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STRATEGIC OPTIONS AND
PERSPECTIVES OF THE GERMAN
EMPIRE WITH A VIEW TO NATIONAL
POWER POLICY (PART 1)

At first glance, the strategic-political analysis of the
framework conditions for the international systems as
well asforall theinterrelations of the dynamic“Concert
of Europe” between the two world wars" unveils an
apparent paradox with a view to the“dark continent”?
in the “age of extremes™: Notwithstanding the
German Empire’s defeat in the First World War and the
Treaty of Versailles,” by which the central European
country’s political and military power was curtailed,
the very same country was able to achieve a dominant
position in terms of power politics between the “Eiffel
Tower” and the “Kremlin” within a little more than 20
years. This position went beyond the scope of the
objective that the German Empire, which had been
proclaimed in 1871 with pompous political imagery in
the Hall of Mirrors in Versailles, had aimed atin a far less
ambitious attempt®.Therefore, against the backdrop
of the (dis)continuities in the Empire’s foreign policies,
it will be demonstrated how it was able, despite
varying domestic and foreign political, ideational

and ideological orientations and benefitting from
divergent security-political approaches in a dynamic
environment, to gain its hoped for and feared leading
continental position. In addition, there is the question
as to what extent the military planning followed the
strategic options of national power politics or rather
developed dysfunctional dynamics by blanking
out the interaction of political, (armament-related)
economic and military aspects on the substrategic
and operative level. The danger of dysfunction only
seemed real if new strategic framework conditions
were mentally as little accepted as a merely serving
function of the military; if strategic issues of “space”
were reduced to the operative factor “terrain’, if war-
historical “lessons learned”concepts were minimalised
into positive experiences; and if the superiority of
one’s own command and control principles were
taken as the basic constant.



The Empire and Strategy

Before 1914, the German Empire in the centre of the
continent was seen by Europe as a (half) hegemonial
power and vigorous nation state that, with the
foundation of the Reich, revolutionised international
relations as much as the French Revolution had.
Where there had been a power-political vacuum over
the centuries in the form of the Holy Roman Empire of
the German Nation and the German Confederation,
neighbouring states started witnessingtheemergence
of a strongly populated military and economic
monolith in 1871, bursting with vigour and self-
assurance. This German Empire was superior to any
other power in Europe; no other continental European
state constituted by itself a serious power-political
challenge. This strategic advantage, however, was
tarnished by a double shortcoming: Having evolved
“encircled”® by the three major powers, France, Russia
and Austria-Hungary, the German nation state was
too weak to successfully resist an alliance formed
by all other states. As the saturated lesser German
Empire, the new state had to integrate itself wisely
into the European framework.”

When the Bismarck era of saturation was put aside
after the accession of Wilhelm I, its “ambition to be
a world power"® started to increase. From 1896, an
imperialistic policy? was officially pursued. With an
appearance on the international political stage that
was perceived as aggressive in Europe, accompanied
by economic efficiency and consciousness of its
role as an emerging power with a future ahead,
the German Empire grew to be a security-political
challenge through the consequent development
of its naval forces'® and also through the Baghdad
railway project'. Against the backdrop of a whole
conglomerate of being a “late nation”'?, of “naive self-
admiration”, of concentrating on a narrowed-down,
purely “military” view of political and social life as well
as of accepting violent conflict solutions, the “reach
at world power”? is an example of how strategically
disoriented the complex foreign, security and defence
policy of the Empire really was, which as a “nervous
major power”'® wanted too much too early and too
fast. Even years before the start of the First World
War the potential strategic frontlines were hardened:
firstly, because of the Entente Cordiale between
France and Great Britain (1904) as well as the “Triple-

Entente”including czarist Russia (1907) and, secondly,
because of the Dual Alliance of Germany and Austria.

The Prussian-German General Staff as the military
product of Bismarck’s “cauchemar des coalitions™?
had, since the foundation of the Empire, been
entirely focused on the central position'” between
the hereditary enemy France and czarist Russia. The
military plannings of the Chief of the General Staff,
Alfred Graf von Schlieffen, intended the dissolution
of the imminent war on two fronts into two wars on
one front following each other - at first, victory over
France was supposed to be gained after the 42
day of mobilisation; subsequently, the armed forces
were meant to turn against Russia, for which a longer
mobilisation phase was “allowed” In this context,
Schlieffen attributed a negligible battle value to the
British expedition forces and completely neglected
the political importance of the planned violation of
Belgian neutrality. The modified Schlieffen Plan'®,
which tried to untie the Gordian knot against the
backdrop of the crisis in July 1914, constituted the
political and military catalyst that turned the First
World War into the “primal catastrophe” of the 20t
century.”

After the failed implementation of the modified
Schlieffen Plan under the military responsibility of
Colonel General Moltke the Younger (1t General
Staff) at the Marne River in September 1914 at the
beginning of the war®® and the attempt of the 2™
General Staff under Lieutenant General Erich von
Falkenhayn in 1916 at Verdun - as the topos of
industrial warfare to bleed France white?V -, the 3
General Staff under Field Marshal Paul von Hindenburg
and Infantry General Erich Ludendorff?? undertook to
systematically concentrate all the German Empire’s
personnel, technical and material resources in the
framework of the “Hindenburg Programme”® in
order to overcome the dysfunctional organisation of
political and military polycracy and its juxtaposition
and opposition and to make warfare more efficient.
Above all, the dwindling resources demanded a new
basic strategic decision.

With the decision to re-enter the unconditional
submarine war, which was taken on 9 January 1917
at the Great Headquarters in the presence of the
Emperor and the Chancellor - who explicitly opposed
it — the General Staff consciously played “va banque’.
By employing submarines, which, in comparison



to army operations, required hardly any personnel
and material, it was hoped that the support for
Great Britain and France from overseas would be
discontinued so pressure could be taken off the
western front. The downside of the military strategic
logic was the political consequence of this step. After
the U.S.A. had entered into the war in April 1917, the
German Empire led a war (with a foreseeable end)
against almost all the great powers in the world.

The last chance was the utterly unforeseeable line
of action taken by the General Staff. Sending the
Russian revolutionary, Lenin, who was living in exile
in Switzerland, to Russia after a socialist-communist
revolution was supposed to remove the czarist Empire
from among the enemies?® This was where the
profound common strategic interests of the General
Staff and Lenin met: According to their individual
estimate of the situation, both needed peace on the
German-Russian Front: Lenin, for the implementation
of his revolutionary objectives, and the German General
Staff, for making dozens of divisions available. In this
way, the expected personal and material superiority of
the U.S.A. in the west was supposed to be subverted by
a German victory. The troops left in the east advanced
into Russia, which was going under in the turmoil of
the revolution, thus creating a gigantic East Empire
within the German Reich.®

This East Empire formed a basis, even later, for
ideological and military patterns of perception and
action both on the side of the National Socialists and
the generals of the Reichswehr and Wehrmacht.?®

On 21 March 1918, the General Staff started the last
“strategic” offensive on the western front. When the
U.S.A’s superiority became effective, early German
successes were replaced by several desperate
operative failures, until, on 8 August 1918, it came to
the “black day of the German Army’, as Ludendorff
called it. By this day, at the latest, the General Staff
had lost the initiative to the enemy. The Central
Powers’ irreparable loss of resources was matched
by an increase of capabilities on the side of the allies.
Ultimately, the German Empire, with its only power-
politically important “strategic” partner Austria-
Hungary, was defeated by the Allies. The unwavering
naval supremacy of the Allies guaranteed (almost
unimpeded) access to raw materials and the transport
of personnel and materiel. Global conflicts are won by
naval powers, or naval alliances, respectively.

The Signature of the Epoch after the
First World War

In essence, a change of paradigm for the new
security policy had already come about in the year
1917 during the First World War with the emergence
of two effective and history-charged doctrines of
salvation with a global claim. The “liberal peace
model” approach, tailored to the vital interests of
the US.A. and its president, Wilson, comprising free
economy, liberal society and self-determination, was
diametrically opposed by the class idioms, socialism/
communism, International, Lenin’s ideology and its
“socialist peace model"?

The Soviet leaders were fully aware that their
ideologicalrevolutionhadpower-politicalimplications
- it, too, was comparable to the impact of the French
Revolution. While the global approach of the two
new major ideological protagonists of international
networking stemmed from their immanent world
view, Great Britain, France and the German Empire
as the “old” European powers remained to be the
representatives of the “classical” balance-of-power
politics or, respectively, of half-hegemonial thinking
and, thus, clung to the traditional reception and
action patterns - every state was a potential ally and
a potential opponent or enemy at the same time.

Moreover, the complexity of the new picture of
the situation grew because, apart from the new
ideological frontlines, there were also the ones
between the factual and perceived winners and
losers. Great Britain fought against its beginning
global political agony, which created fronts against
the U.S.A. - the British Admiralty did not completely
rule outa confrontation with the U.S.A.-®while France
owed its nominal position as a victorious power to
the US.A. Having lost the war under the name of
Russian Empire, the Soviet “pariah” evoked hopes and
fears alike; Austro-Germany as a remnant of the half
Slavic Habsburg Monarchy had forfeited its status as
a European power. The old Europe found itself on top
or, respectively, in front of a regulatory heap of shards.
In particular, Central Europe resembled a power-
political “mass of debris” of Finland, which had broken
free in 1917 during the October Revolution - from the
Baltic States, Poland, Czechoslovakia and Yugoslavia
to the Adriatic Sea.”® In eastern France, the whole
continent was going through a phase of permanent



political and social, foreign and security-political,
military and power-strategic revolution. “The cardinal
illusion might have been to found a stable international
order with profoundly unstable states.”®

Heterogeneous national objectives were mixed into
this overall melange. When the fragmentation of
the German Empire could not be forced through in
the course of the negotiations in Versailles, France
pursued the realisation of the old, allegedly natural,
Rhine border. At the same time, an alternative was
sought for the lost alliance option with Russia:
Consequently, alliances with Poland, Czechoslovakia
and Yugoslavia were on the diplomatic agenda, since
the remaining Austro-Germany had a strong affinity
with the German Empire. An intended union with the
German Empire was prohibited by the Allies in the
system of the Paris suburb contracts.?”

Not only from the French viewpoint would the efforts
of the First World War have been dysfunctional had
a greater German Empire arisen power-politically
strong from this struggle. While France was a revision
power of the Versailles contract, since the latter did
not constitute a “Carthaginian peace” that rendered
the German Empire defenceless, Great Britain
successively, but for other reasons, withdrew from the
Versailles philosophy. In March 1919, Hungary was
proclaimed a Soviet Republic and in the late summer
of 1920 the Red Army was standing before Warsaw
in the Polish-Soviet War - bolshevism seemed to be
invading Central Europe from the east and covering
it with the germs of revolution. It was thus necessary
to stabilise the German Empire as part of a “silent
alliance” and, if need be, to transform it into a bulwark
against communism/bolshevism. From a historical
perspective, it seemed to be more reasonable, from
the British point of view to again pass the role of
“continental opponent” to the German Empire, like
it used to do to the Prussians, and to hope that it
would be able to withstand both Soviet and French
hegemonial aspirations.

The Power-Political Situation of the
German Empire

The German Empire’s major concern, as Versailles
could not be prevented, was the dissolution of the
political, territorial and military “chains of Versailles”

- the “revision syndrome”? entrenched the entire
foreign, economic, finance and military policy of the
Weimar Republic. The power-political situation of the
German Empire, however, developed positively with
regard to the changed overall situation, in spite of the
lost war and the conditions imposed by the Versailles
Treaty. In the east, the threat from the Russian Empire
had disappeared. Thus, the “central position” as
military-strategic sword of Damocles ceased to be
applicable. The German Empire was relieved of the
ever looming two-front war against the two second-
strongest continental states. The weakened power-
political factor “Austria’; too, had collapsed.

As a consequence, there no longer existed any vital
power-political challenge in the southeast of the
Empire. Moreover, in place of the old multi-ethnic
empires a belt of small states emerged from the
broken-up Habsburg Empire. Not one among these
aforementioned newly formed states was able to
pose a serious security-political threat to the German
Empire, which had survived in its essence - in spite
or because of Wilson’s imperative to build nation
states and the resulting ethnic minority problems
and the break-up of large economic, trade and
customs areas, but also because of their weaker level
of industrialisation.

The factors that had strained the relations between
the Empire and Great Britain before the First World
War - the colonies as a strategic Achilles heel and the
navy as “Germania on the seas” - had vanished. The
former colonies were placed under the mandate of the
League of Nations; the fleet had sunk itself in Scapa
Flow. Thus, from the British perspective, the German
Empire was, in the long run, going to be reduced to
the status of a genuinely continental power that did
not pose a danger to Great Britain.

After its troops had been redeployed and the country
had refrained from participating in the League of
Nations initiated by President Wilson, the U.S.A., which
had finally decided the outcome of the First World
War, was de facto no longer present on the European
continent. The German Empire merely played a role
as an economic junior partner and, respectively, as a
source of reparation payments supposed to pay Great
Britain’s and France’s war debts.

Thus, France remained the sole potential opponent. It
was, however, weakened because of its absolute and






