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Kaiser Wilhelm II – the basics 

Wilhelm was the last German emperor (Kaiser) and King of Prussia, whose bellicose pol-

icies helped to bring about World War One. 

 

Wilhelm was born on 27 January 1859 in Berlin, the eldest child of Crown Prince Fred-

erick of Prussia and Victoria, daughter of Queen Victoria of the United Kingdom. A diffi-

cult birth left Wilhelm with a withered arm, which he always tried to conceal. In 1881, 

after a period of military service, Wilhelm married Augusta Victoria, Princess of Schles-

wig-Holstein, and they had seven children. 

In 1888, Wilhelm's father succeeded as Frederick III. He died shortly afterwards, making 

Wilhelm Kaiser at the age of 29. Although he had previously admired the great German 

statesman Otto von Bismarck, within two years Wilhelm had forced his resignation. He 

was a strong believer in increasing the strength of the German armed forces, particular-

ly the navy. His policies towards Britain were contradictory. He alienated Britain with 

his naval expansion and a policy of aggressive German colonial expansion, and also sup-

ported the Boers in their fight against the British. But he was also closely related to the 

British royal family and was particularly fond of his grandmother, Queen Victoria. 

From the outset, the half-German side of him was at war with the half-

English side. He was wildly jealous of the British, wanting to be British, 

wanting to be better at being British than the British were, while at the 

same time hating them and resenting them because he never could be 

Did a physical impairment effect Wilhelm’s atti-
tude and actions? 

A traumatic breech birth left him with a withered 
left arm due to Erb's palsy, which he tried with 

some success to conceal. In many photos he car-
ries a pair of white gloves in his left hand to 

make the arm seem longer, holds his left hand 
with his right, or has his affected arm on the hilt 
of a sword or holding a cane to give the effect of 
a useful limb posed at a dignified angle. Histori-
ans have suggested that this disability affected 

his emotional development. He was also bullied 
by his teachers and became aggressive and un-
stable – did this contribute to his aims for Ger-

many? 





Explain why the aims and fears of the European countries lead countries into conflict in 1914. Bare in mind the MAIN causes and 

what other countries did, wanted or feared 

Britain Russia Germany France 

1890s - 1904 - ‘Splendid Isolation’ want-

ed to stay out of European affairs but 

they wanted to keep the ‘Balance of 

Power’ in Europe (if nothing changed it 

was good for Britain as we would stay 

strong).  They were worried about the 

growing strength of Russia 
After 1904 they became increasingly 

worried about Germany’s growing 

threat and ambition. Main concern - 

preserving their status and vast empire 

They grew increasingly worried about 

relations with Germany after Bismarck 

was removed from power. They were 

concerned with the Balkans region and 

had rivalries with both Austria-Hungary 

and the Ottoman Empire all of whom 

they shared borders. 
Main concerns - Germany and their ri-

vals 

1871-1890 - Otto von Bismarck used di-

plomacy expertly to keep on good terms 

with the great European powers 
Bismarck ‘resigned’ in 1890 

1890 - 1914 - Kaiser Wilhelm allowed 

much of Bismarck’s work to fall away 

being happy to create an atmosphere of 

rivalry and opposition rather than peace-

ful cooperation. 
Main concern - vulnerable position in 

Europe. 
  

They wanted to expand the influence of 

their Empire, especially in Morocco. 

They were tremendously worried about 

the growing threat of Germany but also 

wanted revenge for the loss of the Fran-

co-Prussian War of 1870-71 and the sub-

sequent loss of Alsace-Lorraine to the 

new German Empire. Main concern - 

Germany 

Austria-Hungary Belgium Ottoman Empire Italy 

A declining Empire in the period 1890 –

1914. Main concern - retaining their Em-

pire and securing support for expansion 

in the Balkans. Rivalry with Russia in the 

east and Italy in the south (dispute over 

land). 
Main Concern - Keeping what they had 

and holding together their empire, ri-

valries with Russia and Italy. 

They were concerned with staying out of 

European affairs and keeping out of war. 

Staying neutral if there was a war. 
Main concern - peace and their neutral-

ity in any European war 

The ‘sick man of Europe’ was an Empire 

on the wane and continued to loose ter-

ritory and power in the 1912 Balkan 

War. They had a rivalry with Russia over 

territory and access to the Black Sea etc. 

They had their resources extremely 

weakened by the Balkan Wars in 

1912/13 and were very vulnerable. Main 

concern - keeping what they had left 

Land disputes with Austria-Hungary and 

rivalry with France to the North-West 
Main concern - securing their position 

in Europe as a relatively new and young 

country 

Balkan countries - They had mainly secured independence between 1878 and 1913 and were keen to secure any relationships that help them establish themselves and to 

keep their hard fought independence. Main rivalries - Serbia and Austria-Hungary over Bosnia, all the Balkan countries and the Ottoman Empire. 






