Wilhelm, who deserved the credit for the government’s successes in parliament and abroad, and that Bülow’s schemes were all
         an attempt to realize the Kaiser’s worthy vision of a national policy. The letters he wrote to his ‘master’ when the two were
         apart were, like those of Eulenburg, light and gossipy, bubbling with risqué banter and catering to the misogyny and prejudices
         of his inter-locutor.25 As we have seen, Wilhelm was initially delighted with his new chancellor; he particularly appreciated the relative political
         calm that set in after Bülow took control. ‘I let Bernhard get quietly on with it,’ he told Eulenburg in July 1901. ‘Since
         I have him, I can sleep soundly.’26

      
      
      By 1902, however, there were signs that Wilhelm was becoming increasingly perturbed at his own exclusion from the political
         process, more critical of the direction of policy and more determined to challenge the chancellor on key symbolic issues.
         He succeeded, for example, in pressuring Bülow to bring legislation intended to suppress Polish nationalist agitation before
         the Prussian Landtag, at a time when this measure ran the risk of offending the Centre deputies whose support for Bülow’s
         forthcoming tariff bill was urgently needed in the Reichstag. In September 1902 there was a serious conflict over the question
         of whether Wilhelm should grant an audience to three Boer generals who were currently touring Germany. Bülow was in favour,
         but Wilhelm was vehemently opposed, because he feared such a gesture would damage relations with Britain (Holstein ultimately
         found a technical means of sidestepping the issue without an audience taking place). Although the ill-feeling between the
         two men had passed by Christmas, it seems that Wilhelm now saw more clearly the extent to which he had been placed under constraint.
         In this sense, the events of autumn 1902 marked the end of the honeymoon with Bülow.
      

      
      A dawning awareness of the gaping discrepancy between political realities and his own visionary conception of his role, coupled
         with anxiety about the continuing success of the Social Democrats and vociferous criticism of Wilhelm’s public statements
         in the German press (see chapter 6 below) triggered a dramatic deterioration in Wilhelm’s mood during the summer holidays
         of 1903. During the annual summer cruise, in which Eulenburg took part, Wilhelm was for the first time overtly critical of the chancellor, observing in a conversation with Eulenburg that Bülow had misjudged the impact
         of a new polling booth law providing for the privacy of the individual voter at the polls and seriously underestimated the
         threat posed by Social Democracy.27 He grew increasingly jumpy and irascible; during the evening discussions that typically ended a day on the royal yacht, he
         showed signs of confusion and nervous strain. On one particular evening, after the ship’s company had heard readings from
         Oncken’s classic account of the revolutions of 1848, he broke into a fit of rage, declaring that he would ‘take revenge for
         1848’ and announcing that ‘every person is a Schweinehund; only through very specific orders can he be constrained and directed’.28 Although the remark was prompted by the events reported in Oncken’s narrative, it is hard to escape the impression that they
         reflected Wilhelm’s sense that he had lost control over the political process.
      

      
      
      
      
      Crisis of confidence (1905–6)

      
      
      Despite these tensions, the relationship between emperor and chancellor remained outwardly calm until a clash over German
         policy vis-à-vis Russia almost brought the Bülow chancellorship to an end. In July 1905 Wilhelm met with his cousin Tsar Nicholas
         II of Russia near the Finnish village of Björkö and agreed a treaty of mutual defence. A draft text of the treaty had earlier
         been seen and approved by Bülow, but in the course of his negotiations with Nicholas, Wilhelm made a significant amendment.
         Bülow refused to accept the ‘treaty of Björkö’ in its altered form, claiming that it no longer served the purposes of German foreign policy, and submitted
         a letter of resignation. What concerns us here is not the detail or the international context of this dispute (for which see
         chapter 5 below), but its consequences for the relationship between the emperor and his most powerful minister.
      

      
      Wilhelm was delighted over his success in acquiring the tsar’s signature to the treaty and deeply shocked by the news that
         Bülow intended to resign over his amendment to the text. In an anguished reply, he protested that the chancellor was ‘100,000
         times more valuable to me and our Fatherland than all the treaties in the world’, and added that Bülow and he were ‘made for
         each other, to work and achieve for our dear German Fatherland’. He begged Bülow not to proceed with the resignation and warned
         that if the chancellor pressed ahead with this plan, the Kaiser himself would not survive to see the following morning: ‘Think
         of my poor wife and children.’29 Bülow was satisfied and agreed to remain in post; divergent views of foreign policy and how it ought to be conducted certainly
         played a role here, but Bülow’s chief aim in threatening to resign was to consolidate his position by reminding Wilhelm of
         how much he depended upon the skills and reputation of his chancellor.
      

      
      Bülow’s power-play worked in the short term, in the sense that Wilhelm agreed to back down, but it also had adverse consequences
         for Bülow. Wilhelm emerged from the crisis disaffected with the chancellor and determined to reassert his political authority.
         During the winter months of 1905–6, there followed in close succession three senior government appointments in which Wilhelm
         imposed his personal preference. Clemens von Delbrück, former governor of West Prussia, who replaced Möller at the Ministry of Trade,
         was a personal favourite of the Kaiser. While Bülow was canvassing possible candidates for the office of head of the Colonial
         Section of the Foreign Office, Wilhelm unilaterally offered the post to his relative Erbprinz Ernst zu Hohenlohe-Langenburg,
         a man with virtually no experience of colonial policy or administration. When Oswald von Richthofen, Bülow’s faithful secretary
         of state for foreign affairs, died of overwork in December 1905, Wilhelm overrode Bülow’s advice and appointed Heinrich von
         Tschirschky, a personal friend and holiday companion, as Richthofen’s successor, a move seen by some contemporaries as a bid
         to consolidate the emperor’s control over foreign policy. Such was his impatience to regain the political initiative that
         Wilhelm even summoned a meeting of the Crown Council in February 1906, the third to be convened during Bülow’s chancellorship,
         but the first to address itself to regular government business (the previous two meetings had been summoned to deal with specific
         national emergencies).
      

      
      Bülow now came under increasing pressure from Wilhelm to modify the general orientation of his policies. Most importantly,
         there were signs that Wilhelm was no longer willing to practise the self-restraint required to placate the Centre Party. The
         Kaiser’s decision to appoint the vehemently Protestant Hohenlohe-Langenburg to the head of the colonial department antagonized
         the Centre, whose leadership wished, among other things, to see Catholic candidates for administrative office and Catholic
         missions in the German colonies more equitably treated by the colonial authorities. It was characteristic of the new mood that the minister
         of war, von Einem, needlessly enraged the Centre deputies in January 1906 with a declaration in defence of duelling within
         the officer corps. This refusal by the emperor to collude in the parliamentary conciliation of the Centre came at an exceptionally
         awkward time for Bülow. Since the national elections of 1903, the Centre Party had begun, under a new generation of younger
         and more populist leaders, to exploit more assertively the influence it enjoyed as the dominant non-socialist party in the
         Reichstag.30 When Bülow had broached the subject of urgently needed tax reforms in 1905, the Centre joined the parties of the Left in
         blocking the chancellor’s proposals. In 1906 the Centre also led the way in criticizing the government’s handling of colonial
         policy and expenditure, with the result that various proposals for the creation of a larger and more independent colonial
         administration were rejected by the Reichstag.
      

      
      The heightened tempo of imperial intervention and the damage done to Bülow’s parliamentary support threatened to bring back
         the general paralysis of the late Hohenlohe years, when the chancellor, disregarded by parliament and unsupported by the emperor,
         had drifted in a political limbo between the two. Under the strain of these pressures, Bülow collapsed in the Reichstag on
         5 April 1906 and withdrew for a summer of convalescence to his holiday refuge on the island of Norderney; he remained there
         until October. But Wilhelm kept up the pressure, castigating the Centre, calling for firmer measures against the SPD, and
         insisting on the retention in office of the unpopular Hohenlohe-Langenburg.By September 1906 he clearly felt that Bülow had become dispensable and was openly discussing a possible successor with the
         new state secretary for foreign affairs, Heinrich von Tschirschky.31 In August 1906 he even asked Graf Monts, the German ambassador in Rome, whether he would be willing to take over as Bülow’s
         successor (Monts refused and Bülow returned to Berlin soon thereafter).32 These events demonstrate how easily the emperor could still rock the political boat with haphazard interventions. They remind
         us of how misleading it would be to see Wilhelm as a ‘shadow-Kaiser’ holding formal and ceremonial authority but lacking the
         means to exercise political power. In 1905–6, as in the 1890s, the crown’s control over senior appointments remained a crucial,
         if unpredictable and intermittent, factor in the German constitution.
      

      
      It is striking, on the other hand, how slight the broader impact of these imperial interventions appears to have been, even
         within the sphere of the senior executive. Wilhelm still had no consistent domestic political programme, beyond a desire to
         emancipate the government from the influence of the Centre and restore its links with the national middle ground he had been
         seeking without much success since the beginning of his reign. The decision to convene a Crown Council was largely symbolic;
         it was not followed up, and thus did not inaugurate an era of consistent monarchical intervention in the affairs of government;
         it was above all an adversarial tactic, a shot across Bülow’s bows. Wilhelm’s insistence upon an uncompromising anti-socialist
         policy did prompt a hardening in Bülow’s tone (at least in public), but there was no concerted move against the Social Democrats. As for the controversial Hohenlohe-Langenburg, Bülow succeeded, with Lucanus’s help, in levering him out of the Colonial Office
         in August 1906. It proved easy to persuade the monarch to accept as Hohenlohe’s successor the very different Bernhard Dernburg,
         a bank director of Jewish descent and left-liberal political affiliation who enjoyed widespread respect in the Reichstag.33

      
      Bülow emerged victorious in a further clash over the Prussian minister of agriculture, General Viktor von Podbielski. During
         the summer of 1906, Podbielski came under attack from the press over his indirect involvement in a corruption scandal, and,
         determined to limit the damage to the government’s reputation, Bülow pressured him to resign. But Podbielski refused to go
         and in this he was supported by Wilhelm, who took the factually correct view that Podbielski had committed no serious wrong
         (a commission subsequently cleared the minister of improper conduct). Bülow’s arguments with the monarch failed to persuade
         the latter that resignation was called for, and the crisis gradually escalated into a stand-off between the monarch on the
         one hand, and the chancellor and his ministers on the other. As in the Köller crisis of the mid-1890s (see above), Wilhelm
         saw this ministerial intransigence as a serious challenge to his constitutional right to appoint and dismiss ministers as
         he pleased. He was forced, nevertheless, to back down. On 11 November 1906 an imperial order was issued for Podbielski’s dismissal.34

      
      Just as the dispute over Podbielski’s tenure in office was being resolved, the government’s conflict with the Reichstag –
         and specifically with the Centre – over colonial expenditure entered a critical phase. In the course of suppressing the uprising in South-west Africa – with genocidal consequences
         for the inhabitants of the region – the government had been forced to spend more than its meagre revenues from matricular
         contributions, customs income and consumption taxes allowed for.35 The government was thus obliged, late in November 1906, to seek the Reichstag’s retroactive ratification of the extra-budgetary
         costs incurred. The ensuing debate set the scene for a comprehensive attack by the Centre that culminated in a Reichstag resolution
         to the effect that parliamentary co-determination in colonial policy be extended. The dispute thus escalated into an unprecedented
         – if ultimately unsuccessful – challenge by the legislature to the prerogatives of the executive.36

      
      The debates of winter 1906 also touched on the constitutional role of the emperor, for it was Wilhelm who had overruled Bülow,
         the chief of the General Staff, the minister of war and the director of the Colonial Office in sending Lieutenant-General
         Trotha to South-West Africa to replace the local commander Leutwein, and had thereby helped to expand and intensify the conflict
         there.37 Whereas the Centre demanded the immediate reduction of the military contingent in South-west Africa and insisted upon the
         observance of budgetary probity, defenders of the monarchical prerogative rejected all such claims on the grounds that it
         was the emperor who had the exclusive right of decision in matters pertaining to the defence of Reich territories. Wilhelm
         had reluctantly acquiesced in Bülow’s decision to seek an amnesty from the parliament over expenditure for the China expedition
         of 1900, but he was now strongly disinclined to make any concessions over the sensitive issue of the crown’s extra-parliamentary military command
         functions. It was clear in any case that the current Reichstag, with its combative oppositional majority, would withhold its
         assent for the budget now being proposed by the government. Bülow saw his chance and took the precaution of obtaining an order
         of dissolution from Wilhelm before the second reading. After the chancellor had rejected defence budget cuts proposed by the
         Centre on the grounds that ‘it is a prerogative of the Kaiser to decide upon the requirements of the military’,38 the budget was put to the vote and rejected. Bülow duly read aloud the Kaiser’s order of dissolution.
      

      
      The election campaign that followed was fought by the Bülow government along ‘national’ lines, on the issues raised by the
         deadlock over colonial policy. It generated a dramatic rise in the rate of voter participation across the empire, but did
         not succeed in herding voters away from the Centre – indeed it added five Reichstag mandates to the party’s parliamentary
         membership (bringing it to a total of 105). But the campaign of 1907 did substantially reduce the Centre’s influence by trimming
         back the number of socialist deputies from seventy-nine to forty-three. Within the German five-party system, this small redistribution
         of mandates was just sufficient to yield a new governmental majority composed chiefly of National Liberals, Conservatives,
         Free Conservatives and Left Liberals. Together with the Protestant anti-socialist splinter parties the ‘Bülow Bloc’, as it
         came to be known, commanded 216 of the 395 votes in the Reichstag.39 Wilhelm welcomed the re-emergence of a majoritarian ‘national’ coalition and rejoiced at the damage done to the Social Democrats, which he thought signalled the advent of a ‘completely
         new propitious era’.40 The fact that the electoral campaign had failed to prevent an increase in Centre mandates – a problem that later dogged the
         chancellor’s efforts to govern through the ‘Bloc’ – appears to have escaped his notice.
      

      
      
      
      
      Bülow’s endgame

      
      
      How did these developments affect the balance of power between the emperor and his chancellor? Historians have disagreed over
         Bülow’s political aims during and after the crisis of December 1906. In a series of articles published in the 1970s and 1980s,
         Terence Cole argued that the dissolution of 1906 marked ‘the beginning of Bülow’s campaign to place the government of Germany
         on a new footing’ and thereby relativize the political authority of the emperor.41 In her influential study of the high politics of the Bülow chancellorship, Katherine Lerman argued, by contrast, that Bülow
         lacked longer-term political objectives of any kind and was temperamentally incapable of offering a principled challenge to
         the authority of the emperor.42

      
      We need not adjudicate in this dispute over Bülow’s objectives; our concern is with the actual balance of political influence
         between the emperor and his inscrutable chancellor in the aftermath of the crisis of 1905–7. Whether or not Bülow had in mind
         a lasting constitutional transformation of the German political system – and there is little reason to suppose that he did – one thing is clear: he remained determined to restore and strengthen his own position by all means available.
         As the new Reichstag settled in, the chancellor began purging the ministry of unreliable elements (Studt, Posadowsky), just
         as he had done in 1901.43 Bülow also engaged in a power struggle with the state secretary for foreign affairs, Tschirschky, who was known to be critical
         of the chancellor’s foreign policy.44 Bülow perceived Tschirschky as an imperial favourite, whose purpose was to undermine the chancellor’s control over foreign
         policy. The reality was that Tschirschky was an ‘emperor’s man’, but not one who followed the emperor’s bidding. It soon became
         apparent that the state secretary aspired to political independence and had no desire to play the role of ‘compliant tool’.45 In January 1907 he caused an upset by informing Wilhelm and Bülow of a new treaty with Denmark only when it was ready to
         be signed. Six months later he permanently damaged his position with the emperor by making commitments to the French on a
         delicate matter of diplomatic representation without first consulting either the emperor or the chancellor.46 Here again, as so often in the past, the practice of imperial favouritism failed to translate into real power for the emperor.
         Bülow had little difficulty levering Tschirschky out of office and moving him to the German embassy in Vienna in the autumn
         of 1907.
      

      
      However, it cannot be said that Bülow succeeded in restoring the position of relative independence within the executive that
         he had enjoyed in the early years of his chancellorship. After the damaging clashes of 1905–6, his determination to avoid
         direct conflict with the emperor was greater than ever, and his freedom of action correspondingly circumscribed. More importantly, Bülow’s capacity to manipulate
         Wilhelm directly – a crucial factor in his earlier successes – had declined; the emperor was now less trustful of the chancellor
         and therefore less prone to respond uncritically to his promptings. This was apparent in the negotiations over who would succeed
         Tschirschky in September 1907, during which Bülow failed to steer Wilhelm away from his own preferred candidate, Wilhelm von
         Schön, ‘a courtier and society man of the worst kind’.47

      
      In seeking to restore his damaged power position, Bülow resorted to two remedies. The first was a press campaign designed
         to neutralize the influence of ‘irresponsible’ elements in the imperial entourage and, above all, of his old friend Philipp
         Eulenburg, whom he now perceived as a dangerous intriguer and rival. Bülow had long been seeking to put some distance between
         the Kaiser and his best-loved adviser, and the beginning of the Bülow chancellorship coincided with a dramatic, if temporary,
         decline in Eulenburg’s influence and a fall in the frequency of his meetings with the emperor. But as the relationship between
         Wilhelm and Bülow grew more strained, Eulenburg reappeared on the scene, accompanying the emperor on his summer cruises and
         offering a sounding board for his complaints against the chancellor. In retrospect it is clear that Eulenburg was not intriguing
         against Bülow and that he remained personally loyal to the chancellor, but at the time there were rumours to the contrary,
         and it can hardly have escaped Bülow’s attention that Eulenburg’s proximity to the throne varied in inverse proportion to
         his own.
      

      
      
      In the autumn of 1906, during the first great crisis of Bülow’s chancellorship, Maximilian Harden, editor of the critical
         journal Die Zukunft, launched a swingeing attack upon the ‘secret camarilla’ that advised and influenced the emperor from behind the scenes.
         Using information passed to him by Holstein, Bismarck in earlier years, and possibly also by Bülow, Harden’s press campaign
         skilfully exploited the homosexuality of Eulenburg and other members of the emperor’s circle. The string of libel trials that
         followed exposed to the eyes of a gawping bourgeois public an exotic world of high-camp, aristocratic, courtly playfulness,
         in which high-ranking officers went by feminine nicknames and the Kaiser was known as ‘the sweety’ (das Liebchen). Eulenburg insisted under oath (with Clintonian delicacy) that he had never ‘engaged in punishable acts under the terms
         of §175 of the Imperial Constitution’ but the damage was done.48

      
      The Eulenburg scandal thrived on a potent mix of anti-absolutism and middle-class homophobia. Harden did not himself share
         the animus of many of his readers against homosexuals – indeed he defended a number of other prominent homosexual men whose
         private lives had come under public scrutiny – but he exploited the powerful emotional force field that surrounded the topic
         in most middle-class milieus in order to contaminate the idea of ‘personal rule’ with visceral negative associations. What
         emerged from the scandal was an image of the Kaiser as encircled and manipulated by a sinister circle of ‘sycophants, who
         put aside considerations of duty, honour and conviction in order to keep basking in the sun of All-Highest favour’.49 It damaged the reputation of the sovereign and it deprived Wilhelm permanently of the company and advice of his old friend (Eulenburg
         retreated to his Liebenberg estate and never saw the emperor again).
      

      
      Bülow may genuinely have believed reports that Eulenburg was working against him,50 but he must also have recognized that a public campaign against irresponsible elements and the personal rule associated with
         them would ultimately bolster his own position and strengthen his hand against the Kaiser without requiring a direct confrontation
         – Bulow himself refused to inform Wilhelm of the scandal as it unfolded and the news had to be broken to him late in the day
         by the crown prince. As Terence Cole has put it: ‘the man who began the chancellorship with an attitude of almost obsequious
         servility towards the Kaiser ended by mounting a campaign of almost treasonous proportions against him’.51

      
      The press campaign and the chain of libel trials to which it gave rise resulted in the public annihilation of Eulenburg and
         a number of other prominent individuals associated with his circle, including one of the Kaiser’s favourite adjutants. In
         the longer run, it also hurt Bülow himself: Wilhelm was indignant and embarrassed at the revelations and appalled at the chancellor’s
         failure to keep him informed of such a sensitive matter; he soon enough suspected that Bülow was personally implicated in
         their inception. Moreover, as the focus of the scandal broadened, the chancellor himself became a target of attacks by the
         press. And Bülow’s involvement in the conspiracy against Eulenburg proved self-defeating in a further, paradoxical, way, for
         it destroyed the one influential figure close to the Kaiser who had consistently spoken up for Bülow.52

      
      In addition to deploying the press against the entourage and encouraging public criticism of monarchical interference in the
         business of goverment, Bülow sought to consolidate his position by forging a new kind of relationship with the parliamentary
         majority known after the elections of 1907 as the ‘Bülow Bloc’. Bülow hoped that the Bloc, with its combination of conservative,
         liberal, agrarian and industrial interests, might evolve into a permanent feature of the political landscape. This idea appealed
         to Wilhelm as well, for the Bloc evoked obvious parallels with the Cartel created out of the last election of the Bismarck
         chancellorship. Like the Cartel, however, the Bloc proved fragile – by the autumn of 1907, the parties within had begun to
         quarrel with each other over stock exchange deregulation and the lifting of Reich restrictions on political associations.
         More serious was the deep divide over taxation policy. The conservatives remained opposed to any form of tax that would hurt
         the interests of property owners and favoured indirect over direct taxation; the liberals opposed indirect taxation on the
         grounds that it placed the lion’s share of the tax burden on the shoulders of the mass of the population.53

      
      Early in December 1907, when the Bloc seemed on the point of falling apart under the pressure of its internal contradictions,
         Bülow called a meeting of the party leaders, at which he insisted that they bury their differences and form a united front.
         If they failed to do so, he warned, he would resign. This was an unprecedented move, which implied – publicly – that the chancellor’s
         tenure in office depended not upon the emperor, but upon the Reichstag parties. As Katherine Lerman has observed, this move had important constitutional
         implications, for it shifted the political centre of gravity from the relationship between monarch and chancellor towards
         that between chancellor and parliament: ‘the Chancellor had now asserted that the Kaiser’s confidence alone was not sufficient
         to permit his remaining in office’.54

      
      Interesting as these developments were from the standpoint of constitutional theory, they were not in themselves sufficient
         to secure Bülow’s position in the longer term. By the end of 1908, Wilhelm’s remaining trust in the chancellor had been obliterated
         by what Wilhelm saw as Bülow’s treacherous refusal to support him during the ‘Daily Telegraph Affair’, the biggest and most damaging of the many media sensations of Wilhelm’s reign. The affair, which will be discussed
         in more detail in chapter 6 below, arose from the publication in the Daily Telegraph of an interview with Wilhelm in which the emperor made a number of ill-judged remarks about foreign policy and Anglo-German
         relations. During the uproar that followed in Germany, Bülow failed to offer a robust defence of the monarch, choosing instead
         to exploit the prevailing mood against the Kaiser for his own advantage. From November 1908, therefore, lacking the confidence
         of the monarch, Bülow depended for his continuation in office largely upon the unstable coalition of parliamentary forces
         represented in the Bloc. But despite some encouraging legislative successes (on deregulation and political associations),
         the taxation issue continued to divide the parties.
      

      
      Bülow’s manoeuvrings during the end-phase of his chancellorship placed the Kaiser in an awkward position. Wilhelm’s earlier esteem and affection for the chancellor had given
         way to outright hostility and distrust. But he was keen to see the financial reform bill pass into law and was reluctant to
         let Bülow go until this task was complete. If, on the other hand, the bill were to fail on account of the intransigence of
         the conservatives, the immediate departure of the chancellor would be unacceptable, since it would be taken as a public acknowledgement
         by the monarch that a minister’s tenure in office could depend upon the will of parliament, and a tacit recognition that the
         chancellor had installed a ‘different [i.e. a parliamentary] kind of rule’.
      

      
      Bülow later claimed that he could discern Wilhelm’s disquiet at the dilemma he found himself in: ‘I knew my Imperial master
         too well not to see the inner conflict that arose in him. On the one hand he longed to be rid of me; on the other he wished
         to be the one to determine the moment and occasion of my retirement’.55 In the event, a compromise solution was found. The fiscal reform bill failed at the second reading on 24 June in the face
         of concerted conservative and Centre opposition. Two days later, Bülow was in Kiel requesting his resignation from the emperor.
         Wilhelm granted the request, on the condition that Bülow remain formally in office until the reform had been seen through
         the Reichstag. This was achieved under the supervision of the prospective successor, Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg, on 10
         July 1909, and Bülow formally left office four days later.
      

      
      
      
      
      
      Domestic politics to 1914

      
      
      Bethmann was not Wilhelm’s choice for the new appointment. The emperor had considered a number of other candidates and personally
         offered the post to the diplomat Anton von Monts – it was Bülow who had proposed Bethmann.56 There was no honeymoon as there had been in the early days of the partnerships with Bismarck, Caprivi, Hohenlohe and Bülow.
         Bethmann’s stiff, official persona militated against the kind of relaxed cosiness that had sprung up between emperor and chancellor
         during Bülow’s heyday. Wilhelm found Bethmann’s predilection for observing correct procedure pedantic and frustrating and
         the latter’s refusal to take short-cuts on matters deemed urgent by the Kaiser repeatedly produced tension between them. Indeed
         in March 1913, Wilhelm went so far as to send Bethmann an article cut from the Daily Graphic in which it was alleged that ‘Germany is a patriotic land governed by fearful meticulous bureaucrats, who hate doing anything
         and are only plagued into activity by the experts.’ Wilhelm had annotated the offending passage with the comment ‘it’s true’.
         Bethmann, who was involved at the time in difficult negotiations over the new Army Bill, was deeply offended and came close
         to tendering his resignation.57

      
      In spite of such difficulties, the two men managed to establish a good working relationship, perhaps the most stable such
         partnership of the reign. This was possible for several reasons. Firstly, although theirs was not a particularly cordial connection,
         the two men knew each other well. As a young man, Wilhelm had hunted with Bethmann on the latter’s family estate at Hohenfinow; it was here that he killed his
         first stag with the muzzle of his rifle resting on the obliging shoulder of Theobald’s father, Felix.58 So there was a degree of familiarity, if not much real warmth, between them. Secondly, Bethmann enjoyed a ‘Bülow-bonus’,
         in the sense that he benefited from the extreme deterioration of relations between Bülow and the emperor during the final
         years of the previous chancellorship. After Bülow’s guiles and duplicity, Wilhelm was disposed to appreciate Bethmann’s straightforward
         manner and grim conscientiousness. Bethmann was less liberal with flattery but also less vain and self-aggrandizing than Bülow
         had been. Thirdly, Bethmann’s unpopularity with an increasingly polarized Reichstag helped to cement the relationship in two
         ways. On the one hand, it made Bethmann more dependent upon (and more aware of his dependence upon) the monarch. Adolf Wermuth,
         state secretary of the Reich Treasury from 1909 to 1912, recalled in his memoirs that Bethmann attached the greatest importance
         to the solidity of his relationship with the emperor: ‘it constituted the root of his strength’.59 On the other hand, Bethmann’s unpopularity encouraged Wilhelm (erroneously) to see him as a champion of the monarchical executive
         against the pretensions of the legislature. The heavier the storms of criticism that Bethmann faced in the Reichstag, the
         more enthusiastic was the monarch’s support for his beleaguered chancellor.60 Fourthly, Bethmann was a sincere monarchist – a sincerer one in some respects than Bülow – and a man who shared many of Wilhelm’s
         prejudices, including his suspicion of Polish national aspirations.
      

      
      
 
 

4. After the manoeuvres and manipulations of Bülow, Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, an angular figure who was as
               upright in his dealings as in his posture, represented a welcome change of approach. He was as successful as his predecessor,
               however, in shielding the political process from Wilhelm’s interventions. He is seen here in conversation with Secretary of
               State for Foreign Affairs Gottlieb von Jagow and Under-Secretary Arthur Zimmermann beside the steps of the Reichstag building
               in Berlin.
            




 
      
      
      However, none of this implied a return to personal rule. The emperor’s capacity to shape the political agenda and his personal
         impact on political affairs remained strictly limited. There could be no falling back to the conniving with individual ministers
         that had so destabilized the Hohenlohe chancellorship. Bethmann quickly succeeded in acquiring a control over the executive
         that was at least as far-reaching as Bülow’s had been. Like Bülow, he accentuated the primacy of the presidency within the
         Prussian state ministry by delaying the appointment of a vice-premier. Potential rivals and ministers who opposed the minister
         president’s views on key issues (such as Rheinbaben, Arnim and Moltke) were levered out of office in 1909–10. Moreover, it
         was Bethmann, not the Kaiser, who substantially determined the new appointments (Dallwitz, Schorlemer, Lentze) with the result
         that life within the ministry became unprecedentedly harmonious. It is striking how few changes were made to the composition
         of the Prussian ministry (after Bethmann’s reshuffle) until 1917.
      

      
      The chancellor was thus able to neutralize – or hold in check – the most important constitutional instrument of the monarch’s
         power. Bethmann was also successful in controlling ministerial access to the emperor, especially over the financial questions
         that so preoccupied his chancellorship during the pre-war years. He also cultivated (as Bülow had done) excellent relations
         with Valentini, chief of the Civil Cabinet, who personally supervised the flow of non-military personnel and information to
         the sovereign. Alhough Valentini’s independence and influence over the emperor were never comparable with Eulenburg’s, it
         was possible on occasion to cooperate with Valentini in blocking unwelcome initiatives.61

      
      Moreover, Bethmann himself was prepared to block or subvert imperial initiatives where necessary, and could generally prevail
         over the emperor by persuasion.62 In April 1910, for example, when Wilhelm expressed to Bethmann his indignation at the fact that Social Democrat electoral
         processions had taken place in Berlin with police permission, Bethmann replied that the permissions had been granted under
         the conditions set out by the new Associations Law (Vereinsgesetz): ‘The government must never depart from the terrain of legality. The more pedantically it observes the law, the stronger
         will be its justification when necessity requires it to employ force against the breakers of the law.’63 In March 1912, when Wilhelm attempted to intervene directly in negotiations with the British government over naval armaments
         and thereby bypassed the chancellor, Bethmann presented the emperor with a letter of resignation that closed with the words:
         ‘by virtue of the office confided in me by Your Majesty, I carry responsibility before God, the country, history and my conscience
         for the policies ordered by Your Majesty. Not even Your Majesty can take this responsibility away from me.’64 In his reply, Wilhelm swiftly capitulated, as he had so often done before. He disclaimed his intervention as grounded in
         misunderstandings and begged the chancellor not to hold it against him. ‘I appeal to you as my highest official, personal
         friend and nobleman of the Mark, to remain loyal to your Kaiser, king and margrave, and ask you to carry courageously the
         difficult and thorny burden [of office].’65

      
      
      In any case, as Wilhelm withdrew from direct interventions in domestic politics after the Daily Telegraph crisis of 1908, and the government became bogged down in a stand-off with the polarized, post-Bloc Reichstag, the potential
         for serious disagreements between Kaiser and chancellor over domestic policy issues dwindled. On the one hand, Wilhelm’s interest
         in domestic questions had dramatically declined and he now had virtually no contact with the ministers who managed the internal
         administration.66 On the other hand, the government’s waning ability to generate political consensus in support of even the most urgently needed
         reforms narrowed the scope for initiatives from the throne.67 It is thus no coincidence that the political conflict generated by imperial interventions after 1909 came increasingly to
         focus on areas involving the relationship between civilian and military authority. If Wilhelm had been substantially neutralized
         as an influence on domestic politics and policy, he was nonetheless still a crucial player by virtue of his unique status
         as the only organ of the constitution in which the civilian and military chains of command converged.
      

      
      Nowhere was this more apparent than in the crises that broke out over relations between the civilian and military authorities
         in Alsace and Lorraine during the last decade before the outbreak of war. Alsace-Lorraine had been seized from France after
         the war of 1870–71 and its constitutional status within the Reich was unique. It was not a federal state; it was administered
         by a viceroy (Statthalter) who was appointed (and dismissed) by the Kaiser. The viceroy operated outside the chancellor’s sphere of responsibility
         and control – his appointment and dismissal required co-signature by the chancellor, but his political comportment in office was
         entirely a matter of negotiation between the viceroy and the emperor. The same applied to the military commanders stationed
         in the province. Like their counterparts throughout the Reich and on the high seas, they enjoyed direct access to the emperor
         through the Military Cabinet. They were thus under no obligation to include the viceroy, or any other representative of the
         civilian authorities, in their discussions with the sovereign over military policy in the province. In the event of conflict
         between the civil and military arms of authority in Alsace-Lorraine, the first and only arbitrating official was thus the
         emperor himself.
      

      
      The potential for conflict over policy in this sphere was considerable, above all because the civilian and military authorities
         viewed the province in radically different ways. For Viceroy Karl Count von Wedel and his civil administration (and for the
         government in Berlin), the long-term objective was to facilitate the ‘inner integration’ of the province through a mix of
         constitutional concessions and good government. Bethmann-Hollweg’s ultimate aim was to establish Alsace-Lorraine as a distinct
         federal state with its own dynasty, in other words to neutralize pro-French sentiment with concessions to regional particularism.
         The military authorities, by contrast, saw the province as a militarized border zone with a highly sensitive security role
         in German defence policy. They were inclined to regard any concessions to separatist sentiment in the Duchies as inimical
         to German security interests, and they saw firm discipline and the readiness to deploy force against misbehaviour by the locals as the keys to successful management of the region. Relations
         between Wedel and the corps commanders in Alsace-Lorraine were correspondingly tense.
      

      
      The volatility of the situation was further heightened by an increase in the frequency of clashes between locals and the German
         authorities in Alsace-Lorraine from around 1909–10. Many of these clashes were trivial episodes involving the taunting of
         troops by excitable youths, but they generated a disproportionate resonance in the German chauvinist press, led by the pan-German
         Rheinisch-Westphälische Zeitung. It was by this means that they came to the attention of Wilhelm, who was an avid reader of the Fürstenkorrespondenz Wedekind, a twice-daily digest of articles in the German national press. He would then request reports from military commanders in
         the province, who routinely used the opportunity to press for harsher measures against the population and to carp at the laxity
         and irresolution of the civilian administration. Wilhelm was inclined to view reports from this quarter with sympathy, the
         more so as his gradual marginalization from domestic politics heightened the significance of the Kommandogewalt – the warlord’s extra-parliamentary power of command over his military subordinates – as the foremost intact remnant of his
         operative sovereignty. We should also remember that Wilhelm’s foremost non-military adviser, the emphatically civilian Philipp
         Eulenburg, had been driven out of the entourage by Bülow, Harden and consorts, a fateful development that had the unintended
         consequence of driving Wilhelm further into the arms of his maison militaire.
      

      
      
      In January 1911 the awkwardness of these arrangements was made apparent when a minor cooling in relations between the civil
         and military authorities in Alsace-Lorraine produced a serious political crisis. The circumstances of the dispute, which involved
         a confrontation between a German administrative official in the town of Mühlhausen and his military counterpart, were trivial
         in the extreme, but Wilhelm soon got wind of it (through press reports), immediately sided with the military protagonist and
         demanded an investigation. Viceroy Wedel filed a report to Wilhelm strongly supporting the civilian official; Corps Commander
         General von Huene, by contrast, backed his officer and took, as usual, the view that the authority and reputation of the Prussian
         army were at stake.
      

      
      Wilhelm sided with the militaries and cabled an expression of personal support to von Huene and the officer involved. Wedel
         made it clear to Bethmann that he was on the point of resigning; he even sent the chancellor a copy of his proposed letter
         of resignation, in which he pointed out that the very principle of civil government in the province, and, by extension, in
         the Reich as a whole, was at stake. As Bethmann well knew, Wedel’s resignation under these circumstances would have been seen
         as a victory for the military and might have provoked a national political crisis. The chancellor faced an uphill battle:
         he had somehow to move Wilhelm around to a more accommodating position without appearing to compromise the hallowed principle
         of the Kommandogewalt or to meddle in areas beyond his constitutional remit. His task was made even more difficult by the fact that in the summer
         of 1911, when the crisis was reaching its climax, Wilhelm was abroad on his annual Baltic sea cruise, in the almost exclusive company of his
         military entourage.
      

      
      After hard struggles on Bethmann’s part, Wilhelm agreed to transfer the offending officer, though he would do so only after
         the civilian administrator had also been recalled from his post. When news of the officer’s impending transfer was celebrated
         in the liberal press, however, Wilhelm reneged on this agreement on the grounds that ‘it must not appear that the sovereign
         has been forced into a decision by public opinion’. The long-suffering Wedel now tendered his resignation in earnest, and
         further efforts were required to persuade Wilhelm of the wisdom of the transfer, and Wedel of the wisdom of remaining in office.
         Wilhelm gave in, though he signalled his displeasure with the whole episode by bestowing a high order on the same officer
         in his new post, a symbolic gesture that did not escape the attention of the liberal press.68

      
      Far more damaging to the reputation of the German administration in Alsace-Lorraine and to the political standing of the Bethmann
         administration was the celebrated ‘Zabern affair’ that broke out in October 1913, when insulting remarks by a German officer
         set off a train of minor clashes with the local population that culminated in the illegal arrest of some twenty citizens on
         28 November. Here again, the conflict turned on divergent understandings of how the administration should handle its relations
         with the local inhabitants. The military leadership in the province took the view that insubordinate behaviour posed a direct
         threat to the prestige and effectiveness of the military and supported the action taken by the officer who had ordered the arrests. The civil administration, by contrast, blamed the military
         for exacerbating the political climate in the region by its provocative and insensitive behaviour. Once again, Wilhelm sided
         with the military; while he expressly pledged his support to Corps Commander von Deimling, he sent Wedel a telegram in which
         he laid responsibility for the deterioration in the province at the door of the civil administration. And as in the Mühlhausen
         affair two years previously, it was difficult for civilian personnel to get access to the Kaiser, since he was staying at
         the time in Donaueschingen on the country estate of his friend Prince Max Fürstenberg, in the company of his military entourage.
      

      
      The nub of the problem lay in the fact that Wilhelm insisted on handling such affairs as an internal military matter, a Kommandosache (command issue) that concerned only himself as warlord and his military subordinates. This was an extremely formalistic and
         myopic view, since it was plain that liberal opinion in the nation as a whole was appalled by the army’s handling of events
         in the province and saw the Zabern issue as a test case for the primacy of law and civil authority. In view of Wilhelm’s intransigence,
         Bethmann (despite strong private reservations) felt obliged to defend the actions taken in Alsace-Lorraine before the Reichstag.
         The Reichstag responded with a vote of no confidence in the chancellor that passed with a huge majority (293:54). Behind the
         scenes, Bethmann was able to persuade Wilhelm to investigate the original incidents and to launch disciplinary action against
         the chief military offenders, but he could not capitalize on the support these measures would have earned him in the Reichstag, because Wilhelm’s invocation of the imperial ‘power of command’ required that they be handled confidentially,
         as an internal military matter.69

      
      The Zabern affair revealed the formidable obstacles to peaceful integration in the formerly French territories and cast the
         limits of the Reichstag’s power into sharp relief. It damaged the prestige of the Bethmann chancellorship (indeed it may help
         to explain the swift depletion of support for him after 1914). According to at least one source, it also stirred a popular
         resentment against the Kaiser that went ‘even deeper than in the November days [of 1908]’.70 At the same time, it strengthened the bonds between Kaiser and chancellor. The difference between Bülow’s handling of the
         Daily Telegraph crisis and Bethmann’s handling of the Zabern affair, which was widely compared with the earlier scandal in the press, was
         not lost on Wilhelm. He repaid the chancellor with steadfast loyalty through the difficult early years of the war. The Mühlhausen
         and Zabern incidents also highlighted the peculiar position of the military within the German political system. The army,
         with its imperial command structure, was an extra-parliamentary, institutional legacy of absolutism within an otherwise constitutional
         Rechtsstaat. It was the foremost carrier of Hohenzollern and Prussian particularist tradition within the new Reich and, as such, a piece
         of the compromise struck in 1871. It would thus be mistaken to lay sole responsibility for the conflicts that arose in the
         troubled province of Alsace-Lorraine at the door of Wilhelm II. The root of the problem lay, as Valentini put it, in ‘the
         failings of our politico-legal structure’.71

      
      Wilhelm proved unable to tighten this loose screw in the German constitution. A wiser and more confident monarch might have mediated constructively between the two parties, thereby
         securing the ‘cooperation of military and civilian authorities in full mutual respect’ that Bethmann called for.72 Instead, Wilhelm aligned himself demonstratively with the military, while yielding behind the scenes to the demands of the
         politicians. That he did so is a mark of how seriously his power in the sphere of civil authority had declined since 1890.
         It is as if he no longer felt responsible for government policy, or even the defence of the civil order – that could be left
         to Bethmann! – and was resolved to stand by ‘his’ army, the only institution in which his authority remained unquestioned.
         At no point, however, did this imply that Wilhelm had returned to thinking in terms of a coup d’état. His son, Crown Prince Wilhelm, who had fallen in with the ultra-conservative opposition, was certainly thinking along these
         lines in the last year before the war, and he bombarded the emperor with letters urging him to ‘make short work of the accursed
         rabble’ and ‘take firm control both within and without, even if this means treading on some feet’.73 But Wilhelm was unimpressed: ‘Coups d’état,’ he told the crown prince in November 1913, ‘may belong to the art of government
         in southern- and central-American republics; in Germany they have never, thank God, been customary and must never become so,
         neither from above nor from below. Those who dare to advise such a course are dangerous people, more dangerous for the monarchy
         and its security than the wildest Social Democrat.’74

      
      
      
      
      
      Conclusions

      
      
      In the 1890s the emperor had emerged as a significant factor in high politics, launching ambitious (if often doomed) legislative
         schemes, intriguing with individual ministers, and gradually hollowing out the authority of the chancellor. An atomized, irresolute
         government faced a stormy and unpredictable Reichstag and there was loose talk of a coup d’état that would reverse the franchise reforms of 1871 and restore monarchical authority. The advent of Bülow coincided with a
         relative stabilization of the political system. Relations between the chancellor and the parties of the Reichstag became more
         routine as the involvement of the parties in the drafting and amendment of legislation deepened. Not without a sense of relief,
         Wilhelm took the back seat, surrendering much of the political initiative in domestic matters to Bülow. The Kaiser did occasionally
         back a specific government measure, such as the tertiary education reforms of the early 1900s, or the Prussian Mining Law
         of 1905, but he played a supporting role; there was no repetition of the earlier débâcles over anti-socialist measures and
         canal-building proposals, in which the Kaiser himself had attempted single-handedly (and unsuccessfully) to steamroller new
         legislation through the Reichstag.
      

      
      It has been suggested that even when Wilhelm was not intervening personally in politics, he was nevertheless shaping outcomes
         by virtue of the fact, firstly, that his prejudices came in themselves to constitute informal ‘barriers’ beyond which no minister
         dared to go, and secondly, that ministers tended to curry favour by anticipating the emperor’s wishes and working towards them. John Röhl has used the term ‘kingship
         mechanism’ (borrowed from Norbert Elias’s study of the court of Louis XIV) to describe these indirect forms of imperial authority.75 But developments within the executive under the Bülow and Bethmann chancellorships suggest that this analogy may overstate
         the case. To be sure, Bülow was a ‘courtier’, in the sense that he depended – albeit to a fluctuating extent – on the personal
         confidence of the monarch, and was prepared to devote time and energy to retaining it. But the parliamentary strategies launched
         by Bülow and his fellow ministers in the years 1900–1906 went largely against the grain of Wilhelm’s known political preferences.
      

      
      Wilhelm remained, as we have seen, in control of key appointments, and was capable of deploying that power on occasion to
         thwart the designs of the chancellor. But he could also be faced down, and in any case he remained incapable of using this
         important constitutional instrument in a way that would enable him to impose his own imprint upon the doings of the executive,
         let alone the great political decisions of the day. Favouritist appointments, when they occurred, did not translate, generally
         speaking, into effective power for the monarch. The Kaiser’s role in key personnel decisions declined further during the Bethmann
         chancellorship. The king of Prussia’s right to summon his ministers in Crown Council and thereby gain leverage on the decision-making
         process (as had occurred during the struggle with Bismarck) likewise remained unexploited; there were only four meetings of
         the Crown Council during the nine years of Bülow’s chancellorship.
      

      
      
      Finally, a cursory glance at the period 1900–1914 reveals the extent to which the political initiative had slipped from the
         executive as a whole. It was the confrontational attitude of the Centre Party and the constitutional issues thrown up by the
         colonial crisis of 1904–7 that obliged Bülow to construct a new ‘national’ coalition of parliamentary forces, not Wilhelm’s
         encouragements and sniping from the sidelines. It is going too far to suppose that Bülow aimed at a comprehensive ‘parliamentarization’
         of the system, or to suggest that the preconditions existed for such a radical departure in 1909.76 Nevertheless, ‘bloc politics’ inaugurated a novel form of collusion between the chancellor and the parliament that tended
         further to marginalize the emperor’s role in domestic affairs. Bethmann did not pursue the provocative course inaugurated
         by Bülow in the last desperate months of his chancellorship, but the prevailing political mood left the government increasingly
         unable to set the political agenda. The domestic role of the emperor was thus gradually reduced to interventions in those
         areas – most notably the interface between civilian and military authority – in which his supreme office was the only link
         holding the system together.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      5. Wilhelm II and Foreign Policy (1888–1911)

      
      
      
      
      ‘The sole master of German policy’

      
      
      How important was the role Wilhelm II played in the formulation of German foreign policy? His own assertions would lead us
         to believe that his influence was absolutely decisive. ‘The Foreign Office? Why, I am the Foreign Office!’, he once exclaimed.1 As he put it in a letter to the Prince of Wales (the future Edward VII): ‘I am the sole master of German policy and my country
         must follow me wherever I go.’2 There can be no doubt as to Wilhelm’s burning ambition to play the key role in this uniquely prestigious area of high politics.
         Bismarck had nurtured and exploited this ambition in the mid-1880s when, to the indignation of the crown prince, he offered
         Wilhelm a prominent role in the conduct of diplomacy with Russia and accelerated the young man’s induction into the Foreign
         Office. As we have seen, Wilhelm sprang to the bait, pressing his advantage with an audacious and ill-judged attempt to establish
         his own private hotline to the tsar. It was in the sphere of foreign affairs that Wilhelm acquired a first tantalizing taste
         of influence and recognition beyond the circles of the court.
      

      
      Wilhelm’s ambition to be the master of his country’s foreign policy remained unabated after his accession to the throne. He
         took a personal interest in the appointment of ambassadors and occasionally backed personal favourites against the advice of the chancellor and the Foreign Office.3 He regarded the military plenipotentiaries attached to foreign courts as his private envoys and valued them as indispensable
         tools in the conduct of a personal dynastic diplomacy.4 Wilhelm also saw the meetings and correspondence with fellow dynasts that were part of the regular traffic between monarchies
         as a unique diplomatic resource to be exploited in his country’s interest.5 Lastly, there was Wilhelm’s role as supreme commander of the armed forces in the German empire with personal responsibility
         for the peacetime standing of the army and the imperial navy. Policy initiatives concerning the size and character of these
         forces were, strictly speaking, issues of defence or security rather than foreign policy proper, but they had an immediate
         impact on the international situation and thus constituted another of the many ways in which the Kaiser could limit or extend
         the options available to the Foreign Office.
      

      
      Wilhelm therefore lacked neither the means nor the ambition to influence the policy-making process. Can it be said, then,
         that he imparted a specific impetus to German policy? Did he succeed in placing himself at the helm of the ship of state,
         as he had aspired to do since before his accession to the throne? Our answer to this question must be equivocal. Wilhelm travelled
         indefatigably during the early years of his reign: to St Petersburg, Stockholm and Copenhagen, Vienna and Rome in 1888, for
         example, and to England, Monza, Athens and Constantinople in the following year. These missions were not entirely without
         significance – the journey to Constantinople, in particular, may have helped to establish a basis for the later deepening of relations between Turkey and the German empire6 – but they were not informed by a new or distinctive agenda. Their chief function was to permit Wilhelm to show himself off
         in his new dignity and to feed his appetite for long-distance travel by railway and steamship.7

      
      Nothing better illustrates how marginal the Kaiser was to the real centres of policy-making than the decision not to renew
         Germany’s Reinsurance Treaty with Russia in March 1890. Signed by Bismarck with Russia in 1887, the Reinsurance Treaty stipulated
         that Germany and Russia would come to each other’s aid in the event that Russia were attacked by Austria–Hungary or Germany
         by France. The chief advantage of the treaty was that it isolated France, whose hostility to Germany was implacable, and thereby
         prevented – or made more unlikely – a war on two fronts. Its chief drawback was that it involved Germany in commitments that
         conflicted with the terms of her alliance with Austria–Hungary. By the middle of February 1890 the Russian Foreign Office
         and Bismarck had tentatively agreed that the treaty should be renewed, possibly in a modified form.8 Within weeks of Bismarck’s departure from office, however, the treaty was allowed to lapse. This policy reversal has rightly
         been seen as one of the most important milestones of the pre-war era. It paved the way for the alliance and military convention
         between France and Russia which exerted such pressure on German diplomacy over the subsequent decades. And more generally,
         as Rainer Lahme has observed, it signalled the transition from a ‘multipolar, mobile equilibrium of the traditional pentarchy’
         to a ‘stiff and inflexible bipolar equilibrium [between the central and the peripheral European powers] conceived in largely military
         and strategic terms’.9

      
      In view of the far-reaching significance of non-renewal, it is all the more striking that Wilhelm was not involved in the
         policy’s genesis. Pressure for non-renewal came rather from a faction within the Foreign Office which had secretly opposed
         the Bismarckian line for some years and emerged as dominant after his fall. Led by Holstein, this faction had little difficulty
         in winning over the new chancellor, Leo von Caprivi, and the new secretary of state for foreign affairs, Adolf Marschall von
         Bieberstein, both of whom lacked confidence and experience in the area of foreign affairs. On 21 March, two days after Wilhelm
         had assured the Russian ambassador Count Paul Shuvalov in good faith that he had every intention of renewing the treaty, the
         anti-Bismarckians met secretly to coordinate their opposition. By 27 March they had won over the long-serving German ambassador
         to St Petersburg, Hans Lothar von Schweinitz, an influential expert on German-Russian relations, who in turn persuaded Caprivi
         that non-renewal was the preferable course on the grounds that Germany’s current treaty obligations to Austria and Russia
         were contradictory and thus dishonourable and unsustainable in the longer term. When Caprivi explained the situation to Wilhelm,
         the latter replied: ‘If Schweinitz is also against it, then it cannot be done. I am extremely sorry, but I desire more than
         anything to pursue an honourable policy.’10

      
      
      
      
      
      Managing the Kaiser

      
      
      It was easy to move the Kaiser around in this way because his views on German policy were so open-ended. Wilhelm rarely formed
         hard-and-fast commitments. He could be roused to enthusiasm for any or all available policy options, including ones that had
         already been ruled out by the Foreign Office. In the summer of 1890, for example, he was closely involved in the drawing up
         (though not the initial conception) of the Heligoland-Zanzibar Treaty with Britain, by which the Germans ceded East African
         Zanzibar in return for the little British possession of Heligoland just off the German North Sea coast. Wilhelm urged that
         the treaty be seen as part of a more comprehensive understanding with Britain and adopted a conspicuously friendly tone in
         his dealings with British diplomats.11

      
      At around the same time, however, he began to show an interest in improving relations with Britain’s imperial arch-rival,
         France. At a meeting with the French ambassador Herbette in December 1890, he declared, in a striking prefiguration of the
         later ‘Daily Telegraph interview’ (see chapter 6 below) that he personally felt ‘no hatred towards the country that is widely known as the hereditary
         enemy of my empire’.12 ‘The Emperor takes every opportunity to show his good will towards France,’ Herbette reported in the following February.13 A series of conciliatory public gestures culminated in Wilhelm’s decision, without prior consultation with the Foreign Office,
         to support his mother’s wish to visit Paris in an unofficial capacity. The visit, which Wilhelm had hoped would inaugurate a thaw in relations, was not a success and had rather the opposite effect.14 When the chauvinist Ligue des Patriotes discovered that she had been accommodated at Versailles and had stayed in St Cloud, a town destroyed by the Germans in 1870,
         there was an uproar and she had to be removed under military escort to Calais and thence to England. The episode demonstrated
         the limited effectiveness of dynastic diplomacy in a context where the broader conditions for good relations were lacking.
         It was also a warning to ministers and officials that they should prepare themselves for unexpected and possibly unwelcome
         diplomatic initiatives from the monarch.
      

      
      There were further signs of independent initiative in the autumn of 1891, when Wilhelm became intent on consolidating his
         personal relationship with the tsar in order to reverse the damage done to German–Russian relations by non-renewal of the
         Reinsurance Treaty. Alexander III planned, in a clear demonstration of disregard for Berlin, to return from Denmark to the
         Crimea through German territory without making the usual visit to the capital. Wilhelm conceived the plan of rushing to welcome
         him at Danzig, the point where the tsar and his family were due to disembark for their overland journey by train. Holstein
         succeeded in mobilizing Eulenburg to prevent the Kaiser from doing so, on the grounds that the German public and foreign governments
         would ascribe such extravagant courtesy to the Kaiser’s fear of the Russians.15

      
      In January 1893 Wilhelm decided, again without prior consultation with the Foreign Office, to meet with the tsarevich (the
         future Nicholas II), who was staying in Berlin at the time, for a discussion of foreign policy matters. In the course of their meeting Wilhelm reassured Nicholas of Germany’s
         peaceable intentions towards Russia, expressed his strong personal interest in a trade treaty between the two countries and
         presented the tsar with a document outlining his own thoughts on the ‘objectives of the Triple Alliance’. These conciliatory
         efforts yielded only a qualified sucess. They helped to improve Russo-German trade relations, but they could not arrest the
         growing alienation between the two states or the ominous deepening of military ties between Russia and France, strikingly
         symbolized by Tsar Alexander’s widely reported visit on board a French warship anchored off Copenhagen in October 1893.
      

      
      What was disturbing about such monarchical interventions was not merely the fact that they were not squared beforehand with
         the relevant ministers and officials, but also the apparent absence of a clear policy concept. Wilhelm seemed prone to oscillations
         and sudden changes of direction. In the autumn of 1896, for example, at a time when relations between Britain and Germany
         had cooled dramatically following tensions over German interests in South Africa, Wilhelm briefly favoured the idea of forming
         a continental league with France and Russia for the joint defence of colonial possessions against Britain. At virtually the
         same time, however, he toyed with the idea of eliminating potential sources of conflict with Britain by simply doing away
         with all the German colonies except East Africa. This plan struck the secretary of state for foreign affairs (Marschall) as
         so outlandish that he took it to be a bluff and a veiled request for naval funding. But Wilhelm was more serious than that. He went so far as to explain his views to the British ambassador in Berlin, Sir Frank Lascelles, who passed them on to Prime
         Minister Salisbury. By the spring of 1897, however, Wilhelm had dropped this idea and was proposing that Germany enter into
         a close relationship with France.16

      
      This apparently random alternation of options generated consternation among those responsible for planning and managing German
         foreign policy. In a panicky letter to Eulenburg, Holstein observed that this was the ‘third policy programme in three months’.
         Eulenburg, who knew Wilhelm better, was less concerned. There was ‘a considerable difference’, he replied, ‘between such remarks
         and serious action’. Wilhelm’s projects were not ‘programmes’, he assured Holstein, but whimsical ‘marginal jottings’ of limited
         import for the conduct of policy. Hohenlohe, too, remained calm: ‘It seems that His Majesty is recommending another new programme,
         but I don’t take it too tragically; I have seen too many programmes come and go.’17

      
      It was clear nonetheless that capricious and unpredictable behaviour of this kind called for careful supervision and management
         of the monarch. We have seen that this was one of the functions of the group of friends and advisers that formed around Wilhelm
         after his accession to the throne. The Holstein–Eulenburg group in particular proved remarkably successful in acquiring control
         over diplomatic appointments, seeing to it that candidates of their choice were sent as ambassadors to Constantinople, St
         Petersburg, Vienna and Rome. They also succeeded in neutralizing their most prominent competitor for influence over the Kaiser,
         namely the chief of the General Staff, General von Waldersee, who opposed the foreign policy of the Caprivi administration and had tried to operate the military attachés stationed
         in foreign embassies as a parallel diplomatic network under his own control.18 In 1891 Holstein and Eulenburg succeeded, as we saw, in preventing Wilhelm from travelling to Danzig to meet the tsar; in
         the following year the Foreign Office, with Eulenburg’s help, persuaded him to overcome his injured pride and accept the tsar’s
         invitation to meet in Kiel. Action was also taken to neutralize the effects of monarchical initiatives that were already under
         way: thus, while Wilhelm was warming up the French in 1890–91, Holstein was cooling them down again with warnings that there
         was no prospect of lifting the onerous German passport controls in Alsace-Lorraine.19 In 1895, when Wilhelm gave assurances of German support for Austrian policy on the Straits that went beyond the Foreign Office’s
         policy on Germany’s alliance obligations, Marschall moved quickly to prevent the Austrians from forming a false impression
         of Germany’s position.20

      
      Wilhelm continued to be ‘managed’ in this way throughout the 1890s. In the spring of 1897 he had to be strenuously dissuaded
         by Hohenlohe from reinforcing the Boers in the Transvaal with a gradual infusion of German troops. It was sometimes felt necessary
         to conceal information from him. Wilhelm was never informed, for example, of the details of a meeting of March 1897 between
         the assistant under-secretary of the British Foreign Office, Sir Francis Bertie, and the German diplomat Baron Hermann von
         Eckardstein. In the course of discussion on German interests in southern Africa, Bertie warned his interlocutor – a notorious
         Anglophile – that ‘the English government will not stop at any step, even the ultimate, to repel any German intervention’
         and added that ‘should it come to a war with Germany, the entire English nation would be behind it, and that a blockade of
         Hamburg and Bremen and the annihilation of German commerce on the high seas would be child’s play for the English fleet’.21 This unusually harsh message was never related to Wilhelm, presumably because it was thought that it might prompt an embarrassing
         outburst.
      

      
      Among the various ministers and officials faced with the task of managing the Kaiser’s interventions in foreign affairs, the
         most skilful was Bernhard von Bülow. In an authoritative account of Bülow’s foreign policy, Peter Winzen has shown how cleverly
         he manipulated the sovereign. Bülow saw to it that he was the sole conduit of important information on Germany’s diplomatic
         relations, weighted his account of the options so that the emperor’s choice was virtually a foregone conclusion and maintained
         throughout the illusion that all policy initiatives were proceeding ‘along the lines set out by Your Majesty’.22 By using such quintessentially courtly techniques, Bülow, supported by Holstein, was able to shield the policy-making process
         to some extent from the destabilizing effect of monarchical initiatives.23 In the context of the British ‘alliance offers’ of 1898–1901, the effect of such management was to prevent Wilhelm from leaping
         to make a commitment that would serve British rather than German interests. Bülow’s policy of the ‘free hand’, by which the
         Reich leadership aimed to capitalize on the tensions among the other great powers in order to maximize its own independence
         and room for manoeuvre, remained the guiding principle of German diplomacy. Again and again – one could point to the South Africa Treaty of 1898 which defused Anglo-German
         tensions and extricated Germany from the troubled Transvaal Republic, or the decision to refuse a Russian offer of joint mediation
         in the Boer War in April 1900, or the agreement struck with Great Britain in 1901 over the Yangtse Valley region24 – important trend-setting decisions were made without Wilhelm’s direct involvement.
      

      
      
      
      
      Wilhelm II and the naval idea

      
      
      There is, however, one area in which Wilhelm appears to have exercised a decisive influence: the modernization and expansion
         of the imperial navy, and the decision to embark upon a naval armaments race with Great Britain.25 Wilhelm had been a keen nautical hobbyist since childhood, a passion encouraged by his British, anti-militarist mother. As
         a young adult he was an avid reader of naval histories and technical journals, acquiring a knowledge in the fields of modern
         ship design and technology that impressed contemporaries. The nautical sketches of his early adult years show futuristic floating
         fortresses bristling with lovingly pencilled guns. Even before his accession, Wilhelm had begun planning the construction
         of the luxury yacht Hohenzollern, the first official royal yacht to be commissioned by a member of his dynasty. Throughout his reign – until the outbreak
         of war in 1914 – he was to spend his summers aboard this craft, cruising the Baltic in the company of friends and cronies.
      

      
      Within six months of his accession, Wilhelm had ordered substantial reforms to the navy’s administrative structure, unifying the chain of command and consolidating the personal authority
         of the emperor in questions of strategy and personnel. He made no secret of his attachment to the navy; he broke with Hohenzollern
         tradition to appoint a naval officer as one of his personal adjutants, he was the first German emperor to appoint himself
         an admiral, and he often seemed to prefer the company of senior naval officers to that of generals at public functions.26 Nevertheless, there was little sign in the early years of his reign that Wilhelm’s interest in naval affairs was linked to
         a clear strategic or political programme. Shipbuilding was permitted to stagnate, with the result that by 1895, according
         to a report from the Admiralty, the German fleet was in absolute and relative decline.27 There were occasional flashes of enthusiasm for a more ambitious fleet strategy (notably in 1894 during the Sino-Japanese
         War) but for the most part Wilhelm’s ideas on defence continued to be dominated by the prospect of a territorial war in which
         the navy would play at best a secondary role.
      

      
      In the mid-1890s, however, naval construction and strategy came to occupy a central place in Wilhelm’s thinking on German
         security and foreign policy. This fundamental (and historically novel) reorientation reflected the emperor’s sensitivity to
         the newest trends in public opinion. While it is true, as Paul Kennedy has pointed out,28 that support for ambitious naval projects (and the substantial funding they would require) remained weak within parliament,
         there was a growing and increasingly well-publicized enthusiasm among the academic and commercial middle classes for a naval policy to support Germany’s claim to an equal share in territorial settlements on the imperial periphery and to secure
         for her an unchallenged place among the great powers. Wilhelm monitored and occasionally annotated navalist articles in the
         press and, like many of his educated middle-class subjects, he read the works of the immensely influential American writer
         Alfred Thayer Mahan, who foretold a struggle for global power that would be decided by vast fleets of heavy battleships and
         battle cruisers. In pursuing naval expansion Wilhelm felt himself to be acting in concert with sound, national opinion. Naval
         expansion was especially well suited to realize Wilhelm’s vision of successful monarchy: by comparison with the army, which
         was seen as narrowly Prussian, aristocratic and parochial in its outlook, the navy was the weapon of the empire and of the
         German nation, especially of its industrial, commercial and academic middle classes. A monarch closely associated with naval
         expansion might hope to place himself on that national middle ground in German politics and opinion that had proved so elusive
         in the early and mid-1890s.
      

      
      Important as these domestic considerations were, there was also an international dimension. Wilhelm’s awareness of the power-political
         potential of a substantial navy was sharpened by a series of conflicts on the colonial periphery. There was a dispute with
         London, for example, over the Anglo-Congolese Treaty of May 1894, which, as Berlin rightly argued, damaged German interests
         in East Africa and was in breach of an earlier Anglo-German agreement. In the following year, the German government muscled
         its way into the ranks of the powers mediating in territorial negotiations following Japan’s victory in the Sino-Japanese War. This intervention was motivated by an (in this case unfounded)
         fear that the British were on the point of seizing Shanghai.29

      
      By far the most serious of these peripheral conflicts was the Transvaal crisis of 1895–7. There had long been local tensions
         between the British-controlled Cape Colony and the neighbouring Boer South African Republic, also known as the Transvaal.
         The British had formally recognized the republic as an independent sovereign entity, but Cecil Rhodes, the dominant figure
         in the Cape Colony, pressed for annexation of the northern neighbour, lured by the vast gold deposits there. Since German
         settlers played a prominent role in the Transvaal economy and Germans owned one-fifth of all foreign capital invested there,
         the Berlin government took a legitimate interest in maintaining the republic’s sovereignty. In 1894 there were tensions between
         Berlin and London over the building of a German-financed railway linking the landlocked Transvaal with Delagoa Bay in Portuguese
         Mozambique. While the British considered acquiring control of the offending railway through the annexation of Delagoa Bay
         and rejected any arrangement that would dilute their political and economic dominance in the region, the Germans insisted
         on the continuing political and economic independence of the Transvaal.30 There was further friction in the autumn of 1895, when the British ambassador in Berlin, Sir Edward Malet, spoke of the Transvaal
         as a trouble spot in Anglo-German relations and hinted darkly at the possibility of war between the two countries if Germany
         refused to back down. Despite Prime Minister Salisbury’s hasty moves to dissociate his government from the envoy’s remarks, their effect on Wilhelm was
         electric. He descended on his friend Colonel Swaine, the British military attaché in Berlin, raging at Malet’s impertinence
         in threatening him, Queen Victoria’s grandson, over ‘a few square miles of negroes and palm trees’.31

      
      Wilhelm and the government were thus in an ill humour when an abortive British attack on the Transvaal in December 1895 triggered
         an international crisis. Dr Leander Starr Jameson’s raid on the republic had not been formally sanctioned by the British government,
         though it is clear in retrospect that at least one British government minister ( Joseph Chamberlain) had prior knowledge of
         it. Salisbury lost no time in issuing the necessary official condemnations and denials, but the Berlin leadership, for its
         part, remained convinced that London was behind the raid and was determined to signal its indignation. On 3 January 1896,
         the day after news of Jameson’s defeat and capture reached Berlin, Wilhelm met with Marschall, Hohenlohe and various naval
         representatives to discuss the options available to the German government. Having considered various possibilities, they hit
         upon the idea of sending a personal telegram from the Kaiser to Paul Kruger, president of the Transvaal Republic. The ‘Kruger
         telegram’, as it came to be known, wished the president a happy new year, and congratulated him on having defended ‘the independence
         of his country against external attack’ without ‘appealing for the help of friendly powers’.32

      
      Historical narratives of these events have tended to cast the Kruger telegram and Wilhelm’s role in its despatch in the worst possible light. It has been argued, for example, that
         the telegram was only approved by the officials at the meeting of 3 January in order to wean Wilhelm off a fantastical plan
         to embroil Germany in an African land war with Britain. The telegram itself has been criticized as ‘gratuitous’ and ‘superfluous’.33 But such assessments do not faithfully represent Wilhelm’s role in the events surrounding the telegram. Wilhelm was not alone
         in considering the option of despatching German troops to the region: Marschall had also considered it. Under the influence
         of Holstein, the foreign minister had already decided on a firm policy in the question of the independence of the Transvaal
         Republic; he had instructed the German ambassasor in Lisbon to enquire whether the Portuguese authorites would permit the
         transit of German troops to Transvaal via Portuguese-controlled Lourenço Marques. Wilhelm was thus not as isolated at the
         council of 3 January as some accounts suggest; all participants shared the same ‘basic position’ on the Transvaal question.34 The telegram did not, in other words, arise from an attempt to rein in an enraged Kaiser who had lost touch with reality.
      

      
      That the telegram appeared gratuitous and offensive to Queen Victoria, the British government and an enraged British press
         is certainly true, but there is no reason why this response should be the touchstone for our own judgements.35 There is a perplexing tendency in the literature on this period – and in popular present-day awareness – to see things from
         the Westminster point of view, to accept implicitly the notion that British colonial expansion and British perceptions of
         British rights constituted a ‘natural order’, in the light of which German objections appeared to be wanton provocations. Inasmuch as it signalled – before the
         eyes of the international community – an objection to Britain’s arrogant handling of the Transvaal question and her dismissive
         treatment of Germany, the mildly worded Kruger telegram was anything but gratuitous. Moreover, if it was Wilhelm’s intention
         to elicit the solidarity of the German public, then the telegram must be judged a great success, in the short term at least,
         for it was greeted by a wave of jubilation that engulfed every party in the political spectrum.36

      
      Germany ultimately withdrew from the confrontation with Great Britain over southern Africa. As it became clear that Germany
         lacked the means to enforce its will, or even to secure the respect due to an equal participant in such conflicts, Wilhelm’s
         ministers manoeuvred him into a conciliatory agreement which, in return for nugatory British concessions, excluded Germany
         from further involvement in the political future of South Africa. Wilhelm’s sentimental fellow feeling for the Boers and ‘African
         Germandom’ quickly waned and in his insouciant way he even became a warm admirer of Cecil Rhodes. ‘What a man he is,’ he enthused
         after a breakfast meeting with Rhodes in March 1899. ‘Why is he not my minister? With him, I could do anything.’37

      
      
      
      
      
      Navalism becomes policy

      
      
      The Transvaal crisis and the Kruger telegram represented an important caesura. They at once whetted Wilhelm’s appetite for
         a more ambitious course and sharpened his awareness of the constraints that the lack of a navy imposed upon German policy.
         In a widely reported speech given on 18 January 1896, only two weeks after despatch of the telegram, Wilhelm declared that
         ‘out of the German empire a world empire is born’ and closed with a plea to the German people ‘to help me bind fast this greater
         German empire to our own empire at home’.38 He became obsessed with the need for ships, to the point where he began to see virtually every international crisis as a
         lesson in the primacy of naval power. In the following year, when a rebellion on the island of Crete triggered conflict between
         Greece and the Ottoman empire, Wilhelm observed with envy and exasperation how Britain led the way in resolving the issue
         through a diplomatic convention and reasserting her dominance in the Mediterranean. He noted on a report from the German envoy
         in Athens:
      

      
      Here again one can see how much Germany suffers for lack of a strong fleet. […] If, instead of one ship, we had had a strong cruiser division with armoured cruisers off Crete, Germany could, alone
         and on her own initiative, have blockaded Athens without delay and thereby drawn in the other powers and forced them to participate
         nolens volens. In the event, nothing happened, and the one who has crossed all plans, paralysed all will to action and who is therefore deserving of consideration is England! Because it has the strongest fleet! In this context our 100,000 grenadiers
         are of no use whatsoever!39

         

      
      Within a year, however, developments in the Far East underscored the opportunities that came with a credible naval presence.
         Following the murder of two German Catholic priests near the Chinese port of Kiaochow, Wilhelm resolved to use the incident
         as a pretext for occupation and seizure of the port and ordered a German squadron to move in on 14 November 1897. The occupation
         was eventually formalized under a ninety-nine-year lease of the kind recently secured by the British in Hong Kong. The Kiaochow
         initiative had been proposed by a squadron commander serving in the China Sea and was launched without any consultation of
         the German chancellor and foreign minister – although Wilhelm had taken the precaution of sounding out his cousin Nicholas
         II to ensure that the Russians would not object. The incident strengthened Wilhelm’s resolve to secure for Germany the services
         of a strong fleet.40

      
      Wilhelm’s deepening preoccupation with naval expansion coincided with the emergence of an increasingly bitter factional division
         within the uppermost ranks of the naval administration. On the one hand, Wilhelm’s naval cabinet chief, Admiral Baron Gustav
         von Senden Bibran, and his ambitious protégé Alfred von Tirpitz pressed for the construction on a grand scale of large battleships
         along the lines foreseen by the navalist historian Mahan. On the other side was the cautious Admiral Friedrich Hollmann, secretary
         of state for the navy and the man with responsibility for drafting naval bills for the Reichstag, who remained committed to the construction of a cruiser force. Whereas Senden and Tirpitz saw
         German naval strategy in terms of a future struggle for parity with Great Britain in waters close to home, Hollmann envisaged
         a more flexible weapon that would be used to press German claims and protect German interests on the periphery. While Tirpitz
         called for a propaganda campaign to mobilize public support for increased naval expenditure, Hollmann remained convinced that
         the Reichstag would never commit itself to grandiose, long-term building plans and insisted that naval expansion must advance
         by small stages. Between 1893 and 1896 Hollmann’s rivals waged a guerrilla campaign against the naval secretary, openly questioning
         his competence and bombarding Wilhelm with memoranda outlining their own strategy proposals. Wilhelm was excited by the breathtaking
         scale of the dissenters’ proposals, but was unwilling to relinquish Hollmann, in part because he remained attached to the
         cruiser concept favoured by the then-fashionable French jeune école, and in part because Hollmann still enjoyed the support of the camarilla around Philipp Eulenburg. Instead, he oscillated
         in characteristic fashion between the two fronts, countering the arguments of each party with the objections of the other.
         At the same time, he tacitly recognized Tirpitz as Hollmann’s eventual successor.41 Hollmann’s position finally became untenable in March 1897, when his naval estimates were mauled by the Reichstag budget
         committee. Hollmann was granted ‘leave’, and Admiral Tirpitz was appointed to replace him.
      

      
      The consequence was a victory for the battleship-based, anti-British fleet strategy that Senden, Tirpitz and their allies had been calling for since the early 1890s. On 26 March
         1898, following a naval propaganda campaign of unprecedented scale and intensity, the Reichstag passed a new Navy Bill. In
         place of the eclectic and unfocused proposals of the early and mid-1890s, Tirpitz’s Imperial Naval Office now installed a
         long-term construction plan. Its ultimate objective was to enable Germany to confront the British navy on equal terms; the
         aptly named ‘Tirpitz plan’ aimed, as Jonathan Steinberg has put it, to ‘wrest from Great Britain her exclusive hegemony over
         the world’s oceans’.42

      
      Did the appointment of Tirpitz and the era of unilateral naval rearmament that followed with the navy laws of 1898, 1900,
         1906, 1908 and 1912 represent an unalloyed victory for Wilhelm and for the principle of personal rule? In one sense, there
         would seem to be no doubt that it did. It was Wilhelm, after all, who installed the man who built the ships, promoting him
         over the heads of thirteen more senior officers. Wilhelm continued to support the admiral (soon promoted to grand admiral)
         against a growing chorus of criticism, insisting that government ministers work together with Tirpitz in support of new naval
         legislation. ‘Your Excellency is aware,’ Wilhelm informed Chancellor Hohenlohe in November 1899, ‘[…] that I am firmly determined
         to dissolve the Reichstag in the event that it should reject the reinforcement of our naval armaments which is so absolutely
         vital for our security and future. All other concerns and considerations must be subordinated to this question, which is a
         matter of existential importance for the Reich.’43

      
      Some qualifications are in order nonetheless. It is striking that Wilhelm could only bring about this momentous transition in defence policy by arbitrating, as it were, in a struggle
         within the naval administration between Hollmann of the Imperial Naval Office and his adversaries in the Naval Cabinet and
         Naval Command. Here, as in many of the other political conflicts in which he had taken part, his role was reactive rather
         than creative. Nor did the Tirpitz plan correspond with Wilhelm’s own long-standing ideas about the kind of fleet Germany
         needed. Wilhelm had wanted fast modern cruisers; Tirpitz wanted heavy battleships with maximum firepower. In this sense, the
         switch to big ships involved a departure for the Kaiser. Not the least of Tirpitz’s achievements was his success in warding
         off Wilhelm’s later attempts to modify the construction programme Tirpitz had put in place. As Volker Berghahn has observed,
         the new naval policy had to be protected, not only against the threat of parliamentary intervention, but also against interventions
         from above.44

      
      Wilhelm was aware from the outset of the anti-English thrust of the new plan. He can hardly have failed to note the Anglophobe
         animus of the admiral’s policy documents: the memorandum setting out the reform proposals to the Kaiser in June 1897, for
         example, began with the lapidary observation that ‘For Germany, the most dangerous naval enemy at the present time is England,’
         and the same assertion cropped up in various forms throughout the draft proposals and memoranda of later years.45 In the short term, such bullish talk doubtless spoke to Wilhelm’s sense of grievance over the events of the mid-1890s. But
         a distinction must be made between Wilhelm’s mercurial and ambivalent attitude to the country of his British relatives and the unbending hostility of Tirpitz, which as Peter Winzen has shown, was linked
         with the admiral’s Social Darwinist conviction that German demographic and economic expansion would inevitably lead to conflict
         with the world’s foremost imperial power.46 Even within the senior ranks of the German navy, this consistency and narrowness of focus made Tirpitz an unusual figure.
         He was a determinist of the most pessimistic and dogmatic stripe: the question for him was not whether, but when, the confrontation
         would come and how swiftly the German navy could be prepared for it.
      

      
      By contrast, Wilhelm retained, as ever, a sense of the open-endedness of contemporary developments. He believed and hoped
         that England, in respectful acknowledgement of Germany’s growing naval might, would eventually decide to attach herself to
         the Triple Alliance. ‘I do know for a fact,’ his mother wrote to Queen Victoria in the summer of 1898, ‘that Wilhelm is most anxious for a rapprochement with England, and hopes with all his heart that England will come forward in some sort of way and meet him half-way.’47 In a much reported speech of February 1901, given in Marlborough House on the occasion of his departure from England after
         the burial of Queen Victoria, Wilhelm declared outright that Britain and Germany ought to form an alliance: ‘with such an
         alliance not a mouse could stir in Europe without our permission’.48 One could argue, of course, that such statements amounted to little more than effusions generated by the excitement of the
         moment, but this view is belied by Wilhelm’s consistency in returning to the theme throughout the pre-war era. Alternatively,
         one might argue that public expressions of interest in an alliance were merely cynical attempts to provide cover for Germany during
         the construction of the fleet by hoodwinking the British public about his country’s intentions. But this would hardly explain
         his frequent similar remarks in contexts where there could be no question of misleading the public – in his marginalia to
         diplomatic correspondence, for example, or his private conversations. ‘An enemy of England I shall never be,’ he told Ambassador
         Szögyényi in January 1902, ‘despite the many annoyances I have experienced from their side.’49 As late as March 1913, he expressed to the Württemberg envoy in Berlin his confidence that British apprehensions over German
         sea power would soon give way to a peaceful relationship founded on mutual respect.50

      
      The momentous reshuffle of 1897 appears, in other words, to have inaugurated an ominous divergence between the ever hazy and
         unresolved policy of the monarch, and the all-too-focused programme of his powerful servant. As Volker Berghahn has pointed
         out, Wilhelm was not ‘a man of clear concepts, who did the hard work of thinking and preparation and then goaded others to
         carry out the plans he himself had developed’.51 Small wonder that he became increasingly aware of the limits of his control over the naval policy he himself had launched.
         ‘[His Majesty] is upset by the fact that he is not yet doing the thing on his own and doesn’t appear – especially in the eyes
         of the better informed naval circles – to be the one in control.’ Tirpitz, who wrote these words in 1903, saw Wilhelm’s discomfiture
         as further evidence of the monarch’s superficiality: ‘That is the sad and depressing thing about this talented monarch: that
         he esteems the appearance above the essence.’52 But the truth of the matter was surely that it was Tirpitz himself who had seized control over the essentials of the naval
         programme, leaving Wilhelm with the mere appearance of control.
      

      
      
      
      
      Escape routes (1904–6)

      
      
      By the summer of 1904, Germany’s diplomatic position was substantially worse than it had been when Bismarck left office. The
         alliance concluded between Russia and France ten years before had inaugurated an era of close military and financial–industrial
         cooperation between Germany’s neighbours of east and west and now appeared to be a permanent feature of the European scene.
         The threat posed by this arrangement to the security of the Reich was heightened in 1899, when changes were made to the wording
         of the treaty that sharpened its anti-German focus. As relations with England cooled, Germany became increasingly dependent
         on the support provided by the Triple Alliance with Austria–Hungary and Italy. But here too, there were grounds for concern:
         it had always been difficult to reconcile Italian and Austrian interests within the joint security arrangements of the Triple
         Alliance, and the Italo-French agreement of 1902 over Tripoli and Morocco raised serious doubts as to the solidity of the
         Italian commitment.
      

      
      The German political leadership observed these ominous developments with an insouciance that seems astonishing in retrospect.
         Bülow had never felt that the Russian–French alliance called for a compensatory move in the direction of Great Britain, since he assumed that tensions between Britain and the two continental powers would provide Germany with room
         for manoeuvre and keep the door to a German– British rapprochement – should this become necessary – permanently open. He responded
         to the Italo-French accord over northern Africa with similar sang-froid: ‘in a happy marriage,’ he told the Reichstag on 8
         January 1902, ‘there is no need for the husband to go red in the face when his wife dances an extra turn with someone else’.53 Bülow thus lost no time in turning down an alliance offer from the Russian foreign minister, Count Lambsdorff, in 1902 –
         a move he was later to regret. But the Anglo-French Entente of 1904 was a more serious blow. In a letter to Bülow of April
         1904, Wilhelm confided that the Entente gave him ‘much food for thought’, because the fact that England and France no longer
         needed to fear anything from each other meant that ‘the need to take account of our position becomes ever less pressing’.54

      
      How could Germany extricate itself from this unhappy state of affairs? Two options presented themselves. The first was to
         commit the Reich to an alliance with Russia and thereby weaken or neutralize the Franco-Russian alliance. The second was to
         find some means of weakening the new Entente between Britain and France. Opportunities to test both options arose during 1904–5,
         thanks to an international crisis that placed the European alliance system under severe strain.
      

      
      In February 1904 war broke out between Russia and Japan over control of Manchuria. Wilhelm had been calling for some time
         – without success – for a diplomatic approach to the Russians and he quickly saw the advantages to be reaped from Russia’s predicament. In a letter of February 1904 to
         the tsar, Wilhelm pointed out that the French were supplying the Japanese with raw materials and thus hardly comporting themselves
         as reliable allies.55 In June he informed Nicholas that he believed the Anglo-French Entente served the purpose of ‘preventing the French from
         coming to your aid!’; other letters made commiserating noises about the ill-fortune of the Russian army and expressed confidence
         in future successes.56 Wilhelm also approved more practical measures, such as the coaling of Russian battleships from German stations en route to
         the East. Finally, on 30 October, he presented the tsar with a draft alliance provided by Bülow. The substance of the text
         was an undertaking that each power would come to the other’s aid in the event of either’s being attacked in Europe or elsewhere
         in the world. Nicholas gave the matter serious consideration, but was unwilling to enter into a formal agreement before consulting
         his French ally. Since it was inconceivable that the French would agree, this was tantamount to rejecting the proposal.
      

      
      By the summer of 1905, however, Russia’s position had worsened drastically: Port Arthur had fallen in January, the Russian
         Manchurian army had been defeated by Japanese forces at Mukden in March, and the Baltic fleet was destroyed in the Sea of
         Japan in May. In the political and economic upheaval that resulted, a revolution broke out in January and raged on intermittently
         throughout the year. Wilhelm renewed his approaches to Nicholas, who was now disposed, in his desperation, to take more serious
         note of his cousin’s proposals. In the summer of 1905 the royal yacht Hohenzollern made its way towards the small fishing village of Björkö in the Gulf of Finland for a rendezvous with the tsar’s Polar Star. As Roderick McLean has shown, the purpose of this journey was kept secret, even from the entourage, although one of the
         Kaiser’s companions later recalled that Wilhelm had spoken incessantly of ‘alliances and political combinations’, and specifically
         of a ‘coalition between Germany, France and Russia’.57 The two boats moored alongside each other on 23 July and the tsar came aboard for dinner. Confidential discussions followed,
         during which Wilhelm played – with considerable success – on the tsar’s anxieties about British designs against Russia and
         the unreliability of the French, who had now thrown in their lot with Britain. On the following morning a treaty was signed
         by the two monarchs. It stipulated that ‘in the event that one of the two empires were attacked by a European power, its ally
         would aid it in Europe by land and sea with all of its forces’. A closing clause laid down that the Russians were to seek
         the participation of France as a co-signatory.58 The tsar appears to have been in an unstable emotional state throughout the proceedings; Wilhelm recalled to Eulenburg that
         after signing he ‘fell into my arms and wept, so that the tears came pouring down, [saying:] “You are my only loyal friend.”
         ’59

      
      Wilhelm was delighted with the new agreement and ecstatic at the role he himself had played in orchestrating it. He saw it
         as a triumph for dynastic diplomacy and a new ‘cornerstone’ in European politics that would turn over ‘a new leaf in the history
         of the world’. In this he was to be disappointed. Oddly enough, given his strong support for the earlier draft treaty of 1904, Bülow now refused to accept and co-sign the commitment Wilhelm had pledged at Björkö. The
         chancellor objected to an amendment Wilhelm had made to the draft text – against the advice of the Foreign Office60 – that limited the area of operations covered by the treaty to Europe (the original text had stated that an attack in Europe
         or elsewhere in the world would activate the alliance) and decided, after some days’ reflection, to tender his resignation. By limiting the treaty
         to Europe, Bülow argued in his letter of resignation, Wilhelm had rendered it useless, since Germany was in a far better position
         to aid Russia on the continent than Russia would be to aid Germany. Whether Bülow’s protest really holds water has been disputed
         among historians. Lamar Cecil is inclined to take at face value the arguments offered in the chancellor’s letter of resignation
         and to accept his negative judgement of Wilhelm’s diplomacy. Katherine Lerman, by contrast, has argued that there was sound
         reasoning behind Wilhelm’s amendment (namely the desire to avoid entangling Germany in an imperialist conflict between Russia
         and Great Britain) and that the treaty, had it been ratified, might well have served a valuable purpose. Both agree, however,
         that Bülow’s protest and resignation were motivated in large part by the desire to strengthen his position and assert his
         independence from the emperor.61

      
      
 
 

5. Wilhelm II aspired to play a role in shaping the foreign policy of the German empire. His most dramatic intervention in
               this sphere occurred in the summer of 1905 when he met with Tsar Nicholas II at sea off Björkö on the coast of Finland to
               agree the text of a draft treaty. The meeting went well (the two emperors are seen here chatting on board one of the German
               vessels), but like so many of Wilhelm’s other diplomatic initiatives, this one came to nothing.
            
 


      
     
      The impact of the showdown between emperor and chancellor over Björkö on relations between the two men has been discussed
         (see chapter 4 above). As for the question of the amended treaty’s value to German diplomacy, this swiftly became irrelevant,
         as it emerged that the French would never co-sign such an agreement.62 In a memorandum to the tsar, the Russian foreign minister, Count Lambsdorff, pointed out that ‘it was inadmissible to promise
         at the same time the same thing to two governments whose interests were mutually antagonistic’. Nicholas’s contrite reply
         revealed how fragile were the foundations upon which the agreement had been based: ‘I didn’t understand the Treaty of Björkö
         as you do,’ he told Lambsdorff. ‘When I signed it, I didn’t for a moment think that my agreement with Emperor Wilhelm could
         be directed against France; quite the contrary; I had always intended that France should be associated with it.’63 Nicholas remained favourably disposed to an agreement of some kind with Germany – a revised version of Björkö, perhaps, that
         had been vetted by the French? – but under pressure from his political and economic advisers he gradually dropped the idea.64 The ‘eastern road’ out of isolation was thus closed off, at least for the foreseeable future.
      

      
      The other diplomatic option pursued during these years focused on the Entente recently agreed between Britain and France.
         Here again, Wilhelm played a highly exposed role, though he was much less involved in the formulation of policy; indeed, as
         we shall see, he was unenthusiastic about the part allotted to him by the policy-makers in Berlin. The events of the ‘First
         Moroccan crisis’ have often been recounted and they need only be sketched in outline here. As part of the comprehensive settlement
         of outstanding colonial disputes negotiated through the Entente Cordiale in 1904, the British had agreed to recognize Morocco
         as standing within the French sphere of influence, in return for French recognition of British primacy in Egypt. Determined to capitalize on this arrangement while the British commitment
         was still fresh, the French government sent a diplomatic mission to Fez with a view to negotiating the consolidation of French
         control in Morocco in January 1905. The German Foreign Office had long been watching French moves in Morocco with suspicion
         and was determined not to allow the French government to act unilaterally in a manner that would damage German interests in
         the area.
      

      
      The German viewpoint had a certain legitimacy in international law: an international agreement of 1881 had formally recognized
         Morocco as an area that could be dealt with only by international treaty. The ultimate objective of German policy, however,
         was simply to test the strength of the Entente. Reports from London gave reason to suppose that the British would not feel
         bound to intervene in a dispute over Morocco between France and a third power.65 This in turn would remind the French – in Wilhelm’s quaint formulation – that ‘a navy has no wheels’, and thereby soften
         their opposition to an understanding of some kind with Germany.66 In this sense, the Moroccan initiative can be seen as a ‘western’ version of the approaches made to Russia during 1904–5.
      

      
      Wilhelm had never taken a serious political interest in Morocco.67 He was thus unenthusiastic when Holstein and Bülow hit upon the idea that the Kaiser should use a Mediterranean cruise planned
         for March 1905 to make a demonstrative official visit to the Moroccan authorities in Tangier, and thereby convey German determination
         to uphold the sovereignty of the country and defend German commercial interests there. His chief concern may well have been that the risk of war with France was simply too high. On 22 March 1905,
         shortly before his embarkation for Tangier (via Portugal), Wilhelm gave a widely publicized speech in Bremen which sent unequivocally
         conciliatory signals to France (and thereby blunted the edge of the official German policy):
      

      
      
      I have sworn to myself on the basis of my experience never to strive for an empty dominance over the world. […] The world
         empire [Weltreich] which I have dreamed of should be such that above all the newly fashioned German empire may enjoy the most absolute trust
         as a peaceful, honest neighbour.68

         

      
      Even after he had left Lisbon and was steaming towards northern Africa, Wilhelm remained uncertain about whether he would
         actually go ashore at Tangier. Once again, Bülow’s skilful handling of the emperor helped to resolve the issue. In repeated
         telegrams to Wilhelm’s ship, the chancellor painted the consequences of an official visit in heroic colours. Nevertheless,
         it was only when his ship had actually dropped anchor off the port that Wilhelm finally decided to disembark and enter the
         city.69

      
      In the short term, the landing appeared to have been a great success. It prompted outrage in Britain and France, but the British
         showed no interest in intervening and the French government was intent upon achieving a peaceful resolution. The French foreign
         minister, Théophile Delcassé, was dismissed; his responsibilities were assumed by the new and inexperienced French premier
         Maurice Rouvier, who proposed bilateral negotiations over the future of Morocco. But Bülow pressed on, turning down Rouvier’s proposal
         and insisting instead that the dispute be resolved at an international conference, as required under the terms of the treaty
         of 1881. This request was eventually granted. For the German Foreign Office, it was, as US president Theodore Roosevelt observed,
         ‘a diplomatic triumph of the first magnitude’.70 It was also, as we have seen, the zenith of Bülow’s career. But the Moroccan triumph was to prove shortlived: at the conference
         that convened in the Spanish port town of Algeciras in January 1906, the quasi-independence of Morocco was confirmed, but
         the Germans failed to gain any support for their further proposals (except from the Austrians). On 5 April 1906 Bülow turned
         white and collapsed in the Reichstag shortly after making a brief speech on the outcome of Algeciras. He was to remain in
         convalescence until the following October.71

      
      The efforts of the Bülow government to probe eastern and western options as a means of overcoming German isolation were a
         resounding failure. The German challenge over Morocco strengthened, rather than weakened, the Entente. It also brought the
         Entente’s military dimension into sharper focus. One unhappy consequence of German pressure on France in 1905, as Paul Kennedy
         has shown, was a firming up of the British military commitment to France: British strategists now envisaged the trans-shipment
         of British troops to France in the event of a German attack. The Anglo-Franco-Belgian General Staff talks of 1905 were a further
         sign that the front in the west had hardened.72 As for the eastern option, its plausibility was substantially undermined in the summer of 1907, when Britain and Russia signed a convention resolving their disputes over Persia, Afghanistan
         and Tibet. A crucial precondition for Germany’s freedom of movement in continental affairs was thus withdrawn.
      

      
      
      
      
      Isolation (1911)

      
      
      In the spring of 1911 Morocco once again became the focus of an international crisis. In April of that year the French occupied
         Fez, the capital city, on a flimsy pretext and renewed their efforts to transform Morocco into a French protectorate. The
         new state secretary of foreign affairs, Alfred von Kiderlen-Wächter, was determined not to let this manoeuvre pass and planned
         an aggressive German counter-demonstration. German gunboats were to be sent to the port town of Agadir in western Morocco,
         with the avowed aim of protecting German business interests there. The objective was to press France either to respect the
         settlement of 1906 and permanently renounce its ambitions in Morocco, or, preferably, to concede territory in central Africa
         to Germany in return for the establishment of a French protectorate in the sultanate. At the same time, it was hoped – in
         1911 as in 1905 – that the British would think better of intervening directly in support of the French and would thus compromise
         the credibility of the Entente. Whether Kiderlen’s policy over Morocco at any time encompassed the possibility of a war with
         France, and whether he enjoyed Bethmann’s support in taking this risk, has been controversial among historians.73 While it is clear that Kiderlen preferred a territorial to a military solution, there is little doubt that he saw the deterrent
         effect of the (perceived) risk of war as a precondition for German success. In any case, the policy was a failure: far from
         backing away, the British government sent clear signals of its readiness to stand by its Entente partner. The crisis was ended
         with a treaty that confirmed French superiority in Morocco. In return, the Germans had to make do with large but economically
         worthless tracts of the French Congo.
      

      
      Wilhelm was no more closely involved in the decisions that produced this crisis than he had been in 1905. Indeed, he had initially
         welcomed the French intervention in Fez, because he believed that it would help to stabilize the sultanate. During the weeks
         following the occupation, Wilhelm, always a keen hobby archaeologist, was involved in excavations on the island of Corfu:
         the most important event of April 1911, for him, was the unearthing of an ancient stone Gorgon’s head. He showed no interest
         whatsoever in shaping a governmental response to events in Morocco.74 By presenting their plans in a manner calculated to appeal to the emperor’s disposition, however, Bethmann and Kiderlen succeeded
         in bringing him around to the view that more pressure ought to be put on France. At the end of June, after negotiations between
         Kiderlen and the French ambassador in Berlin had failed to yield tangible results, Wilhelm authorized Bethmann to send a German
         gunboat to Agadir. The Panther, an unimpressive craft that was two years overdue for scrapping, anchored off the southern Moroccan coast on 1 July 1911.
      

      
      
      Was Wilhelm willing at any time to risk war over Morocco? All the evidence suggests that he was not: in May, during a visit
         to London, he told King George V that Germany had no intention of going to war. The sending of the warship was intended to
         convey the impression of a ‘calm but forceful [German] presence’ in the sultanate, as he himself later put it.75 The view that the Agadir demonstration was conceived as a political signal, rather than as an act of aggression, seems borne
         out by the fact that Wilhelm chose not to consult Admiral Tirpitz or the other naval chiefs. When the chief of the naval cabinet
         voiced objections, Wilhelm informed him that it was ‘better not to ask the army and the navy for their opinion in political
         questions’.76 When the crisis began to escalate after the arrival of the Panther and threats and warnings were heard from Britain, Wilhelm quickly got cold feet. Only by threatening to resign could Kiderlen
         secure permission to continue pressing France for concessions. Wilhelm agreed, but warned him that German demands should be
         moderate enough to avoid the danger of a conflict. Wilhelm fulminated periodically at various interlocutors on the intransigence
         of the French, but he played virtually no role in the negotiations over a compensation deal that dragged on into the autumn
         of 1911. He responded to news that agreement had been reached – despite the modesty of the territorial compensation on offer
         – with undisguised relief.
      

      
      The ‘Second Moroccan crisis’ revealed that Wilhelm’s capacity to shape the agenda in foreign policy remained narrowly limited.
         We have seen that he had to be briefed by his senior advisers before he could perceive the French occupation of Fez in a light that would serve the aims of German policy. As on so many previous occasions, Wilhelm found himself
         in the hands of a powerful and independent subordinate: Kiderlen had originally been appointed to the state secretaryship
         for foreign affairs by Bethmann-Hollweg, against the will of the Kaiser.77 He turned out to be an autocratic, strong-willed politician, who rarely deferred to the chancellor and exploited the weak
         central leadership in the Reich to become something of a ‘Swabian Bismarck’. Perhaps the most striking aspect of Kiderlen’s
         handling of the crisis in the summer of 1911 was his willingness to mobilize public opinion in support of his programme. The
         foreign secretary used his contacts in the ultra-nationalist Pan-German Association to agitate for a more assertive Moroccan
         policy, thereby helping to prompt a concerted chauvinist campaign in the German right-wing press. This tended further to narrow
         the emperor’s freedom of action, since he was almost as reluctant to disappoint German public opinion as he was to provoke
         France.
      

      
      In the longer term, Kiderlen’s collaboration with the chauvinist press damaged the reputation both of the government and of
         the monarch. With expectations wound up to such a high pitch, it was difficult to justify the modest territorial compensation
         the government ultimately settled for. As a result, Wilhelm came in for personal vilification from the nationalist right.
         On 4 August the Berlin newspaper Die Post declared that the ‘entire essence’ of the government’s Moroccan policy reflected ‘fearfulness, weakness of character [and]
         cowardice’.
      

      
      
      Is Prussia no longer itself ? Are we become a nation of women? […] What has become of the Hohenzollern, from whom sprang once
         a Great Elector, a Friedrich Wilhelm I, a Friedrich the Great, a Kaiser Wilhelm I? The Kaiser appears to be the strongest
         pillar of French and British policy. […] Guillaume le timide, le valeureux poltron!78

         

      
      This article did not command unanimous support, indeed it was widely condemned for its irreverence, but similar views were
         heard within the senior ranks of the military, where there was contemptuous talk of the ‘peace-Kaiser’ who had failed to defend
         the honour of his fatherland.79 In August 1911 the gifted young officer Erich von Falkenhayn, commander of a Guards regiment and a personal favourite of
         the Kaiser, observed in a letter to a friend that nothing would change in Germany as long as the Kaiser continued to be ‘determined
         to avoid the most extreme action’.80 In March of the following year, during the quiet spell that set in after resolution of the Moroccan crisis, he noted that
         the emperor remained ‘quite determined to maintain peace under any circumstances’, and added regretfully that ‘in his entire
         milieu there is not one individual who is capable of dissuading him from this decision’.81

      
      
      
      
      Wilhelm’s impact

      
      
      To what extent can Wilhelm be held responsible for Germany’s drift into deepening isolation during this era? In addressing
         this question we need to distinguish between the influence he could wield over the policy-making processes of the German government, and his influence on the wider international
         environment within which German policy had to operate. We shall consider each in turn.
      

      
      The primary difficulty in assessing Wilhelm’s influence on German policy lies in the fact that his intentions seem to have
         been far from consistent. Had Wilhelm pursued a clear and consistent policy vision throughout his reign, we could simply measure
         intentions against outcomes. But Wilhelm’s intentions were always equivocal. He was periodically drawn to the idea of a continental
         league excluding Britain, but also anxious to avoid making commitments that might entangle Germany in a conflict with Britain.
         Hence his insistence – against Foreign Office advice – on adding the phrase ‘in Europe’ to the text of the draft treaty of
         Björkö. He was willing to follow Bülow’s lead over the Moroccan issue, and even came to enjoy his part, but he was also concerned
         to minimize the likelihood of an escalation into war, even if this meant pulling the rug out from under the brinkmanship policy
         of the Foreign Office. This was the true meaning of the speech he gave in Bremen before embarking on the journey that was
         to take him to Tangier. It was not lost on the more hawkish elements of the German military, who recognized the Bremen ‘Peace
         Address’ as an attempt to subvert the Foreign Office’s efforts to use the Morocco issue as a means of blackmailing France.82 Unlike many of his subordinates in the Foreign Office, Wilhelm was reluctant (or unable) to acknowledge that the pursuit
         of one option might imply the renunciation of another. His chronic underestimation of the constraints upon Germany’s freedom
         of manoeuvre lent his interventions in foreign policy an air of naivety and unreality. His conversations and marginal comments,
         as Eulenburg observed in 1897, at a time when Wilhelm was showing a renewed interest in a rapprochement with France, were
         ‘speculative melodies’ (Zukunftsmusik). They concerned themselves with a ‘remote future’ that ‘might never actually eventuate’. ‘And what harm, in the final analysis,
         has the restlessness of His Majesty actually done?’83

      
      
 
 

6. Wilhelm was painfully aware that Edward VII held him in low regard; he was also deeply envious of Edward’s ability to play
               a positive part in British foreign policy – notably in preparing the ground for the Anglo-French Entente. In later years he
               came to view the now-deceased British king as Germany’s nemesis and the author of all his misfortunes.
            



      
      Wilhelm’s influence on policy thus had less to do with his capacity to shape the decisions taken by the Foreign Office than
         with his willingness to send out diplomatic signals of his own. Sometimes these signals supported or amplified the messages
         coming from the Wilhelmstrasse, sometimes they offered dissenting glosses on official policy and sometimes they contradicted
         it outright. In this sense, Wilhelm was a kind of unsackable rogue ambassador whose unpredictable interventions called for
         constant vigilance and frequent damage limitation exercises on the part of the responsible authorities. But as we have seen,
         the initiative in conceiving policy and planning its implementation remained with the Foreign Office.
      

      
      This brings us to the question of Wilhelm’s broader impact on the international scene. Historians have often commented on
         Wilhelm’s insensitive handling of foreign political figures, and especially of foreign dynasts. John Röhl has highlighted
         Wilhelm’s crude behaviour in this context, citing the cases of King Ferdinand of Bulgaria, who left Berlin ‘white-hot with
         hatred’ in 1910, after Wilhelm had slapped him on the bottom in public, and of Grand Duke Vladimir of Russia, whom Wilhelm is said to have struck across the back with a field-marshal’s baton in 1904.84 Needless to say, these anecdotes come to us via the gossip that circulated at court and tell us little about the broader
         significance of the reported incidents. More important is the claim that Wilhelm’s relationships with his fellow dynasts and
         with the statesmen of foreign powers contributed to the climate of distrust that ultimately united the European peripheral
         powers against the German empire. Roderick McLean, for example, has argued that the breakdown in relations between Wilhelm
         and his uncle, King Edward VII of Great Britain, from 1905 onwards ‘removed one of the few mechanisms which bound Britain
         and Germany together’ and transformed the dynastic connection into a ‘political liability’.85 Lamar Cecil has suggested that Wilhelm’s ‘unpopularity in almost every capital significantly increased Germany’s diplomatic
         liability’ and thus contributed to the failure of the German initiative at the conference of Algeciras.86 It is certainly true that a compilation of the derogatory remarks uttered about Wilhelm by statesmen and journalists – to
         the effect that he was duplicitous, bellicose, unreliable, an intriguer, a warmonger, insane and so on – would fill a substantial
         volume. The political and diplomatic historiography of this era draws on a vast range of memoirs, correspondence, diaries
         and private papers, sources in which personal asides and character judgements loom large.
      

      
      But the connection between Wilhelm’s personal relationships and reputation and the fortunes of German diplomacy as a whole
         is less direct than may at first appear. Wilhelm’s personal intercourse with his fellow dynasts had little impact on the course of German policy. The dividing line between personal relations and the relations between governments was often
         less clear-cut than one might imagine: the Kaiser’s ‘private’ letters to Nicholas II were in fact vetted and revised by the
         German Foreign Office, just as ‘Nicky’s’ replies were by the Russian foreign minister.87 It is true that Wilhelm was heartily disliked by some statesmen, but this was not an important factor in German foreign relations.
         It was the incommensurability of what the Germans wanted and what the British felt able to offer that scuppered hopes of an
         Anglo-German alliance in the early 1890s, not Salisbury’s antipathy towards Wilhelm. By the same token, it would be absurd
         to suggest that the Franco-Russian alliance of 1894 was even partially due to the sympathy felt by the reactionary Tsar Alexander
         III or his son Nicholas II for the republican leaders of France, or vice versa. We should not be misled by the prominence
         of gossip and personal asides in the diplomatic sources into overestimating their impact on the formation of policy. It was
         the character of relations between states and their interests that set the tone, not the personal intercourse among dynasts
         and statesmen. Dutch, Austrian and American diplomats were, broadly speaking, far more positive in their judgements of Wilhelm
         and far less inclined to impute bellicose motivations to him than their French, British and Russian counterparts. American
         and Dutch diplomatic reports consistently depicted the German sovereign as ‘impressive, well-informed and capable’ and as
         fundamentally pacific in his intentions, if not always in his utterances. They saw him as a moderating counterbalance to the
         influence of the ‘military party’.88

      
      
      This is not to say that attitudes to Wilhelm’s person had no impact whatsoever on the international climate. There is no doubt
         that Wilhelm came to personify the character of German policy in a way that was quite unique. This happened in part because
         his sporadic interventions were often very exposed, like the Kruger telegram, or poorly concealed, like the naive and transparent
         intrigues launched by Wilhelm during the ‘Fashoda crisis’ of 1898–9.89 Then there was the fact that Wilhelm’s personality embodied what seemed to many observers in Paris, London and St Petersburg
         to be the most unsettling characteristics of German policy, namely its unpredictability and lack of clarity, its ‘leaping
         restlessness’ and its lack of a consistent ‘guiding idea’. These affinities between the behaviour and character of the man
         and the policy of the state naturally strengthened the widely entertained, though false, inference that Wilhelm was the first
         and foremost author of German policy, and this in turn meant that Wilhelm became the focus for more general concerns about
         German power and the direction of German policy. In the summer of 1899, for example, the French foreign minister Théophile
         Delcassé became extremely vexed at news that Wilhelm was trying to organize a meeting with the tsar. He concluded that Wilhelm
         intended to propose to Nicholas that Germany and the Russian empire partition Austria–Hungary between them, and he even travelled
         to St Petersburg in person to prevent this diabolical scheme from coming to fruition. Delcassé’s apprehensions were utterly
         groundless, but they illustrate the degree to which the perceptions of diplomatic establishments were distorted in this period
         by a climate of paranoia. ‘The diplomacy of imperialism,’ Christopher Andrew has written, ‘was often based on suspicion and on myth generated by suspicion.
         Governments were apt to attribute to others their own imperial ambitions.’90

      
      If German foreign policy in the Wilhelmine era ‘lacked unity of control’, as George Peabody Gooch once observed,91 was this a negative consequence of Wilhelm’s role? We have seen in the sphere of domestic politics how the disjointed character
         of the imperial political system created tasks of coordination that Wilhelm was never able to master. And it is certainly
         the case that German foreign policy often spoke with more than one voice. That Wilhelm’s interventions made the work of the
         responsible policy-makers more difficult is beyond question; that they ‘to a very considerable extent helped to provoke’ the
         ‘encirclement’ of Germany after 1906–7 is doubtful.92 First, there is the fact that the effect of many of Wilhelm’s interventions was to soften the edge of official policy, to
         open doors that the Wilhelmstrasse seemed on the point of closing: hence his unauthorized overtures to France and Russia in
         the early 1890s, his reassurances to Austria in 1895 and his gestures towards Great Britain in the late 1890s. Then there
         is the difficulty of disentangling Wilhelm’s impact from the broader problem of confusion and irresolution within the German
         foreign policy establishment. It would be simplistic in the extreme to attribute this much remarked phenomenon to the sins
         or omissions of the monarch. It was in part the legacy of Bismarck’s total suppression of collegial culture within the Prussian–German
         Foreign Office after 1871. To a certain extent it also reflected the uncertainties of the German position. We should not underestimate the difficulties German policy-makers faced in plotting out a correct course for the newest of
         the great powers. Joining the Franco-Russian alliance as an equal third partner was not an option, as we have seen. But a
         British alliance was also fraught with risk, for what was to prevent Germany from becoming the continental fall guy in a conflict
         between Britain and one or more of her imperial rivals? It was in part the insolubility of this dilemma that produced the
         indeterminate Bülowian policy known as the ‘Free Hand’, by which Germany aimed to avoid commitments and exploit opportunities
         as they came along. But was such a policy not bound to appear unpredictable, improvised, bewildering and provocative?
      

      
      Perhaps the true key to Wilhelm’s impact on Germany’s foreign policy lies outside the diplomatic sphere proper, in his endorsement
         of a far-reaching programme of naval armament. There is no doubt that the threat, however remote, of a German challenge to
         British naval hegemony was a factor in bringing about the Anglo-French and Anglo-Russian agreements. But exactly how serious
         were the repercussions of the German naval policy? The shipbuilding programme inaugurated under Tirpitz did not in itself
         rule out the possibility of an understanding with Great Britain; on the contrary, it opened up new avenues of communication.
         In 1906, 1908, 1909–10, 1911 and most famously in March 1912, there were negotiations – in most of which Wilhelm played a
         crucial role – towards a ‘good general understanding’ that would involve an agreement to limit naval construction.93

      
      Why did these negotiations yield so little? The answer is not simply German intransigence over the scale and pace of naval construction,94 because Bethmann and – albeit reluctantly – Wilhelm were willing to make concessions on that front. The real sticking point
         was the fact that the Germans insisted on something tangible in return, namely an undertaking of British neutrality in the
         event of a war between Germany and another continental power. Why were the British so unwilling to grant what was asked? The
         argument that the British were bound by the terms of their obligations to France is flawed, because Bethmann was willing to
         limit the proposed neutrality agreement to cases in which Germany ‘cannot be said to be the aggressor’, and expressly conceded
         that any agreement reached would have ‘no application insofar as it may not be reconcilable with existing agreements which
         the high contracting parties have already made’.95 The true reason for British reticence lay rather in an understandable disinclination to give away something for nothing:
         Britain was winning the naval arms race hands down and enjoyed unchallenged superiority. Bethmann and Wilhelm wanted a neutrality
         agreement in exchange for recognizing that superiority as a permanent state of affairs. ‘Why,’ as Niall Ferguson has put it,
         ‘should Britain bargain for something she already possessed?’96 In sum: it was not ships as such that prevented an agreement, but rather the irreconcilability of perceived interests on
         both sides.97

      
      How different would German policy have looked had Wilhelm not been on the throne? We need not enter into the speculative scenarios
         of ‘virtual history’ to see that the domestic pressures for naval expansion would still have been formidable. The preoccupation
         of the German national movement with the naval weapon dated back to the Frankfurt parliament and the role of the Danish navy in the defence of Schleswig-Holstein.98 By the 1890s, that preoccupation had intensified to the point of obsession among the German industrial and commercial bourgeoisie.
         The hunger for prestige and international recognition had become the ‘biggest political fact’ in German public life.99 Tirpitz’s foremost achievement was to have harnessed that social and political potential in support of a far-reaching programme
         of naval expenditure. Of course it is true, as Paul Kennedy has pointed out, that Tirpitz had his critics, and that he owed
         his ascendancy to Wilhelm, but it cannot be presumed that a man as energetic as Tirpitz, as sensitive to public opinion and
         as well connected within the naval establishment, would have sunk into obscurity without Wilhelm’s intervention.100 It seems highly likely, in other words, that even without Wilhelm in control, Germany would have pursued a more or less ambitious
         policy of naval construction.
      

      
      It is questionable, in any case, whether a less confrontational naval policy would have averted German alienation from Britain
         over the longer term. For it was not just the naval race, but the entire spectacle of Germany’s titanic industrial and commercial
         expansion that triggered British anxieties and suspicions. The naval chief of staff Albrecht von Stosch was not far off the
         mark when he observed in February 1896 that the ‘fury of the English against [Germany]’ had its ‘real explanation in Germany’s
         competition on the world market’.101 Significantly, it was not the inauguration of the Tirpitz plan, but the earlier seizure of Kiaochow on the Chinese coast
         in 1897 as a base for supporting German commercial activity in the Yangtse Valley that prompted the first Anglo-Russian soundings towards a possible global compromise between
         the two embattled world empires – a compromise to be founded on shared concern over German commercial expansion into areas of shared Anglo-Russian interest.102

      
      
 
 

7. Alfred von Tirpitz descends a flight of steps, possibly those of the Reichstag building in Berlin (no date). Wilhelm II
               took a profound interest in the development of the German navy, but it was this imposing figure, with his trademark forked
               beard, who actually controlled the naval programme.
            




      We may sympathize with the anxieties of British policy-makers, or even admire the tenacity and vigilance with which Britons
         of this era guarded the British global power share, but we must also recognize them as political factors in their own right.
         In a climate of mutual suspicions fanned by press speculation and bordering periodically on the paranoid, an unruffled ‘partnership’
         with the island power could have been purchased only with a drastic renunciation of German power. Historians have occasionally
         pointed to the success with which Bismarck kept the peace in Europe by performing just such a Machtverzicht (renunciation of power), implying that the foreign policy of Wilhelm II and his government suffers by contrast. That is as
         it may be. But in the era of alliance blocs, chauvinist mass newspapers, navalism and breakneck export growth, there was no
         way back to the narrower horizons of Bismarckian diplomacy – not for the German commercial and political classes and certainly
         not for the man on the throne.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      6. Power and Publicity

      
      
      
      
      The power of speech

      
      
      In a sense that seems unremarkable to us today, but represented a genuine novelty at the time, Wilhelm was a ‘media monarch’.
         We have seen that he found himself at the eye of a journalistic storm over his connections with Court Chaplain Stoecker even
         before his accession to the throne. He also had a number of unpleasant early brushes with the press in connection with the
         illness and death of his father. During his visit to the bedridden Friedrich at the Villa Zirio in November 1887, the shortage
         of rooms in the villa meant that Wilhelm had to stay at the Hotel Victoria opposite, where he was watched and followed by
         newspapermen who had set themselves up with telescopes trained on the sick man’s residence; some were receiving privileged
         information from the British physician, Morell Mackenzie. ‘Even on the day of my father’s death, when his eyes had scarce
         been closed,’ Wilhelm recalled in his memoirs, ‘I found in the death chamber a Viennese journalist introduced by Mackenzie.
         He went out faster than he came in.’1

      
      Wilhelm was thus acquainted from early on with the power and ubiquity of the press; indeed he tended throughout his life to
         overrate its capacity both to reflect and to shape public opinion. A belief in his own ability to speak for and to German public opinion was, as we have seen, central to Wilhelm’s conception of successful monarchy, and it was
         through voracious browsing in the national press that he sought to maintain a sense of connectedness with the great issues
         that moved the nation. It was here that he picked up impulses for some of his initiatives in the fields of social policy,
         defence, academic research and technological innovation. Orders or recommendations to ministers often came in the form of
         scribbled annotations to articles cut from the daily papers – small wonder that those who sought to influence him were so
         concerned to control the flow of press cuttings to his desk.2 Like Bismarck and the Prussian administrations before him, Wilhelm sometimes intervened personally to ‘correct’ press commentary
         that he judged to be damaging to his own or the government’s interests.3 Wilhelm was also extremely sensitive to the press’s handling of his own person. It is remarkable, the court marshal Count
         Robert von Zedlitz-Trützschler observed in 1904, ‘how sensitive the Kaiser is to the press. […] harmless inaccuracies and
         untruths about his life can greatly upset him when they are reported to him or when he comes across them in his own reading’.4 These concerns were reflected not only in Wilhelm’s allergic response to printed criticism, but also in his fastidious attention
         to outward appearances – the rapid alternation of uniforms to match specific occasions, the careful ‘training’ of his famous
         moustaches, and the affectation of a grave official countenance during public ceremonies. The obsession with outward presentation
         extended to close management of the empress: as the Australian cultural historian Juliette Peers has shown, Wilhelm not only
         provided designs for her clothes, her distinctive jewels and extravagant hats, but also pressured her to maintain her hourglass waist
         by means of dieting, drugs and corsetry.5

      
      This recognizably modern concern for image should not be dismissed as the symptom of a narcissistic personality disorder.
         It was perfectly rational, given Wilhelm’s assumptions – and those of many contemporaries – about the power of a rapidly growing
         press. It also reflected his exposed position in German public life after Bismarck’s departure in 1890 and the increasingly
         irreverent and damaging tone of press commentary on the ‘All-Highest Person’. The 1890s were, as one observer noted, ‘a time
         of limitless publicity, where countless threads run here and there and no bell can be rung without everyone forming a judgement
         about its tone’.6 The post-Bismarckian era, with its relaxation of press controls, saw a burgeoning in the critical energies of Germany’s highly
         differentiated and rapidly expanding press.7 Indeed, in view of the steep growth in the number and readership of newspapers during these years, it seems appropriate to
         speak of a ‘media revolution’ driven partly by technical progress and partly by the unruly escalatory dynamic of an increasingly
         competitive market in political print.8 As Hans-Ulrich Wehler has pointed out, the journalists of the Wilhelmine era used ‘a more open, more pointed, on occasion
         more aggressive language than was otherwise characteristic of the era’.9 In this increasingly disinhibited environment, the press emerged as an independent force no longer instrumentalized by the
         authorities.10 But Wilhelm himself must shoulder the chief responsibility for the rapid cooling in the climate of published comment on his
         person; throughout the first two decades of his reign, he actively and consistently courted the attention of the public, often with
         disastrous effect.
      

      
      No Hohenzollern monarch had ever spoken as often and as directly to so many large gatherings of his subjects as Wilhelm II.
         His great-uncle, Friedrich Wilhelm IV, had become the first Prussian king to give an impromptu public speech during the ceremony
         of the Oath of Fealty in 1840. On this occasion, he astonished his entourage by delivering an off-the-cuff plebiscitary address
         to a massive crowd in the Schlossplatz. But the experiment was rarely repeated. Wilhelm’s grandfather seldom spoke in public
         and his father, though an able orator, was unable to play much of a public role under Bismarck and had virtually lost his
         voice by the time he came to the throne. By contrast, Wilhelm treated the German public to an uninterrupted flow of public
         utterances. During the six-year period from January 1897 until December 1902, for example, he made at least 233 visits to
         at least 123 German towns and cities, in most of which he gave speeches that were subsequently published and discussed in
         the regional and national press.11

      
      Wilhelm’s speeches, at least until 1908, were not set-pieces prepared for him by professional writers. The men of the Civil
         Cabinet busied themselves researching and writing up texts for specific places and occasions, sometimes pasting a final printed
         version to a wooden reading-board that was passed to the emperor when the moment arrived, but their work was largely in vain
         – Wilhelm preferred to speak without assistance.12 By contrast with his father, who as crown prince had always written out his speeches beforehand and then ‘changed them over and over again’, Wilhelm only rarely prepared his speeches in advance.13 They were consciously performed as impromptu, unmediated acts of communication, as this contemporary description – possibly
         by an ‘inspired’ journalist – makes clear:
      

      
      
      Here and there the Kaiser makes little pauses, one can see that he is reflecting, folds appear upon the brow and the eye looks
         out into the distance until the connecting element has been found that can serve as the natural and logical continuation of
         that which has already been said. Once this thought has been found, however, the speech resumes without interruption, and
         he is carried on a river of words until the end.14

         

      
      The cultural historian Karl Lamprecht, who had seen Wilhelm in action, wrote in a similar vein of the Kaiser’s ‘full sonorous
         voice’, ‘an ever more lively alternation of facial expressions’ and ‘gesticulation escalating to the point of physical action’.
         ‘The Kaiser,’ wrote Lamprecht, ‘became a speaker from his head to his toes.’15 At this performative and technical level, then, Wilhelm displayed a certain mastery of the public word. By contrast, the
         content of his public utterances was often catastrophically misjudged. Indeed it would not be an exaggeration to say that far more
         damage was done to the emperor’s reputation – both among his contemporaries and among historians since – by what he said than
         by what he did or caused to be done.
      

      
      The root of the problem lay partly in the direct, unedited way in which Wilhelm unbosomed himself of his current preoccupations.
         In November 1890, for example, on the occasion of the swearing-in of the new contingent of Guards recruits in Potsdam, Wilhelm broke with convention to deliver
         a personal address, in which he observed that ‘a spirit of contradiction, rebellion and insurrection’ was ‘spreading through
         the country’ and warned the troops never to ‘lend their ears to seducers and agitators’, for ‘they belonged to him now, and
         would have to be prepared to fire on their fathers and brothers if he ordered them to do so’.16 Wilhelm’s preoccupation with this theme, to which he returned periodically during the decade,17 reflected a deep anxiety about the security of the throne – a conviction, as the Dutch envoy in Berlin reported in 1901,
         that ‘the respect for authority amongst the people has waned since the death of Wilhelm I…’18 But the controversial comments of 1890 also reflected apprehensions that were widespread at the time. As we saw, the SPD
         emerged from the elections of that year as the most successful German party in terms of votes cast. Since it was widely assumed
         that votes for the SPD came exclusively from the German working class, the class from which new army recruits were also drawn,
         there were concerns about the political reliability of the army. It was a question that preoccupied not only the military
         policy-makers of the pre-war era, but also the Social Democrat leadership, who saw in the gradual ‘reddening’ of the military
         through the infusion of proletarian recruits one key to the future revolutionary transformation of German society.19

      
      The Civil Cabinet succeeded in having a bowdlerized version of the speech circulated to the press, and thus avoided the outrage
         that these words might otherwise have caused. Interestingly enough, Count Waldersee was critical of Wilhelm’s speech to the recruits, not because of its brutality, but
         because he thought it unwise for any commanding officer to imply that Prussian soldiers would ever consider disobeying an
         order.20 The political problem with such utterances lay perhaps less in the words themselves than in the person of the speaker. Wilhelm
         may well have felt that as supreme warlord, and as a uniformed military official in a long-standing relationship with the
         Potsdam Guards Corps, he was both entitled and obliged to adopt the tone of the barracks square in this fashion. But as Wilhelm’s
         adjutant, Carl von Wedel, observed, there was a danger that in making direct interventions of this kind, the emperor ‘descended
         from his high position’ and ‘placed himself too much on the level of a superior officer’.21 Role conflicts of this kind were to weigh upon Wilhelm throughout the reign.
      

      
      A further problem lay in the diversity of audiences and expectations by which Wilhelm’s every utterance was judged. Early
         in 1891, for example, he told a gathering of Rhenish industrialists that ‘the Reich has but one ruler and I am he’; the remark
         was intended as a stab at Bismarck, who had many supporters in Rhenish manufacturing circles, but it also aroused unintended
         offence among those who saw it as a slight to the dignity of the federal princes.22 The fact was that Wilhelm’s public office comprised a complex of non-transferable relationships with specific constituencies.
         When he spoke each year at the annual banquet of the Provincial Diet of Brandenburg, he was in the habit of styling himself
         ‘Margrave’ in order to invoke the unique historical ties between his dynasty and its home province.23 It was a harmless (if somewhat self-dramatizing) gesture that went down well with a largely conservative assembly of Brandenburgers,
         but it was unpalatable fare to the South Germans who pored over the published texts of such speeches in the daily press on
         the following day. Eulenburg explained the problem to Wilhelm in a letter of March 1892:
      

      
      
         The great eloquence and the manner and style of Your Majesty exert a captivating influence upon listeners and audience – as
            the mood among the Brandenburgers after Your Majesty’s speech has once again proven. But in the hands of the German professor,
            a cool assessment of the content gives a different picture. […] Here in Bavaria, people are ‘beside themselves’ when Your Majesty speaks as ‘Margrave’, and the ‘Margrave’s Words’ are printed in the Reichsanzeiger [Imperial Gazette] – as words, so to speak, of the emperor. In the Imperial Gazette, members of the empire expect to hear imperial words – they don’t care for Friedrich the Great (who referred to Bavaria, as they know only too well, as ‘a paradise inhabited
            by animals’ and so forth); and they don’t care for Rossbach and Leuthen.24

      
 
      Wilhelm’s remarks were apt, moreover, to be read by journalists and the general public as commentaries on contemporary political
            events, in a fashion that inevitably drew the Kaiser into the crossfire of partisan debate. The daily political press frequently
            cited passages from imperial speeches in support of specific partisan viewpoints.25 When Wilhelm lashed out at those ‘malcontents’ who ‘criticize and carp at everything the government undertakes’ in a speech
            of February 1892, he intended his words as a general denunciation of partisan strife, but they were widely interpreted in the
            liberal and Catholic press as an endorsement of the Centre’s position on the highly controversial Schools Bill (see above,
            chapter 3). It was the supposedly partisan intervention by the Kaiser that aroused such a vehement public response.26 The grievances that resulted could have an immediate impact on the conduct of the parties, as Caprivi discovered only days
            after the Brandenburg speech, when the deputies of the Prussian Landtag withdrew their prior undertaking to grant 10 million
            marks towards the building of a new cathedral in Berlin.27

      
      
 
 

8. Wilhelm II inspects the restoration works at Hoch-Königsburg Castle, Alsace in 1908. There was an element of pantomime
               in Wilhelmine pageantry, which one historian (Bernd Weisbrod) has described as ‘the Middle Ages plus electricity’. In an era
               of rapid industrial growth, urbanization and technological innovation, the culture of official display in the German empire
               clung to historicist images and motifs.
            



     
      We should not, in other words, underestimate the complexity of the environment in which imperial utterances were heard and
         understood and the difficulty of finding an idiom appropriate for the many situations in which the Kaiser found himself and
         the many roles he was expected to play. Yet it must be said that Wilhelm was singularly ill-suited to the communicative tasks
         of his office. He found it virtually impossible to express himself in the sober, measured diction that the politically informed
         public clearly expected of him. The plangent, subjective tone of many of his public utterances seemed calculated to invite
         commentators to thematize the personality of the speaker. (Hence the success of Ludwig Quidde’s devastating satire Caligula; this bestseller, which went through thirty-four reprintings, focused less on the actions of the emperor in government than
         on the alleged deformations of his personality.)
      

      
      Wilhelm’s more flamboyant speeches were like nineteenth-century history paintings: charged with heavy-handed symbolism in which tempests alternated with shafts of redeeming light where all about was dark and sublime figures floated
         above the petty conflicts of the day. The aim was to ‘charismatize’ the monarchy and invoke the kind of transcendent, sovereign
         vantage point from which Wilhelm aspired to reign over his people. A central theme was the historical continuity of the Hohenzollern
         dynasty and its Prusso-German mission.28 There was an emphasis on the imperial monarchy as the ultimate guarantor of the unity of the empire, the point at which ‘historical,
         confessional and economic oppositions may be reconciled’.29 Lastly, the providential dimension of monarchy was a theme that ran through all the speeches of his reign. During a characteristic
         address delivered in the Rathaus at Memel in September 1907, he urged his audience to remember that the ‘hand of divine providence’
         was at work in the great historical achievements of the German people: ‘And if our Lord God did not have in store for us some
         great destiny in the world, then he wouldn’t have bestowed such magnificent traits and abilities upon our people.’30

      
      Wilhelm’s speeches often made a far better impression upon those who heard than upon those who read them. They could be carried
         by the speaker’s appearance and conviction and the solemnity of the occasion. The consumption of alcohol by the audience presumably
         also helped. But reproduced in cold print, even in heavily edited form, the texts made easy targets for ridicule – they appeared
         excessive, pompous, megalomaniacal. They ‘overshot the target’, as Holstein put it.31 Images and phrases from Wilhelm’s speeches were often picked up and turned against him in the satirical press. When he announced, for example, that he would not tolerate ‘pessimists’ (‘Schwarzseher dulde ich nicht!’), Simplicissimus, the Private Eye of Wilhelmine Germany, responded with an entire edition devoted to ‘pessimism’.32 In 1898 a speech Wilhelm had made in Jerusalem during a tour of the Middle East was lampooned in a poem published in Simplicissimus mocking the sovereign’s delusions of grandeur that included the following strophe:
      

      
      
      Millions of Christians with pride you fill;

      
      Likewise too Golgotha’s hill,

      
      That once from the Cross the final word

      
      From you today the first has heard.33

      
      In his speech of 1892 to the Brandenburg Diet, Wilhelm had closed with the grandiose promise that he would lead his Brandenburgers
         ‘onwards to glorious days’; the phrase soon took on a life of its own, making repeated appearances in a variety of satirical
         publications. As late as 1913, a cartoon in Simplicissimus showed the German ‘Michel’ as a child trustfully holding the hand of a quixotic figure, recognizable from behind as Wilhelm.
         In front of them stands a sign-post bearing the legend: ‘To Glorious Days’. The child asks: ‘Is it much farther, Papa?’34 Indeed visual caricature played an increasingly prominent role in critical reception of the German monarch. After 1904, when
         the first unmistakably hostile caricatures of the Kaiser were published without triggering prosecutions by the authorities,
         there was, as Jost Rebentisch has shown, a veritable chain reaction of increasingly radical visual satires. In the year 1906
         Wilhelm II was the single most caricatured individual in the empire.35

      
      Neither Wilhelm I nor Bismarck had ever been ridiculed in this irreverent fashion (though closer parallels can be found in
         contraband depictions of Friedrich Wilhelm IV around the time of the 1848 revolutions). The legal sanctions against lèse-majesté, such as the confiscation of journal numbers or the prosecution and imprisonment of authors and editors, were extensively
         applied during the Wilhelmine era, but they were counter-productive, since they generally had the effect of boosting circulation
         figures and transforming persecuted journalists into national celebrities.36

      
      There were two ways in which one could set about solving this problem. The first was to stem the flow of words from the man
         himself. ‘I wish,’ Wilhelm’s mother exclaimed in February 1892, ‘I could put a padlock on his mouth for all occasions where
         speeches are made in public.’37 Silencing Wilhelm entirely was out of the question, but one could hope to ‘manage’ his public appearances, to prevent him
         from giving a ‘cracking’ speech at festivities – such as the annual dinner of the Brandenburg Diet! – where he was likely
         to misbehave; Holstein, Eulenburg and Hohenlohe occasionally attempted this with some success.38 One could at least make the Kaiser aware of the damage he was doing to himself and the government. In May 1891, for example,
         the chancellery, which had previously withheld such material, passed press cuttings on a controversial speech directly to
         Wilhelm, with the most critical passages underlined in red pencil.39

      
      As Wilhelm’s trusted intimate and supporter, Philipp Eulenburg also proffered warnings and sharp criticism. In November 1891, when asked to make an entry in the official visitors’
         book of the City of Munich, Wilhelm inscribed the text ‘Suprema lex regis voluntas’ (The will of the king is the highest law):
      

      
      It is not for me to ask why Your Majesty wrote these words, but I would be committing a cowardly injustice if I did not write
         of the ill effects that this text has had in south Germany, where Your Majesty has stationed me to keep watch [Eulenburg was
         the Prussian envoy in Munich at this time]. In the first place, the text has caused great offence […] because people discern
         [the assertion of ] a kind of personal imperial will over and above the Bavarian will. All parties, without exception, were
         offended by the words of Your Majesty, and the remark seemed perfectly made to be exploited against Your Majesty in the most
         disgraceful way.40

         

      
      The fact that Wilhelm found direct press criticism so difficult to bear raised hopes that a generous supply of negative feedback
         might in itself effect a moderation in tone. Late in March 1892, nearly a month after the controversial speech to the Brandenburg
         Diet, Count Helldorf-Bedra reported that Wilhelm had been unable to sleep for nights on end after reading his press cuttings
         and was still looking ill and depressed. ‘I had intended to caution him respectfully about frivolous speeches etc. – but I
         felt so sorry for him and I was so certain that he would be making the necessary reproaches to himself, that I […] could not
         say anything hurtful.’41 But the impact of such episodes was shortlived. Once the initial shock had subsided, the imperial ego would gradually reinflate and the flow of bombast would resume. In a characteristically confused way, Wilhelm regarded attempts to curtail
         his public utterances as impingements upon the freedom of speech enjoyed by the humblest of his subjects.
      

      
      Since the sovereign seemed – at least until 1908 – unwilling or unable to restrain himself, court and government officials
         also attempted to control the form in which the emperor’s remarks reached the broader public. We have seen, for example, that
         Wilhelm’s speech at the swearing-in of the recruits in November 1890 was sanitized before release for general circulation.42 Indeed, many of the printed versions we now have of speeches given by the Kaiser were doctored before publication. Stenographic
         verbatim records of the speeches made on the spot by government officials were vetted by the Civil Cabinet before being released
         for publication.43 Those journalists who attended occasions at which the Kaiser was expected to speak were often instructed by members of his
         staff to tone the text down for public consumption, or even provided with an official version from which the more embarrassing
         passages had been deleted.44

      
      Fortunately for the officials, many reporters and editors were willing to collude in curbing the damage done by the sovereign’s
         indiscretions. It was not unusual for editors to submit stenographic records of imperial speeches taken by their own reporters
         to the chief of the Civil Cabinet, so that the latter could make any necessary changes;45 on occasion, newspaper editors would even make textual amendments on their own initiative. In September 1907, for example,
         Wilhelm gave a speech in Tecklenburg, in which a celebration of German virtues and strength culminated in the announcement that ‘the German eagle spreads its wings once again over Europe’.
         At a meeting held after the speech, the journalists who had been in attendance agreed unanimously that the words ‘over Europe’
         should be dropped from the text sent out for publication in the German press. A subsequent version issued by the Civil Cabinet
         inserted the words ‘over the [German] Empire’.46

      
      A press policy run along these lines was, of course, inherently leak-prone, since it relied upon the assumption that journalists
         would always abide by ‘gentlemanly agreements’ with the court officials. In reality, such agreements were often broken, sensitive
         material being passed to German-language foreign papers, such as the Fremdenblatt in Vienna, and subsequently reproduced in the German press.47 In any case, Wilhelm travelled so frequently and spoke in such a variety of places and contexts that it was virtually impossible
         to control the diffusion of information about his utterances.
      

      
      One episode in particular illustrates dramatically the difficulties involved. On 27 July 1900 Wilhelm gave an address in Bremerhaven
         on the occasion of the embarkation of German troops for China to suppress the Boxer rebellion, which has since become notorious
         as the ‘Huns’ Speech’ (Hunnenrede). On the morning of the day on which he gave the speech, Wilhelm had inspected three troopships in harbour. At one o’clock
         in the afternoon, the men from all three ships formed up together on board the Halle to hear a speech from the sovereign urging them to be models of German discipline and courage and warning them of the dangers awaiting them in China; it also contained the following passage:
      

      
      When you come before the enemy, let him be struck down; there will be no mercy, prisoners will not be taken. Just as the Huns
         one thousand years ago […] made a name for themselves in which their greatness still resounds, so let the name Germany be
         known in China in such a way that a Chinese will never again dare even to look askance at a German.48

      

      Even as the Kaiser was speaking, Bülow (at this time still state secretary for foreign affairs) appears to have agreed with
         Chancellor Hohenlohe that the journalists present should be required not to publish the speech until an official text had
         been disseminated by the government. The pressmen acquiesced in this arrangement, and the official story put out that evening
         included quotations, but made no reference to mercy not being given or to ‘Huns’. It was not possible, however, to suppress
         the memory of all those who had been present at the speech. For in addition to the soldiers, some two to three thousand spectators
         had gathered in the harbour area and they carried away the phrases that had impressed them most. The words ‘Pardon wird nicht gegeben’ (‘there will be no mercy’) appeared chalked up on troop trains making their way through Germany. As he became aware of the
         (true) rumours circulating about what the Kaiser had said, Bülow attempted to regain the initiative by authorizing a second
         ‘official version’ which contained the phrase ‘there will be no mercy’ but still omitted any reference to ‘Huns’. In the meanwhile,
         however, a third version of the speech appeared in a number of newspapers in the Bremerhaven area. It originated in a report filed by a journalist who was present
         at the address, but was either unaware of or disinclined to observe Bülow’s directive. This version provides the fullest record
         of Wilhelm’s original utterances, including the ‘mercy’ and ‘Huns’ passages.49

      
      The contrasts and logical inconsistencies within the text suggest that Wilhelm may, in standard fashion, have departed from
         a more anodyne prepared text to improvise on a matter that had preoccupied him over recent weeks, namely the cruelty and ruthlessness
         of the Boxer assault on the European legations in China – which had prompted a wave of atrocity stories in the European press
         – and the need for exemplary punitive action. However, his references to ‘mercy’ and ‘prisoners’ also reflected a broader
         preoccupation with the problem of managing encounters between a modern ‘civilized’ army and the fanaticized mass that many
         contemporaries saw in the insurrectionary movements of what is now known as the ‘third world’. The debates surrounding the
         formulation and ratification of the Hague Convention in 1899 both signalled and stimulated a heightened awareness of the divide
         between ‘civilized’ and ‘savage’ military behaviour. Was Wilhelm, who always took such a sympathetic interest in England’s
         imperial adventures, perhaps also aware of the atrocities committed under Kitchener’s command at Omdurman in the Sudan in
         1898, when wounded Mahdist prisoners were slain en masse on the grounds that, even as injured captives, they still posed a mortal danger to British troops? All these issues were
         focused in a more immediate way for contemporaries by the ‘rumour panic’ that raged through the European press in mid-July, as leader writers speculated on the scale and horror of the Boxer
         atrocities in Peking, exploiting western readers’ prejudices about the alleged barbarity of the Chinese.50

      
      In his memoirs, written during the early years of the Weimar Republic, Bülow described the Bremerhaven address as ‘the worst
         speech of that time and perhaps the most disgraceful speech that Wilhelm II [had] ever given’. It was a perspective coloured
         by the fact that British wartime propaganda took up the ‘Huns’ theme of the Bremerhaven address and applied it successfully
         to the German enemy.51 At the time, however, as Bernd Sösemann has shown, responses to the speech were rather more mixed. Chancellor Hohenlohe praised
         it in a diary entry as a ‘fiery speech’ that had cheered the soldiers, all of them volunteers, as they embarked on their long
         and dangerous journey. The French foreign minister, Théophile Delcassé, informed the German ambassador in Paris that the speech
         had made ‘the best impression throughout the whole of France’. The reception in the German press was varied; Centre, Social
         Democrat and left-liberal organs tended to denounce the inhumanity of the exhortation not to grant mercy, while the conservative
         and parts of the National Liberal press defended the emperor’s words as a legitimate preparation for the travails that awaited
         German soldiers in a country where the modern laws of war were not observed.52

      
      In the Reichstag, where there was lively debate over the rights and wrongs of the Chinese expedition – especially as reports
         of atrocities committed by European troops in the Chinese countryside began to appear in the German press – Wilhelm’s speech itself became an object of political debate. This
         was an important departure since it marked a break with the parliamentary convention excluding the person of the monarch from
         political discussion. It was the venerable President of the Reichstag, Franz Xaver Graf von Ballestrem himself, who had authorized
         this change of policy. In an address delivered on the occasion of the Kaiser’s forty-first birthday on 27 January 1900, Ballestrem
         had declared before the House that it was precisely this Kaiser’s intention that his speeches should be ‘heeded, weighed up,
         discussed by all of those who had a stake in them, above all by the representatives of the German people’.53 The Reichstag deputies were not slow to exploit this new expansion of the parliament’s relationship with the sovereign. In
         a speech of 19 November, August Bebel of the Social Democrats read out passages from the government’s bowdlerized official
         version of the speech, observed to the amusement of the House that the reference to ‘Huns’ had ‘for some reason been left
         out’, and sharply criticized the speech for its imperialist and Christian triumphalist sentiments (Wilhelm had suggested,
         inter alia, that the anti-Boxer expedition might open doors to the evangelization of China).54 In a speech the following day, the left liberal leader Eugen Richter focused on the constitutional significance of the sovereign’s
         utterances. Richter pointed out that ‘the present monarch’ made more extensive use of ‘public declarations of programmatic
         character’ than his predecessors had done, and criticized the chancellor for failing to control his public appearances. In
         future, Richter suggested, ‘the monarch [should] clear the content and form of such programmatic speeches with the responsible ministers’.55

      
      In his response, Bülow, newly appointed as chancellor, pointed out that his duties under the constitution required him only
         to carry responsibility for the ‘decrees and orders’ of the monarch, not for his public utterances; but he agreed nevertheless
         in future to assume ‘full moral responsibility’ for the emperor’s speeches. He also insisted that it was quite appropriate
         for the emperor to have spoken to his departing troops in Bremerhaven ‘as a soldier and not as a diplomat’.56 Two days after Bülow’s speech, Eulenburg fired off an uncompromising note to Wilhelm, imploring him ‘to restrain [himself
         ] from any further public announcements whatsoever – whether civil or military in character, if they are in any way likely
         to excite or annoy…’57

      
      
      
      
      The Daily Telegraph crisis

      
      
      Despite the best efforts of Richter and Bebel, parliamentary indignation over Wilhelm’s indiscretions quickly died down. This
         was partly a consequence of Bülow’s agile – if somewhat ambivalent – defence of the monarch; but a further reason may well
         be that the critics failed to persuade the parliament that the sovereign’s personal interventions had at any time damaged
         the international standing of the German empire.58 It was the possibility that Wilhelm’s indiscretions might have diplomatic consequences beyond the control of German politicians
         that most aroused concern. This issue came to the fore in 1908, when public exasperation over remarks made by Wilhelm in an interview with a British newspaper plunged Wilhelm and the Bülow government into the most
         serious crisis of the pre-war period. The ‘Daily Telegraph crisis’, as it came to be known, centred on an interview given by Wilhelm to a personal friend, Colonel Edward James Montagu
         Stuart-Wortley, at Highcliffe Castle in November 1907, while the Kaiser was staying there as Stuart-Wortley’s private guest.
         In the course of his talks with his English host, Wilhelm claimed that he personally had provided decisive strategic advice
         to Britain during the Boer War and had headed off attempts by other continental powers to exploit the Boer crisis by combining
         against Great Britain. He described the English as ‘mad, mad as march hares’ for questioning the peaceful outlook of the German
         empire and its sincere desire for peace with England. It was true, he conceded, that the prevailing sentiment among the German
         populace was ‘not friendly’ towards England, but he, the Kaiser, was a true friend who incessantly strove to improve relations
         between the two countries. Stuart-Wortley worked his notes from these remarks and others made in the following year into an
         article which he published in the Daily Telegraph in October 1908; he appears to have believed that publication of the interview would persuade the English public of the Kaiser’s
         goodwill at a time when Anglo-German relations were strained by the Balkan crisis.
      

      
      When the text of this interview was published in the German press, ‘a mood first of bewilderment and later of despair and
         indignation took hold of all circles of the people’.59 The Reichstag seethed with rage and frustration. The National Liberal Ernst Bassermann spoke before the House of ‘a feeling of bottomless astonishment, of deep sadness’; the
         Social Democrat Paul Singer of ‘legitimate rage and a deep shame amongst the German people’; the Conservative leader Ernst
         von Heydebrand und der Lasa, known as the ‘uncrowned king of Prussia’, of ‘an accumulation of concern and resentment that
         has been gathering for years, even in circles whose loyalty to Kaiser and Empire has hitherto been unquestioned’.60

      
      A central preoccupation of most participants in the debate was the damage done by the Kaiser’s remarks to Germany’s relations
         with Britain and other powers, but the terms of the discussion quickly expanded to embrace the role of the emperor – and ultimately
         of the Reichstag – within the German constitutional system. Bassermann, for example, attacked the ‘interventions of a personal
         regime’ that had undermined a ‘policy of objectivity, tact and firmness’ pursued by the chancellor. Baron von Hertling of
         the Centre Party observed that the readiness of all parties to censure the Kaiser directly constituted ‘a milestone in the
         parliamentary history of Germany’. Oswald Zimmermann of the anti-Semitic Reformpartei denounced the sycophancy of the court culture around Wilhelm and asked: ‘how is it that he comes to be chatting in this way
         with English private gentlemen?’ Heine of the SPD requested that the House ‘consider the matter also from the psychological
         angle’ and warned that the Kaiser would always remain unable to curb his own tendency to exaggeration. There was laughter
         on all sides when Heine supported this contention by reference to a speech Wilhelm had only just given on the Bodensee, in
         which he had honoured Count Zeppelin as ‘the greatest German of the twentieth century’, only eight years after that century’s
         inception. ‘Now gentlemen, with all respect for the courageous and decidedly modest Count, is that not spreading it a litle
         thick?’61 In short, the debate represented a comprehensive, public and virtually unanimous denunciation by the parties of Wilhelm’s
         comportment as sovereign. ‘Never before,’ one observer noted, ‘has anyone dared to use language like this in the open parliament.’62

      
      Perhaps the most striking aspect of the debate, however, was the lukewarm tone of the chancellor’s defence. Bülow’s first
         move was to publish a report to the effect that he had not seen the text of the interview beforehand and would personally
         have advised against publication if he had. His address to the Reichstag on 10 November was a masterpiece of ambivalence in
         which Bülow ostensibly presented the monarch’s case while implicitly appealing to the sympathy and solidarity of the House.
         It was not true, Bülow told the deputies, that the emperor had provided the British with a campaign plan for the Boer War
         (though he left it unclear whether it was Wilhelm or merely the interviewer who had made this claim), he had merely shared
         with them some ‘purely academic [laughter among the Social Democrats] reflections – I believe they were expressly described
         as aphorisms – about the art of war in general’; it was true, Bülow implied, that Wilhelm’s communications with his British
         relatives had on occasion involved indiscretions, but weren’t such indiscretions a frequent occurrence in the diplomatic history
         of all countries? As for Wilhelm’s remarks on his own attitude to England, Bülow declared that he could only too well understand that the Kaiser, having ‘worked so eagerly and honestly’ for better Anglo-German relations,
         resented the destructive attitude of the chauvinist press. Lastly, Bülow assured the Reichstag that he ‘had become fairly
         convinced’ that the commotion of the past few days would ‘lead His Majesty henceforward to observe that reserve even in his
         private conversations, which is indispensable in the interest both of a unified policy and of the authority of the Crown.
         [Bravo! on the right.] Were that not the case, neither I nor any one of my successors could take responsibility.’63

      
      This was clearly not the best that Bülow could have managed on Wilhelm’s behalf – it was, as the Dutch envoy in Berlin put
         it: ‘un plaidoyer trop leger’.64 As Katherine Lerman has shown, Bülow had abandoned a speech written earlier in November that offered a more robust defence
         of the Kaiser’s behaviour.65 His chief objective, as ever, was to reinforce his own political position vis-à-vis the Reichstag, the Prussian ministry
         and the emperor. Not surprisingly, some observers claimed to discern a note of triumph in the chancellor’s next public appearance
         before the Reichstag, on 19 November:
      

      
      In his entire appearance, language and attitude, the Reich Chancellor gave expression to the changed situation. Instead of
         striking the tragic pose of a […] martyr who has taken upon himself the sins of others, Prince Bülow now showed the confidence
         and surefootedness of a statesman who has the situation under control…66

         

      
      
      There was a cruel irony in all of this – at least from Wilhelm’s point of view – for on this of all occasions he had striven
         to observe the constitutional niceties. In a conversation with the chief of the Civil Cabinet, Valentini, on 13 November 1908,
         Wilhelm explained that he had taken care to inform Bülow verbally of the general content of the discussions recorded at Highcliffe
         Castle as soon as he had arrived back in Berlin and recalled that the chancellor had ‘thanked him with feeling for having
         so effectively supported his policy’. When he had received a manuscript of the interview, he had sent it immediately to Bülow
         with a request that the chancellor should personally read it through to check whether there were grounds for preventing its
         publication. ‘I thought the matter of such importance,’ Wilhelm told Valentini, ‘that I didn’t want to entrust it to some
         subordinate figure in the Foreign Office.’ After several weeks, the manuscript was returned ‘with several corrections and
         a note from the Chancellor saying that there were in his view no objections [to publishing the text]’. In other words, Wilhelm
         had done everything possible to ‘cover himself constitutionally [um sich konstitutionell zu decken]’.67

      
      Whether Bülow actually read the interview in advance is impossible to establish with any finality. It would certainly be odd
         if he neglected to check the contents of such a document despite an express request to do so from the Kaiser – the more so
         as the manuscript was accompanied by a four-to-five-page letter from Bülow’s cousin Martin von Rücker-Jenisch, who was accompanying
         Wilhelm at the time, expressing strong reservations about publication.68 Efforts by Valentini to establish what had happened to the document between its arrival from England and its clearance for publication revealed that Bülow, having received the manuscript
         while on holiday on the island of Norderney, forwarded it to the Foreign Office with a request for advice. When the manuscript
         was returned to him with some minor corrections early in October, Bülow sent it back to Jenisch with a letter explaining that
         he had taken note of the manuscript ‘with lively interest’ and that he wished Jenisch to convey his thanks for ‘this new demonstration
         of All-Highest confidence’ in his (Bülow’s) policy.69 It is, of course, possible that Bülow’s trust in his subordinates was so profound that he was prepared to defer to their
         judgement; Katherine Lerman has rightly observed that this would fit with Bülow’s generally nonchalant handling of his public
         duties.70

      
      But a core of doubt remains: on 6 October Bülow dictated to Felix von Müller, a German diplomat in attendance at Norderney,
         changes to the text proposed by Klehmet, the relatively junior Foreign Office official entrusted with the task of vetting
         the document for publication.71 He must surely, at this point if not before, have learned enough about its contents to rouse his suspicions. And it is not
         as if Bülow was unaware of the potential significance of speeches from the emperor; only weeks before he received the text
         of the Daily Telegraph interview, he had written to Valentini from Norderney to stress the importance of holding Wilhelm to an agreement that he
         confine himself exclusively to reading aloud from fully prepared and officially vetted speeches while travelling in the Reichslanden Alsace and Lorraine.72 In short, the weightiest reason for not assuming that Bülow had read the interview is his own emphatic denial. Yet in view of his formidable capacity for misrepresentation in matters that affected his own reputation, this is hardly conclusive.73 The suspicion thus remains – as it certainly did for Wilhelm – that Bülow had read the interview before passing it for publication. Believing this, Wilhelm was bound to feel deeply aggrieved at the chancellor’s
         sauve qui peut response to the crisis, and his subsequent efforts to build support in political circles for the view that it was the Kaiser
         who should bear the primary responsibility for what had occurred. At best, such behaviour amounted to desertion; at worst,
         it suggested a malevolent scheme to undermine the public authority of the emperor.74 Small wonder that the Daily Telegraph crisis effectively destroyed what little trust remained in the relationship between Wilhelm and the chancellor.
      

      
      The crisis also dealt a serious blow to the Kaiser’s popularity among his subjects.75 The press criticism that followed in the wake of the publication in German of the interview set new records for vehemence
         and radicalism; ‘the press of all the parties had never been so aggressive against the person of the sovereign’.76 Predictably enough, Wilhelm was upset at the bitter tide of press comment. In a letter to Tsar Nicholas of May 1909, he complained
         that he felt ‘blamed’ for the continental tensions that had followed the Austrian annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina (in October
         1908). ‘Especially the press in general has behaved in the basest way against me.’77 Perhaps he had a point. One does not need to excuse Wilhelm’s indiscretions in order to see that they made it beguilingly
         easy – for politicians, the public and historians alike – to blame complex problems and collective errors on the ‘man at the top’. That Wilhelm’s interview with Wortley was foolish and ill-judged is obvious; but the notion
         that it might seriously have damaged relations between Germany and any other power is absurd. In its fury over the Daily Telegraph interview, the politically informed public found an outlet for a deeply felt anxiety about the drift into international isolation
         that had occurred since the departure of Bismarck, and specifically since the Moroccan crisis of 1905. And yet, as we saw
         in chapter 5, this epochal transformation in Germany’s international position can hardly be blamed on Wilhelm.
      

      
      The hope expressed by some of the more quixotic (i.e. left-liberal) Reichstag deputies during the Daily Telegraph debate of 10–11 November, that the crisis might enable the imposition of constitutional constraints of some kind upon the
         monarch would not be realized. With a few exceptions, the Reichstag parties focused their fire on Wilhelm’s personal misjudgements
         and skated over the more fundamental constitutional issues; a plan to assemble the federal princes in Berlin for a formal
         protest was abandoned. Bülow was reluctant to press the point with Wilhelm – one can see why! – and the crisis gradually died
         away as crises do, without permanently changing the German political landscape.
      

      
      The impact of the Daily Telegraph affair on Wilhelm’s state of mind has often been described: for two weeks the fifty-year-old emperor was paralysed by a ‘psychic
         and nervous depression’ from which he emerged, as Valentini recorded, with his ‘old vital energy’ depleted, in a mood of ‘weary
         resignation’.78 During the months that followed he avoided public announcements and kept a low public profile. Inevitably, the silence was eventually broken, to storms of indignation from the now highly sensitized press. In the summer
         of 1910, in a toast address at a gala dinner in Königsberg, Wilhelm reminded his audience that the Prussian crown was his
         by the grace of God alone, not by that of ‘parliaments, popular gatherings or popular deliberations’, and that the emperor
         was ‘the chosen instrument of heaven’.79 Leader articles in the major newspapers noted with regret that the emperor had broken with the ‘self-restraint’ he had observed
         since the ‘black November days’ of 1908, and there were paragraph-by-paragraph analyses of the text, many of which took offence
         at his providentialist and absolutist rhetoric.80 But the absence of serious press scandals over the following years testifies to the success with which the emperor had been
         ‘gagged’.81 In a telegram to Bethmann, Wilhelm observed ruefully that, thanks to the machinations of Bülow, the press now enjoyed the
         privileged status of an arbiter ‘entitled to a decisive view of all persons, especially those in the highest positions’.82

      
      ‘The entire life of Wilhelm II actually consists of a continual stabilization of his sovereignty,’ noted a critical commentary
         of 1913 in the left-liberal journal März. ‘Who is there among us nowadays who knows that the German empire is actually, namely in a constitutional sense, a republic,
         of which the emperor is no more than the central official [Zentralbeamter]?’83 For all its hyperbole, this provocative formulation touched on one of the central problems of Wilhelm II’s reign. The imperial
         office lacked a secure foundation in the German constitution. As we saw in chapter 2, the constitution of 1871 had little to say about the role and powers of the Kaiser, whose office was discussed under the modest
         rubric ‘presidency of the federal council’. The imperial office also lacked a political tradition. In a famous speech to the
         Reichstag, the national-liberal Friedrich Naumann observed that in the absence of a revolutionary tradition, the German parliament
         had to make do without the nimbus of a ‘popular legend’. But the same could have been said of the imperial crown. The Kaisertum of the high Middle Ages and the Habsburg imperial tradition of the early modern era were too remote and too different in
         nature to provide a credible antecedent to the new constellation of 1871. This discontinuity with prior political and constitutional
         realities was reflected in the paucity of established performative traditions associated with the German imperial throne.
         There was, most strikingly, no imperial coronation, and beyond the precedence lists that set out the seating order at gala
         dinners and court banquets, there was little in the way of public imperial ritual. The reign of Wilhelm I, who remained sceptical
         of his new title and continued to comport himself as a Prussian monarch, had done little to make good this deficit. It was
         Bismarck, rather than the first Kaiser, who was the foremost integrative public figure of the empire.
      

      
      But Wilhelm II came to the throne determined to fill out the imperial dimension of his office. He travelled constantly among
         the German states; he glorified his grandfather as the warrior-saint who had built a new dwelling for the German people, and
         he instigated new public holidays and memorial observances to shroud, as it were, the constitutional and cultural nakedness
         of the throne in the mantle of a ‘national’ history. He projected himself to the German public as the personification of the ‘imperial idea’. In this unceasing effort
         to create the imperial crown as a political and symbolic reality in the minds of Germans, the speeches played a crucial role.
         They were instruments of ‘rhetorical mobilization’ that secured for the Kaiser a unique prominence in German public life.84 For Wilhelm personally, they offered compensation for the situation of political constraint and disempowerment in which he
         so often found himself. Indeed, they were, as Walther Rathenau, author of one of the most insightful reflections on this monarch,
         observed in 1919, the single most effective instrument of his imperial sovereignty.85

      
      How successful Wilhelm was in achieving his objective is another question. On the one hand, as we have seen, the more striking
         indiscretions provoked waves of hostile published comment, especially when they touched on Germany’s relations with other
         powers. As the most visible (or audible) sign of the sovereign’s independence, they became the primary focal point for the
         political critique of ‘personal rule’.86 Over the longer term, their effect was a gradual erosion of the political status of pronouncements from the throne. It became
         increasingly common, especially after 1908, for the government to dissociate itself entirely from unwelcome speeches on the
         grounds that these were not binding programmatic utterances, but simply personal expressions of opinion by the monarch, a
         disclaimer which implied that the political views of the emperor were of no wider political consequence.87 The scandals that rocked the imperial throne throughout the first two decades of the reign were not simply arbitrary disruptions,
         like the freak storms that sometimes appear at the height of summer. There was a cumulative logic to them: Bismarck succeeded in framing his forced
         departure from office in 1890 as the work of dubious Hintermänner, a trope that came home to roost during the Eulenburg scandal of 1908–9. The ill feeling generated by the passivity of German
         policy vis-à-vis southern Africa in the 1890s festered, to break out anew during the Daily Telegraph crisis. With each scandal, new themes emerged that left a lasting imprint on critical discourses. The military historian
         and sometime princely tutor, Hans Delbrück, captured this fateful dynamic with an ominous metaphor: each new outrage, he suggested,
         was like a wreath (Kranz) into which all the Kaiser’s previous errors and missteps, stored up in the memory of the public, were woven together.88 As the Viennese correspondent of the Frankfurter Zeitung observed in 1910, a comparison between Wilhelm II and Emperor Franz Joseph of Austria–Hungary revealed how counter-productive
         was Wilhelm’s overuse of the public word: the Habsburg dynast, it was noted, was a ‘silent emperor’ who always distinguished
         between his private person and his public office and never used the public forum to make personal utterances of any kind,
         and yet ‘anyone who tries in Austria to talk about their emperor as we hear [ours] discussed at every table in Germany will
         soon be in serious trouble’.89

      
      It is, on the other hand, notoriously difficult to get the measure of public opinion, and we should be wary of any judgement
         that relies exclusively on newspaper commentaries – ‘published opinion’ and ‘public opinion’ are not the same thing. The emperor
         may have lost ‘the aura of the sovereign who is above criticism,’ wrote one foreign observer in Berlin at the height of the Daily Telegraph affair. ‘But with all the personal magnetism that he possesses, he will always retain an immense ascendancy in the eyes of
         the mass of his subjects.’90 This striking resilience can be explained in part by the fact that the relationship between the Kaiser and his public was
         not exclusively political, in the narrower sense. There were other features of his activity in office that awoke the interest
         and sympathy of important parts of the public. To a much greater extent than either of his two imperial predecessors, Wilhelm
         was, as we have seen, a man of modern science who surrounded himself with notable champions of industrial and technological
         progress and associated himself publicly with pioneering research. There may, to be sure, have been a compensatory dimension
         in these fashionable enthusiasms – in the sense that science and technology seemed to offer a domain of activity relatively
         unimpeded by the obstacles that had dogged his interventions within the executive and a means of recapturing the allegiance
         of those commercial and industrial middle classes who were most sceptical of his efforts to set the tone in politics. But
         there is no doubt about the authenticity of the Kaiser’s engagement, or about its positive public impact. Wilhelm’s close
         association with the immensely popular Count Zeppelin, designer and promoter of the airship, found expression in mass-produced
         picture postcards in which garlanded portraits of the two men were juxtaposed on either side of one of the most charismatic
         technical objects of the day. A Berlin newspaper captured the significance of the relationship between the Kaiser and the
         count when it commented: ‘What is dear to the people should also be dear to the crowned representative of the people, and it is always good
         when a monarch demonstrates through his actions his acceptance of this axiom.’91

      
      Wilhelm’s invocations of divine providence may have been the laughing stock of the quality papers, but they struck a sympathetic
         chord with the more plebeian theological tastes of many humbler Germans, and many middle-class Protestants enthusiastically
         supported his efforts to resacralize the imperial crown.92 Wilhelm was certainly out of touch with many of the latest developments in fin-de-siècle culture. He loathed the works of the Berlin Secession: of the Secessionist Walter Leistikow’s brooding atmospheric painting
         Der Grunewaldsee, the Kaiser uttered the famous complaint: ‘He has ruined the entire Grunewald for me.’93 But if Wilhelm’s outspoken (and often ignorant) denunciations of avant-garde art appeared ludicrous and retrograde to the
         cultural intelligentsia, they made sense to those more numerous cultural consumers who believed that art ought to provide
         escapism and edification.94 Moreover, the Kaiser remained a national symbol – partly by default, because the Reich possessed so few genuinely national
         symbols.95 In Bavaria the ceremonies of the ‘imperial cult’ (parades, unveilings and the jubilee celebrations of 1913) attracted the
         mass attendance not only of the middle classes, but also of peasants and tradesmen.96 Even within the Social Democratic milieu of the industrial regions, there appears to have been a gulf between the critical
         perspective of the SPD elite and that of the mass of SPD supporters, among whom the emperor was perceived as the embodiment
         of a ‘patriarchal – providential principle’.97 The conversations recorded by police informers in the pubs of Hamburg’s working-class districts registered some disparaging, but also many
         supportive and even affectionate comments about ‘our Wilhelm’, who was cherished for his role in sponsoring the growth of
         the shipbuilding industry.98 One – as yet under-explored – dimension of this positive resonance was the public image of the empress, whose sincere manner
         and charitable and fund-raising activities attracted much supportive comment and who was widely regarded as the ‘most loved
         member of the royal family’.99

      
      We should not underestimate the entertainment value of monarchy, sustained by the dramatic expansion of cinematography around
         1900.100 The imperial court was quick to recognize the propagandistic potential of the new technology. From 1890 onwards, court officials
         and the Kaiser himself took the initiative in overseeing the production of films depicting the monarch. The Court Chamberlain
         Count Eulenburg (August Ludwig Graf zu Eulenburg, not to be confused with his relatives Philipp and Botho) sent the pioneering
         cinematographer Oskar Messter to the Middle East to film the Kaiser’s Palestine journey – the resulting footage played across
         the empire and was a huge success with the public. From 1905 the Kaiser commissioned his own personal photographer, Theodor
         Jürgensen, not only to film the launching of ships and other naval events at which the Kaiser was officiating, but also –
         a novelty in the history of monarchical self-representation – to record scenes of everyday life aboard the royal yacht Hohenzollern, at the summer palace on Corfu and at home in the Berliner Schloss.
      

      
      
 
 

9. George V and Wilhelm II (right) in a carriage on their way to celebrate the wedding of Duke Ernst August III of Hanover
               and the Kaiser’s daughter, Princess Viktoria Luise of Prussia, 21 March 1913. This sumptuous family festivity brought together
               sovereigns from across Europe and was one of the last occasions on which the German reigning house succeeded in connecting
               with the emotional life of the nation.
            



     
      
      
      The film sequences produced by Jürgensen were handled by a major distribution company and seen at hundreds of venues throughout
         the empire. They allowed the Kaiser to present himself to his public in a range of private roles – as a family man, at leisure
         and on holiday. A bond was forged here between monarchy and mass entertainment that endures into our own day. The familial
         dimension of monarchy, too, remained an important focal point for sentimental attachments.101 In 1913 the marriage between Wilhelm’s daughter Princess Viktoria Luise and Ernst August III of Hanover was a public sensation;
         recorded using an early version of colour film and viewed by millions across the empire, this was perhaps the last occasion
         before the outbreak of war on which an event in the life of the monarch could provide the occasion for mass emotional identification.
         Even the more critical papers acknowledged the remarkable psychological power of these spectacles over the masses of spectators
         and cinema audiences. There remained substantial (if not precisely quantifiable) reserves of ‘imperial-royalist capital’ in
         German society. It would take the social transformations and political upheavals of a world war to eliminate them.
      

      
      
   

      
            
      7. From Crisis to War (1909–14)

      
      
      As we approach the outbreak of the First World War, the task of weighing Wilhelm’s impact on events becomes increasingly difficult.
         The narrative of his reign intersects at this point with one of the most complex and ramified debates in the historiography
         of modern Europe. It is impossible to assess Wilhelm’s role without touching, at least in passing, on debates over the character
         of German diplomacy during the Balkan crises, the nature and significance of German planning for war before 1914, the German
         contribution to the escalation of the Austro-Serb conflict of 1914 and the failure to avert a catastrophe when war was clearly
         imminent. And there is a further problem of perception as we draw near the brink of the disaster of August 1914: every bellicose
         marginal note, every call for increased naval or military expenditure appears – in retrospect – to be pregnant with ominous
         meaning. Like objects nearing the threshold of a black hole, decisions, written comments, even throwaway remarks, gain gravity,
         or appear to do so from our posterior vantage point. It thus becomes doubly important to set speech and action in context.
         This general observation applies in a very specific way, as we shall see, to Wilhelm II.
      

      
      
      
      
      Wilhelm, Austria–Hungary and the Balkans

      
      
      In the string of diplomatic conflicts that stirred European diplomacy during the last decade of peace, two regions loom especially
         large: Morocco and the Balkans. Wilhelm had never shown a serious interest in northern Africa. By contrast, the Balkan crises
         that culminated in the outbreak of war in 1914 raised issues that had long been central to his view of an effective and honourable
         German foreign policy. Wolfgang Canis and Lamar Cecil have emphasized the consistency with which Wilhelm assured the Austrians
         that he would support them in their various Balkan entanglements.1 In view of the catastrophic dénouement of 1914, when Germany went to war at Austria’s side, Canis has suggested that Wilhelm’s
         long-standing commitment to the Austrian alliance partner should be seen as a fatal liability for German policy and a demonstration
         of the ‘existential danger posed to the Reich by the continuity of this Kaiser’s power’.2 This judgement is not, however, borne out by the record of Wilhelm’s involvement in the various Balkan crises of the pre-war
         era. As we shall see, his commitment to Austrian policy in the region was not uncritical, and his willingness to proffer German
         support fluctuated according to his perception of the rectitude of Austrian demands and his assessment of the risks involved.
      

      
      In October 1908 the first of the great Balkan crises broke out when the Austrians unexpectedly announced that they intended
         to annex Bosnia and Herzegovina. This move ought not to have provoked a continental crisis; after all, the territories had been under Habsburg occupation for three decades, and their formal absorption into the legal fabric of the
         empire had been agreed with Russia as part of a complex secret negotiation between the Austrian foreign minister, Aehrenthal,
         and his Russian counterpart, Izvolsky. The crisis arose largely because Aehrenthal sprang the news of the annexation plan
         on the European public before the Russians had had time to prepare their own press for what was bound to be a controversial
         measure. Faced with a wave of domestic outrage at the surrender of ‘Slav brothers’ to the Habsburgs, an embarrassed Izvolsky
         denied that he had reached an agreement with Aehrenthal.3 The result was an Austro-Russian crisis that strained relations between the two alliance blocs. It culminated in the ‘St
         Petersburg Note’ of March 1909, in which the Germans warned the Russians not to press on with their threats against Austria.
         The French refused to commit themselves, the Russians backed down and Izvolsky resigned. The ultimatum of 1909 is widely seen
         as having deepened the isolation of the central powers and thereby enhanced Germany’s dependence on the Austrian partner.
      

      
      Wilhelm’s chief concern when he was first informed was that the annexation might give the green light for a comprehensive
         partitioning of Ottoman territory in the Balkans. He denounced the Austrian démarche as ‘an irresponsible prank’ that had broken the ‘European record’ for diplomatic destabilization.4 The ‘appalling stupidity of Aehrenthal’, he noted on 7 October, had confronted German policy with a dilemma, ‘so that we
         cannot stand by or protect our friends the Turks’.5 Indeed, it was probably the suspicion that Wilhelm would have opposed an annexation if asked for his view that motivated the Austrian decision not to give him prior
         warning of their action. When Wilhelm upbraided Aehrenthal in May 1909 for not having consulted him beforehand, the foreign
         minister ingenuously replied that ‘he had not done so because he had proceeded from the assumption that the Kaiser, having
         regard to his longstanding friendly relations with the [Turkish] Sultan, would have advised against the project’.6

      
      Wilhelm did eventually come around to supporting the annexation as a fait accompli, partly because the reasons for doing so
         were forcefully set out for him by Bülow, and partly because the state of European opinion and the weakness of Russia’s case
         gave little reason to suppose that any other power would support the Russians against Austria. After all, the German Foreign
         Office had known for some time that a deal of some sort between Izvolsky and Aehrenthal was in the offing, so they had no
         reason to accept Russia’s protests at face value.7 In any case, the Bosnian crisis had hardly hit the news when Wilhelm was engulfed by the Daily Telegraph affair of November (see chapter 5 above). The resulting neutralization of the emperor as a factor in politics meant that
         as the Bosnian crisis reached its climax in March 1909, the initiative in handling Germany’s relations with Russia remained
         firmly in the hands of Bülow and the Foreign Office, whose aim, as in Morocco three years before, was to prise open the Entente
         alliance system by isolating and pressurizing one of its members.
      

      
      In other words, the Bosnian crisis of 1908 does not bear out the view that an all-or-nothing commitment on Wilhelm’s part to Austrian Balkan policy posed an ‘existential danger’ to the German empire. Much the same can be said of the next instalment
         in the series, the Balkan crisis of 1912. The ‘First Balkan War’, as it was later to be known, broke out on 8 October 1912,
         when four states (Serbia, Bulgaria, Montenegro and Greece), encouraged by the Russians, declared war on Turkey. Following
         a string of victories against the Turks, the four belligerents laid claim to various stretches of formerly Ottoman territory.
         The most sensitive of these claims was Serbia’s demand, in addition to other substantial territories already under occupation,
         for access to the Adriatic coast through formerly Ottoman Albania. Since this demand was supported by the Russians, but strenuously
         opposed by Austria–Hungary, it created a dangerous deadlock. Should the Serbs, in pressing ahead with their claim, provoke
         an Austrian military intervention in Albania, there was the danger that Russia might intervene, and thus activate Germany’s
         obligations under the alliance.
      

      
      In his political biography of the Kaiser, Willibald Gutsche has argued that Wilhelm’s responses to the First Balkan War reveal
         that under ‘the growing pressure of monopolistic and military circles’, he shifted during the summer and autumn of 1912 to
         a ‘foreign-policy course that knowingly risked a world war’. Gutsche cites two sources in support of this view. The first
         is a passage from Wilhelm’s marginalia in which he states that the Eastern Question ‘must be solved with blood and iron! But
         at a time which is right for us. That is now!’ The second is a marginal comment where Wilhelm expresses the view that if Russia
         were to force Franz Joseph to go to war, ‘then I would see this as grounds for taking action under the full terms of our alliance, with all the consequences that implies’.8

      
      However, while it is true that Wilhelm expressed the view, in various contexts, that the Balkans problem would be solved only
         by ‘blood and iron’ (one among many of his naive appropriations of Bismarckian language), there is no suggestion that he believed
         that German blood or German iron had any role to play. In a report of 2 October 1912 to Chancellor Bethmann-Hollweg, an official in Wilhelm’s entourage
         reported that the Kaiser believed conflict in the Balkan region was inevitable but was also of the opinion ‘that we should
         refrain from exerting any influence on the Balkan states and should let things run their course’.9 Two days later, Wilhelm justified this view in a four-point memorandum. Here he noted (point one) that intervening to ‘keep
         the peace’ would be counter-productive, because it would arouse popular hatreds in the Balkan states against the Great Powers
         in the region and destabilize the existing structures of authority. He added (point two) that it was in Germany’s interest
         for this to occur at a time when Russia and France were not yet ready in military terms to exploit them as a pretext for a
         conflict with Germany, and (point three) that it was natural and legitimate for the Balkan states to test their strength against
         Turkey’s moribund European dominion. He also recommended (point four) that the Great Powers abstain from intervening in the
         conflict and instead form a ‘ring’, within which ‘the struggle is played out and [within which it] must remain’. His closing
         words were: ‘Let these people get on with it. Either they will take some blows or they will deal some out; afterwards there
         will be time to talk. The Eastern Question must be solved with blood and iron! But at the right time for us! And that is now!’10

      
      Few passages could better demonstrate the importance of context to an understanding of Wilhelm’s political utterances. Although
         his views on the legitimacy of conflict in the Balkans reflected a rough-and-ready Social Darwinism that we may find distasteful,
         there is no trace here of the advocacy of German intervention implied in Gutsche’s account. On the contrary: Wilhelm expressly
         forbade the Foreign Office on 4 November to participate in any action that would ‘hinder the Bulgars, Serbs and Greeks in
         their legitimate quest for victory’.11 The Balkan campaign, he argued, was part of a ‘world-historical evolution’ that was rolling back the medieval frontiers of
         Islamic settlement in Europe. He took the view, moreover, that allowing the Balkan league states to consolidate themselves
         at Turkey’s expense might in the longer run enable the emergence of a relatively stable coalition of Balkan entities, a ‘United
         States of the Balkans’ as he put it in a further marginal comment, and thus create an entity capable not only of cushioning
         the conflict between Austria and Russia in the region, but also of sustaining a strong regional market for German exports.12

      
      This explains why Wilhelm initially responded so unenthusiastically to Austrian howls of protest over Serbian efforts in the
         autumn of 1912 to gain access to the Adriatic by acquiring part or all of formerly Ottoman Albania. ‘I see absolutely no danger
         for Austria’s existence, or prestige, in a Serbian harbour on the Adriatic,’ he wrote to Kiderlen on 7 November. ‘I think
         it unadvisable needlessly to oppose the Serbian wish.’ Nor did he believe that Germany’s alliance commitments called for or justified any joint action against
         Serbia:
      

      
      
         Such a far-reaching commitment is not in the spirit of the Triple Alliance, which […] was intended to guarantee the integrity
            of current territorial possessions. […] To be sure, some of the changes wrought in the Balkans by the war are inconvenient
            and unwelcome for Vienna, but none [is] so important that we ought on that account to expose ourselves to a military involvement,
            I could not carry the responsibility for that before my conscience or my people. 1908 was a different situation, which turned
            on a constituent territory that had long been attached to Austria.13

      

      
      Two days later (9 November), Wilhelm reiterated that he would ‘under no circumstances be prepared to march against Paris and
         Moscow on account of Albania and Durazzo’. The German Foreign Office was ordered to propose to the Austrians that Albania
         be established as a quasi-independent principality under one of the Serbian princes.14 A further memorandum of 11 November reflected on the absurdity of risking an ‘existential struggle with three Great Powers,
         in which Germany may possibly perish’, simply because ‘Austria doesn’t want to have the Serbs in Albania or Durazzo’, and
         added that the Triple Alliance did not entitle the Austrians ‘to unconditional assistance in conflicts concerning the possessions
         of others!’ Germany would be obliged to come to Austria’s aid if the latter were attacked by Russia, but only on condition
         that Austria itself had not provoked the Russians to attack. Such a provocation could easily arise over the Serbian question, Wilhelm noted, ‘and Vienna
         must avoid this under all circumstances’. If Austria showed itself willing to concede ground to the Serbs and the Russians
         persisted nonetheless in provoking Austria, the suspicion would arise throughout Europe that the Russians were merely using
         the Serbian question as a pretext for an aggressive anti-Habsburg policy. Only under such conditions would a German mobilization
         in Austria’s support be well advised.15

      
      It is thus misleading to suggest that the events of early October inaugurated a ‘reign of Mars in the Kaiser’s thinking’,
         and that ‘he now grasped […] the initiative in directly orienting himself towards warlike activity’.16 But Wilhelm continued, of course, to accept that Germany had an obligation to support Vienna in the event of Russian aggression
         against Austria–Hungary. By the end of November 1912, this looked increasingly likely. A telegram of 21 November from Tschirschky,
         the German ambassador in Vienna, stressed the extreme seriousness of the situation: the Austrian minister of war, General
         Auffenberg, had told him that the Habsburg monarchy would ‘fall to pieces’ unless Vienna now had ‘a free hand against Serbia’.
         Wilhelm appended a marginal comment: ‘This could bring a European War and for us a life-or-death struggle with 3 Great Powers;
         it depends upon our quickly getting a clear picture concerning [the position of ] London and Paris.’17

      
      A theme was sounded here that anticipated the language and arguments of July 1914. Wilhelm appears towards the end of November
         1912 to have become increasingly convinced that the Austrian quest for a decisive reckoning with the Serbs was legitimate. But his willingness to endorse German intervention
         depended upon two conditions: firstly, that Austria be the party aggressed against, and secondly that there be no danger of
         intervention by other, non-involved powers. Everything thus depended upon the attitude of the western powers, and especially
         of Great Britain. In a note to Kiderlen-Wächter of 21 November, Wilhelm observed with satisfaction that ‘the entire European
         press – especially the English – generally perceives Austria as the provoked party’, and added that he would be willing to
         countenance German assistance in the event that Russian ‘deployments’ should ‘force Emperor Franz Joseph to commence waging
         war’. But the commitment remained conditional; an express reference to his earlier instructions of 9 November made it clear
         that he was still determined not to ‘march against Paris and Moscow on account of Albania and Durazzo’. It was thus essential
         that the German ambassadors ascertain whether France would stand ‘unconditionally by Russia’ in the event of a conflict, and
         ‘which side England would take’.18 At a secret meeting with Archduke Franz Ferdinand and other senior Austrian personnel on 22 November, Wilhelm reiterated
         his readiness to accept war with Russia if necessary, though he also insisted that the present state of Russian armaments
         made it highly unlikely that an isolated St Petersburg would risk such a conflict.19

      
      Wilhelm’s position was thus at variance with that of Moltke, chief of the German General Staff, who indulged at this time
         in loose talk of a ‘parallel offensive action’, in which the first priority would be to defeat France.20 By contrast with Moltke, who seemed actively – if intermittently – to desire a continental war, Wilhelm foresaw a local war that
         must be prevented from growing. But it would be wrong to conclude, on the basis of his assurances to the Austrians in late
         November, that he ‘embraced’ the risk of war. For it was virtually inconceivable in the winter of 1912 that the British and
         the French would go to war in defence of Serbian claims that were widely seen as outrageous, over-blown and untenable.21 Under these conditions it was also extremely unlikely that the Russians, whose support for the Serbian position was in reality
         highly equivocal, would risk attacking Austria–Hungary on their own. In other words, Wilhelm’s assurances could be offered
         at a very low cost in risk – indeed the cost in security terms of not offering them when asked to do so may well have been
         greater.
      

      
      As it turned out, Wilhelm’s responses to the crisis were in any case something of a red herring. The order to sound out Paris
         and London was disregarded and the assurance of support to Franz Ferdinand was cancelled out by official signals from Bethmann
         and Kiderlen (the ‘cold-water douche’ of 25 November 1912) that German government policy favoured a joint settlement of the
         crisis in the Balkans by the Powers.22 Wilhelm accepted this policy adjustment. By early December the Serbs had agreed to abide by the rulings of an ambassadors’
         conference in London and the Russians were no longer insisting upon a Serbian territorial corridor to the Adriatic. The conflicts
         arising from the First Balkan War were later (temporarily) resolved in the Peace of London of May 1913.
      

      
      
      
      
      
      War premeditated?

      
      
      On 2 December 1912, just as the crisis over Albania was subsiding, Chancellor Bethmann inadvertently raised the political
         temperature with a speech to the Reichstag in which he warned that if Austria should unexpectedly be attacked by Russia, Germany
         would fight on the Austrian side, and it would do so with the support of the entire German people. It is not clear why Bethmann
         chose to adopt this confrontational tone. Whatever the motives, the speech triggered a crisis in Anglo-German relations. On
         the day following Bethmann’s speech, the British government issued an unexpected warning. Count Lichnowsky, the German ambassador
         in London, was told by Secretary of State for War Richard Haldane that if Germany’s support for Austria–Hungary should entangle
         it in a war with Russia and France, Britain would fight on the side of France. It was not until some days later that Wilhelm
         read a despatch conveying this warning from Lichnowsky. It threw him into a mixture of panic and outrage. He immediately ordered
         that a group of senior military and naval personnel, including Chief of the General Staff Moltke, and the three admirals –
         Tirpitz, Heeringen and Müller – attend him in the Royal Palace at 11.00 a.m. The significance of the discussion that resulted
         is still hotly disputed; it remains one of the most controversial episodes of the reign.
      

      
      No minutes were kept of the meeting of 8 December, but several accounts survive, including one by a participant, Chief of the Naval Cabinet Admiral Georg Alexander von Müller. According to this, Wilhelm drew out the implications of the
         Lichnowsky despatch, focusing on four key points: (i) there was now no hope of British neutrality in the event of war on the
         continent; (ii) in the event of war over Serbia, therefore, Russia would not have to fight alone;
         (iii) since Britain too would be among Germany’s enemies, the navy must be prepared for conflict with the British navy (Tirpitz
         must therefore expedite the construction of U-boats); (iv) the Kaiser endorsed Moltke’s observation that ‘war is unavoidable
         and the sooner the better’, and his proposal that ‘more should be done through the press to prepare the popularity of a war
         against Russia’.23

      
      How can we account for this hardening in the Kaiser’s position? Wilhelm had long assumed that Britain would remain neutral
         in the event of Germany’s becoming involved in a war with France and Russia. This was important, because it appeared to give
         German diplomacy vis-à-vis the Serbian Question a certain room for flexibility. If the British were unlikely to support France,
         then the French would be less likely to risk war at Russia’s side over Serbian ambitions in Albania or elsewhere. And this
         in turn made Russian intervention against Austria in the event of a clash with the Serbs far less likely. German war plans
         reflected this perceived plurality of military options: in addition to the western-oriented ‘Schlieffen Plan’, which was designed
         to deal with the eventuality of a war on two fronts, the German General Staff foresaw in 1912 the alternative possibility
         of an eastward campaign against Russia alone, should Russia attack Austria without triggering French assistance. Even if the French did intervene, it was assumed that it would be possible to keep Britain out of the conflict. It was with this prospect
         in mind that Wilhelm had approved a naval plan on 3 December 1912 that aimed, in the event of continental war, to limit the
         activities of the German fleet against France in such a way as to avoid antagonizing Britain.24 If Wilhelm was chronically hypersensitive to unfriendly signals from Britain, this was in part because Britain appeared in
         his eyes (and not in his alone!) to be the power at the fulcrum of the continental system, whose diplomacy exercised a unique
         and decisive influence on the balance of power.
      

      
      In view of these preoccupations, it is perhaps unsurprising that Wilhelm was so shocked by Haldane’s warning to Lichnowsky.
         The scenario of a war against Russia alone now appeared illusory, as did that of a war on two fronts excluding Britain. This
         new prospect was all the more alarming because it directly contradicted the advice Wilhelm had recently been receiving from
         his senior advisers. So alarmed was he by this sudden narrowing of German perspectives that he felt the British warning amounted
         to a ‘moral declaration of war’.25 The ‘existential struggle with three great powers’ which had been Wilhelm’s nightmare now seemed hard at hand. As John Röhl
         has shown, his remarks over the days following the meeting of 8 December reflected an obsessive bitterness at what he regarded
         as the incomprehensible perfidy of British policy. Haldane’s admonitions, he told the heir to the Austrian throne, Archduke
         Franz Ferdinand, revealed the ‘naked shamelessness’ of Britain’s ‘balance of power policy’ which in reality amounted to ‘playing
         off the Great Powers against each other to England’s advantage’.26

      
      
      Historians disagree about the significance of this ‘War Council’, as it was ironically dubbed by Bethmann, who was not invited.
         John Röhl, in company with Fritz Fischer, Immanuel Geiss and others, has argued that the War Council of December 1912 not
         only revealed the continuing centrality of the Kaiser to the decision-making process, but also set the scene for a comprehensive
         war plan that involved placing the navy, the army, the German economy and German public opinion on a war footing in preparation
         for the unleashing of a premeditated conflict.27 But others, including Wolfgang J. Mommsen, Dieter Groh and Klaus Hildebrand, have seen the meeting as a reflex response to
         an international crisis, and have rejected the notion that the German military and political leadership henceforth began the
         countdown to a pre-planned European war.28 Whereas Röhl is inclined to see the absence of Bethmann and Kiderlen-Wächter as evidence of an ominous primacy of the military
         over the civilian decision-makers at the apex of the German political system, his opponents view the chancellor’s absence
         merely as evidence of the meeting’s subordinate status and emphasize that the ‘decisions’ reached there had no significant
         practical consequences. Erwin Hölzle has even argued that the key figure in the drama of 8 December was not Wilhelm, but Bethmann,
         who subsequently ‘put the Kaiser in his place’ and ‘nullified’ the decisions taken at the conference.29

      
      Who is right? The available evidence seems to favour aspects of both positions. Röhl is right to stress Wilhelm’s central
         position within the German constitutional system – no one but he could have convoked the meeting of 8 December – and right
         in highlighting the extremism of the views put forward by the military and naval figures in attendance. The meeting revealed – though this in itself was nothing
         new – how established the concept of preventive war was within the leadership of the German armed forces. It also revealed
         how wide the policy gap had grown between the military and the civilian leadership. While Bethmann continued to direct his
         diplomacy towards conciliating Britain and isolating Russia, the war plans of the military focused on the ‘inevitable’ war
         in the west – the ‘Eastern Mobilization Plan’ was abandoned in 1913.30

      
      Nevertheless, Admiral Müller concluded his account of the discussion with the observation that the result of the meeting ‘amounted
         to almost 0’, and this appears to have been borne out by events. The Army Bill of 1913 was not a consequence of the meeting;
         the official go-ahead had been given in November 1912 and the proposed expansion was in any case long overdue.31 There was no national propaganda campaign, and the evidence for a concerted government effort to set the economy on a wartime
         footing remains very patchy.32 As for the absence of Bethmann and Kiderlen, this probably had less to do with the primacy of the military over the civilian
         power than with Wilhelm’s sense that the two men had gravely erred in holding so adamantly to the view that Britain would
         remain neutral in a continental conflict.33

      
      The War Council of 8 December remained an episode: by the beginning of January, the sense of crisis in Berlin had dissipated
         and Wilhelm had regained his calm. Bethmann talked him out of plans for an expanded naval programme, and when a new crisis
         broke out in the Balkans in April–May 1913 over the Serbian occupation of the Albanian city of Scutari, it was apparent that Wilhelm still opposed any moves that
         would incur the risk of war.34 The primacy of the civilian over the military leadership remained intact; Moltke’s repeated calls for a preventive war fell
         on deaf ears. This state of affairs was not lost on the hawkish General Falkenhayn, who observed in a letter of January 1913
         that the deluded faith of the political leadership – including Wilhelm himself – in the possibility of a lasting peace left
         Moltke ‘standing alone’ in his ‘struggle’ with the Kaiser for a more aggressive foreign policy.35 After the shock of December Wilhelm was ambivalent and increasingly pessimistic, but still hopeful of a long-term accommodation
         with Britain. His remarks during 1913 suggest that he continued to regard an Anglo-German war as ‘unthinkable’. He also remained
         confident that German military prowess would deter Russia from an armed intervention in a conflict between Austria and Serbia.36

      
      
      
      
      Wilhelm the warmonger?

      
      
      By the autumn of 1913 the Serbian issue loomed larger than ever. In June 1913 war had once again broken out in the Balkans;
         the consequence of the conflict was the Peace of Bucharest of 10 August 1913, which allocated substantial new territories
         to Serbian control, but also confirmed the independence of Albania. The situation remained extremely tense, however, largely
         because the Serbs were determined to push for more than they had already been given. When a revolt broke out in Albania, Serbian troops moved in to crush it and it quickly became apparent that another Serbian bid
         for Albania and the Adriatic was in the offing. On 18 October the Austrians responded with an ultimatum demanding a Serbian
         withdrawal from Albania.
      

      
      How did Wilhelm respond to this new Balkan crisis? He welcomed the ultimatum, observing in a marginal comment that it was
         high time ‘order and peace’ were established ‘down there’, and expressing the hope that the Serbs might, by failing to fulfil
         the conditions imposed, provide the pretext for an Austrian strike against the Serbian army in Albania.37 In a conversation with the Austrian foreign minister, Berchtold, on 26 October 1913, he offered the fulsome assurance that
         ‘for him, whatever came from the Viennese Foreign Office was an order’.38 This was an excessive and unguarded remark; in the light of later developments it appears, as Klaus Hildebrand has observed,
         ‘fatally shortsighted’.39 But it would be misleading to interpret it through the lens of July–August 1914, for it was made in a context where German
         support for the Austrian action under consideration – an ultimatum forcing the Serbs out of Albania – could be offered at
         no risk to Germany or to European peace: in the autumn of 1913 the Great Powers were in full agreement that Serbia’s demands
         for a chunk of Albania were illegitimate and effectively supported Austria–Hungary in rejecting them. Even Sazonov, the Russian
         foreign minister, conceded that ‘Serbia had been more to blame than was generally supposed in the events which led up to the
         recent ultimatum’, and St Petersburg lost no time in urging the Serbs to yield.40

      
      
      It is clear, nevertheless, that Wilhelm’s flamboyant, aggressive and careless language makes it easy to set him up as an inveterate
         warmonger. It is not difficult to unearth quotations in support of Willibald Gutsche’s view that ‘after the turn of 1913/14
         the Kaiser was merely waiting for an advantageous opportunity to begin the war’.41 Gutsche has cited a number of written and spoken utterances by Wilhelm from the last twelve months before the outbreak of
         the First World War that appear to bear out his case.
      

      
      
            (i) In December 1913 there was tension between Russia and Germany over the appointment of the German officer Liman von Sanders
               to the command of the Turkish First Army Corps in Constantinople. Having read a report on this issue, Wilhelm declared in
               a marginal comment: ‘This is a matter of our reputation in the world against agitation from every quarter! So stand erect
               and your hand to your sword!’42



            (ii) To a report of 11 March 1914 from Ambassador Pourtalès in St Petersburg, Wilhelm appended the comment: ‘I have after
               reading all my reports not the slightest doubt that Russia is systematically preparing war against us. And I conduct my policy
               accordingly.’43 (Gutsche cites these latter remarks as evidence that Wilhelm had by this point fully internalized the programme of preventive
               war expounded by the chief of the German General Staff, General von Moltke.)
            



            (iii) On 11 June 1914, during a sojourn with Franz Ferdinand at his palace in Konopischte near Prague, Wilhelm allegedly declared that ‘if the Austrians did not take action [against Serbia], the situation would worsen’.44



            (iv) In an oft-cited conversation with the Hamburg banker Max Warburg on 21 June 1914, Wilhelm is reported to have asked ‘whether
               it would not be better to strike instead of waiting’.45



      
      Sound-bites of this kind can easily be pieced together into a programmatic statement that appears to leave no doubt as to
         the emperor’s bellicose intentions. But they also pose methodological problems. There is the problem of distinguishing between
         momentary expressions of opinion and programmatic utterances that may have a direct impact on policy. Can an irritable or
         harshly worded marginal note be seen as contributing directly to policy-formation? In the light of what we have seen of the
         workings of the Wilhelmine foreign-policy process, this would seem, in the overwhelming majority of cases, a doubtful assumption;
         the same applies a fortiori to remarks passed at a dinner table. One often senses a disparity between the carelessness with which remarks were thrown
         away by Wilhelm and the earnestness with which they are cited by historians.
      

      
      A further and more fundamental problem is context. For it is context which bestows meaning upon acts of speech and makes the
         motivations for them intelligible. The importance of this reservation becomes clear if we re-examine the remarks cited above.
         In the case of (i), the documentary context makes it clear that this marginal flourish is a martial metaphor, not a literal
         exhortation to prepare for war. It refers to the need to remain firm in the face of Russian protests; there is no reference – implied or explicit – to military
         complications, nor would this have been appropriate in view of the issues raised in the document.46 In any case, five days later, in his comments on a further report from the ambassador in Constantinople, Wilhelm struck a
         far more conciliatory note: ‘The Russians for their part should be patient, we will see to it that R[ussian] concerns are
         laid to rest and that all R[ussian] wishes whose fulfilment can be reconciled with Turkish prestige are considered.’47

      
      As for the remarks recorded under (ii), they hardly demonstrate a commitment to preventive war, although they do reflect Wilhelm’s
         alarm at reports concerning the scale and anti-German focus of the latest cycle of Russian rearmaments, and his determination
         to be prepared for the worst.48 As for Wilhelm’s oft-cited remarks to Max Warburg (iv), the banker himself summed up his account of the Kaiser’s dinner-table
         talk with the observation that ‘I did not have the impression that [the Kaiser] was seriously thinking about a preventive
         war…’49

      
      If Wilhelm had been committed in any meaningful sense to the idea of a preventive war against Russia or against Russia and
         France in combination, then we might expect the sources to document this in the form of gestures of support for a course of
         open provocation. This is precisely the intention imputed to Wilhelm by Willibald Gutsche with regard to the remarks cited
         under (iii). But here again we run into problems: no transcript survives of the meeting between Wilhelm and Franz Ferdinand
         at Konopischte in June 1914. Gutsche’s quotation derives from a third-hand account allegedly passed from the archduke via a Colonel Metzger to Conrad von Hötzendorf, chief of the Austrian General Staff,
         who subsequently recorded it in his diaries.50 But Metzger’s account conflicts with the very different version of events conveyed by the archduke to the Austrian emperor.
         According to this alternative account, also related in Hötzendorf’s memoir but not cited by Gutsche, the emperor had asked
         the archduke to ‘secure from the German emperor a declaration as to whether we could continue to count unconditionally on
         Germany in the future’. The archduke reported that the results had been disappointing: ‘the German emperor dodged the question
         and failed to provide us with an answer’.51

      
      There is good reason to accept this version of events, because it accords with the general trend in Wilhelm’s communications
         with the Austrians on the matter of Serbia during the last twelve months before the war. Far from pressing for aggressive
         or provocative Austrian action against the Serbs, Wilhelm consistently focused on low-risk diplomatic solutions. In a conversation
         of October 1913 with the Austrian ambassador in Berlin, for example, he conceded that Serbia must accept the regional dominance
         of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy, but his specific prescriptions for the Austrians were unequivocally pacific. The ambassador
         reported that ‘His Majesty imagines a solution to the problem in the following terms, namely that we draw the Serbs to us
         by means of everything they lack, that is (1) money (starting from the king downwards, they can all be had for money) (2)
         military training (3) improvements in the terms of trade.’ Only if all these measures failed would the Austrians be justified in employing violence in order to secure compliance.52

      
      A report of 16 December 1913 from the Austrian envoy in Munich described a similar conversation, in which Wilhelm argued that
         the key to a successful diplomacy vis-à-vis Serbia depended on Austria’s willingness to make concessions: ‘In my view Count
         Berchtold could secure a solid foothold [in Belgrade] if he blithely sacrificed a few millions, opened wide the Theresianum
         [the monarchy’s foremost military academy] as well as the Academies and Institutes [to Serbian candidates], and offered various
         other advantages that would help to prepare for the future.’53 The same theme – that the monarchy should seek to displace France by offering to alleviate Serbia’s financial crisis with
         advantageous loans – cropped up in a further discussion of the Balkan question with Szögyényi on 12 March 1914.
      

      
      So consistent was Wilhelm’s emphasis upon a policy of peaceful coexistence with Serbia that his Viennese interlocutors grew
         frustrated at the German emperor’s apparent inability to recognize the seriousness of the threat facing the monarchy from
         Belgrade. One of the central themes of Austrian diplomacy in Berlin during the autumn of 1913 and the spring of 1914, was
         an effort to raise German awareness of the difficulties that obstructed a peaceful resolution of the quarrel with Serbia.
         But in spite of these efforts, Emperor Franz Joseph complained in an order to Berchtold of 16 May 1914, ‘the people in Berlin
         [had] not yet freed themselves from the notion of a political rapprochement between Austria–Hungary and Serbia’. Wilhelm was
         seen as a particular problem in this regard, the emperor observed, since his most recent remarks on the subject showed that no progress had been made in correcting his misunderstanding of the Serbian problem.
         The note closed with an order to the effect that cuttings from the chauvinist Serbian press should be forwarded to Berlin
         and presented to the Kaiser, so that he might gain a sense of the intransigent anti-Habsburg mood of Serbian political circles.54 But the Austrian efforts achieved little: as late as 1 July 1914, three days after the assassination at Sarajevo, the Hungarian
         prime minister, Istvàn Tisza, urged Franz Joseph to exploit a planned (but subsequently aborted) visit by Wilhelm to Vienna
         ‘in view of recent appalling events, to combat the pro-Serbian prejudice of that sovereign Gentleman’.55

      
      It would be misleading, then, to dismiss Wilhelm’s public assurances of peaceful intentions – most notably in his jubilee
         speech of 16 June 1913 to the Reichstag deputies – as a ‘hypocritical’ camouflage for a fundamentally belligerent diplomacy.
         Wilhelm struck the same tone in various less public contexts. He told Admiral Müller that he wished his reign to be one of
         consolidation rather than expansion.56 In a conversation with the Baden envoy Berckheim on 11 March 1914, he observed that ‘the greatest reserve and caution must
         be the general principle of our policy’, and promised that, ‘whatever the situation, He, the Emperor, would never wage a preventive
         war’. On the evening of the same day, Lyncker, chief of the Military Cabinet, regretfully confirmed that the Kaiser remained
         unimpressed by the military arguments for seizing the ‘present favourable moment’ to embark upon the ‘inevitable conflict’.57 During the same month, Gevers, the Dutch envoy in Berlin, observed that the emperor was ‘in far too frequent contact with the world of finance and industry’ to take lightly ‘the truly catastrophic consequences
         of a European conflict’ and had recently articulated ‘an entirely pacific stance’ in his discussions with the Italian ambassador.58 Small wonder that when, on 16 March 1914, Conrad mentioned the possibility of an early war against Russia to the German ambassador
         in Vienna, the latter objected: ‘Two important people are against it, your Archduke Franz Ferdinand and my Kaiser.’59

      
      
      
      
      July 1914

      
      
      The news of the Sarajevo assassination of 28 June 1914 reached Wilhelm aboard the royal yacht Hohenzollern. After some discussion with advisers, he agreed that the yacht should return immediately to Berlin so that he could ‘take
         the situation in hand and preserve the peace of Europe’.60 On 2 July, a report dated 30 June from the German ambassador in Vienna conveyed the Austrian view that the assassination
         had been planned in Belgrade and observed that it was the view in Vienna, ‘even among serious people’, that Austria should
         now seek ‘a final and fundamental reckoning with the Serbs’. The Serbs should first be ‘presented with a number of demands,
         and in case they should not accept these, energetic measures should be taken’. Tschirschky added that he personally took every
         opportunity to ‘advise quietly but very emphatically and seriously against too hasty steps’. In his marginal comments on this
         document, Wilhelm endorsed the notion that a reckoning with the Serbs was sorely needed, appending the words ‘now or never’. But he objected to Tschirschky’s efforts to dissuade Vienna from energetic action:
         ‘Let Tschirschky be good enough to drop this nonsense! The Serbs must be swept up, and that right soon!’61

      
      Several classic accounts of the July crisis have identified Wilhelm’s comments on this document as a crucial milestone in
         the radicalization of German diplomacy after Sarajevo: according to Immanuel Geiss, ‘the Kaiser’s drastically formulated wish
         to dispose of the Serbs “soon” and his “now or never” supplied the decisive catchwords for subsequent German policy […] [T]he
         marginal notes had the effect of an imperial command.’ After the Kaiser had ‘come down on the side of the General Staff, the
         political leaders fell in with the monarch’s commands, in accordance with time-honoured German tradition’.62 It is doubtful, however, whether these marginal comments can be considered as ‘commands’ in any meaningful sense. Quite apart
         from the question as to whether Wilhelm’s marginal comments ever carried the weight of ‘commands’ in the sense that they could
         prevail over an established consensus among the responsible ministers, there is no evidence to support the view that Wilhelm’s
         notes prompted a hardening in the line taken by ambassador Tschirschky in Vienna; on 2 July, the day that Wilhelm saw and
         annotated his report, the ambassador was affirming the need for ‘ruthless action’, possibly under the influence of spurious
         Austrian reports that a twelve-man Serbian murder squad had been intercepted on its way to assassinate the Kaiser in Berlin.63 As for his own comments on Serbia, Wilhelm insisted that it must be the Austrians themselves who decided how they wished to respond to the assassination: ‘it is solely the affair of Austria what
         she plans to do in this case’.64

      
      Wilhelm’s next intervention in the crisis came on 5 July, with the arrival in Berlin of a letter from Emperor Franz Joseph,
         setting out his and the Austrian government’s view of the assassination and its implications for the future of the dual monarchy.
         The letter and an accompanying memorandum were presented to Wilhelm in the Neues Palais at Potsdam by the Austrian ambassador
         Szögyényi. According to Szögyényi’s report, Wilhelm read quickly through both documents and then remarked that he had ‘expected
         a serious action on our part against Serbia’, but that he must also consider that such a course might well bring about ‘a
         serious European complication’. He would therefore be unable to give a ‘definitive answer before conferring with [the] Reich
         Chancellor’. He then retired for lunch. Szögyényi wrote:
      

      
      
         After the meal, when I once again stressed the seriousness of the situation in the most emphatic way, His Majesty empowered
            me to convey to our Supreme Sovereign [Franz Joseph] that we can count, in this case too, upon the full support of Germany.
            As he had said, he must first hear the opinion of the Reich Chancellor, but he did not doubt in the slightest that Herr von
            Bethmann Hollweg would completely agree with his view. This was particularly true as regards an action on our part against
            Serbia. According to his (Kaiser Wilhelm’s) view, however, this action should not be delayed. Russia’s attitude would be hostile
            in any event, but he had been prepared for this for years, and if it should come to a war between Austria-Hungary and Russia, we could be confident that Germany would stand by our side with the
            customary loyalty of allies. Russia, incidentally, as things stood today, was not by any means prepared for war and would
            certainly think long and hard over whether to issue the call to arms. […] But if we had truly recognized the necessity of
            a military action against Serbia, then he (the Kaiser) would regret it if we failed to exploit the present moment, which is
            so advantageous to us.65

      

      
      After Szögyényi had left, Wilhelm called a meeting of all the most senior political and military advisers who could be summoned
         at short notice, and read out the contents of the Austrian messages. He then asked Falkenhayn, now the minister of war, whether
         the army was ‘ready for all eventualities’. Falkenhayn replied in the affirmative.
      

      
      The message conveyed in this document has since been memorialized in the historiography of 1914 as Germany’s ‘blank cheque’
         to Vienna; inasmuch as this otherwise slightly misleading metaphor connotes a promise of support for the alliance partner,
         it is a fair description of the Kaiser’s intentions. Wilhelm believed that the Austrians were justified in taking action against
         Serbia, and deserved to be able to do so without fear of Russian intimidation. More problematic is the thesis that Wilhelm
         overinterpreted the Austrian messages, made commitments that surpassed Austrian intentions, and thereby brought war a decisive
         step closer.66 While it is true that Franz Joseph’s note did not refer explicitly to ‘war’ against Serbia, it left the reader in absolutely
         no doubt that Vienna was contemplating the most radical possible action. The Austrian emperor insisted, for example, that ‘a conciliation of the conflict’ was no longer possible,
         and that the problem would be resolved only when Serbia ‘is eliminated [ausgeschaltet] as a political power-factor in the Balkans’.67 In any case, Count Alexander Hoyos, the senior official entrusted with bringing the imperial note to Berlin, was himself
         in favour of military action and one of his tasks was to brief the Germans on the pro-war views of the Austrian Foreign Ministry.68 His conversation with Arthur Zimmermann at the Foreign Office in Berlin – in the course of which Hoyos spoke of an eventual
         ‘partition’ of Serbia – left no doubt as to the severity of Austrian intentions.69

      
      How did the men assembled at the Potsdam Council of 5 July assess the risk that a Russian attack on Austria would bring Germany
         into a war on two or, more probably three, fronts? Some historians have argued that Wilhelm and his military advisers saw
         the crisis brewing over Sarajevo as an opportunity to seek conflict with the other Great Powers on terms favourable to Germany. Over the preceding years the military had repeatedly
         made a case for preventive war, and it was reasonable, in the light of the continuing escalation of Entente military preparedness,
         to assume that the balance of military striking power would soon tilt away from Germany and Austria–Hungary. Should this happen,
         it made sense to assume that Germany would never again be in a position to close the widening armaments gap with the Entente
         coalition.70

      
      It is highly probable that such arguments played a background role in the deliberations of the German leadership, in the sense that they relativized the perceived risk involved in a potential conflict between Germany and two or more Great
         Powers.71 On the other hand, it is also clear that Wilhelm neither believed a Russian intervention to be at all likely nor wished to
         provoke one.72 On 2 July Salza Lichtenau, the Saxon envoy in Berlin, reported that, although certain senior military figures were arguing
         that it would be desirable to ‘let war come about now’ while Russia remained unprepared, he felt it unlikely that the Kaiser
         would accept this view. A report filed on the following day by the Saxon military plenipotentiary noted that, by contrast
         with those who ‘looked with favour’ on the possibility of a war sooner rather than later, ‘the Kaiser is said to have pronounced
         in favour of maintaining peace’.73 Wilhelm’s aide-de-camp General Hans von Plessen, who was present at the meeting of 5 July, noted in his diary that ‘the opinion
         prevailed among us […] that the Russians – though friends of Serbia – will not join in after all’.74 Thus, when Falkenhayn asked Wilhelm whether he wished that ‘any kind of preparations should be made’ for the eventuality
         of a Great Power conflict, Wilhelm replied in the negative. The reluctance of the Germans to make military preparations, which
         remained a feature of German handling of the crisis into late July, may in part have reflected the army’s confidence in the
         existing state of readiness, but it also testified, as David Stevenson has shown, to the German leaders’ ‘preference for confining
         the conflict to the Balkans, even if they jeopardized their readiness should confinement fail’.75

      
      During the early weeks of July, Wilhelm appears to have remained confident that the conflict could be localized. On the morning of 6 July he told the acting secretary of state for the navy, Admiral von Capelle, that ‘he did not believe there
         would be further military complications’, since ‘the Tsar would not in this case place himself on the side of the regicides.
         Besides, Russia and France were not prepared for war.’ He briefed other senior military figures along the same lines.76 This was not simply whistling in the dark: Wilhelm had long been of the opinion that although Russian military preparedness
         was on the increase, it would be some time before the Russians would be in a position to risk a strike. Thus, late in October
         1913, in the aftermath of the Albania crisis, he told Szögyényi that ‘for the moment Russia gave him no cause for anxiety;
         for the next six years one need fear nothing from that quarter’.77

      
      This outlook reflected the tenor of German General Staff and other reports, which offered sobering predictions of the growth
         in Russian numbers, firepower and speed of mobilization by 1917 or later, but were virtually unanimous in ruling out a threat
         from Russia in the short term. Reports passed to Wilhelm and his military staff from independent sources in March 1913 and
         January 1914 confirmed that Tsar Nicholas had formally excluded any Russian involvement in a military conflict during the
         following five to six years. This remained the view both of Wilhelm and of the military elite in the first weeks of July 1914.78 When the possibility of an anti-Serbian action was first mooted, Ambassador Tschirschky in Vienna was more concerned about
         the possibility of Italian and Romanian intervention than about the response from St Petersburg.79 Since Wilhelm feared no ‘serious complications’, and was keen to get on with his planned Scandinavian cruise, it was easy for Bethmann to persuade him not to delay his departure from Berlin. He left Germany
         on 6 July, accompanied by the North Sea Fleet, which planned to carry out exercises along the coast of Norway. He was later
         to blame Bethmann for having kept him out of Berlin during the crucial phases of the crisis.80

      
      After some pleasant days at the annual Kiel regatta, at which there was much jovial fraternizing between the Kaiser and officers
         of the Royal Navy, Wilhelm sailed on to the Norwegian coastal town of Balholm, where he remained anchored until 25 July. It
         was from here, on 14 July, that he sent a first personal reply to Franz Joseph’s message of 2 July. The letter, which may
         have drawn on a draft note provided by the Foreign Office, reiterated the earlier assurance of support and denounced the ‘crazed
         fanatics’ whose ‘Pan-Slavist agitation’ threatened the ‘state structure’ of the dual monarchy, but it made no reference to
         the waging of war. Wilhelm stated that, although he must ‘refrain from taking a view’ on the question of current relations
         between Vienna and Belgrade, he viewed it as a ‘moral duty of all civilized states’ to ‘counter’ anti-monarchist ‘propaganda
         of the deed’ with ‘all the available instruments of power [mit allen Machtmitteln]’. But the rest of the letter referred exclusively to diplomatic initiatives in the Balkan region to prevent the emergence
         of an anti-Austrian ‘Balkan League under Russian patronage’. The letter closed with best wishes for the emperor’s swift recovery
         from his bereavement.81

      
      Wilhelm’s comments on the state papers that reached him on the yacht reveal that, like many of the leading political and military
         figures in Berlin, he was impatient to hear of a decision from Vienna.82 His chief concern seems to have been that allowing too much time to elapse would squander the benefits of worldwide indignation
         at the Sarajevo murder, or that the Austrians might lose their resolve altogether. The Austrians certainly dragged their feet
         over a decision, at first because of disagreements within the leadership and later because of concern that the delivery of
         an ultimatum should not occur until after a scheduled visit to St Petersburg by the president and prime minister of France
         on 20–23 July. In the meanwhile, according to the Saxon envoy in Berlin, the German government remained determined not to
         ‘discourage’ the Austrians, but also abstained from openly inciting them to a particular course of action.83 Wilhelm was pleased to hear, on around 15 July, that an ‘energetic decision’ was imminent in Vienna. His only regret was
         that there would be a further delay before Austrian demands were delivered to Belgrade.84

      
      On 19 July, however, Wilhelm was shocked into a state of ‘high anxiety’ by a telegram to the Hohenzollern from the secretary of state for foreign affairs, Gottlieb von Jagow. The telegram contained nothing essentially new, but
         its warning that an ultimatum was now planned for 23 July and that measures were to be taken to make sure that the Kaiser
         could be reached ‘in case unforeseen circumstances should make important decisions (mobilization) necessary’ brought home
         to Wilhelm the potential scope of the crisis that now loomed.85 He immediately issued an order that the High Seas Fleet should cancel a planned visit to Scandinavia, and instead remain
         together in a state of readiness for immediate departure. His anxiety was understandable, given that the British navy happened at this time to be in the midst of a trial mobilization and was thus at a high level of battle-readiness.
         But Bethmann and Jagow rightly took the view that this would merely arouse suspicion and exacerbate the crisis by discouraging
         a British demobilization; on 22 July they overruled Wilhelm and his naval staff and ordered that the visit to Norway proceed
         as planned. Diplomatic priorities still outweighed strategic considerations.86

      
      Despite the rising tension, Wilhelm remained confident that a more general crisis could be avoided. Presented with a copy
         of the text of the Austrian ultimatum to Belgrade, he commented: ‘Well, what do you know, that is a firm note after all’ –
         Wilhelm had clearly shared the view widely held within his entourage that the Austrians would ultimately shrink from confronting
         Serbia. When Admiral Müller suggested that the ultimatum meant that a war was imminent, Wilhelm energetically contradicted
         him. The Serbs, he insisted, would never risk a war against Austria. Müller interpreted this as a sign that the Kaiser was
         completely unprepared for military complications and would cave in as soon as he realized that war was a real possibility.87

      
      Wilhelm returned to Potsdam on the afternoon of 27 July. It was very early on the morning of the following day that he first
         read the text of the Serbian reply to the ultimatum served by Vienna two days before. Of the ten demands set out by the Austrians,
         the Serbian government accepted two without reservation and three with partial reservations, evaded a further four with obfuscating
         or misleading replies and rejected one outright. The rejected point (no. 6) required that organs ‘delegated’ by Vienna would
         participate in the Serbian investigation into the ‘plot of 28 June’. The Serbs rejected this on the grounds that it would be ‘a violation
         of the Constitution and of the law of criminal procedure’.88 Wilhelm’s response was unexpected, to say the least. He inscribed on his own copy of the Serbian reply the words: ‘An excellent
         result for a forty-eight-hour [ultimatum]. This is more than we could have expected! A great moral victory for Vienna; but
         this does away with any need for war [aber damit fällt jeder Kriegsgrund fort].’ He was surprised to hear that the Austrians had already issued an order for partial mobilization: ‘I would never have ordered a mobilization on that basis.’89

      
      At ten o’clock on the same morning (28 July) he dashed off a letter to Jagow in which he argued that since Serbia had tendered
         a ‘capitulation of the most humiliating kind’, ‘any reason for war has now been eliminated’. He went on to propose that the
         Austrians consider temporarily occupying the evacuated city of Belgrade as a means of ensuring Serbian compliance. More importantly,
         Wilhelm ordered Jagow to inform the Austrians that this was his wish, that ‘every cause for war [had] vanished’, and that
         Wilhelm himself was prepared to ‘mediate for peace with Austria’. ‘This I will do in my own way and as sparingly of Austria’s
         nationalistic feeling and of the honour of her arms as possible.’90 He also let Moltke know in writing that he took the view that if Serbia abided by her undertakings to Austria– Hungary, the
         grounds for war would no longer exist. During the day, according to the minister of war, Erich von Falkenhayn, he made ‘confused
         speeches which give the clear impression that he no longer wants war and is determined to [avoid it], even if it means leaving Austria–Hungary in the lurch’.91

      
      Historians have seen this sudden bout of circumspection as evidence of a failure of nerve. As Luigi Albertini memorably put
         it: ‘Wilhelm was full of bluster when danger was a long way off but piped down when he saw a real threat of war approaching.’92 There is something in this: we have seen that Wilhelm’s readiness to commit himself to the defence of Austrian interests
         had always been inversely proportional to his assessment of the risk of conflict. And on 28 July the risks appeared very grave.
         The latest telegrams from Lichnowsky in London reported Sir Edward Grey as saying that Serbia had ‘given satisfaction’ to
         a degree ‘he would never have believed possible’ and warning that a major conflagration was in prospect if Austria did not
         moderate her position.93 Hypersensitive as he was to the British viewpoint, Wilhelm must have taken these warnings seriously. In some respects, however,
         Wilhelm’s note of 28 July was less out of line with his previous interventions than the idea of a ‘failure of nerve’ might
         suggest: his comments during the crisis suggest that, unlike those figures in Vienna and Berlin who saw the ultimatum as a
         mere pretext for military action, he regarded it as an authentic diplomatic instrument with a crucial role to play in resolving
         the crisis and that he had always remained wedded to the notion of a political resolution of the Balkan problem.
      

      
      Perhaps the most striking thing about the letter to Jagow of 28 July is that it was not acted upon. Had Wilhelm enjoyed the
         plenitude of power that is sometimes attributed to him, this intervention might well have changed the course of the crisis and possibly of world history. But he was out of touch with developments in Vienna, where the leadership was
         now impatient to hit Serbia. And more importantly, having been away at sea for the better part of three weeks, he was also
         out of touch with developments in Berlin. His instructions to Jagow had no influence on Berlin’s representations to Vienna.
         Bethmann did not inform the Austrians of Wilhelm’s views in time to prevent them from issuing their declaration of war on
         Serbia on 28 July. His urgent telegram to Tschirschky, despatched only a quarter of an hour after Wilhelm’s letter to Jagow,
         incorporated some of Wilhelm’s proposals, but omitted the crucial insistence that there could now be no reason for war. Instead
         Bethmann stuck to the earlier line, since abandoned by Wilhelm, that the Germans must ‘avoid very carefully giving rise to
         the impression that we wish to hold Austria back’.94 Why Bethmann did this remains difficult to establish. The view that he had already begun to harness his diplomacy to a policy
         of preventive war cannot be supported from the documents. It is more probable that he was simply already committed to an alternative
         strategy that focused on working with Vienna to persuade Russia not to overreact to Austrian action. On the evening of 28
         July Bethmann urged the Kaiser to send a telegram to Nicholas II assuring him that the German government was doing its level
         best to bring about a satisfactory understanding between Vienna and St Petersburg; only twenty-four hours before, Wilhelm
         had rejected such a move as premature.95 In other words, Bethmann’s strategy had progressed one step further down the path of incremental risk: he was thinking in
         terms of localizing the conflict, not of preventing it, and he was determined to protect his policy against interventions from above.
      

      
      The arrival in St Petersburg of news that the Austrians had declared war on Serbia brought a crucial turning point in the
         crisis. The Russian General Staff had already inaugurated the ‘Period Preparatory to War’ three days earlier, on the evening
         of 25 July – an interim measure that permitted the preliminary concentration of military resources in the frontier zones –
         and the news of Austria’s declaration on 28 July prompted a hardening of the Russian line. According to General Dobrorolsky,
         head of the Russian General Staff mobilization division, Foreign Minister Sazonov, whose policy had hitherto focused on avoiding
         a conflict, now accepted that a general war was inevitable and that a Russian mobilization must be put in train as quickly
         as possible. On 29 July a partial mobilization was ordered, but this was scaled up to a general mobilization on the following
         day, when a warning arrived from Berlin that further military preparations would force the Germans to mobilize.96

      
      This dramatic worsening of the crisis injected an element of panic and confusion into German diplomacy: worried by messages
         from London and by hair-raising descriptions of Russian military preparations, Bethmann changed his tack. Having undermined
         Wilhelm’s efforts to restrain Vienna on 28 July, he now attempted to do so himself in a series of urgently worded telegrams
         to ambassador Tschirschky on 29 July. But his efforts were rendered futile in their turn by the speed of Russian preparations,
         which threatened to force the Germans into counter-measures before mediation could begin to take effect. After news of Russia’s
         mobilization on 30 July, it was merely a matter of time before Berlin responded with military measures of its own. Two days earlier, Falkenhayn
         had succeeded, after a struggle with Bethmann, in getting troops in training areas ordered back to their bases. The early
         preparatory measures ordered at this time – buying wheat in the western attack zone, setting special guards on railways and
         ordering troops to garrisons – could still be kept secret, and could thus, in theory, proceed in parallel with diplomatic
         efforts to contain the conflict. But the same did not apply to the ‘State of Impending War’ or SIW (Zustand drohender Kriegsgefahr), the last stage of preparedness before mobilization. The question of whether and when Germany should take this step towards
         war was one of the central themes of debate within the Berlin leadership during the last days of peace. Since Wilhelm alone
         had the power to adjudicate among the conflicting views of Germany’s political and military leaders, he re-emerged as a central
         participant in the decision-making process.
      

      
      At a meeting of 29 July, the day of Russia’s partial mobilization, there was still disagreement among the military chiefs:
         the minister of war (Falkenhayn) was in favour of declaring the State of Impending War, while the chief of the General Staff
         (Moltke) and the chancellor were for merely extending guard duties on important transport structures. Wilhelm appears to have
         oscillated between the two options. Possibly still under the sobering influence of Nicholas’s telegram of that morning, which
         had threatened ‘extreme [Russian] measures that would lead to war’, Wilhelm at first sided with the minister of war. But under
         pressure from Bethmann, he changed his mind, and it was decided that the SIW would not be declared. Falkenhayn regretted this decision, but noted in his diary that he could understand the motivations for it:
         ‘because anyone who believes in, or at least wishes for, the maintenance of peace can hardly support the declaration of the
         “threat of war” ’.97

      
      On 31 July, after further wavering over military measures, news arrived from the German ambassador in Moscow that the Russians
         had ordered total mobilization from midnight on the previous evening. The Kaiser now ordered by telephone that the SIW be
         declared, and the order was issued to the armed forces by Falkenhayn at 1.00 p.m. on 31 July. The responsibility for mobilizing
         first now lay squarely with the Russians, a matter of some importance to Wilhelm and the Berlin leadership, who were concerned,
         in the light of pacifist demonstrations in some of the German cities, that there should be no doubt about the defensive character
         of Germany’s entry into war. In view of developments in Russia, Wilhelm could hardly continue to block declaration of the
         SIW, but it is interesting to note that, according to the testimony of the Bavarian military plenipotentiary von Wenninger,
         this decision had to be ‘wrung out of him’ by Falkenhayn. By the afternoon, however, he appeared to have regained his sang-froid;
         in a meeting at which Falkenhayn was present, he gave a spirited exposé of the current situation, in which the entire responsibility
         for the impending conflict was laid at Russia’s door. ‘His demeanour and language’, Falkenhayn commented, uncharacteristically,
         were ‘worthy of a German Emperor, worthy of a Prussian king’.98

      
      
      
      
      
      A word from London

      
      
      Throughout these developments, Wilhelm’s attention remained focused on Britain, which he saw as the power at the fulcrum of
         the continental system, upon which the avoidance of a general war depended. He had been encouraged by an assurance from George
         V on 28 July that ‘We shall try all we can to keep out of this and shall remain neutral,’99 and his optimism was further reinforced by the reluctance of the Foreign Minister, Sir Edward Grey, to set out British intentions.
         He was thus shocked to learn, on the morning of 30 July, of a conversation between Grey and the German ambassador, in which
         the former had warned that Britain would stand aside if the conflict remained confined to Austria, Serbia and Russia, but
         would intervene on the side of the Entente if Germany and France were to become involved. The ambassador’s despatch provoked
         a rush of enraged jottings from Wilhelm: the English were denounced as ‘scoundrels’ and ‘mean shopkeepers’ who wanted to force
         Germany to leave Austria ‘in the lurch’ and who dared to threaten Germany with dire consequences, while refusing to pull their
         continental allies back from the fray.100 When news of the Russian general mobilization arrived on the following day, his thinking turned again to Britain. Seen in
         combination with Grey’s warnings, the Russian mobilization ‘proved’ to Wilhelm that England now planned to exploit the ‘pretext’
         provided by the widening conflict in order to ‘play the card of all the European nations in England’s favour against us!’101

      
      
      This perennial tendency to overestimate Britain’s weight in continental diplomacy helps to explain why Wilhelm remained so
         open to the idea that a last-minute change of course in London might suffice to prevent war between Germany and France. When
         George V proposed on the evening of 31 July that Britain and France would remain neutral if Germany refrained from attacking
         France, Wilhelm replied on the following day (1 August) that although he could not for the moment revoke the order of general
         mobilization which had just been issued to the German armed forces, he would be willing to halt any move against France in
         return for a promise of Anglo-French neutrality. Further messages from Lichnowsky announced that Berlin should stand by for
         a more formal offer from London.102 It was on the strength of this prospect that Wilhelm, supported by Tirpitz and Jagow, ordered that there were to be no further
         troop movements until the arrival of the expected telegram from London. This order set the scene for a violent dispute between
         the emperor and the chief of the General Staff.
      

      
      Whereas Wilhelm and Bethmann seized on the British offer as a means of avoiding war in the west, Moltke took the view that,
         once set in motion, the general mobilization could not be halted. ‘This gave rise to an extremely lively and dramatic dispute,’
         one observer recalled. ‘Moltke, very excited, with trembling lips, insisted on his position. The Kaiser and the Chancellor
         and all the others pleaded with him in vain.’103 Moltke objected that it would be suicidal to leave Germany’s back exposed to a mobilizing France, and that in any case the
         first patrols had already entered Luxembourg, and the 16th Division from Trier was following close behind. But Wilhelm was unimpressed. He had the order put
         through to Trier that the 16th Division be halted before the borders of Luxembourg. When Moltke implored the Kaiser not to
         hinder the occupation of Luxembourg, on the grounds that he would thereby prevent the occupation of the Luxembourg railway
         route, Wilhelm retorted: ‘Use other routes!’ The argument reached a deadlock. In the process, Moltke had become almost hysterical.
         In a private aside to Falkenhayn, the chief of the General Staff confided, close to tears, ‘that he was now a totally broken
         man, because this decision by the Kaiser demonstrated to him that the Kaiser still hoped for peace’.104

      
      At around 5 p.m., a further message arrived from Grey holding out the prospect of English neutrality, even in the event of
         conflict between Germany and France. There was now jubilation at the palace, although some, including Falkenhayn and Moltke,
         remained sceptical. Moltke continued to argue that the mobilization plan could not at this late stage be altered to exclude
         France, but Wilhelm refused to listen: ‘Your illustrious uncle would not have given me such an answer. If I order it, it must
         be possible.’105 Wilhelm ordered that champagne be brought in, while Moltke stomped off in a huff, telling his wife that he was perfectly
         prepared to fight with the enemy, but not with ‘a Kaiser such as this one’. The stress of this encounter was such, Moltke’s
         wife believed, that it had caused the chief of the General Staff to suffer a mild stroke.106 Shortly afterwards, a new dispatch arrived by telegram from Lichnowsky announcing that Grey would soon name his conditions
         for English neutrality during a German war against Russia and France. This gave rise to general confusion and no reply was sent.
      

      
      Falkenhayn’s scepticism regarding the English offer was shown to be well founded when yet another despatch arrived from Lichnowsky
         just after 11 p.m. In this despatch, Lichnowsky effectively nullified the offer of English neutrality that Grey had held before
         him. Relief was in sight for Moltke, who was now at General Staff headquarters, weeping ‘tears of despair’ over the Kaiser’s
         order halting the 16th Division. Shortly before midnight he was ordered back to the palace to hear news of the latest despatch.
         On his arrival, Wilhelm showed Moltke a further telegram he had just received outlining the (corrected) British position and
         said: ‘Now you can do what you wish (Nun können Sie machen, was Sie wollen).’107

      
      
      
      
      Conclusions: Wilhelm and the outbreak of war

       What general conclusions can we draw from Wilhelm’s actions during the July crisis? We could begin with the banal observation
         that, while reluctant to entangle Germany in a continental war, he nevertheless made some of the decisions that helped to
         bring it about. But it should be noted that the same can be said of his two imperial colleagues, Emperor Franz Joseph and
         Tsar Nicholas II. Alexander Margutti, aide de camp to Franz Joseph, reported that the Austrian emperor regarded the ultimatum
         to Serbia as a diplomatic bluff and was deeply shaken when he realized that the Serbian reply was unacceptable.108 Tsar Nicholas II of Russia was slow to accept the need for military measures and – in a move analogous to Wilhelm’s last-minute
         efforts to avoid continental war – actually rescinded an order for general mobilization on 29 July after receiving what he
         took to be a conciliatory message from his German cousin. During a further protracted discussion with Foreign Minister Sazonov
         on 30 July, the tsar displayed an ‘extreme loathing’ for war and could only be persuaded with the greatest difficulty of the
         need for an immediate general mobilization.109 On the other hand, both sovereigns represented – at least in a constitutional sense – the ‘ultimate source of decision’ within
         their respective political systems, and both were crucially and knowingly involved in the decisions that made war inevitable.
         It was Franz Joseph whose powerful personal appeal to Wilhelm secured the German promise of support for a military action
         against Serbia, and it was he who approved Berchtold’s ultimatum, even though he believed such a measure might provoke a widening
         of the conflict – ‘Yes, I know, Russia cannot tolerate such a note,’ he told Finance Minister Leo von Bilinski on 20 July,
         when the latter warned him that war was likely.110 Nicholas II had fully endorsed the hardening of Russia’s line on the Balkan Slavs from early 1914; he was also fully aware
         that Russia’s general mobilization on 30 July – the first among the Great Powers – made war inevitable and that ‘nothing remained
         but to wage it with the greatest possible chance of success’.111 Both sovereigns were determined not to make any concessions that would compromise the reputation and ‘Great Power position’
         of their respective states.
      

      
      
      
      In all three cases, senior military figures offered good reasons for being confident of success, should it come to a conflict,
         and pressed for a policy of all-out confrontation. The chief of the German General Staff, Helmuth von Moltke, like his Russian
         and Austrian colleagues Sukhomlinov and Conrad, pressed his sovereign in this direction at crucial moments during the July
         crisis. But at no point did the German civilian leadership or the head of state surrender the power of decision to the military.112 It is true that Moltke was able to mount an independent initiative on 30 July when he issued an unauthorized exhortation
         to the Austrians to mobilize against Russia, promising that Germany would do the same; this extra-constitutional intervention
         has sometimes been cited as evidence of the disempowerment of the civilian executive and the usurpation of decisive authority
         by the military leadership. But this line of argument should not be taken too far: Moltke’s proposal was not taken up by the
         Austrians, who continued to focus their military strategy on the narrower Balkan theatre for fear of needlessly antagonizing
         the Russians. Moreover, a comparison of the diplomacy of the Great Powers in the crisis has led one historian to conclude
         that ‘coercive diplomacy and military precautions’ were a more prominent feature of crisis-management during July 1914 in
         Russia, Austria–Hungary, and even France and Britain, than they were in Germany.113

      
      Indeed, one can argue that the lack of a coordinated decision-making structure at the apex of the German Reich in fact furnished
         the sovereign with opportunities that were denied to his fellow monarchs to adjudicate for the civilians and against the military
         leaders. Wilhelm took such opportunities on 28 and again on 31 July. By contrast, Franz Joseph and Nicholas II faced – at least from mid-July – a more
         or less united bloc of political, military and diplomatic advisers who pressed for a course of resolute military action. Far
         from ensuring a plurality of viewpoints, the collegial structures that directed policy in Russia and Austria actually made
         it easier for the generals to sell their own particular perspective on policy to the civilian leadership and thereby create
         a homogeneity of outlook that was lacking in Berlin. This phenomenon was particularly pronounced in Russia, where the incessant
         intriguing of Sukhomlinov had helped to bring about the dismissal of the moderate prime minister Count Kokovtsov and to ensure
         the predominance of the more hawkish voices on the Council of Ministers.114 At no point did Nicholas II or Franz Joseph confront their military chiefs head-on as Wilhelm was prepared to do on 28 and
         31 July.
      

      
      Wilhelm could do this, perhaps, because he was conscious that his own outlook on policy differed in crucial ways from that
         of the military leadership. It is important in this connection to remember that, notwithstanding his frequent affectations
         of a swaggering military style and the pleasure he took in uniforms, Wilhelm was not particularly close to the senior echelons
         of the active military. There had been a cooling in relations since Wilhelm’s falling out with Waldersee over the handling
         of manoeuvres in the early 1890s, and it was widely known that the senior military distrusted the irresolution and hesitancy
         of the ‘peace Kaiser’. The military entourage created the appearance of an emperor constantly in the company and councils
         of his warlords, but in fact the entourage had long tended to have the opposite effect: its long-serving members became ‘court soldiers’ with largely
         ceremonial duties and increasingly tenuous ties to the active command. Wilhelm never embraced the ‘preventive war’ thesis
         intermittently expounded by Falkenhayn, Moltke and other militaries; he preferred to conceive of a German response to the
         Russian armaments boom of 1913–14 in terms of defensive precautions, such as the construction of an impregnable belt of fortresses
         on the eastern frontier. At no point did he apply the logic of preventive war to the problems that arose in July 1914. He
         was aware of the Schlieffen Plan and presumably knew that the eastern campaign plan had been shelved in 1913, but he refused
         to view the campaign plan as etched in stone. He declined to accept Moltke’s notion of the German mobilization schedule as
         unalterable, or irreversible once launched. In other words, Wilhelm was an exponent neither of preventive war nor of the topos
         of inevitable war cited by some historians as a crucial factor in the escalation of the July crisis.115 This helps to explain his attack on the ‘pessimism’ of Austrian diplomacy in the Balkans and his publicly asserted wish that
         his reign should be remembered as an era of European peace.
      

      
      It might be objected that even if Wilhelm wanted European peace, he also wanted Balkan war, at least in early July 1914. This
         is certainly true, and Wilhelm was wrong in believing that one could have the latter without jeopardizing the former. Whether
         the legitimacy of Austria’s proposed action against Serbia was as meagre as historians have generally presumed is an issue
         whose adjudication must lie beyond the scope of this study. Suffice it to say that Vienna’s demands look distinctly undraconian from a contemporary standpoint – they represented considerably less of an incursion upon Belgrade’s
         sovereign prerogatives than those set before the Serb delegation at Rambouillet in 1999 – and the Serb reply was less accommodating
         than has often been asserted. In any case it is clear that Wilhelm believed not only that the Austrian cause was just but
         – quite rightly – that this point of view was widely held among the governments of the European Powers. For this reason among
         others, Wilhelm, like most of his political advisers, subscribed to the assumption that Russia would decide against intervening
         in the Austro-Serb conflict, even if it came to a military confrontation. This ‘illusion of a limited war’ has often been
         identified as a contributory factor in the German decision to support Austria–Hungary.116

      
      How one judges Wilhelm’s and Berlin’s mistaken assessment of the situation depends on whether one regards the assumption of
         Russian neutrality as an absurd delusion – a misreading of Russian intentions that is inexplicable except as a camouflage
         for plans to launch a preventive war – or whether one takes seriously the reasons adduced for Russian non-intervention. The
         fact is that the Germans had good grounds to be confident that the Russians would stay out of the conflict. The most important,
         as we have seen, was the still very incomplete state of the Russian armaments programme. A further factor was the signals
         of irresolution from the Russians, the French and the British. The Russians did ultimately intervene, but this was by no means
         inevitable: the experience of recent conflicts in the Balkans made it difficult to predict how seriously Russia would respond
         to this particular challenge. Moreover, Russian policy during the July crisis might have taken a very different course if Kokovtsov
         had still been in the prime minister’s chair, or if the French had not pressed so ardently for full mobilization on 27 and
         28 July.
      

      
      On the other hand, even the most sanguine members of the German leadership knew that there was a risk of Russian involvement; if they had not, then the assurance of support offered on 5 July would have been meaningless. But
         the evidence suggests that this risk was perceived as minimal at the time when the blank cheque was made out. It gradually
         grew, however, as the public shock over Sarajevo wore off, the Austrians dragged their feet before acting, and the impression
         thereby gained ground that an elaborate démarche had been jointly prepared by Berlin and Vienna with the aim of thrusting Russia out of the Balkans. For Wilhelm, the first
         reality shock came on 27–28 July when telegrams from Lichnowsky warned of a hardening in the British position. The Kaiser,
         who regarded London as the key to continental Great Power diplomacy, responded with a desperate effort to prevent the conflict
         before it began by seizing on the Serbian reply as the basis for mediation between Belgrade and Vienna. In order to bring
         this about he was willing, as we have seen, to renege comprehensively on the assurance of 5 July, or more precisely, to put
         a new construction upon it: German support now signified sympathetic mediation, not military assistance against a third party.
         All this was very much in keeping with Wilhelm’s earlier attitude to the alliance relationship, in which personal respect
         for the elderly emperor and care not to jeopardize Austrian confidence in Berlin were held in check by a reluctance to allow Germany to be sucked into a Balkan entanglement
         involving one or more hostile Great Powers. But Wilhelm’s initiative remained a dead letter because it was overridden by the
         chancellor, a further reminder that Wilhelm could influence, but did not control, the course of German policy.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      8. War, Exile, Death (1914–41)

      
      
      
      
      Supreme warlord

      
      
      The Prusso-German monarch was – in theory at least – a military commander. From the beginning of his reign, Wilhelm saw this
         aspect of his responsibilities as a crucial dimension of his sovereignty. In a Cabinet Order issued just a few weeks after
         the accession, he announced the creation of a new military establishment to be known as the ‘Headquarters of His Majesty the
         Kaiser and King’. By contrast with the traditional Prussian military entourage, whose members attended the monarch as representatives
         of their respective branches of the service, the generals and adjutants of the headquarters were personally selected by the
         Kaiser, with the assistance of the chief of the Military Cabinet.1 Throughout the pre-war era, Wilhelm took a keen interest in armaments issues and in the drafting of military and naval legislation
         and even aspired to play a leading part in the annual army manoeuvres. The responsibility of the monarch for the structure
         and deployment of the armed forces was underscored by the increasingly widespread use from around 1900 of the term ‘supreme
         warlord’ (Oberster Kriegsherr) to denote the person of the Kaiser.2

      
      The monarch’s determination to preserve and extend the extra-parliamentary royal Kommandogewalt had important consequences for the political and constitutional history of the Reich (see chapter 4). It also affected the structural evolution
         of the higher military and naval commands. Above all, it militated against the emergence of a central body capable of coordinating
         the activities of the respective services and reconciling their priorities. During the reign of Wilhelm I, responsibility
         for personnel, training, armaments and deployment was gradually parcelled out to a range of competing agencies: the General
         Staff, the Ministry of War, the Military Cabinet and so on. Wilhelm II made no attempt to reverse this state of affairs, indeed
         he further atomized the command structure by stepping up the number of military and naval command posts that reported directly
         to the emperor.3 This was part of a conscious strategy to create an environment that would permit the untrammelled exercise of the monarchical
         command function. ‘After deciding to exercise personally the supreme command over My navy, just as over My army,’ Wilhelm
         declared in a Cabinet Order of 14 March 1899, ‘I do not consider it practical that there should stand between myself and the
         various leaders a central institution of command, which would merely have the purpose of conveying my orders.’4

      
      In reality, however, Wilhelm’s capacity to exercise a command function was narrowly circumscribed. His participation in army
         manoeuvres proved highly disruptive, partly because Wilhelm was a poor tactician and partly because the chief of the General
         Staff (CGS) Count Alfred von Schlieffen took the view that if the Kaiser participated then he must not be permitted to lose
         in battle simulations: ‘as Kaiser he cannot be beaten by one of his generals’.5

      
      
      Schlieffen’s successor as CGS, Helmuth von Moltke, made Wilhelm’s exclusion from further involvement a condition of his taking
         office in 1906.
      

      
      Wilhelm also lacked an overview of strategic planning. He was apprised of the broad drift of General Staff strategy for the
         eventuality of war – he was aware, for example, of the outlines of the Schlieffen Plan – but he was not informed of the details
         of military planning in the immediate pre-war years, possibly because the secrecy-obsessed General Staff regarded him as a
         potential security leak.6 Moreover, neither the Military and Naval Cabinets, nor the imperial headquarters possessed the resources to support the monarch
         in a genuine command function. Wilhelm was thus unable to perform the kind of coordinating role that would have compensated
         for Germany’s relative lack of unitary command institutions comparable with the Conseil Supérieure de la Guerre in France
         and the Committee of Imperial Defence in Great Britain. Even in the last years before the outbreak of war, virtually no concrete
         preparations were made for coordinated military–naval operations, and there was no attempt to dovetail the strategies cooked
         up by the military planners with the options pursued by German diplomacy. Germany remained, in this sense, ‘strategically
         leaderless’.7

      
      In the field of military command, as in so many other aspects of the emperor’s role, there was a yawning gap between rhetoric
         and reality. The Reich constitution stipulated (Art. 63) that the Kaiser assumed supreme command over all land forces upon
         the outbreak of war and Wilhelm is reported to have declared that he would be ‘his own CGS in time of war’.8 If he did indeed make this claim, the outbreak of war in August 1914 cured him of such delusions; he lost no time in formally
         transferring to the CGS the right to issue operational orders in his name. The General Staff chief thereby became ‘the man
         who is actually in control of the supreme army command’.9 Early in August Wilhelm promised that he would abstain from interfering in the running of operations and, to the surprise
         of the military leadership, he stuck to this promise throughout the war. The generals for their part, at least in the early
         years of the war, saw to it that he was shielded from much of the bad news from the front, possibly because they were aware
         of the fragility of his morale. The outbreak of war appears to have cast him into a state of nervous exhaustion that lasted
         – with brief interruptions – as long as the war itself. Wilhelm could be moved to bloodthirsty exultation by rumours of success,
         but was also easily cast down and prone to bouts of defeatism. His moods soared and plunged in response to the rapidly changing
         news from the front. On 6 September 1916, for example, it was reported that the Kaiser ‘looked very bad’ because he had just
         received an alarming report on the condition of the First Guards Regiment on the Somme. But he apparently spent the very next
         day in a ‘very elated’ mood, following reports of the fall of the Romanian fortress of Tutrakan.10

      
      The Kaiser thus increasingly became a peripheral figure, a ‘prisoner of his generals’ as an Austro-Hungarian minister later
         recalled.11 He stayed at the Grosses Hauptquartier throughout the war years, but complained of not being informed or consulted by the decision-makers.12 Visitors to the imperial headquarters were often struck by the mood of unreality they encountered there as the emperor sat dining on the
         silver service of Friedrich the Great while treating his guests to vivid third-hand tales of German feats in battle: ‘piles
         of corpses six feet high […] a sergeant killed twenty-seven Frenchmen with forty-five bullets’, and so on.13 ‘If people in Germany think I lead the army,’ he remarked in November 1914, ‘then they are very mistaken. I drink tea and
         cut wood and go walking, and then I hear from time to time that this and that has been done, just as the gentlemen wish…’14 ‘I try not to get into their hair,’ he told the Prussian minister of war, Adolf Wild von Hohenborn, in the summer of 1915.
         ‘But Falkenhayn has to maintain the outward appearance that it is I who am giving the orders.’15 The cabinet chiefs whose task it was to attend the Kaiser during the war years complained (privately) of the claustrophobia
         and tedium of evenings spent listening to imperial monologues, humouring his latest enthusiasms (philological reconstruction
         of the Hittite language was in vogue during the summer of 1916), taking part in conversations that never seemed to gain any
         real momentum, or playing cards to pass the time.16

      
      Historians have rightly stressed the role of the war in displacing the emperor from the centre of affairs. As Lamar Cecil
         has put it: ‘the once-vaunted persönliches Regiment, with its mighty throne and ruler, became in wartime a backseat occupied
         by a neglected, ill-informed and increasingly inconsequential figurehead’.17 It would be a mistake, however, to push this argument too far. Wilhelm was, of necessity, excluded from the sphere of operational
         command of the land forces – in this area the ambition of the universalizing monarch had to yield before the custodians of expert
         knowledge. But he did exercise a more direct, if largely restraining, influence on the wartime operations of the German navy.18 And the emperor remained nonetheless, by virtue of his position at the nerve centre of the Reich constitution, a figure of
         crucial importance. Above all, he retained the power to appoint and dismiss ‘his’ officers and officials.
      

      
      This was a matter of little practical import for the great mass of military personnel decisions, but the appointment to chief
         of the General Staff, the highest office of wartime operational command, was another matter. Wilhelm had traditionally seen
         this post as an issue for his own personal decision and did not necessarily feel bound by considerations of seniority or by
         the recommendations of the Military Cabinet. He had been closely involved in the appointment of Helmuth von Moltke in 1906,
         a decision that surprised many informed observers because Moltke, though of senior rank, had never served as chief of staff
         at army corps level.19 But clashes over policy during the July crisis (see chapter 7) had strained relations between the two men and by mid-September
         1914, when the first reports reached the imperial headquarters of serious setbacks for the German forces at the front, Wilhelm’s
         confidence in Moltke had waned. The staff chief had always been emotionally volatile and the combination of bad news and the
         withdrawal of the sovereign’s confidence plunged him into a nervous breakdown.20 The appointment of a successor cast into sharp relief the important residual powers of the sovereign. Flouting the preferences of many senior military figures, Wilhelm chose General Erich von Falkenhayn, for whom he had long shown a special
         personal regard. Falkenhayn was a highly controversial appointment and he was to become increasingly unpopular as the German
         forces on the western front failed to break the Allied lines in the winter of 1914.
      

      
      This state of affairs underscored Wilhelm’s continuing centrality within the power structure. In the first place, the very
         fact that Falkenhayn’s continuing tenure in office was contingent upon Wilhelm’s personal support accentuated the element
         of dependency in the relationship. In this sense, as Falkenhayn’s biographer Holger Afflerbach has pointed out, the chief
         of the General Staff remained a ‘court favourite’. He was also an uncommonly gifted communicator – an important attribute
         in Wilhelm’s eyes – whose oral reports stood out for their brilliance and lucidity. The Kaiser’s tenacity in retaining this
         embattled commander had more to do with a reluctance to let go of a familiar and trusted subordinate than with an ambition
         to regain operative control; Wilhelm virtually never sought to alter Falkenhayn’s dispositions.21

      
      By the end of 1914 there was growing pressure from within the military to dismiss Falkenhayn. The root of the anti-Falkenhayn
         agitation – aside from professional jealousies and rivalry – lay in the polarization of views on how the war should be conducted.
         Falkenhayn believed that the key to ultimate success lay in the west, and that it was here, where Germany faced the combined
         forces of France and Great Britain, that she must commit the bulk of her resources. In a long memorandum of December 1915,
         he explained that if the German army were to select and focus on a target that the French would feel compelled to defend until
         the last, it would be possible, by dint of sheer attrition, to ‘bleed white’ the French army. The fruit of this strategy was
         the colossal assault launched by the German army in February 1916 against the fortifications around the fortress of Verdun.
         By contrast, Hindenburg and Ludendorff saw the key to a German victory in the complete destruction of the Russian forces in
         the east. They felt themselves vindicated by the relatively successful record of the German armies on the Russian front and
         complained that they were being starved of resources in order to sustain a westward policy that had not yet delivered a decisive
         breakthrough. In the summer of 1915 there was an open dispute over these questions between the eastern commanders and the
         CGS.22

      
      As the campaign to force the general out of office gained momentum, Wilhelm became increasingly aware that his own authority,
         as well as Falkenhayn’s, was at stake. The threat to Wilhelm’s independence was made clear when the dominant figure in the
         anti-Falkenhayn agitation, Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg, threatened to resign unless Falkenhayn were dismissed. Hindenburg
         and his close associate Erich Ludendorff, a nominal subordinate but the more gifted strategist and organizer of the two, were
         the dominant commanders and strategic planners of the eastern front, and were widely credited with the spectacular victory
         over the Russian armies at Tannenberg, East Prussia, in August 1914. Hindenburg’s ultimatum set a new precedent in the history
         of the Prussian military – never before had an officer attempted to trade his continuation in service for the pursuit of a particular policy. Wilhelm was furious at this manipulative behaviour and considered bringing Hindenburg before
         a court martial. He refused the resignation and failed to discipline the unruly field marshal, presumably because he feared
         alienating such a prestigious and popular commander.23

      
      A deadlock of this kind could not be resolved without imperial arbitration. The situation was made more difficult for Wilhelm
         by the fact that the men of OberOst and their allies within the command structure were supported by no less a figure than
         Reichskanzler Theobald von Bethmann-Hollweg. Indeed, it was Bethmann who had coordinated the early phases of the anti-Falkenhayn
         agitation. Bethmann rejected Falkenhayn’s view that the key to success lay in the combination of a massive assault on the
         western front with diplomatic overtures to Russia (the responsibility for conducting which would lie with the chancellor).
         He supported the Hindenburg–Ludendorff view that Germany would be able to secure a favourable outcome only if the strategic
         focal point of the struggle were shifted from west to east. The anti-Falkenhayn camp even succeeded in recruiting members
         of the royal family, among them the Kaiser’s youngest son, Joachim, then serving in Hindenburg’s headquarters, and the empress
         herself, who agreed at Hindenburg’s prompting to write to her husband in support of Falkenhayn’s dismissal.24 In a telegram to Auguste Viktoria, Wilhelm expressed his indignation at the fact that ‘the conspirators have not stopped
         short of my own House, but rather, in total disregard for its peace have made so bold as to send you into the field against
         me.’25 In the dispute of July–August 1915, Wilhelm took a mediating position. Falkenhayn was ordered to move new troops from the western front to
         the eastern command, but he was retained in office over the protests of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, and Hindenburg was ordered
         to operate within the limitations of Falkenhayn’s strategic concept. Hindenburg’s authority was cut back by the creation of
         a new civilian administration within the area of Russian Poland that had previously been under the control of OberOst. But
         this was merely a temporary respite for the embattled CGS. The gigantic offensive launched against the Verdun fortress system
         in February of the following year dragged on into the summer at a huge cost in German lives and without achieving a breakthrough.
         On 30 July 1916 Hindenburg and Ludendorff successfully pressured Wilhelm into approving a concentration of control on the
         eastern front that substantially undercut the authority of Falkenhayn’s supreme army command.26 The death-knell for Falkenhayn came with Romania’s unexpected entry into the war on the Allied side on 28 August 1916. The
         emergence of a new and apparently formidable enemy in the east shifted the fulcrum of the war effort towards the eastern front
         and cast serious doubt on the appropriateness of Falkenhayn’s westward-oriented strategy. On 30 August 1916, one day after
         Romania’s entry into the war, Wilhelm bowed to the inevitable and appointed Hindenburg chief of the General Staff, with Ludendorff
         as his quartermaster-general.27

      
      
 
 

10. Wilhelm II greets Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg. The Kaiser never trusted this over-mighty subject, who was as dominant
               in their political relations as he appears on this wartime postcard. It is no coincidence that this image depicts the Field
               Marshal towering over his interlocutor. Hindenburg skilfully built up his image during the war years and photographs that
               understated his importance rarely made it into print.
            



      Falkenhayn had warned Wilhelm that the appointment of Hindenburg and Ludendorff to the supreme command would effectively nullify
         his sovereignty as emperor.28 When Lyncker, as chief of the Military Cabinet, with responsibility for personnel decisions, proposed that the command structure
         should be concentrated and placed in the hands of Hindenburg, Wilhelm protested that this would mean ‘abdication for him […]
         Hindenburg would effectively replace him as a tribune of the people.’29 It is certainly true that the two generals quickly ate into what little remained of Wilhelm’s role as military commander-in-chief.
         A new minister of war, Hermann von Stein, was selected for his pliancy and political loyalty to the supreme command. The deputy
         commanding generals, officers with extensive domestic administrative powers who had hitherto reported directly to the emperor,
         were placed under the authority of the minister of war. Nevertheless, it would be mistaken to conclude that Wilhelm could
         no longer play a significant role in the executive structure as a whole. The promotion of the eastern generals had closed
         the gap in the military command structure by imposing unity of control from above, but there remained important divergences
         between the civilian and military leadership which required the emperor’s adjudication. The most important of these during
         the middle war years concerned the deployment of submarines against enemy shipping.
      

      
      
      
      
      The decision for unrestricted submarine warfare (USW)

      
      
      For the German political and military leadership, the use of submarines was the most contentious issue of the war. The naval
         command argued that the submarine could play a decisive role within the German war strategy by establishing a counter-blockade against Britain and thereby forcing her out
         of the war. Achieving this would entail deploying submarines against merchant vessels of the enemy belligerents and warning
         neutral merchant craft away from the ‘war zone’. But the deployment of submarines in this fashion was fraught with risks.
         International law did not provide for the use of submarines against mercantile craft. The law was drawn up for enemy surface
         warships that were supposed to follow the rule of ‘visit and search’. But if neutral craft (including those of neutral states)
         continued to traverse the war zone, were they fair game? Even if they were declared exempt from attack, accidents were inevitable,
         since submarine captains often found it difficult to distinguish between neutral and enemy vessels. There was also the problem
         of defining and distinguishing legitimate targets. Did an exemption granted to passenger vessels still apply if these were
         carrying contraband military supplies? Did Britain’s ‘illegal’ blockade against Germany’s northern ports justify reprisals
         against British shipping? And what was the status of those craft that sailed under a belligerent flag but also carried passengers
         of neutral nationality?
      

      
      By the beginning of 1915 the question of how U-boats should be deployed had sown deep divisions within the decision-making
         elite. On the one hand there were those, like Bethmann, the cabinet chiefs Müller and Valentini, and Treutler, the foreign
         affairs liaison official at imperial headquarters, who argued that the risks of a comprehensive U-boat campaign outweighed
         the prospective gains. The crux of their argument was that if indiscriminate U-boat attacks were to bring America into the war on the side of Germany’s enemies, Germany’s prospects of victory or even an advantageous
         peace would evaporate. Opposed to this group were the naval and military hawks around state secretary Tirpitz and the naval
         chief of staff Bachmann, who saw maximum submarine deployment as the only means of retaliating against the British ‘hunger
         blockade’.30

      
      Wilhelm was ambivalent on the matter of submarine deployments. He initially favoured the moderate view, largely because he
         feared the consequences of alienating the United States, but also because, as he later put it, ‘the idea of innocent passengers
         drowning at sea appalled him’.31 In February 1915, however, after learning that the Americans were supplying the Allies with submarines and other military
         equipment, he agreed under pressure from Tirpitz that Allied merchant vessels within a designated war zone could be torpedoed
         without warning. Launched on 4 February, the new policy yielded disastrous results in early May when the Lusitania, a large passenger liner with contraband cargo in its hold, was torpedoed and sunk. Among the 1,198 passengers drowned were
         more than one hundred American citizens. Unnerved by the international uproar that followed and desperate to prevent an American
         entry into the war, Bethmann and Müller pressed for the re-imposition of restrictions. After a meeting of the Crown Council
         on 31 May 1915, Bethmann prevailed over the submarine enthusiasts, and on the following day, Wilhelm issued an order to all
         submarine captains that neutral shipping was henceforth to be spared and that, in cases of doubt, ‘it is better to let an
         enemy merchantman pass than to sink a neutral’. A further order issued on 6 June 1915 forbade all attacks on large passenger ships of whatever nationality.32

      
      Tirpitz and Bachmann were furious and responded with a joint telegram setting out their objections to the new policy, but
         Wilhelm stuck to his ground and added that he expected the order to remain absolutely secret – a precaution intended to prevent
         the demagogical naval secretary from agitating publicly against the government’s restrictions. In an ominous rerun of Hindenburg’s
         insubordination of January, Tirpitz and Bachmann now submitted their resignations. Wilhelm refused to grant them, exclaiming
         to an adviser: ‘No! The gentlemen have to obey and to remain. A regular military conspiracy! Brought about by Tirpitz.’33 After the sinking of a further passenger ship, the Arabic, mistaken for a freighter by Lieutenant Schneider of U-24 on 19 August 1915, Bethmann persuaded Wilhelm to introduce further
         limitations on deployment, thereby rendering the submarine weapon ‘virtually impotent’.34 Tirpitz was predictably outraged and once more submitted his resignation. Wilhelm was reluctant – as earlier in the case
         of Hindenburg – to dismiss an official who enjoyed such widespread public support, but he did dismiss Tirpitz’s irritating
         sidekick, Bachmann. In a letter to the naval secretary that drew on the arguments of the political advisers grouped around
         the chancellor, Wilhelm explained that preventing America from entering the war as an ‘active enemy’ was of supreme importance,
         since ‘she could provide unlimited money for our foes’.
      

      
      As Chief Warlord I had absolutely to prevent this […] First the war must be won, and that end necessitates absolute protection against a new enemy; how that is to be achieved […] is My business. What I do with My navy is My business only.35

      

      Throughout 1916, despite increasingly widespread parliamentary and press agitation for unrestricted submarine warfare (USW),
         Wilhelm and the Bethmann group kept the submarine lobby at bay. On 15 March Bethmann persuaded Wilhelm to strip the naval
         secretary of some of his ministerial responsibilites. Tirpitz’s resignation – the third since the outbreak of war – was now
         accepted by the Kaiser. After a brief experimental period of slightly loosened restrictions produced yet another controversial
         sinking (the cross-channel steamer Sussex, mistaken for a mine-layer on 24 March), Wilhelm issued a new order stating that no vessels whatsoever (excluding warships
         of the belligerent powers) were to be sunk without prior warning, which led the naval commanders to suspend submarine operations
         entirely in the Atlantic and English Channel. The Kaiser thus – at least for the moment – fulfilled the decision-making potential
         of his office in holding the fort against the advocates of USW. His position was motivated in part by geo-strategic concerns
         – especially as regarded the incalculable consequences of a US entry into the war – but strong moral reservations were also
         in play. He took the view ‘that to torpedo huge passenger ships full of women and children was a barbarous brutality without
         parallel, with which we will bring upon us the hatred and the poisonous rage of the entire world’.36

      
      Wilhelm thus played a crucial role in supporting the politically moderate elements within the decision-making elite against the demands of the hawks. Why, then, did he endorse a policy of unrestricted submarine warfare in January 1917?
         Public opinion was certainly a key factor. During the second half of 1916 there was increasingly vocal and widespread support
         for submarine warfare, especially after the Battle of Jutland at the end of May failed to lift the British blockade. Support
         for USW now came not only from the annexationist milieu that had dominated the submarine agitation of 1915, but also from
         across the spectrum of the Reichstag parties. It appealed to a German public whose hostility was increasingly focused upon
         Great Britain as the keystone of the enemy coalition.37 The submarine became, as Roger Chickering has put it: ‘a panacea, the wonder weapon whose all-out employment promised to
         resolve the war and bring the British to their knees’.38 The prevailing climate of opinion was not, of course, in itself sufficient to convert Wilhelm to a policy of USW, though
         its impact on him can scarcely be doubted. But it weakened the position of the chancellor and thereby helped to tilt the balance
         within the executive towards the submarine enthusiasts. During the summer and autumn of 1916, support for USW seeped like
         a powerful solvent through the chancellor’s parliamentary base. The Conservatives and the National Liberals broke away to
         form a ‘U-boat bloc’; by October 1916, even the formerly loyal Centre Party was openly opposing the chancellor’s policy on
         submarine deployment and demanding that the power of decision be placed in the hands of Hindenburg and Ludendorff, whose support
         for USW was widely known. These developments undermined the chancellor’s confidence and personal standing in the tough debates within the executive upon which everything depended.
      

      
      A further important factor in Wilhelm’s decision to accept USW was the failure of Bethmann’s peace sounding to the nations
         fighting Germany in December 1916. The peace note of 12 December was the product of a fierce struggle over wording between
         the chancellor and the supreme command. The result was a characteristically ambivalent communiqué that opened with an announcement
         that Germany was willing to talk about peace, but closed with a warning that she would fight onward to victory if discussions
         did not take place. Wilhelm gave his full support to Bethmann’s initiative, not merely for reasons of ‘expediency’ as Lamar
         Cecil has suggested,39 but also because he was genuinely weary of the war (he is reported to have burst into tears at the mention of the word ‘peace’
         during a meeting with a Reichstag delegation)40 and because the making of peace also accorded with his sacralized conception of the sovereign’s office: peacemaking, he told
         Bethmann, was a ‘moral act that was appropriate for a monarch who has a soul, and feels himself responsible to God, who has
         a feeling for his people and the enemy’s’.41 In the event, the peace initiative of 12 December was a failure. Five days later Admiral Müller observed that Wilhelm’s buoyancy
         at the news of German victories against Romania had given way to gloom, ‘chiefly because foreign statesmen have looked down
         their noses at our peace feelers’.42 When the Allies’ negative reply to the peace note was published, Wilhelm grew angry, declaring that Germany must fight on
         to the end, annex Belgium, subdue France and so on.
      

      
      
      In the fatalistic, self-righteous mood of late December 1916, Wilhelm, whose commitment to the Bethmann view had in any case
         always been ambivalent and conditional, was disposed to embrace the promise and risks of unrestricted submarine warfare. The
         submarine enthusiasts, for their part, had raised their act since 1915; the stock of submarines had been enlarged and improved
         and the enthusiasts could now produce barrages of tables and statistics demonstrating that five months of ruthless submarine
         warfare against Great Britain’s commerce in the Channel and the Atlantic (submarine warfare had never been suspended in the
         North Sea) would suffice to drive her out of the war. The risk of an American entry into the war was irrelevant, they contended,
         since German submarines would already have decimated Allied transatlantic traffic before substantial numbers of US troops
         were ready for embarkation and would in any case have little difficulty in stopping troop shipments from the United States
         to Europe. Wilhelm quickly adopted these arguments as his own. At a meeting of 9 January 1917, organized by the military command
         to discuss the issue in the eastern front headquarters at Pless, it was apparent that the Kaiser had already resolved to support
         the generals. Bethmann had come armed with arguments against a new submarine campaign, but found himself isolated and eventually
         acquiesced in the majority view. Wilhelm showed signs of impatience as Bethmann enumerated his objections, and then signed
         an order to the effect that unrestricted submarine warfare was to commence from 1 February. When this decision was formally
         announced by the German government, it resulted in the almost immediate severance of diplomatic relations with the United States and in April in the latter’s declaration of war on Germany.
      

      
      At the meeting in Pless, Wilhelm had presided over a decision of world-historical moment. It was founded, as historians have
         pointed out, on an egregious miscalculation of the risks and benefits involved. Although German submarines reached, and for
         a time even exceeded, the projected target of sinking 600,000 tons a month, the advantage to Germany was shortlived. The British
         food supply and distribution system proved more elastic than expected, the capacity of the American shipyards to replace lost
         tonnage was much greater than the German strategists had appreciated, and the anti-submarine measures developed by the Allies
         proved more effective than the Germans could have predicted. The loss rate among German submarines soared, and soon far exceeded
         that among Allied convoys.43

      
      Of course, it could be argued that Germany had no other choice, because in the long run the odds in a continental war of attrition
         were stacked against Germany. But was this true? It is open to doubt, to say the least. In January 1917 Germany had just succeeded
         in crushing Romania and victory in Russia was not far off, though the Germans could not know that. The morale of the French
         army was close to collapse and Britain was fast running out of money, indeed it was much closer to financial collapse than
         the Germans knew. During the autumn of 1916 American exasperation at the British blockade against Germany was rising and Anglo-American
         relations were at their nadir. Without American participation and the comprehensive aid that came with it, Britain may well
         have had to sue for peace in the summer or autumn of 1917, at around the time that the Italian front was beginning to collapse under Austro-German pressure.
      

      
      In other words: if Germany had not embarked on unrestricted submarine warfare against merchant shipping and the United States
         had stayed out of the war, a German defeat at Allied hands seems highly unlikely. Germany’s best chance – seen in retrospect
         – lay in ‘simply waiting for the paralysis of [Allied] shipping, finances and military collapse on several fronts’.44 Wilhelm himself appears temporarily to have glimpsed this possibility. During a visit to Vienna late in November 1916, he
         predicted ‘revolution in Moscow and St Petersburg’, ‘complete munitions failure in Russia’, ‘famine in England’ and a French
         army worn down ‘to the last man’.45 Wilhelm’s interlocutors greeted this outburst with weary scepticism, but as a vision of a ‘virtual future’, it was less implausible
         than they thought.
      

      
      
      
      
      The fall of Bethmann

      
      
      During the autumn and winter of 1916–17, two developments conspired to erode further Wilhelm’s position within the executive.
         There was, firstly, a drastic extension of the power wielded by the military over the civilian arm of government. In a series
         of clashes with the generals, Bethmann was forced to give way on important questions pertaining to the future status of Russian
         Poland and to accept the high-handed dismissal of various ministers and senior aides ( Jagow, Helfferich, Hammann). By the
         beginning of 1917, notwithstanding Bethmann’s role in helping to bring down Falkenhayn and hoist Hindenburg into the supreme command and
         his ultimate compliance over the submarine question, Hindenburg and Ludendorff had decided that the chancellor himself would
         have to go.
      

      
      
      
 
 

11. Wilhelm II followed closely the course of the German war effort, but he was unable to play any role in the day-to-day
               management of operations. There were, however, decisions of strategic importance, such as the dismissal of senior commanders
               or the transition to unconditional submarine warfare, that could not be resolved without him. He is seen here awarding medals
               to officers near Cambrai in 1917. Standing to the right of him (with goggles) is Moritz von Lyncker, whose diaries and letters
               shed much light on the wartime phase of the Kaiser’s reign.
            




      
      At the same time as these developments were unfolding within the executive, an increasingly volatile domestic political situation
         threatened to overwhelm the government from below. The outbreak of war had been followed by a brief period of ‘national unity’,
         in which the Reichstag factions agreed to exercise self-restraint on issues that divided the population. But by the summer
         of 1915, this ‘truce’ (Burgfrieden) had come under pressure from both ends of the political spectrum. On the left, a radical faction within the Social Democratic
         Party broke party discipline to denounce the war and vote in the Reichstag against further war credits. During 1915 there
         were increasingly frequent calls from the SPD for social and political rewards for the working class that was sustaining the
         fighting in the trenches. Key themes in left-wing political agitation were the rejection of a ‘war of conquest’ and the call
         for franchise reform. On the right, there emerged an influential ultra-nationalist network with powerful patrons in the army,
         navy and government, which demanded extensive German annexations as the sine qua non of peace and opposed domestic political reform.
      

      
      During 1916, as we saw, the right had succeeded briefly in rallying a substantial body of parliamentary support around the
         campaign for the submarine. But by the early spring of 1917, the political initiative had passed to the left. Severe food
         shortages and news of the February revolution in Russia generated a highly volatile mood in the German industrial cities and the centre-left was beginning to coalesce around the
         call for domestic political reform, and specifically for the abolition of Prussia’s antiquated and discriminatory three-class
         franchise. In order to restore calm, Bethmann urged Wilhelm to issue an ‘Easter message’ promising that franchise reform would
         follow the cessation of hostilities. Wilhelm had – albeit reluctantly – accepted the need for democratization since early
         1915 and was willing to comply.46 But his vaguely worded promise merely raised the political temperature. The following weeks saw the first major strikes since
         the beginning of the war, and renewed efforts by the Reichstag to assert political control over the German war effort. Many
         deputies now insisted upon franchise reforms without further delay, and much of the early summer was spent discussing a ‘Peace
         Resolution’ moved by the prominent Centre deputy Matthias Erzberger, which called for a negotiated peace without forced annexations.
      

      
      Wilhelm and Bethmann found themselves in open conflict with the military leadership over both these issues, although it was
         the franchise question that supplied the occasion for the chancellor’s fall from office. Early in July 1917, when Hindenburg
         and Ludendorff learned that Bethmann was pressing Wilhelm to announce immediate franchise reforms, the two commanders travelled
         to Berlin to demand the chancellor’s dismissal. But Wilhelm held firm and Bethmann remained in office. Bethmann was now under
         pressure not only from the military command, but from the Reichstag deputies, a majority of whom had lost patience with the chancellor’s slowness to instigate franchise reform and were demanding his dismissal. The wily Ludendorff
         even attempted to discredit Bethmann by hinting to a number of key Reichstag faction leaders that he himself had no objection
         to franchise reform and that it was the chancellor who was the chief obstacle.47 On 10 July Bethmann at last succeeded in winning the emperor around to his standpoint and two days later it was announced
         that the next Prussian Landtag would be elected under a new democratic franchise. On the following day, in yet another of
         the spasms of insubordination to which the German military command had become so prone, Hindenburg and Ludendorff telephoned
         their resignations to Berlin, explaining that they could no longer work with the chancellor. Wilhelm was furious at being
         blackmailed in this way and observed to the chief of his Naval Cabinet that ‘this behaviour by Prussian generals was the most
         unheard-of thing that had ever transpired in the history of Prussia’. He assured Bethmann that he would not give way, but
         he felt himself to be in an ‘impossible position’ – with their letter of resignation, the two commanders ‘had him up against
         the wall’.48 The chancellor, too, was in a precarious position – implacably opposed by the military leadership and lacking any secure
         platform in the Reichstag, he now depended solely upon the support of the Kaiser, whose attachment was beginning to flag under
         pressure. Worn down by his struggle with the titans and anxious to save Wilhelm any further agonizing, Bethmann resigned.
      

      
      The resignation of 13 July marked a fundamental caesura in the history of the reign. Wilhelm saw this clearly enough: ‘Now I may as well abdicate,’ he told Bethmann.49 Nothing better illustrates the dramatic collapse of what remained of Wilhelm’s authority than the identity of the new chancellor.
         The first five chancellors of Wilhelm’s reign had all been personally known to the emperor before they served under him: Hohenlohe
         was his ‘uncle’, Bülow was a member of the Eulenburg circle, Wilhelm had shot his first stag in the company of Bethmann’s
         father. By contrast, the new incumbent, Georg Michaelis, was a virtual stranger to Wilhelm, though not to his wife, who knew
         him through her church connections and was willing to speak up for him on that score. Michaelis was known as an efficient
         administrator – he had been responsible for organizing the civilian and military food supply – but he was hardly a prominent
         public figure, and he was not Wilhelm’s choice for the job. Nor was Count Hertling, who replaced Michaelis at the Chancellery
         when the latter fell from favour with the Reichstag in October 1917. The chancellorship – that pivotal office in the German
         constitutional system – was no longer in the emperor’s gift. Wilhelm was still, on occasion, capable of standing up to the
         ‘terrible twins’, as in January 1918, when he opposed Ludendorff ’s plans to annex Poland to the Reich and headed off a subsequent
         resignation threat.50 But the twins soon extracted their revenge by forcing the dismissal of trusted officials from within Wilhelm’s personal advisory
         group, among them the faithful Cabinet chiefs Valentini and Lyncker. Wilhelm wept at Valentini’s departure; his replacement,
         Friedrich Wilhelm von Berg, soon endeared himself to the emperor but was seen by informed observers as an agent of the military leadership.
      

      
      
      
      
      Public opinion

      
      
      If the power of the Prussian–imperial throne had been undermined within the administrative structure by the end of 1917, something
         analogous was taking place in the sphere of public opinion. In 1914 the news of impending war had generated in Berlin and
         many other German cities a powerful sense of identification with the person of the emperor in some sectors of the population.
         One observer recalled how on the afternoon of 31 July 1914, as Wilhelm and his wife drove through the Brandenburg Gate in
         an open motorcar, ‘the crowds acclaimed Wilhelm II with wild excitement, overflowing into the roadway as though they wanted
         to show their Kaiser the warmth of their loyalty by pressing close around him’.51 Journalists wrote of an unexampled unity of purpose between Kaiser and people. Wilhelm took up this theme on the following
         day in a speech to the German people from the balcony of the Schloss in Berlin, in which he announced: ‘When it comes to war,
         all parties cease and we are all brothers. If this or that party has attacked me in peace time, I now wholeheartedly forgive
         them.’ In a speech to the Reichstag deputies assembled in the throne room of the royal palace three days later, he reiterated
         these sentiments in a famous flourish: ‘I no longer recognize parties, I know only Germans.’52 Reproduced on postcards bearing Wilhelm’s image and in government propaganda, this phrase was to become one of the ‘winged words’ of wartime Germany.
      

      
      Historians have rightly questioned the unanimity of the German national enthusiasm that greeted the news of war, and these
         reservations doubtless apply in equal measure to the effusions of royalist emotion documented in the German press during the
         early days of the conflict.53 It remains difficult to assess the state of public opinion regarding the monarch during the war years, because intensified
         wartime censorship made the publication of overtly critical commentaries virtually impossible.54 Government propaganda texts and films promulgated an image of the emperor hard at work for the nation and sharing the privations
         of his people.55 Wilhelm wisely avoided compromising these efforts; he abstained from frequent public utterances and reserved his position
         on divisive issues such as domestic reform and post-war annexations. In this way the indiscretions of the man could be prevented
         from undermining the authority of the office. According to Arnold Wahnschaffe, under-secretary in the Reich Chancellery, writing
         in 1915, the Kaiser’s best asset in public opinion was the widespread perception that he had never sought to bring about a
         war. ‘Various Social Democrats have told me,’ he wrote in a letter to Cabinet Chief Valentini, ‘that nothing is as effective
         against the malevolent agitation of the radical [Left] as the universally held belief in the emperor’s honest desire for peace.
         One hears again and again: “If the Kaiser had been able to avoid the war, he would have done so …” ’56

      
      Press commentaries on one of Wilhelm’s last speeches, an address to the workers of the Krupp factories in Essen on 12 September 1918, suggest that he was still capable, on the eve of Germany’s collapse, of connecting in positive ways with
         parts of the German public. Striking a personal, somewhat lachrymose tone, Wilhelm assured his audience that he was aware
         of the ‘suffering, need and misery’ of the German people, reminded them of his efforts for peace, enlisted sympathy for the
         illness of his bedridden spouse, invoked divine providence and closed with an exhortation to hold out against the might of
         the enemy. The speech elicited a positive echo that went beyond the neutral reportage required by the censorship regulations.
         The Stuttgarter Tageblatt declared that its readers were ‘thankful to our imperial ruler that he knows our cares and with his sovereign sympathy respects
         and shares them…’57 The Kölnische Zeitung noted that the emperor had ‘always proved in decisive moments that the feelings and longings of our people resonated in his
         heart’; another journalist reported ‘a quiet undertone of grief in the [speaker’s] voice’, and another that ‘he knows what
         we all feel’.58 And similar comments could be read in many other regional papers.59

      
      Nevertheless, we should not be misled by these emotive last-minute effusions into underestimating the degree to which the
         Kaiser had been displaced from the centre of German public life. From the early months of the war Wilhelm was increasingly
         eclipsed by the figure of Paul von Hindenburg. A cult developed around Hindenburg, who was credited with responsibility for
         the German victory over the Russians at Tannenberg. His likeness, with the trademark rectangular head, was endlessly reproduced
         and exhibited in public spaces. Hindenburg statues, wooden colossi erected in town squares and studded with devotional nails purchased with donations to the Red Cross, sprang up across
         Germany. There was a parallel here with the Bismarck cult of the 1890s, in the sense that choruses of praise for the field
         marshal were often intertwined with implied critiques of the Kaiser and the civilian government.60 Both phenomena thrived in a ‘vacuum of a genuine political representation’ of the nation.61 But the longing felt in some quarters for a Führer whose authority and power over friend and foe alike would be absolute and undiluted lent a note of intensity to the Hindenburg
         cult that had been lacking from the adulation for Bismarck. The cult that flourished around Hindenburg constructed him as
         the symbolic and psychological antipode of the Kaiser. In a time of war, as Wolfram Pyta has shown, calm and imperturbability
         came to be prized above all other faculties of leadership – ‘German calm suddenly became the cardinal virtue for a successful
         completion of the war.’62 The contrast between the field marshal, who always radiated a sense of sovereign confidence, and the jumpy, fragile Kaiser,
         with his boundless energy and his short-lived enthusiasms, could hardly have been more marked. The mobility and highly-strung
         nature of Wilhelm II had once seemed to capture and reflect the dynamic modernity of the German empire itself; after 1914
         these attributes, so indelibly associated with the person of this Kaiser, turned from assets to liabilities. In the words
         of one prominent annexationist industrialist, what Germany required in her hour of need was ‘the strong man, who alone can
         save us from the abyss’.63 That the Kaiser failed to qualify for this role went without saying. As Martin Kohlrausch has shown, the cumulative weight of the scandals that burdened the imperial monarchy during the reign of Wilhelm
         II had accelerated a conceptual separation of the individual from the institution; it thereby became possible to reject the
         former while merging the sovereign elements of the latter with an idealized Führer figure.64

      
      The emergence of Hindenburg as a ‘surrogate Kaiser’ was a source of growing concern to the monarch and those around him. And
         yet Wilhelm did little to arrest the decline in his standing. Abandoning Berlin to reside at the imperial headquarters was
         probably a serious error, since it deprived the capital city and the nation of its political figurehead. Since it was widely
         known that the Kaiser had little to do with the operational management of the war (responsibility for which was attributed
         in the popular mind to the hero–warlord Hindenburg), Wilhelm’s presence at the headquarters, interrupted by occasional forays
         to the front, could easily awaken the suspicion that his was a costly and pointless drone’s existence, far from the real centres
         of political or military decision-making. While Hindenburg worked hard to cultivate his image as the father and warlord of
         the nation, meeting regularly with journalists, having himself photographed and painted in flattering poses, and speaking
         to numerous gatherings of supporters, Wilhelm and his staff completely failed to sustain any kind of consistent media presence.
         Access to Hindenburg was generally easy for journalists, who often figured among the field marshal’s dinner guests. By contrast,
         Wilhelm’s entourage strenuously excluded the press from the Kaiser’s environment, partly because they hoped thereby to prevent
         potentially damaging indiscretions.65

      
      
      In a curious way, Wilhelm helped to stoke the flames of the Hindenburg cult. He openly participated in it, even to the extent
         of undermining his own and Bethmann’s public standing. In February 1917 the chancellor was alarmed to learn that the Kaiser
         had passed an essay by the racist cultural theorist Houston Stewart Chamberlain to the General Staff for distribution to the
         troops. Chamberlain’s essay focused on the role of willpower in securing victory and closed with the lament that, although
         a great man had been bestowed upon the people in the form of Hindenburg, the German leadership in general was dominated by
         mediocrities and the country lacked an adequate leader.66 Ever prone to fall in with public opinion, Wilhelm ultimately came to see himself as a kind of cheerleader for Hindenburg.
         ‘With this “Yes” I shall go to the Field Marshal,’ Wilhelm told the Essen factory workers in September 1918, after his call
         to keep up the struggle was greeted with a storm of affirmation.67 But as Hindenburg’s popularity waxed, Wilhelm’s waned. The last eighteen months of the war saw a growth in the circulation
         of anti-monarchical pamphlets and a drastic falling away of confidence in the dynasty. This was especially pronounced in Bavaria,
         where anti-Kaiser sentiment fed on a long-standing particularist tradition. Here, Crown Prince Rupprecht reported in the summer
         of 1917, ‘the ill-feeling is so widespread that serious and thoughtful people doubt whether the dynasty of the Hohenzollerns
         will outlast the war’.68

      
      The man who had once taken such an obsessive interest in his popularity and public image now seemed utterly indifferent to
         the need to be seen by his people. Members of his entourage – Lyncker, Müller and Valentini – did repeatedly press the Kaiser to travel to Berlin for meetings with Reichstag leaders and Admiral Müller argued that he should
         relocate permanently to the capital. But Wilhelm was deeply reluctant: ‘Nothing will come [of this talk] of coming to Berlin,’
         Moritz von Lyncker wrote to his wife. ‘Again, he doesn’t feel like it; he’s afraid of unpleasant confrontations. A great pity
         in every respect. It really would be good if the newspapers could report that he was conferring with the Chancellor and had
         spoken with this or that person.’69 Lyncker, who had spent hundreds of hours in the Kaiser’s company and knew him better than most, was doubtless right when
         he ascribed the reticence of the sovereign to fear. The emperor’s braggadocio and flights of fancy had always concealed a
         profound aversion to open confrontation or real conflict. By 1918, after years of relative isolation in the unreal world of
         the imperial headquarters, they had emerged as dominant forces in his personality.
      

      
      Neither Hindenburg’s prestige nor the remnants of royalist sentiment within the German population were enough to save the
         throne when it became clear that Germany had lost the war against the Allies. Wilhelm had been shielded by his entourage from
         the worst news about the collapse of the German offensive of 1918. He was all the more shocked to learn from Ludendorff himself
         on 29 September that defeat was inevitable and imminent. This news precipitated a dramatic last-minute transformation of the
         German political system. The military commanders now accepted the need for domestic reform, mainly because they believed this
         would better Germany’s standing in peace negotiations with the American president, Woodrow Wilson. After grasping at various straws, Wilhelm accepted the proposals of the military. Count Hertling was dismissed, because he was unwilling
         to accept responsibility for the democratization of the German constitution. He was replaced by Prince Max of Baden, who promptly
         formed a new government composed mainly of Reichstag deputies (not imperial appointees).
      

      
      Relations between the new government and the supreme command remained tense. As it became clear that the Allied peace conditions
         were going to be tougher than the German leadership had expected, Hindenburg reneged on his earlier decision to delegate responsibility
         for negotiating peace to the civilian government and circulated a note to his generals declaring that Wilson’s terms were
         unacceptable. Rightly perceiving this as a challenge to his own authority, Max von Baden threatened to resign unless Wilhelm
         put an end to civil–military ‘double government’ in Germany. Wilhelm was thus obliged to flex his constitutional muscles in
         a final act of adjudication between the two power centres. On 26 October he upbraided Ludendorff and accepted his resignation.
         ‘The operation is over,’ he later remarked. ‘I have separated the Siamese twins.’70

      
      Wilhelm’s future as sovereign was now on the agenda. Was his continuance in office compatible with the changes taking place
         in German politics? During the last weeks of the war, this question was increasingly widely discussed, especially after the
         censorship regulations were relaxed in mid-October. It acquired a heightened immediacy from the wording of the American note
         to the German government of 14 October, in which President Wilson referred to the ‘destruction of every arbitrary power anywhere
         that can […] disturb the peace of the world’ and added ominously that ‘the power which has hitherto controlled the German nation is
         of the sort here described. It is within the choice of the German nation to alter it.’71 Many Germans inferred from this communication, and from similar comments in later notes, that only the removal of the Kaiser
         from office would satisfy the Americans.72 There was now a swelling chorus of calls for the emperor’s abdication, and questions arose as to whether the monarch would
         be safe in the city of Berlin. Yet it is plausible that the throne might have remained intact, had Wilhelm not left the capital
         for the general headquarters at Spa on 29 October. Why did he do it? There were people close to Wilhelm who argued that this
         was the only way to avoid abdication, and even that the Kaiser’s presence at headquarters might revive German morale at the
         front and thus trigger a reversal of German fortunes.73 In reality, however, like the fateful flight to Varennes of the captive King Louis XVI, the move to Spa dealt a drastic blow
         to Wilhelm’s prestige and that of his office.
      

      
 
 

12. Paul von Hindenburg (left) and Wilhelm II (right) converse at the headquarters in Spa, Belgium. The third man is the Austrian
               military plenipotentiary von Klepsch-Roden. Wilhelm’s decision to relocate to the headquarters during the First World War
               reflected his (largely unrequited) sense of attachment to the armed forces, but was a public relations disaster, since it
               removed him from Berlin, the political hub of the empire, and made it almost inevitable that the collapse of the German front
               would also sweep away the imperial throne.
            



      
      The dramatic circumstances surrounding Wilhelm’s abdication and flight into exile on 9–10 November 1918 have been related
         in detail elsewhere and need only very brief treatment here.74 During the last week of his reign, an atmosphere of unreality pervaded the imperial entourage. Far-fetched plans received
         serious consideration, including one proposal that Wilhelm should redeem the dignity of the throne by sacrificing himself
         in a suicidal attack on enemy lines. Wilhelm spoke of marching back into Berlin at the head of ‘His army’. But the military
         informed him that the army was no longer his to command. He then toyed with the various permutations of abdication – perhaps he could abdicate as Kaiser but stay on as king of Prussia? But with revolution
         spreading across the cities of Germany, there was no mileage in this quixotic attempt to disentangle the two offices that
         had become so hopelessly muddled since the proclamation of the empire. At no point did Wilhelm give serious consideration
         to the idea that it might be possible to preserve the institution of monarchy by distancing it from his own person and placing another more politically acceptable member of his dynasty on
         the throne. In any case, political events soon outpaced and pre-empted the anguished deliberations at Spa. At 2 p.m. on 9
         November, just as he was about to sign a statement abdicating the imperial, but not the Prussian, throne, news reached the
         headquarters that Chancellor Max von Baden had already announced the Kaiser’s abdication of both thrones one hour before,
         and that government was now in the hands of the Social Democrat Philipp Scheidemann. After some hours spent absorbing the
         impact of this momentous news, Wilhelm boarded the royal train for Germany without having signed an instrument of abdication
         (he eventually signed one in respect of both thrones on 28 November). When it became clear that a return to Germany was out
         of the question, the royal train changed course for Holland. Upon hearing that parts of the railway to the border had fallen
         under the control of ‘revolutionaries’, the royal party shifted to a small convoy of automobiles. In the early hours of 10
         November 1918 Wilhelm crossed the Dutch border and left his country for ever.
      

      

      *

      
      
      What conclusions can we draw from Wilhelm’s involvement in wartime decision-making? One thing that emerges very clearly from
         our account is Wilhelm’s continuing centrality in the processes by which some of the most crucial policy issues of the war
         years were resolved. The emperor may have been starved of day-to-day information and squeezed out of a role in the operations
         of the military and civilian executives; he may have disappeared, as some contemporaries alleged, behind a ‘Chinese wall’
         of aides and advisers but he was still the man at the fulcrum of the political– constitutional structure. Was he merely the
         passive ‘tongue’ at the centre of the scale, whose vote on policy registered the balance of opinion within the executive?
         Or did he play a more active, determinant role?
      

      
      The answer must be a combination of the two. It would be ludicrous to suggest that Wilhelm played a creative role in the shaping
         of policy – he was far too dependent on the views of those around him and lacked the ability to think ahead in the way that
         marks out those who set the tone in politics. It would be equally mistaken, however, to suggest that things would have been
         the same without him. It is inconceivable, as Holger Afflerbach has shown, that Falkenhayn could have held on to the supreme
         command until the summer of 1916 without Wilhelm’s backing. In this case, Wilhelm was prepared to act (or rather to hold out)
         against an overwhelming preponderance of opinion against the chief of staff. In the case of unrestricted submarine warfare,
         too, it seems certain that the restrictions favoured by Bethmann and Wilhelm would not have been imposed in 1916 had it not
         been for the emperor’s support for the chancellor’s viewpoint. It is worth bearing in mind that a fully democratized, parliamentary Germany would not have sustained the policy
         of restraint – at least after the early autumn of 1916. In both these cases, Wilhelm was a force of inertia and delay.
      

      
      It may be argued that Wilhelm’s omissions were more important than his active interventions. We have seen, for example, that
         he failed to unify the command structure of the German armed forces. But a comparison of Germany’s performance with that of
         the Entente Powers does not suggest that this negligence did much to hinder the effectiveness of German troops in the field.
         More important, perhaps, was the failure to coordinate the civilian–political and the military executives and to subordinate
         the latter to the authority of the former. However, while the wilfulness of the military and naval leaderships had momentous
         consequences, it was hardly the result of a wartime policy error. The imperial constitution had never satisfactorily resolved
         the relationship between military and political authority. In the semi-parliamentary system inaugurated in 1871, moreover,
         the German armed services grew accustomed to deploying all the techniques of modern political mobilization in order to massage
         the public and its elected representatives into supporting expensive programmes of armament and expansion. The habit of appealing
         directly to the public over the heads of the responsible political leaders was already deeply ingrained by 1914, when Wilhelm’s
         nemesis emerged in the form of a hero-general with access to formidable publicity resources. Wilhelm gradually recognized
         the magnitude of the threat posed to his own authority by the field marshal and Ludendorff, but he failed to penalize their insubordination in 1915, at a time when he might still have
         succeeded in arresting the formation of a military dictatorship. By October 1918, when the emperor finally intervened to end
         the rule of the ‘Siamese twins’, it was already much too late.
      

      
      
      
      
      Exile

      
      
      It might be said that the twenty-three years Wilhelm spent in Dutch exile fall outside the scope of an analysis centred on
         the Kaiser’s power, since he possessed no executive authority after 1918. But some brief reflections on the exile are in order,
         not merely in the interest of narrative closure, but also because revelations about Wilhelm’s preoccupations after 1918 have
         thrown up questions of significance for an assessment of his place in German history. Of these, the two most important concern
         his attitude to the Jews and his relations with the National Socialist Party and the Hitler regime. After some general remarks
         about the ex-Kaiser’s circumstances in exile we shall examine these two issues in turn.
      

      
      The first two years of Wilhelm’s exile in Holland were overshadowed by the possibility that the Allies would force Holland
         to extradite him for trial as a war criminal. Wilhelm had been systematically demonized by Allied wartime propaganda, and
         feelings against him were running high. As early as 2 December 1918, an Anglo–French–Italian conference in London debated
         the possibility of demanding that Holland surrender Wilhelm for Allied trial as ‘the criminal mainly responsible for the war’, but President Wilson was unenthusiastic
         and the issue was shelved pending the convocation of the peace conference. After much wrangling among the Big Four in Paris,
         Article 227 of the Versailles Treaty stipulated that Wilhelm was to be taken into custody ‘for a supreme offence against international
         morality and the sanctity of treaties’, tried by a tribunal of five judges from the Allied states and extradited from Holland
         for that purpose.
      

      
      That it never came to an extradition for trial was the consequence of four factors. First, the Allied demands lacked any agreed
         basis in law. The Allies themselves were aware of this and increasingly couched their requests in terms of a diffuse concept
         of ‘international morality’. Secondly, the Dutch government, though caught unawares by Wilhelm’s arrival and anxious about
         possible consequences, refused to comply with Allied requests, on the grounds that to have done so would have compromised
         Dutch sovereignty. Thirdly, Queen Wilhelmina of Holland and King Albert of Belgium were opposed to Wilhelm’s being arraigned
         as a war criminal. In Albert’s case in particular, the monarch’s preference exerted an important constraining influence on
         the Belgian government, which might otherwise have pressed for extradition (George V was also opposed, but elected not to
         intervene).75 The international dynastic network that had contributed so little of substance to Wilhelm’s exercise of sovereign office
         now operated to his advantage as a private person. Fourth, and most importantly, the Allies themselves were divided over the
         issue. It was above all the British who pushed ahead with proposals that Wilhelm as an ‘enemy of the human race’ should be either tried or alternatively banished in the Napoleonic manner to some remote corner
         of the earth’s surface. But the Americans were opposed and the French were unenthusiastic. These divergences, together with
         differences among British policy-makers themselves, condemned the extradition campaign to failure, and the issue gradually
         died away after March 1920.76

      
      In the meanwhile, the ex-Kaiser and his dwindling entourage had moved from Amerongen, where they had been the guests of Count
         Bentinck, a phenomenally obliging Dutch nobleman, to the more spacious and stately Huis Doorn, where Wilhelm was to remain
         until his death. The strain of the extradition proceedings together with early fears of a communist takeover in Holland, a
         botched kidnap attempt and rumours of impending assaults on the residence by infiltrators had taken their toll on the health
         of the empress. More pragmatic and focused than Wilhelm, she did not share his ability to take refuge in the realms of fantasy
         and suffered more acutely under the uncertainties of their condition. She died on 11 April 1921 and her body was translated,
         at her own wish, to Germany, where the republican government agreed that she could be buried in the royal mausoleum at the
         Neues Palais in Potsdam. As the cortège progressed across northern Germany – by night, at the insistence of the German authorities
         – mourners turned out in astonishing numbers to watch it pass, forming, it was said, ‘an unbroken human chain’ across the
         country. In Berlin, observers reported a gathering of at least 200,000 mourners, many of whom had camped out overnight to
         get a good view. It was a demonstration that testified not only to the substantial reserves of royalist feeling in the German population during the early Weimar Republic, but also to the
         special place that ‘Dona’ had won in the affections of the public.77

      
      Wilhelm’s genuine devastation at the empress’s death did not prevent him from remarrying just over eighteen months later,
         and the household at Doorn soon settled into an agreeable, if rather dull, routine. Imperial titles and some vestiges of court
         ritual were retained – within the boundaries of the estate, Wilhelm remained the ‘German Kaiser’ and the ‘King of Prussia’.
         He occupied himself with the chopping and sawing of wood, wide reading, especially in popular science and archaeology, and
         the writing of self-exculpatory memoirs. He collaborated with publicists willing to promote a positive image of his reign,
         granting interviews to favoured writers or editing the manuscripts of friendly biographical works. He coordinated a ‘research
         association’ that concerned itself with grand cultural–historical speculations drawn from the ambit of the then fashionable
         field of ‘cultural morphology’. And he conducted a voluminous correspondence now scattered across the archives of Europe and
         the United States.
      

      
      One of the central preoccupations that emerges from this correspondence is a desire to fix blame on specific persons and groups
         for the collapse and humiliation of Germany and for his own fall from the throne. As John Röhl, Lamar Cecil and Willibald
         Gutsche have shown, the Jews figured large in Wilhelm’s explanatory scenarios. The Weimar Republic, he declared in a letter
         of 1925, had been ‘prepared by the Jews, made by the Jews and maintained by Jewish pay’; the revolution which inaugurated the republic, he told two of his correspondents, was an act of ‘betrayal by the German people,
         deceived and lied to by a pack of Jews’.78 There were also other, more disturbing, utterances that suggested an affinity with the racial thought of Nazism: ‘Jews and
         mosquitoes’ were ‘a nuisance that humankind must get rid of some way or other’, Wilhelm wrote to his American friend Poultney
         Bigelow in 1925, and added: ‘I believe the best thing would be gas!’79 These remarks have understandably attracted special notice. John Röhl in particular has argued that an increasingly radical
         anti-Semitism runs like a red thread through the Kaiser’s adult life and has proposed that Wilhelm was ‘a sort of precursor
         of Adolf Hitler, the missing link, so to speak, between the “Blood and Iron Chancellor” and the Führer’.80

      
      Nothing can qualify the repugnance we feel when we, as witnesses of what the Nazi regime visited upon the Jews of Europe between
         1938 and 1945, encounter this kind of language. And yet Röhl’s conclusion seems to me in some respects problematic. Firstly,
         there is the question of what it would mean to be a ‘missing link’ between Bismarck and Hitler, given that the latter’s intellectual
         biography was rooted in the very different political and ideological environment of Habsburg Austria. Nor can it be said that
         Wilhelm in any sense paved the way for Hitler’s rise to power – as we shall see, suspicion and hostility were the dominant
         notes in his attitude to the Nazi movement. Then there is the question as to whether Wilhelm’s place in history can be defined
         in the way Röhl suggests by commitment to a racial, anti-Semitic world-view. It is certainly the case, as Röhl and others have shown, that Wilhelm shared the anti-Semitic prejudices that were so widely held within the German – and other
         European – elites throughout his adult life. On the other hand, as Lamar Cecil and Werner Mosse have pointed out, Wilhelm
         cultivated close friendships with prominent wealthy Jews – the so-called Kaiserjuden, who included the shipbuilder Albert Ballin, the bankers Max Warburg, Carl Fürstenberg and Ludwig Max Goldberger, the ‘Cotton-King’
         James Simon, the coal magnate Eduard Arnhold and others. To be sure, these relationships were partly utilitarian, in the sense
         that they sometimes involved soliciting funds in support of various pet causes. But they also reflected Wilhelm’s genuine
         interest in, and respect for, men who had acquired wealth by their own efforts. They were also a source of the kind of impartial
         information on economic matters that he could never trust his ministers to give him. Finally, the Jewish business magnates,
         with their worldliness and vigour, were a refreshing alternative to the sometimes torpid atmosphere of the entourage. Wilhelm
         allowed himself to be seen walking and talking with these figures in public, he sat next to them at banquets, praised and
         thanked them in speeches, chatted with them in synagogues.81

      
      It is worth dwelling briefly on the intensity of these associations. While government ministers complained of how difficult
         it was to gain access to the Kaiser, Wilhelm found the time for long meetings with Walther Rathenau (chairman of the supervisory
         board of AEG from 1912); there were at least twenty meetings with Rathenau during the last years before the outbreak of war,
         many of them lasting several hours. Wilhelm was a frequent guest at the Hamburg home of the ‘Ocean-Jew by Imperial Appointment’, Albert
         Ballin, visiting the family up to six times a year.82 He consulted Franz von Mandelssohn in the Berlin Grunewald to get tips for the interior fittings of newly acquired properties.
         Whereas the first two German Kaisers ennobled only two Jews during the years 1871–1888, Wilhelm II ennobled seven. In addition
         to these there were a number of converted Jews among those men of commerce and industry who accounted for a growing proportion
         of those ennobled during the Kaiser’s reign. This socially open and relatively modern approach to elite-building did not escape
         the attention of contemporaries such as the Alldeutsche nationalist and anti-Semite Heinrich Class. In his widely read pamphlet
         of 1912, ‘If I were the Kaiser’, Class (writing under a pseudonym) asked his readers how it was possible that ‘he [the Kaiser]
         became an even worse sponsor of the Jews than his instinctless uncle Edward, drawing nouveau-riche Jewish entrepreneurs, bankers
         and merchants into his orbit and even asking their advice’.83 Indeed, the Kaiser’s preference for these talented representatives of modern economic and industrial life gave rise – particularly
         among the lesser Prussian nobility – to a growing sense of alienation from the court, which appeared in their eyes as the
         refuge of a Jewish elite of finance magnates presided over by a ‘liberal’ Kaiser who had broken ranks with the old nobility.84

      
      Wilhelm’s anti-Semitism was reactive – it tended to peak at times when he felt under assault, especially from the press, as
         during the Stoecker affair, for example, or in the aftermath of the Daily Telegraph and Eulenburg crises, when he focused his venom above all on the critical Jewish journalist Maximilian Harden. But at no
         time did he attempt to curtail through legislation the freedoms gained by German Jews under the emancipation laws of 1869.
         More importantly, there is no evidence that he ever planned or seriously wished to do so. He publicly rejected and dissociated
         himself from the anti-Semitic positions adopted by the Conservative Party in the early 1890s. In 1896 he disregarded the view
         of his ministers in supporting Karl Julius von Bitter, a civil servant of Jewish background, for appointment as Prussian minister
         of trade. Hohenlohe, by contrast, had rejected Bitter as an ‘ambitious Jew’ and threatened that if Bitter entered the ministry
         ‘through one door’, he (Hohenlohe) would ‘leave through the other’.85 In the aftermath of the colonial crisis of 1904–7, Wilhelm became an enthusiast of Bernhard Dernburg, the Jewish secretary
         of state for colonial affairs.
      

      
      The flight into exile marked a crucial break. As Willibald Gutsche has observed, Wilhelm’s increasingly intense preoccupation
         with the ‘Jewish question’ was no ‘singular phenomenon’.86 Racial anti-Semitism swiftly gained ground in right-wing circles during the last years of the war and exploded in the early
         years of the Weimar Republic, intensified by the experience of a German revolution in which Jews were perceived as having
         played a prominent role. In Wilhelm’s case, a bitterness nurtured by many Germans over the disasters that had befallen the
         nation was admixed with a personal rancour that reflected his own unique connectedness with events. Wilhelm was intellectually
         and emotionally incapable of self-criticism. His was an ‘extrapunitive personality’: the blame for personal misfortunes always rested with others, and the knowledge that he was widely held to be
         the chief author of the war and of his empire’s ignominious termination merely reinforced the need to deflect guilt and responsibility
         from himself. Seen through the lens of anti-Semitism, the painful upheavals of his reign all fell reassuringly into place:
         the Harden campaign against Eulenburg, for example, was the first stage of a ‘Jewish’ campaign against the monarchy that had
         culminated in the revolution of 1918, the collapse of the western front, the premature death of his wife and so on.87 Cocooned in the unreal world of imperial Doorn, where he lived daily with the consequences of his failure, Wilhelm found
         in the vicious fantasies of racial anti-Semitism the easy answers he needed to the difficult questions that haunted him.
      

      
      And yet it is striking that Wilhelm’s anti-Semitism never provided the basis for any practical activities or even gestures
         in support of the various anti-Semitic groups operating in the Republic. Perhaps this was partly because the Jews were never
         the only group Wilhelm identified as responsible for his misfortunes; indeed they had to jostle for primacy with a disparate
         assembly of collective culprits: the ‘Yankee’, ‘English perfidy’, the French, freemasonry (with the exception of the three
         ‘Old Prussian’ lodges), the Bolsheviks, the Junkers, the Social Democrats and others. And then there were the many individuals
         who had failed him in various hours of need. When Ludendorff, for example, wrote to Wilhelm in August 1927 assuring him that
         his (Ludendorff ’s) völkisch movement was committed to the struggle against ‘Jesuit, Jew and Freemason’, Wilhelm noted acerbically in the margins that it was Ludendorff who had ‘lost his nerve at Spa’ and ‘thereby set the stone of revolution rolling’.88 In his recriminations, as in everything else, Wilhelm was opportunistic, self-serving and inconsistent. His repugnant comments
         on the Jews were too narrowly yoked to the labour of self-exculpation to cohere into a stable world-view or provide a plan
         for action. ‘For the first time I am ashamed to be a German,’ he remarked when news reached Doorn of the organized pogrom
         against Jewish lives and property in November 1938. He declared before his entourage that ‘all decent Germans’ should speak
         up against the Nazi persecution.89

      
      The ex-Kaiser’s intense self-interestedness helps to explain why he never really warmed to the National Socialist movement.
         At least until 1934, Wilhelm dreamed of his own restoration, in a fullness of power that he had never enjoyed in reality.
         The Munich putsch of 1923 thus left him cold, because he saw in it a Wittelsbach plot to substitute the Bavarian for the Hohenzollern
         dynasty on a restored imperial throne. Throughout the 1920s there were frequent contacts between the entourage at Doorn and
         a loose network of conservative and monarchist bodies in the German Republic. And the late 1920s saw the proliferation of
         informal ties with the Nazi movement: Wilhelm’s youngest son, August Wilhelm, joined the SA in 1928, an act for which he sought
         and received Wilhelm’s permission. His new wife, Princess Hermine von Schönaich-Carolath, had friends among the high-ranking
         party members and participated in the Nuremberg rally of 1929. The collapse of the conservative bloc and the phenomenal success
         of the Nazis in the German elections of 1930 encouraged the restorationists at Doorn to put out formal feelers to the Hitler movement. Their fruit
         was a meeting at Doorn between Wilhelm and Hermann Goering in January 1931. No minutes survive of this meeting (if any were
         taken), but it would seem that Goering spoke positively of the prospect of Wilhelm’s returning to Germany at some time in
         the future.90

      
      Despite these friendly signals – there were encouraging comments from Hitler and a second meeting with Goering in the summer
         of 193291 – Wilhelm remained sceptical of the Führer’s commitment to monarchical restoration, and with good reason.92 This was a partnership without prospects. It was, as so often with Hitler, a relationship in which each thought he could
         exploit the other. Hitler hoped, by associating himself with the old ruling family, to strengthen his credentials as the legitimate
         successor to Prussia– Germany’s monarchical tradition; Wilhelm wanted to regain the throne. In Mein Kampf, however, which Wilhelm never got around to reading, Hitler had declaimed that the goal of his movement lay not in ‘the foundation
         of a monarchy’, but in ‘the creation of a Germanic state’. And as Hitler’s appetite to exercise total power in his own person
         became increasingly evident, Wilhelm’s hopes that a Nazi government would effect a monarchical restoration faded, just as
         Hitler’s need for Hohenzollern endorsement was also waning. The moment of truth came on 27 January 1934, when Hitler ordered
         the breaking up of celebrations in honour of the Kaiser’s seventy-fifth birthday. The fate of the restoration movement was
         sealed a few days later by new legislation outlawing all monarchist organizations.
      

      
      
      Hitler had thus, in Wilhelm’s eyes, declared ‘war against the house of Hohenzollern’.93 The ex-Kaiser’s hostility to Hitler and his movement during the years that followed gradually deepened, especially after
         April 1937, when his wife broke off her connections with the party and became an implacable opponent of the Nazi regime. Their
         contempt was richly reciprocated by the Nazi authorities, who continued to erase the memory of the monarchy in Germany, prohibiting
         the display of imperial images and memorabilia. Only in the autumn of 1939, with news of the German victory over Poland, did
         Wilhelm start to take a more positive interest in the regime. He was jubilant at the arrival of invading Wehrmacht troops at Doorn on 13 May 1940, and moved by the Nazi victory over France. Still fixated on the moment of his deposition
         and Germany’s collapse, he regarded the fall of France as ‘revenge for 1918’. Having been warned by members of his entourage
         that Hitler was displeased at his failure to congratulate him on his achievements, Wilhelm now sent a telegram extolling the
         Führer for this ‘victory sent by God’.94 Needless to say, this gesture did nothing to improve Wilhelm’s standing with Hitler, who spoke of him in later years as ‘a
         strutting puppet of no character’, or, for that matter, with Goebbels, who described him in 1940 as an ‘incorrigible fool’
         who was probably of part-Jewish ancestry.95

      
      Wilhelm had by now passed his eightieth year and his health was failing. On 4 June 1941 he died after a series of heart attacks.
         Hitler had intended that the body be translated to Potsdam for a ceremonial interment that would have allowed the Führer,
         as the self-appointed successor to the warlord monarchs of Prussian tradition, to display himself walking respectfully behind the coffin of the last Kaiser. But
         Wilhelm’s will stipulated that the body was not to leave Doorn until Germany was once again a monarchy, and the Nazis agreed
         instead to send a small delegation to Doorn for the interment. The service passed off quietly on 9 June 1941, despite delays
         caused by a British air raid.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      
      Conclusion

      
      
      ‘I am for hanging the Kaiser,’ announced the Labour MP George Barnes, during an election speech at Netherton in November 1918.1 At the end of the First World War, Wilhelm II was the object of mass hatred. The poster art of Allied wartime propaganda
         portrayed him as a bestial blood-soaked creature stooped over the corpses of raped Belgian women, or strutting ape-like before
         burning libraries, rejoicing in the destruction of civilization. Learned treatises bristling with footnotes were published
         to demonstrate to a more educated public the Kaiser’s prime culpability in the horrors that had engulfed Europe since 1914.
         ‘When all is said and done,’ one such study announced in 1917, ‘the German Emperor […] is the responsible author of the misfortunes
         that afflict the world’; another spoke of his ‘complete and direct responsibility’ for the catastrophe of 1914–18.2 Small wonder that so many joined in the call for the execution by hanging of this ‘enemy of the human race’.3

      
      Even within Germany, the empire over which Wilhelm II had reigned for thirty years, a torrent of denunciation followed his
         fall from the throne. The last German Kaiser was diagnosed as a ‘psychopath’ who led his subjects down the road to ruin. The
         self-serving memoirs of prominent figures who had served under him did little to improve the picture. ‘Every new publication makes the image of this weakling, coward, domineering brute and braggart, this posing dunce who plunged
         Germany into misfortune even more repugnant,’ wrote Harry Graf Kessler in 1928. ‘There is not a single trait in him that could
         arouse sympathy or pity; he is entirely contemptible.’4

      
      Eight decades on, at the opening of a new century, the emotion and immediacy that fuelled such judgements have largely died
         away, but our image of Wilhelm II remains overwhelmingly negative. Recent studies of the reign describe him as a ‘suitable
         case for [psychiatric] treatment’, an ‘abominable emperor’ with an ‘incoherent, narcissistic personality’, a ‘psychically
         disjointed’, ‘offensive’ and ‘sadistic’ bully who took pleasure in the humiliation of others and felt a ‘cool alienation’
         from his fellow human beings, a ‘tedious’, ‘deranged’, ‘puffed up, vainglorious and self-overestimating fool’, a ‘precursor
         to Adolf Hitler’, the ‘missing link’ between the genteel chauvinism of the empire and the annihilatory hatred of Auschwitz,
         a man who ‘gazed upon the greatest evil and declared it to be the work of God’ – in short, ‘the Nemesis of world history’.5

      
      The mocking, denunciatory, even diabolizing tone of much historiographical comment on Wilhelm is one of the most distinctive
         and striking characteristics of the field. One need not approach the subject with rehabilitation in mind to feel that there
         is something excessive and misplaced about such language. It is as if Wilhelm were being made to signify something beyond
         and greater than himself – the mass destruction of the First World War, the horrors of the Second, the catastrophe and shame
         of a nation. This book did not set out to ‘rehabilitate’ the last Kaiser. He remains, by my reading, a man of intelligence but of poor judgement,
         of tactless outbursts and short-lived enthusiasms, a fearful, panic-prone figure who often acted on impulse out of a sense
         of weakness and threat. But by setting his utterances and actions in context, this book has tried to redress the balance between
         denunciation and understanding.
      

      
      What conclusions has this exercise yielded? Wilhelm’s understanding of power and how it should be wielded was not the outlandish
         confection of a deranged mind. It was acquired in part from a familial setting uniquely disturbed by power-political conflicts,
         and in part from Bismarck, the titan who loomed so large over Wilhelm’s political education.
      

      
      The peculiar indeterminacy of the German constitution permitted the concentration of power under certain circumstances in
         the hands of the sovereign, but also facilitated its dissipation; more generally, this book has highlighted the fluid character
         of the power exercised within the German constitution after Bismarck, its capacity to change hands unexpectedly, especially
         in the context of the pivotal relationship between the Kaiser on the one hand and ‘his’ chancellor and generals on the other.
      

      
      In separating himself from Bismarck, Wilhelm learned to deploy many of the instruments available to him under the imperial
         constitution and developed an inchoate political programme that connected the mediating social and cultural mission of the
         throne with grand schemes of national consolidation. Outside the domain of politics proper, Wilhelm consistently associated
         himself with the latest developments in technology, science and industry, surrounding himself with men from these milieus and thereby created a new elite space
         in which otherwise separated social groups could come into contact with each other. He aspired, in this sense, to be a ‘lord
         of the centre’, as Nicolaus Sombart observed in an idiosyncratic but suggestive study of the reign. (Whether one needs, as
         Sombart also proposed, to ‘love’ this Kaiser in order to understand him, is questionable.)6

      
      Yet the Kaiser was unable, despite many energetic interventions, to realize this programme in any meaningful way, or even
         consistently to impose his will on the executive. Nor did his appointment of ‘favourites’ to key offices necessarily translate
         into an aggrandizement of his power. This was partly because imperial ‘placemen’, once installed, tended to go their own way.
         But a more fundamental problem was the Kaiser’s utter inability to devise or follow through a coherent political programme
         of his own. The ‘kingship mechanism’, proposed by Röhl as a more nuanced alternative to ‘personal rule’ (and borrowed from
         Norbert Elias’s analysis of the absolutist court of Louis XIV), thus remains problematic, for it can work in a political sense
         only if the monarch’s objectives are known to all and can be anticipated by his courtiers. But this was hardly true of Wilhelm
         II, whose goals changed drastically from one moment to the next. He picked up ideas, enthused over them, grew bored or discouraged,
         and dropped them again. He was angry with the tsar one week but infatuated with him the next. He reacted with fury to perceived
         slights and provocations, but panicked at the prospect of genuine confrontation or conflict. None of this means that the Kaiser
         was unimportant. However, it does suggest that his significance lay less in the imposition of an autocratic will than in a chronic failure
         of leadership. Even in the spheres of science and technology his interventions, though important in themselves, were too ad hoc and too short-term to amount to a consistent programme.
      

      
      Neither with Bülow nor with Bethmann-Hollweg did Wilhelm seek or acquire the kind of purchase on political affairs he had
         made a bid for in the 1890s. Bernhard von Bülow may not have planned the permanent parliamentarization of German politics,
         but he was not the pliant tool of the sovereign will that was implied by the bogus Bülowian concept ‘personal rule in the
         good sense’. As for Wilhelm’s interventions in the field of foreign policy, these certainly exercised the men of the Wilhelmstrasse,
         but they were less malign than has often been asserted and did little in any case to shape the course of German foreign relations.
         Dynastic ties and correspondence were of little avail in this respect. Far more important was Wilhelm’s role in stimulating
         the rapid expansion of the German navy, but the connections between the naval programme and the decline in Anglo-German relations
         should not be overstressed. Neither the unfocused imperialism of Weltpolitik, nor the building of ships was responsible for the outbreak of war in 1914. In the context of the crises that preceded the
         onset of conflict, this book has highlighted the peaceable character of Wilhelm’s interventions regarding the Balkans. Wilhelm
         did not see the Balkans from 1912 onwards as providing a welcome pretext for conflict between the central powers and one or
         more other Great Powers. His support for the Austrian ally from 1895 was not unconditional in a sense that posed an existential threat to the independence of the German empire and the
         peace of Europe. His undertakings of 5 July 1914 (the ‘blank cheque’) did not amount to a pre-emption of Austrian intentions
         and were not intended to facilitate the outbreak of a preventive war in which Germany could reverse the relative decline in
         her level of military preparedness. Indeed, we should probably take seriously the assurances Wilhelm offered to the Reichstag
         on the occasion of its opening on 25 June 1888: ‘In foreign policy I am determined to keep the peace with every man as far
         as I am able. Now that it fought for and won the right to exist as a unified and independent nation, Germany has no need either
         of further military glory or of conquests of any kind.’7

      
      Wilhelm’s public utterances failed to project and consolidate his authority in the way he would have wished and did more to
         damage his reputation than anything else he did. The Kaiser’s speeches were sometimes tactless and ill-judged, but it would
         be mistaken to attribute the commotion surrounding the speeches solely to the emperor’s personal shortcomings. The assemblage
         of titles and functions blended in personal union through the figure of the Prussian– German king and emperor required that
         Wilhelm personify different roles to a range of diverse constituencies. That Wilhelm failed to resolve the resulting tensions,
         and that this failure resounded so destructively in the public life of the empire, owed as much to the fissured character
         of the German political culture as to the incoherence of his personality. ‘Perhaps,’ as Thomas Kohut has suggested, ‘Germany
         was simply so divided that no significant community of interest could have been developed that might have formed the basis for effective political leadership.’8

      
      Despite his titular warlordship, the Kaiser was excluded from any active role in strategic or operative management of the
         German war effort. But his position at the constitutional hinge between the military and the civilian authorities – already
         clearly in evidence during the late pre-war years – ensured that he played an important role in some of the most crucial decisions
         made by the German leadership after July 1914. For many difficult months he protected Falkenhayn against a growing campaign
         to oust him from office. More clearly than the otherwise far-sighted Bethmann-Hollweg, Wilhelm saw the threat personified
         in Hindenburg. The Kaiser was among the last to hold out against the pressure to adopt unlimited submarine warfare – perhaps
         the most fateful decision made by the German wartime command. Yet none of this should distract from the Kaiser’s fundamental
         failure to provide genuine leadership. Wilhelm occupied a position at the heart of the German constitution – he stood at the
         focal point of the system. It was a position that could have been used to bestow coherence and a sense of direction in strategy.
         Wilhelm’s failure to do either helps to explain why it took so long to resolve the question of the relationship between the
         eastern and western fronts, why the naval and military commands were so poorly coordinated and why it proved impossible to
         achieve a meaningful dialogue between diplomacy and post-war peace plans on the one hand and military strategy on the other.
      

      
      Wilhelm II drastically accelerated the delegitimization of monarchy as a German political institution, and thereby, though indirectly, bestowed a heightened urgency upon the quest for a ‘Führer from the people’ legitimated by success and
         mass acclaim. For the old conservative elites, the ignominious circumstances of the monarch’s departure impeded any continued
         identification with the last occupant of the German throne. Monarchism thus never developed into an ideological formation
         capable of providing post-war conservatism with a coherent and stable political standpoint. Noblemen, especially of the younger
         generation, drifted away from the personal, flesh-and-blood monarchism of their fathers and forebears towards the diffuse
         idea of a popular tribune who would fill the vacuum created by the failures and flight of the monarch. We find a characteristic
         articulation of this longing in the diary jottings of Andreas Graf von Bernstorff, descendant of a line of distinguished servants
         of the Prussian throne: ‘Only a dictator can help us now, one who will sweep an iron broom through this whole international
         parasitic scum. If only we had, like the Italians, a Mussolini!’9

      
      The authority of this Kaiser was woven together from different kinds of power. Wilhelm possessed the means to launch political
         initiatives (though not to see them through to implementation), he controlled appointments to many pivotal offices (but was
         unable to steer his appointees once they were in office), and he enjoyed the privilege of a uniquely prominent position in
         public life (but was unable to control public depictions of his person). The unstable and in some respects mutually undermining
         relationship between these different species of power was a riddle that Wilhelm II never quite solved. The most serious problems
         in the system – the unreformed Prussian franchise and the unresolved, partly extra-constitutional position of the military – remained unaddressed.
         Under this Kaiser, the office that might have facilitated the creation of a stronger legislature and the further maturation
         of a dynamic European political culture became instead a distorting mirror held up to the nation, a mirror in which all the
         most troubling features of Germany’s predicament – the backlog of blocked reforms, political, confessional and socio-economic
         fragmentation, the disconnect between power and culture, the anomalous status of the military, uncertainty about one’s place
         in the wider world – appeared grotesquely magnified.
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