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As the threat of world war loomed over Europe in August of 1914, communiqués with last-ditch pleas for peace or vague promises of neutrality dashed to and fro, over telegraph wires, through telephone lines, and via horseback. One in particular seemed to hold great promise for Germany: an offer made by the English ambassador that suggested England might remain neutral in a European conflict. Kaiser Wilhelm II, supreme head of state of the German Empire, wavered in his determination to go to war. He informed General Helmuth von Moltke that the mobilization order of August 1 was to be countermanded, and the soldiers already bound for the French and Belgian frontiers sent to guard the Russian border in the east.


Moltke, a trained soldier and head of the German General Staff that made military policy, replied that this was impossible and that he would “take no responsibility” for “a swarm of disorganized troops” turning tail, jamming the rail lines and disrupting timetables and troop deployment beyond all recovery.


As a result of this exchange, two curious events occurred. First, an Emperor was persuaded that bureaucratic necessity took precedence over his personal authority. Second, Moltke sent a terse telegram to London, explaining that deployment, and thus war in Europe, could not be halted “for technical reasons.”


The German plan for deployment and its attached bureaucracy represented an unprecedented obstacle to the absolutist-style rule that predominated Wilhelm’s Germany. The challenge of bureaucracy to political leadership, embodied specifically in the intricacies of Alfred Graf von Schlieffen’s plan for the invasion of France, removed restraints on armed conflict and made the outbreak of World War I only a matter of time. 


Before the eighteenth of January 1871, “Germany” existed only as a vague and hopeful nationalist concept. But on that day, with the French government in disarray and Prussian armies surrounding Paris, the German Empire was born in the palace at Versailles.
 It was the result, indirectly, of years of careful maneuvering by the so-called ‘iron chancellor,’ Otto von Bismarck. Bismarck, the first chancellor of the Imperial government, successfully brought the errant south German kingdoms under the umbrella of the new German Reich.
 This new political organization was revolutionary not because it united a number of quibbling kingdoms under one ruler, for the defunct Holy Roman Empire did exactly that. It was revolutionary because it did it successfully, due to the development of a modern bureaucracy to carry out government mandates. The newly forged German Empire underwent, in the course of the 19th century, a series of rapid changes that transformed it from a backward hodge-podge of kingdoms into a modern industrialized state with a highly evolved bureaucracy. These changes were to be fundamental in determining the young nation’s path to war.


A civil bureaucracy grew rapidly following the establishment of the Empire. The first six years alone saw the founding of a National Debt Administration, a Supreme Court, a state Post Office and a Patent Office, among other state institutions.
 The same growth and sub-division of duty can be seen in the development of the German General Staff, or Grand General Staff (GGS). The training and assignment of staff officers at the Staff’s War Academy, in particular, changed drastically. Helmuth von Moltke the Elder, father of the General who convinced the Kaiser to attack in 1914, studied, in the 1820s, what amounted to a liberal arts curriculum in addition to military science. When Schlieffen attended roughly forty years later, he received little instruction in humanities or language but a full onslaught of courses dealing with “modern war science.”
 As a result, training soon supplanted education as the War College’s primary purpose. The Empire’s goal was no longer to breed and groom well-rounded gentlemen of war, but to cast and hammer men into cogs to be part of some great mythic machination of the state.


One factor that united all civil servants, whether they were captains in the military or postmen in cities, was a uniformity of appearance and duty. Because postmen were servants of the state, they too were charged with a greater purpose and fitted with uniforms comparable to those of soldiers.
 The power of the uniform was not to be underestimated. In 1906, a troupe of soldiers marched into the city hall of Köpenick on the outskirts of Berlin and unwittingly assisted in the theft of several thousand marks from the town treasury. The ‘captain’ who led them was in actuality a 57-year-old shoemaker named Wilhelm Voigt. Having donned a Prussian captain’s uniform, Voigt acquired almost unquestioned obedience from those around him.
 The “Köpenick Incident” illustrates the individual authority present in even the symbolism of state service.


As the internal authority of the state grew, it began to more actively pursue policies first laid down by Bismarck, chief among them the achievement of German hegemony over Middle Europe, or Mitteleuropa. Although Germany also acquired a significant colonial empire ranging from Africa to East Asia and the Pacific, it neither had true significance, economically or politically, for it accounted for less than one percent of the gross national product, nor did colonies attract a significant number of colonists.
 Europe was the primary focus of German trade and diplomacy.


But Mitteleuropa extended beyond boundaries of economics or international relations, into a popularly felt nationalist sentiment appropriately called Pan-Germanism. Whereas other great powers had established prestigious and prosperous overseas empires, Germany’s was little more than an incomplete emulation. For their hegemonic interests, Germans looked to Europe, particularly to the Balkans. Writing in 1913, Roland Usher suggested that the German position in Europe was uniquely advantageous:

While well aware of the fact that the central position is, from a military point of view, one of weakness for a power compelled to defend herself, or not prepared to take the offensive, Germany is equally aware of the undeniable fact that the central position, for a power which proposes to take the aggressive, possesses enormous advantages. She can attack either France or Russia with equal ease; her army is equally ready to defend her against both at the same time, thus affording her the maximum opportunity for utilizing her men to advantage. In addition, she holds the great strategic points of northern Europe, --- Alsace-Lorraine, the door to France; the Kiel Canal, giving her access to the Baltic without exposing herself to the necessity of utilizing the Sund; her allies hold the Swiss passes and the vital points affording passage into Russia and the Balkans. Everything vital to her, indeed, everything she owns, forms a compact territorial unit which can be defended by the minimum force with the maximum ease….


The German preoccupation with geographic vulnerability was a purely strategic viewpoint, yet it came to dominate politics in the early 20th century, further eroding the significance of the Kaiser and ‘old-guard’ styles of brokering between states.

Within the Empire, management of resources and transportation soon fell to the GGS as well. German industrial production, the coal in the furnace of German prosperity and power, increased by over 500% in the period between the Franco-Prussian War and the outbreak of World War I as millions of workers moved into the construction, mining and chemical industries. 
  An overall increase in manpower of nearly 700,000 was also present in the army. Even more critically, the already considerable railroad network was expanded right up until the outbreak of hostilities. Much of this expansion was based upon recommendations from members of the General Staff, which, in the event of war, had total control over the nation’s railways.
 


Managing the rails was only one of the German General Staff’s many responsibilities. Each member of the General Staff, having been trained either in the War College or through practical experience, was assigned to a specific ‘section’ of the General Staff. The number fluctuated, but the general structure included sections for language, international affairs, military history, railroad management, a ‘main’ section of sorts and a host of other smaller groups dealing with armies in the field.


Graf von Schlieffen was largely responsible for the pre-war structure of the General Staff, serving from 1891 until 1905, when Moltke the Younger took over. Under Schlieffen, the future scenario of war was considered yearly in field exercises that pitted a ‘Blue’ group against a ‘Red’ group. In all of the exercises, railroads were stressed as the best means to defeat an opponent, so it is no surprise that they soon become dominant in war planning and thus in the Schlieffen Plan itself. The section responsible for railroad management, the RRS, soon assumed a dominant role in war planning. It was charged with the creation of a mobilization transport plan (MTP) which would map out exactly where and when each soldier in the army embarked and left his train.
 The growing expertise of individuals planning miniscule elements of the invasion led to less and less communication between elements of the GGS. The more specialized knowledge grew, the less of it was exchanged.


The Plan itself took shape gradually over the career of Graf von Schlieffen. An avid reader of military history (when he put his children to bed, he often read to them stories of great battles), Schlieffen’s direct inspiration seems to have come from a careful study of the Battle of Cannae. Combining this with his careful utilization of railroads, Schlieffen created what would be the strategic basis of war for the rest of the German Empire’s duration.


The Battle of Cannae was fought in 216 B.C. between an invading Carthaginian army in Italy (then Latium) and a defending Roman army. The Romans had a distinct numerical advantage yet were badly defeated. The Carthaginians accomplished this by first defeating one wing of the advancing Roman army and then attacking into that damaged wing, perpendicular to the line of advance. The Romans were enveloped and forced into a losing battle.
 The spectacular success of the Carthaginian Hannibal’s attack here spurred Schlieffen to the conclusion that a frontal assault was doomed to failure, as the enemy could always retreat if being defeated. To Schlieffen, this was anathema. Only “battles of annihilation” were acceptable.
 This could only be accomplished by encirclement, and encirclement could only be accomplished through judicious use of railways.

Thus emerged the fateful Schlieffen Plan. It involved heavy utilization of railroads to transport a large number of troops quickly to the Belgian frontier. From there, the design was to surge across the neutral lands (and railroads) of Belgium and the Netherlands to gain the advantage of attacking France from the rear in a enveloping attack designed to seize Paris within a few weeks of mobilization.


The problem of encirclement was not suggested only by Cannae but also by Germany’s geographic and political position in Europe. No matter how favorably Dr. Roland Usher may have described it, the strategic situation for Germany was difficult at the very least. Because of generally solid relations between France and Russia (and the secret Franco-Russian Military Convention of 1892)
 Germany was left with the prospect of fighting a war on two fronts, encircled by hostile powers. This gave rise to Schlieffen’s design to defeat one opponent with overwhelming force and speed so that the remainder of the war could be fought on one front. 


Two problems unique to the pre-World War I period intervened to make the implementation of the Schlieffen Plan almost inevitable. The first was the almost slavish reliance on technology and transport for the success of the attack, which resulted in Moltke’s “technical reasons” in August of 1914. The second was the shifting web of alliances, ententes and conventions that equaled diplomacy in early 20th-century Europe. Together, these factors demanded that states seize the initiative and mobilize before anyone else could. Also, they guaranteed that if one state mobilized, all others would follow. War could not remain isolated as it did between Austria and Prussia in 1866 and France and Prussia in 1870.


One problem unique to Germany was the growing influence of the General Staff in political matters. Because of the “compartmentalization of knowledge,” the foreign affairs representatives generally had no idea what the GGS was doing and vice versa.
 But the General Staff retained supremacy because of the time-critical nature of its task. Thus political leadership was circumvented—properly, according to Schlieffen, who had never seen the Kaiser as more than an “obstacle.”
 Overcoming the obstacle meant ignoring the head of state’s authority. But surprisingly, Kaiser Wilhelm made little protest, proving that even the highest of Germans would defer to an expert opinion in time of need.

War was inevitable. The very nature of the military, filled with constant planning and preparation, seemed to point to a future conflict. Popular sentiment too seemed to yearn for some sort of cleansing of a world that had grown too complex too quickly. Enthusiasm for war was strongest among young people and members of the bourgeois classes, who equated it with high-minded ideals and not with gritty trench warfare.
 When the Kaiser spoke to the citizenry of Munich, a young man named Adolf Hitler was part of a jubilant throng and was “not ashamed to acknowledge that [he] was carried away by the enthusiasm of the moment and…thanked Heaven for the favour (sp.) of having been permitted to live in such times.”

Schlieffen, a dedicated strategist, was known to have reworked the plan even after his retirement in early 1906, so much so that he is rumored to have died breathing the words “Keep the right wing strong.”
 Yet Moltke the Younger would disobey precisely this wish, transferring several corps from the group passing nearest the English Channel to defensive positions within Alsace-Lorraine, leading a slightly modified plan that also chose to respect the neutrality of the Netherlands if not Belgium (see fig. 1). When war finally did arrive, as a result of assassination, mangled diplomacy, or “technical problems” the French had a plan for launching an attack first as well. This plan, though it was along the lines of what Moltke had expected (a frontal assault on Alsace-Lorraine) played exactly into the late Schlieffen’s original plan. The French Plan XVIII sent a majority of the Third Republic’s men in a desperate, elan-charged scramble to gain the high ground of territory the French felt was rightfully theirs, taken in the Franco-Prussian War (see again fig. 1).

As history shows, the attempt to implement the Schlieffen Plan failed. Within a few months the Western Front stabilized and remained almost static for four years (see fig. 2). A thousand reasons have been suggested, from Moltke’s meddling to the ‘Marne Miracle,’ but few offer conclusive insight. Most resemble, in one form or another, the dolchstosslegende that arose in Germany after the war, alleging that the military had been ‘stabbed in the back’ by the civil administration. As this paper has shown, the probability of this being possible is very slim given the broad authority of General Staff sections. What can be ascertained is that when the haze across No Man’s Land lifted, the German Empire was no more. It is hard, perhaps, to draw a conclusive link between the fall of the Kaiser and the rise to power of the German General Staff and its various sections. But while the Kaiser may have been a doomed figurehead in a rapidly modernizing state, it was only the General Staff that could meticulously, carefully and ironically plot the downfall of their own country.
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Figure 1: Moltke’s Revised Schlieffen Plan and French Plan XVIII.
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Fig. 2: Western Front, 1916.
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