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Scholars of the Wilhelmine era usually complain that there is no
comprehensive biography of Admiral Tirpitz, the architect of the
German battle fleet. Indeed, while historians generally agree that the
admiral was one of the most influential figures in contemporary
German politics, it has yet be to explained why he has not found an
adequate biographer. The American historian Raffael Scheck now
presents a study which to a certain degree closes this gap, and also
reveals some hitherto unknown aspects of Tirpitz’s political career.
Scheck is not interested in Tirpitz’s part in German naval matters,
which has often been described, or more generally, in the role he
played in the politics of Imperial Germany. Scheck’s account starts at
a time when Tirpitz’s influence was already diminishing, that is, the
outbreak of the First World War. The author examines Tirpitz’s role as
a right-wing politician, a ‘potential unifier of the right’ (p. xii). His case
serves Scheck as a ‘lesson in the political strategies of the German right
on the defensive against socialism and democracy’. Scheck intends to
examine the ‘strategies of the right to reconcile mass mobilization and
participation in politics with elitist leadership, social privilege, and the
dominance of the military in society’ (p. xiii).

In the first chapter, the author briefly summarizes Tirpitz’s rise and
career. Scheck points out that Tirpitz became a supreme manipulator
of public opinion by working for the Reichsmarineamt, and emphasizes
his commitment to German sea power. Although the build-up of the
German fleet was largely responsible for Anglo-German tensions
before 1914, Tirpitz himself played no active part in the outbreak of the
First World War. He resented the idea of war – as he had done since 1912
– because the battle fleet needed more time. When the war broke out,
Tirpitz, who headed ‘only’ the administrative body of the Reichs-
marineamt, had virtually no influence on naval strategy. Formally, the
Kaiser was Supreme Commander of the Navy; his power was del-
egated to three admirals with whom Tirpitz had not got on very well
in the past. Yet as a ‘concession to Tirpitz’s merits and popularity’ (p.
22), he was granted an advisory role in all naval matters in August
1914. Usually, however, his opinion was ignored.
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As the war dragged on and the German fleet remained idle in port,
Tirpitz developed the idea of submarine warfare against England.
During 1915 and the first half of 1916 – until his resignation – he was
among the firmest supporters of a U-boat campaign against Britain.
This brought him into conflict not only with the Chancellor, Bethmann
Hollweg, but also, at least until late 1915, with the Chief of the General
Staff, Falkenhayn. Both feared American intervention. Tirpitz’s ongo-
ing conflict with the Chancellor finally culminated in open opposition
to the Supreme Warlord, that is, the Kaiser himself. Since Tirpitz had
come into office, he had often proved to be a harsh critic of William II.
In 1924, for instance, he claimed that the Kaiser had made life ‘a perfect
hell’ (p. 37) for him. From early 1915 onwards, the admiral worked
towards establishing a military dictatorship in the Reich which would
have left the Kaiser nothing more than a figurehead. These intrigues
were soon to be discovered by Bethmann Hollweg and the Emperor.
Public opinion prevented William II from dismissing Tirpitz, but as
early as February 1915 the Emperor was firmly determined to do so
immediately after the war. However, Tirpitz twice offered his resigna-
tion in 1915, and after another quarrel with the Chancellor and the
Kaiser concerning the submarine question, he was finally dismissed in
March 1916. As Scheck correctly states, ‘Tirpitz’s dismissal was a
milestone in the disaffection of the German right, both old and new,
from the Kaiser and ... the monarchic system’ (p. 43). Under these
circumstances his resignation turned out to be a Phyrric victory for
Bethmann Hollweg. From now on Tirpitz’s political activities were no
longer restrained by the fact that he was, after all, a member of the
Reichsleitung.

After his removal from office, Tirpitz became something like the
German right’s natural candidate for the chancellery. Many rightists,
including the 1920 insurgent Wolfgang Kapp, did everything to pro-
mote him as a candidate, including appealing directly to Hindenburg
and Ludendorff. In September 1917 Kapp made Tirpitz First Chairman
of the Vaterlandspartei, an organization created to oppose the Reichstag
majority and its desire for a peace of understanding. It is typical of
Tirpitz that he should become the only soldier to take an active part in
politics after being dismissed – a step many old-fashioned officers
would have deemed to be absolutely improper. Many scholars have
claimed that Tirpitz was nothing more than a figurehead for the party,
chosen for his popularity and his connections with prosperous indus-
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trialists. This may have been what Kapp had intended, but Scheck is
partly right to argue that Tirpitz became an ‘energetic and committed
first chairman, particularly in the crucial first months’ (p. 68). The
former admiral acted as ‘public speaker, fund-raiser, safeguard of the
party’s domestic neutrality, secretary, and liaison to the OHL [Oberste
Heeresleitung, General Headquarters] and the government’ (ibid.). But
Kapp, who was the founder of the party and its spiritus rector, mainly
dictated the party’s course.

After the revolution, Tirpitz initially thought that his political
career was over. But the name Tirpitz did not vanish from German
politics. In October 1919, his memoirs were published, causing a
‘public uproar’ because of their ‘muted but unmistakable criticism of
the emperor’ (p. 83). Prince Henry, the Kaiser’s brother, sent Tirpitz a
letter accusing him of disloyalty towards the Kaiser and of attempting
to vindicate himself at the Kaiser’s expense. In response, Tirpitz
published an article vindicating the monarchy, but he never advocated
its restoration. Like many other rightists, he considered the Hohen-
zollern too deeply compromised by their indecisive attitude during
the war, and especially by their flight to Holland in November 1918.
Tirpitz was never a monarchist from the heart like Hindenburg, but he
supported the monarchy as an authoritarian form of state which
emphasized military strength and national unity: ‘His vision resembled
more a military-industrial dictatorship with a monarchic figurehead
than the defunct Bismarckian state’ (p. 84).

In 1920, his former associates from the Vaterlandspartei were heavily
involved in the Kapp-Lüttwitz putsch. Although in principle he
favoured a strong dictatorship, Tirpitz condemned the putsch as
premature and poorly prepared, which indeed it was. After the putsch,
Tirpitz developed ‘the key principle of his political activity under the
Weimar Republic: to rally and coordinate all groups on the German
right’ (p. 87) – a task which many men before him had attempted. The
way in which he wanted to achieve this, however, was clearly back-
wards-looking. Tirpitz did not want to become a populist right-wing
politician (perhaps because he felt he was not so popular after all), but
intended to mobilize the masses within existing organizations to
change the political system. Ultimately, he wanted to push the masses
out of political decision-making – the very idea which had been behind
the Vaterlandspartei. This was to be achieved by exploiting interna-
tional tensions and pursuing a policy stopping just short of war against
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France, with the result that a dictator would take over and sweep away
the Weimar Republic and the Versailles Treaty. His ultimate goal was
to replace the republic with an authoritarian state, and to restore
Germany’s independence and military power. In order to come to
power and change the constitution, Tirpitz wanted to ‘combine illegal
and legal elements’ in what Scheck describes as ‘quasi-legal putschism’
(p. 88).

Tirpitz concentrated his efforts on Bavaria, where he became in-
volved with nationalist circles around Prime Minister Kahr and former
General Ludendorff. Initially, the admiral did not mean to play a public
role, seeing himself ‘as a coordinator and adviser behind the scenes’.
Gradually, however, he became a candidate for the leadership himself
(p. 95). He was also in touch with Adolf Hitler, but doubted his skills
as a statesman and resented his anti-Semitism. Like many right-wing
politicians after him, Tirpitz, however, hoped to use the chairman of
the NSDAP and his demagogic talents to rally the Bavarian masses
behind a rightist dictatorship. In 1922-3 Tirpitz and other right-wing
politicians developed various plans for a dictatorship, which were not
fully realized. Yet he was not involved in the Beer Hall Putsch; the
insurgents had not contacted him, with the result that the events of 9
November 1923 took the former admiral by surprise. In the aftermath
of the putsch, a tight net of conspiracies aiming to abolish the republic
unfolded around him, although the putsch had demonstrated that this
was not the way in which the right would come into power. Moreover,
General Seeckt, Chief of the Reichswehr, around whom all the conspira-
cies centred, had made it absolutely clear that the right could not count
on any military support for open or ‘quasi-legal putschism’.

In April 1924 Tirpitz was invited to run for the Reichstag elections on
the ticket of the conservative DNVP (German National People’s Party)
in Bavaria. Tirpitz had often professed sympathies for the party, which
to some extent had inherited the Vaterlandspartei. He won his seat
easily and the party as a whole gained almost 22 per cent of the votes,
making it the strongest group in the Reichstag. During the consulta-
tions between the German Nationals and the other parties, the DNVP
as the winner of the elections put forward Tirpitz as their candidate for
the chancellery – a step the other parties unanimously rejected for
diplomatic reasons. After a week of fruitless bargaining, the parties of
the middle withdrew from the negotiations and excluded the DNVP
from a future government. Thus instead of moving into the Wilhelm-
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straße, Tirpitz spent the rest of his political career, which lasted until
1928, as a mere Reichstag deputy, devoting his time to fighting Strese-
mann and his conciliatory foreign policy. After the 1928 elections
Tirpitz, who celebrated his eightieth birthday that year, did not return
to parliament, and gradually retired from politics. He died on 6 March
1930, receiving a state funeral in Munich.

Based on a huge array of archival sources, Scheck’s book is a very
useful and stimulating study of the admiral’s political career. It pre-
sents a persuasive analysis of the traditional Wilhelmine right and its
strategy of Sammlungspolitik from the 1890s to the late Weimar Repub-
lic. Scheck comes to the convincing conclusion that as neither
Hindenburg nor Tirpitz nor any other politician was able to unite the
German right, ‘only a radically new political alternative on the right
could seize power’ (p. 218). In this respect, Tirpitz’s failure as a
politician also marked the end of traditional Honoratiorenpolitik in
Germany.

HEINZ HAGENLÜCKE teaches History at the University of Düssel-
dorf. He is the author of Deutsche Vaterlandspartei. Die nationale Rechte am
Ende des Kaiserreiches (1997) and is currently editing the Wolfgang Kapp
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