Luke Wharton
To what extent was the nature of the Schlieffen Plan responsible for the outbreak of a general European war in August 1914?
	While the Schlieffen Plan itself was the first major act of aggression in the First World War, it was more a response to the break-down of negotiations and diplomacy between the Great Powers during the July Crisis. AJP Taylor presents a pragmatic account of the mechanisms of the Schlieffen plan, correctly defining it as a decision “for a general European war”, due to it not being a plan for the defence of German frontiers, but a pre-emptive strike. Martel presents a similar view to Taylor, as he claims war plans “provide only a partial answer” to the historiographical controversy of the cause of the First World War, and that the dynamic of the Central Powers was more to blame than the plans of war. Grenville differs from Taylor and Martel by highlighting the “fatalism” of Europe concerning war, as the previous Balkan Crises coupled with increasing antagonism between the alliance blocs meant war was ever more likely.
	It is undisputable that the Schlieffen Plan is the defining moment that began the war, however, the reasons in which it was activated and who holds the most blame is a matter of historical debate. Martel argues that Germany “had already decided to force a war before Russia mobilised”, suggesting that previous war plans that were uncovered by Fischer such as the 1912 War Council were accurate, and that Germany was planning a war to break the problem of encirclement. However, this view is questioned by the fact that Germany allowed even a partial mobilisation of Russian forces on the Austro-Hungarian border, an act which would upset the meticulously planned Schlieffen plan, as well as the fact that historians such as Ritter question the reliability of Fischer’s sources. Grenville would agree with Martel’s view as the ‘fatalism’ of war was spreading ”among those who controlled policy” such as General Moltke, who thought that the sooner a war could be fought, the easier it would be to win. However, it can be argued that the ‘fatalism’ was more a result of the increasing problem of encirclement, and that the attempt to empower the waning of the Austro-Hungarian Empire was to be done with a small war in the Balkans. This calculated risk to break the Entente would lead to the July Crisis and therefore the enactment of the Schlieffen Plan. Martel would agree with this view further, as Germany “could not permit Austria-Hungary to be defeated”, as they were Germany’s only staunch ally, a fact that was proven in the Moroccan Crises. Therefore, while German plans for war were an act of aggression, the mobilisation of Russian forces against the Austro-Hungarians could not be tolerated, as Germany had to protect its last ally in central Europe.
	However, the nature of the Schlieffen Plan made the outbreak of a general European war greater than what it would have been if Belgium was not violated. Taylor simply states that the Belgian invasion was an “essential part of the Schlieffen Plan”. This is an accurate statement, as Germany had to avoid the heavily defended Franco-German border by swinging through Belgium and defeating the French, before concentrating their forces on the Russians. Additionally, the fact that the plan outlined “the first 40 days” of the invasion meant that there was no room to manoeuver for the Germans; it was an all or nothing response. However, Martel disagrees with this, stating it was not the “railway timetables” that dictated Germany’s decision to go to war, but rather the defence of Austria-Hungary. Martel’s view holds more weight than the position of Taylor, as there was more factors at work than the simple inflexibility of the Schlieffen Plan; the threat of invasion in Austria-Hungary necessitated a decisive and bold move. Furthermore, had Belgium not  be invaded, the question of British neutrality would have been easy to solve, due to the fracturing of the British Cabinet with the resignation of the President of the Board of Trade John Burns over the question of war. Taylor’s statement that the Schlieffen Plan “was a decision for a general European war” was only guaranteed to be a general war due to the violation of the Treaty of London 1839 with the Schlieffen Plan, forcing British involvement. This made the Schlieffen Plan a major factor for the escalation of the war past a localised continental conflict, to a major worldwide war.
	 Despite this, Grenville argues that the alliance system forced the hand of the Germans due to a long term trend of ‘fatalism’, as well as increasing solidarity of the alliance systems. Grenville says that “Russia would not again be left in the lurch by her French ally”, referring to the refusal of France to support Russia in the First Balkan War. This is similar to the ‘Blank Cheque’ given to Austria-Hungary by Germany, ensuring the unconditional support of Germany to any action taken by Austria-Hungary. The solidarity of both the Entente and Central Powers was tested, and both alliance systems did not break, as Grenville states “Poincaré’s support for Russia did not waver during the critical final days”, even though the Russians mobilised first. Grenville further argues that the decision by Russia to mobilise “made war inevitable”. This explains Taylor’s view that there could be “no delay between mobilisation and war”, and that “Russia would catch up”. Russia made the first act of aggression, and Germany enacted the Schlieffen Plan in response not only to Russian mobilisation, but to the solidarity of the Entente. Thus, while the Schlieffen plan was responsible for the outbreak of a world war on August 4th, it was a response to the inflexibility of the Entente and its intent to not keep the Balkans conflict localised.
	Ultimately, while the Schlieffen Plan violated international law with the Treaty of London 1839 and the violation of Belgium, it was not responsible on the whole to the outbreak of a general European war. Rather, it was a response to the July Crisis, and the possibility of Germany’s ally Austria-Hungary, being invaded by the Russian army. Taylor presents an overall balanced view of the nature of the Schlieffen Plan, correctly pointing out how it was a decision of war, while omitting the important context to its activation. All three sources provide a balanced historiographical view of the controversy, especially as they were all published after the Fischer thesis, with Martel pointing out the defensive problem of Germany, as well as Grenville outlining the solidarity and inflexible Entente powers.
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