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ANNIKA MOMBAUER and WILHELM DEIST (eds.), The Kaiser:
New Research on Wilhelm II’s Role in Imperial Germany (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2003), xv + 299 pp. ISBN 0 521 82408 7.
£40.00 (US $60.00) (hardback)
MARTIN KOHLRAUSCH, Der Monarch im Skandal: Die Logik der
Massenmedien und die Transformation der wilhelminischen Monarchie,
Elitenwandel in der Moderne, 7 (Berlin: Akademie Verlag, 2005), 536
pp. ISBN 3 05 00420 3. EUR 59.80 (hardback)

Any historian working on Wilhelm II’s rule today stands on the
shoulders of John C. G. Röhl. More than anyone else Röhl, long-serv-
ing Professor of European History at the University of Sussex, has
made it academically respectable to write about the last Hohen-
zollern emperor. This subject is no longer left to outsiders from the
ranks of non-historians, such as the writer and journalist Emil
Ludwig, who in 1925 wrote the first widely read biography of
Wilhelm II, or the lawyer Erich Eyck, who after 1945 produced the
first study of the monarch’s personal rule based on a thorough exam-
ination of the sources.1 Going against the Zeitgeist among German
historians, who long either ignored his work or, like Hans-Ulrich
Wehler, dismissed it as ‘structurally blind personalism’, Röhl insisted
that interpreting the Wilhelmine age around the person of the Emperor
was justified. Röhl’s work, starting with his Ph.D. thesis on the crisis of
government in the 1890s, going on to his essays on the Imperial
Hofstaat, his three-volume edition of the Eulenburg correspondence,
and the first two volumes of his monumental biography of Wilhelm II,
provide the basis for all subsequent research on the Hohenzollern
monarchy in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.2 The
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two works under review here demonstrate two different directions
that research building on the work of Röhl can take.

The volume edited by Annika Mombauer and the late Freiburg
historian Wilhelm Deist as a Festschrift for Röhl’s 65th birthday col-
lects thirteen contributions by his students and friends. It promises
an up-to-date assessment of the controversial monarch on the basis of
the most recent source-based research. The authors share Röhl’s view
that it is impossible to write a history of Wilhelmine Germany with-
out ‘due consideration for the country’s last monarch’ (p. 5). A com-
mon framework of interpretation is provided by the concept of
‘Königsmechanismus’ (king mechanism), which Röhl borrowed from
the sociologist Norbert Elias and later modified into ‘persönliche
Monarchie’ (personal monarchy). This concept refers to the view that
Wilhelmine court society with the Emperor at its centre formed a rul-
ing structure above the economic, social, and administrative hierar-
chies. By rejecting or accepting particular political measures, or by
influencing individual appointments, they dictated the course taken
by the Empire. The essays by Annika Mombauer on the Boxer
Rebellion and Rodrick R. McLean on the genesis of the Russo–
German Treaty of Björkö in 1905 demonstrate how strongly Wilhelm
II used this instrument to intervene in day-to-day politics, and espe-
cially in foreign policy. Michael Epkenhans underlines once again
that the Emperor had long-term strategic plans, vague and contra-
dictory though they might have been, concerning Germany’s build-
ing of a fleet. The monarch had been an enthusiast for this since his
youth, and he pushed it forward decisively with the appointment
and promotion of Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz. For domestic politics,
Katharine A. Lerman takes the Prussian and Imperial administrative
elites and demonstrates that the Emperor’s power to make decisions
concerning appointments was central to loyalty relations and the lack
of enthusiasm for reform within the state administration. The Berlin
administration, Lerman sums up, ‘remained the Kaiser’s elite in that
ministers and state secretaries saw themselves primarily as servants
of the crown and were not prepared to seek support from the
Reichstag for significant political reforms’ (p. 89).

The essays by Matthew Seligmann, Ragnhild Fiebig-von Hase,
and Hartmut Pogge von Strandmann show what further significance
direct personal relations with the monarch had for foreign and
domestic politics in Wilhelmine Germany. Seligmann demonstrates
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that Wilhelm II’s personal predilection for everything to do with the
military led him to maintain especially close contacts with the British
military attachés in Berlin. This allowed him to communicate direct-
ly with the British government, by-passing the formal diplomatic
channels. Fiebig-von Hase interprets the Emperor’s ‘friendship’ with
the American president, Theodore Roosevelt, as a ‘revealing model
for the functioning of Wilhelm II’s “personal regime” in foreign pol-
icy’ (p. 145). Her comparison between the Emperor’s ‘personal diplo-
macy’ and Roosevelt’s successes as a statesman proves to be devas-
tating for the German side: ‘Roosevelt and his advisers excelled in
their rational evaluation of international developments, their coun-
try’s strength, the international environment, and even the psyche of
their counter-players . . . In the Byzantinistic “personal regime” it
became more important to please and satisfy the vanities of the
Kaiser than to pursue a rational foreign policy and present Germany
as a reliable partner in the community of nations’ (p. 174). The ‘per-
sonal regime’ had similarly disastrous consequences in domestic pol-
itics, as Pogge von Strandmann shows in his essay on Walther
Rathenau’s perception of Wilhelminism. The intellectual industrialist
was fully aware of the weaknesses of the dysfunctional Byzantinism
at the Emperor’s court, as his critical analyses published after 1918
reveal. But until the end of the war he complied with the conditions
imposed by the court, and advanced to become one of the most suc-
cessful beneficiaries of the system of protection based on the monarch.

In their investigations of Wilhelm II’s power during the First
World War, Matthew Stibbe and Holger Afflerbach go beyond Röhl’s
earlier studies which had conceded the monarch the role merely of a
‘shadow emperor’ after 1914. Afflerbach, however, emphasizes that
Wilhelm’s control over personal appointments gave him crucial
reserves of power at least until the appointment of Paul von Hinden-
burg as Supreme Commander in August 1916. And in individual
cases, he made effective use of them, as his retention of Erich von
Falkenhayn until the summer of 1916, against the opposition of
Hindenburg and Ludendorff, showed. ‘By way of his right to veto all
important decisions’, Afflerbach sums up, ‘Wilhelm II could prevent
or delay all important developments that he opposed, even if this did
perhaps not amount to active policy making. What is more, his sur-
roundings often expected or anticipated his veto and decided not to
propose solutions with which he might disagree’ (pp. 215–16). In this
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way, the Emperor retained his central position within the Empire’s
decision-making mechanisms in critical situations until well into the
second half of the First World War, as Stibbe makes clear using the
example of the transition to unrestricted submarine warfare in Janu-
ary 1917. In this context, Stibbe suggests that the Emperor’s motives
may have included that he ‘did not want to appear weak-willed in
the face of his military and naval advisors . . . On top of this, [he] may
have feared that he would not live up to the glorious precedents set
by Friedrich the Great and by his grandfather’ (p. 234).

These considerations take us to the area of intellectual and cultur-
al influences. They demonstrate the limits of narrowly defined polit-
ical, diplomatic, and military history, and point to the need to expand
traditional research approaches in the direction of a history of men-
talities and cultural history as outlined by Bernd Sösemann and
Isabel V. Hull in two of the most original and methodologically inno-
vative essays in the volume. Sösemann sees the forms  and the impact
of the monarchy’s public self-presentation at anniversary celebra-
tions, speeches by the Emperor, and popular festivals as one of the
main factors in the undermining and, ultimately, the collapse of the
Hohenzollern monarchy: ‘The emphatic identification of the Kaiser
with the state, practised over decades, and the covert, but latently
effective identification of the history of Prussia, or rather of the
Hohenzollern, with that of the German Reich in official celebrations,
connected the public perception and fate of one person with that of
the state. This ideology and societal development . . . were among the
prerequisites for the collapse of the monarchy and the revolutionary
events of the autumn and winter of 1918–19’ (p. 62). In her essay on
military culture and the end of the Hohenzollern monarchy in the
First World War, Hull, too, emphasizes that the identification of the
Emperor with the state placed excessive demands on Wilhelm II.3
‘The war released the dynamics of extremism inherent in military
culture, while the monarchy seemed to stand still’, she writes. ‘When
forced to choose, many, perhaps most monarchists in the officer
corps and upper officialdom found military–cultural tenets more real
seeming and compelling than the paler “traditions” of the young
monarchy’ (p. 258).
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Martin Kohlrausch, in the second book under review here, also
subscribes to the thematic and methodological expansion of research
on Wilhelm suggested by Sösemann and Hull. Kohlrausch, now a
Research Fellow at the German Historical Institute in Warsaw, stud-
ied at Sussex where he was, for a time, also a student of Röhl’s. In his
study Kohlrausch explicitly picks up the analytical notion of the
Königsmechanismus, especially in the form of the ‘personal monarchy’
as developed by Röhl in the second volume of his biography of
Wilhelm, which alludes more strongly than before to the program-
matic nature of Wilhelm II’s rule. The concept of the ‘Programmonar-
chie’ (programmatic monarchy) serves Kohlrausch as the starting
point for his study, which focuses on the last German Emperor as the
object of media attention. Specifically, Kohlrausch’s aim is to close
three gaps in research on Wilhelm II. First he looks at the hitherto
neglected dimension of the media in Wilhelm’s rule; he systematical-
ly examines media commentaries on the monarch and analyses their
central terminologies. Secondly, he studies the structural influences
of the emergent mass media as a crucial but hitherto hardly investi-
gated component of the ‘political mass market’ (Hans Rosenberg) on
the monarchical system. And thirdly, he pursues the discursive
transformation of the Wilhelmine monarchy beyond its end in 1918
and also investigates developments in the interwar period, in partic-
ular, the gradual superimposition, in the public discourse, of a still
rather undefined Führer figure on the monarch.

As a way of approaching these leading questions, which are not
all easy to grasp methodologically, Kohlrausch has chosen to con-
centrate on scandals in which Wilhelm II was involved. From the
large number of potential examples, the author has selected three
which are representative, respectively, of the early period, middle,
and end of Wilhelm’s rule. Moreover, Kohlrausch believes that the
scandals he has chosen were responsible for particularly drastic
changes in public views of the monarch: the Caligula affair of 1894;
the double scandal concerning the camarilla and the Daily Telegraph
interview between 1906 and 1909; and the scandalous end of the
monarchy with Wilhelm’s flight via Spa to Doorn. Kohlrausch inter-
prets the affair of Ludwig Quidde’s Caligula pamphlet, which was
not difficult to decode as a historical allegory of contemporary con-
ditions in Germany, as the opening of a constant ‘discursive process
of dismantling taboos’ (p. 446) around the monarch. The scandals of

84

Book Reviews



1906 to 1909 surrounding the Emperor’s confidant, Philipp zu
Eulenburg, and the Daily Telegraph interview are then interpreted as
a critical turning point in Wilhelm’s rule. They resulted in increasing
disillusionment with the monarch, and a constant radicalization of
expectations of leadership, some of which were directed against the
ruler. Discussion of the Emperor’s flight from Germany in the late
autumn of 1918, which was seen as scandalous, for the first time con-
centrated directly on the perceived errors and shortcomings of
Wilhelm II, without going via historical analogy or his advisers.

In the course of this gradual reinterpretation of the ruler by the
mass media, according to Kohlrausch, traditional, supra-individual
rulers’ virtues such as wisdom or a knowledge of human nature gave
way to what were presumed to be Wilhelm II’s personal qualities.
The initially positive individualization of the monarch as a person
fulfilled the media’s need to personalize abstract structures and
processes, and helped to confer on Wilhelm II a charismatic aura. At
the same time, however, the Emperor was now measured by thor-
oughly bourgeois standards. The traditional ‘language of distinction’
was replaced by the ‘language of proximity’ (p. 462), which empha-
sized what the monarch had in common with his subjects. The
Emperor no longer automatically received respect and obedience on
the basis of his God-given position as a ruler, but they were tied to an
increasingly refined ‘paradigm of achievement’. This demanded that
the monarch had to qualify for his position by his achievements,
rather like a company director, with whom Wilhelm II was now
increasingly compared.

Kohlrausch interprets the media’s bending of the monarch to
bourgeois standards as an achievement of a process of democratiza-
tion, which was supplemented by ever more frequent calls for the
people to be able to communicate with the ruler through the press. In
an original insight, the author interprets this sort of demand for par-
ticipation as a specifically German expression of the contemporary
trend towards democratization, which elsewhere resulted in an
increase in the power of parliaments. In Germany, by contrast, polit-
ical discussion increasingly shifted out of the Reichstag and into the
press. This observation, according to Kohlrausch, also explains why
demands for parliamentarism remained so weak in Germany with-
out the need for recourse to ‘the analytically extremely unsatisfacto-
ry argument of a general authoritarianism’ (p. 298). This highly inter-
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esting thesis needs to be tested in future studies, because despite his
meticulous assessment of more than a hundred national and region-
al newspapers and journals, several hundred pamphlets and leaflets,
and numerous archives and private papers, Kohlrausch’s self-
imposed limitation to three carefully selected examples, understand-
able though it is in practical terms, cannot support such wide-rang-
ing conclusions.

Nonetheless, his work represents a milestone in research on the
Wilhelmine monarchy because it sets new substantive and method-
ological horizons for future work. In some respects it has trends in
common with many of the contributions to the Röhl Festschrift.
Recent research on the Wilhelmine Empire has concentrated more
and more on the years after 1907 and on the ‘dissolution of monar-
chical power, increasingly paralysed peripheral power and the rise of
the military’, identified by Volker Berghahn in his essay in the Röhl
Festschrift as the key themes of future research (p. 293). Thus less
attention is paid to Wilhelm II as an individual and more to interde-
pendencies, dependencies, and the impact of the monarch and his
office. Most of the authors represented in the volume edited by
Mombauer and Deist also concede that the old and new military, eco-
nomic, administrative, and political elites set ever tighter limits on
Wilhelm II’s room for manoeuvre, without going as far as Wolfgang
J. Mommsen, who presented Wilhelm II as a mere puppet of the
Prussian-German power elites.4 Epkenhans, for example, is com-
pletely justified in reminding us that the success of Wilhelm’s navy-
building programme would have been unlikely if not impossible ‘if
the importance of enlarging the navy had not been realized by a
steadily increasing number of people’ (p. 21).5 In this context, the
grass-roots politicization of broad sections of the population, which
included the impact of the ‘media revolution’ investigated by Kohl-
rausch, opened up new fields of activity for the Emperor. At the same
time, however, it restricted his freedom of action in other areas.
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Other aspects of Kohlrausch’s study, by contrast, go against the
trend of most the essays in the Röhl Festschrift. In conclusion, I shall
outline three of these areas of tension because they provide material
for discussions of content and methodology which may be useful for
future research. First, there is the issue of overestimating or underes-
timating the Emperor’s influence. Most of the authors in the volume
edited by Mombauer and Deist attempt to refute the thesis of the
‘shadow Emperor’ long supported by the mainstream of German his-
torians. Explicitly or implicitly, they argue against a historiographi-
cal underestimation of Wilhelm II’s significance by looking for evi-
dence of his influence (mostly considered disastrous). Kohlrausch, by
contrast, is interested in the contemporary overestimation of the
Emperor’s influence, which in his opinion made possible the intensi-
ty of the discourse on the monarchy in Germany. Kohlrausch ex-
plains the fact that the Emperor’s pronouncements even on trivial
matters outside the sphere of political decision-making were consid-
ered to be of great significance by pointing more to Wilhelm’s ‘func-
tion as a hinge between political communication and the formation of
public consensus’ (p. 445) than to his actual power. The result of
these different emphases is that the essays in the Röhl Festschrift
highlight the extent of the Emperor’s room for manoeuvre and his
opportunities to exert direct and indirect influence, despite all the
limitations placed on him. Kohlrausch, by contrast, repeatedly stress-
es the narrow limits imposed on the court’s attempts to direct press
policy given an increasingly differentiated and confident press.

The second point concerns Wilhelm II’s personality. Most of the
authors represented in the Röhl Festschrift deal with the Emperor’s
nature, his character flaws, and his psychological peculiarities in
order to find appropriate explanations for particular aspects of Ger-
many’s political history. Kohlrausch, by contrast, seeks structural
reasons why contemporaries suddenly regarded the monarch’s per-
sonality with increased interest at all. He argues that it was the mass
media with their tendency to individualize the ruler and personalize
politics that placed the Emperor’s character at the centre of general
interest. It is not the actual qualities of the person that interest him,
but the attributes which the public discourses ascribed to the Em-
peror. For Kohlrausch’s approach, the real Wilhelm is important
only as a projection screen: ‘The monarch had to be controversial
and problematic, had to be considered a disaster by many of his
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commentators in order to gain outstanding relevance for the media’
(p. 445).

The third controversial aspect concerns the processes of democra-
tization and modernization in Wilhelmine Germany. In the interpre-
tations of most of the authors in the volume edited by Mombauer and
Deist, the Emperor and his household appear as a late absolutist relic
of the past which blocked the country’s smooth transition to moder-
nity with fatal consequences. Kohlrausch, by contrast, points to the
potential for integration which the Emperor possessed as the focus
and pivot of Germany’s political discussions dominated by the
media. Along with the ideal of a ‘domestication of the monarchy by
the media’ (p. 453) accepted by large sections of the population,
therefore, Kohlrausch’s interpretation contains a certain scope for
adapting the monarchical principle to changed political, social, and
media conditions which did not necessarily oppose the democratiz-
ing tendencies of the time. Kohlrausch also sees a striking continuity
between the discourses of monarchy and Führer in the formulation of
political programmes by a political leader outside parliament, trans-
mitted by the mass media. He therefore pointedly describes the type
of the ‘Führer’, omnipresent in the discourses of Weimar, as ‘a ver-
sion of the monarch in conformity with the media’ (p. 472).

It may have become clear by now that the positions outlined here
do not logically exclude each other. Rather, they point to the tension
between structure and agency which is inherent in all historical inter-
pretations, but has to be recalibrated anew in each individual case.
They also make it clear that cultural history approaches can, in
important ways, supplement the framework for interpreting the rule
of Wilhelm II developed by John Röhl. In particular, the history of
political communication can open important new perspectives on
power relations in Wilhelmine Germany.

DOMINIK GEPPERT, previously a Research Fellow of the GHIL, is
Privatdozent at the Free University of Berlin. He is currently complet-
ing a study entitled ‘Press Wars’: Diplomacy and the Public Sphere in
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British–German Relations, 1896–1912 (forthcoming, 2007). Among his
many publications are Die Ära Adenauer (2002) and Thatchers konserv-
ative Revolution: Der Richtungswandel der britischen Tories 1975–1979
(2002). He has also edited (with Udo Wengst) Neutralität—Chance
oder Chimäre? Konzepte des Dritten Weges für Deutschland und die Welt,
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