



   

      
      
      
      
      PENGUIN BOOKS

      Kaiser Wilhelm II

      Christopher Clark is Professor in Modern European History at St Catharine’s College, Cambridge. He is the author of The Politics of Conversion: Missionary Protestantism and the Jews in Prussia, 1728–1941 and Iron Kingdom: the Rise and Downfall of Prussia, 1600–1947.

      
   

      
      Kaiser Wilhelm II

      A Life in Power

      CHRISTOPHER M. CLARK

      
      [image: image]


      
         PENGUIN BOOKS
         
      

   


PENGUIN BOOKS

Published by the Penguin Group

Penguin Books Ltd, 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

Penguin Group (USA) Inc., 375 Hudson Street, New York, New York 10014, USA

Penguin Group (Canada), 90 Eglinton Avenue East, Suite 700, Toronto, Ontario, Canada M4P 2Y3 
(a division of Pearson Penguin Canada Inc.)

Penguin Ireland, 25 St Stephen’s Green, Dublin 2, Ireland 
(a division of Penguin Books Ltd)

Penguin Group (Australia), 250 Camberwell Road, Camberwell, Victoria 3124, Australia 
(a division of Pearson Australia Group Pty Ltd)

Penguin Books India Pvt Ltd, 11 Community Centre,
 Panchsheel Park, New Delhi – 110 017, India

Penguin Group (NZ), 67 Apollo Drive, Rosedale, North Shore 0632, New Zealand 
(a division of Pearson New Zealand Ltd)

Penguin Books (South Africa) (Pty) Ltd, 24 Sturdee Avenue,
 Rosebank, Johannesburg 2196, South Africa

Penguin Books Ltd, Registered Offices: 80 Strand, London WC2R 0RL, England

www.penguin.com

First published by Pearson Education Limited 2000

Published with new material in Penguin Books 2009

Copyright © Christopher Clark, 2000, 2009

All rights reserved

The moral right of the author has been asserted

Except in the United States of America, this book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser

ISBN: 978-0-14-192996-5



      
      
      
      To my father, Peter Dennis Clark

      
   

      
      Contents

      Acknowledgements

      
      List of Illustrations

      Preface

      1 Childhood and Youth

      2 Taking Power

      3 Going It Alone

      4 Domestic Politics from Bülow to Bethmann

      5 Wilhelm II and Foreign Policy (1888–1911)

      6 Power and Publicity

      7 From Crisis to War (1909–14)

      8 War, Exile, Death (1914–41)

      Conclusion

      Notes

      Index

      

      
      
      
      
      Acknowledgements

      
      
      I would like to thank the friends and colleagues whose advice helped to improve this book. John A. Thompson, a sharp-eyed
         critic and a generous friend, read the manuscript in its entirety and combed out many confusions. So did Brendan Simms, Jonathan
         Steinberg, Marcus Clausius and Emma Winter. The late Wolfgang Mommsen, a cherished visitor in Cambridge, gave useful advice
         and Christopher A. Bayly made stimulating suggestions. Special thanks are due to Professor John Röhl, whose groundbreaking
         research into the reign of the last German Kaiser remains the starting point for all work in this field. This book engages
         critically with many of the interpretations advanced in Röhl’s epic three-volume biography of Wilhelm II, but could never
         have been written without it. Simon Winder helped with the pictures and Bela Cunha copy-edited with her usual gusto. Nina
         Lübbren listened patiently and identified boring bits. Josef and Alexander provided distraction and happiness. None of the
         above bears any responsibility for the errors and infelicities that remain.
      

      
   

      
      
      
      
      List of Illustrations

      
      
      
         
               1 Crown Prince Friedrich Wilhelm, 1887 (p. 26).

         
         
               2 Otto von Bismarck by the sculptor Hugo Lederer (p. 43).

         
         
               3 Chancellor Bernhard von Bülow and Baron von Mirbach (p. 127).

         
         
               4 Chancellor Theobald von Bethmann Hollweg, Gottlieb von Jagow and Arthur Zimmermann (p. 152).

         
         
               5 Wilhelm II and Tsar Nicholas II (p. 195).

         
         
               6 Wilhelm II and Edward VII (p. 207).

         
         
               7 Alfred von Tirpitz (p. 216).

         
         
               8 Wilhelm II at Hoch-Königsburg Castle (p. 226).

         
         
               9 George V and Wilhelm II, 1913 (p. 254).

         
         
            10 Wilhelm II and Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg (p. 316).

         
         
            11 Wilhelm II at Cambrai, 1917 (p. 328).

         
         
            12 Paul von Hindenburg and Wilhelm II (p. 342).

         
           
      All images reproduced by permission of Ullstein Bild, except image 8, which is reproduced by permission of Topfoto.

      
   

      
      
      
      
      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.
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