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The German Wehrmacht of World War
11 has been exaulted and debased by thinkers
and writers since the end of that conflict. Here a noted researcher and ;
author takes exception to two articles that appeared in Military Re- * .

view and presents some of his views on the Wehrmacht. '




I N TWO articles that appeared in this
d publication,' the extent of the US mili-
tary’s efforts to learfy from the German
Wehrmeacht was questioned. The two arti-
eles are not identical in ¥l respects, nor is it
possible to do justice to the wealth of issues
they raise in the space of a few lines. How-
ever, | hope I will not be accused of oversim-
" plifying if I sum up their contents as follows:
© Sotheargument goes, the differences—
historieal, institutional, cultural, even
linguistic—between the Wehrmacht and
the US military are so profound that no true
learning is possible.
© Learning, even if it were possible,
would not be worthwhile because the Wehr-
macht wasnot as good a fighting machine as
has sometimes been advertised.
© Finally, to the extent that it was mili-
tarily effective, that effectiveness was so
bound up with National Socialist German
Workers' (Nazi) Party ideology that we
would not want to learn from it even if we
could. ’
The first of these problems concerns me as
a professional historian; the second, as a
military critic who has helped popularize
the study of the German military in this
country and has had the good fortune of see-
ing his writings make a concrete contribu-
tion in the form of the US Army COHORT
(cohesion, operational readiness and train-

ing) system; and the third, as an Israeli and -

a Jew, part of whose family was extermi-
nated by the Nazis. In this article, Ishall ad-
dress these issues, proceeding in reverse or-
der. -

The relationship between the German
army and the Nazi Party has formed
the-subject of an enormous literature.?
The sheer volume of these works is such
that any attempt to do more than sum up
my own opinions—the results of years of
research—in the space available would be
hopeless.

Let it be put on record, then, that the
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Wehrmacht shared many of the Fithrer's
goals in foreign policy, such as the abroga-
tion of the Treaty of Versailles, the rearina-
ment of Germany, reunification with:those
German people living outside existing bor-
ders, and expansion—by force of arms if

The Wehrmacht shared many
of the Fahrer’s goals in foreign policy,
such as the abrogation of the Treaty of
Versailles. . . . and expansion—by force
of arms if need be—at the expense of

. others. As to internal policy, the army

did not object—to say the least—to the
abolition of democracy, the elimination
of parties and trade unions, and the
persecution of the Jews.

need be—at the expense of others.’ As to in-
ternal policy, the army did not object—to
say the least—to the abolition of democracy,
the elimination of parties and trade umons,
and the persecution of the Jews

Like many other Germans, some soldiers
expressed occasional reservations concern-
1ng the brutality of the methdds used, a fact
which, incidentally, suggeststhat they were.

. well aware of those methods. In a few cases,

the army served as a haven for those who
were repelled by the excesses of Nazism and
even for a few Jews. On the whole, however,
a considerable degree of congruence existed
between the goals of the Wehrmacht and
those of the party. Certainly, it would not be
true to say that ideological differences be-
tween the two put serious obstacles on the
Fuhrer's path.

The above notwithstanding, Adolan;ler
during most of his career, regarded the
armed services (with the partial exception
of the Luftwaffe, Hermann Goéring’s crea-
tion) as hopelessly conservative angd even
reactionary.* As the repeated wholesale



sacking and subsequent executions of senior
commanders from 1938 on shows, the gulf
between the head of the German state and
his top-ranking soldiers tended to grow, ac-
curately reflecting his disillusionment with
the “general staff,” an institution which, at
one time, he had regarded as the greatest in
the world.

To repeat, most of these conflicts did not
stem from ideological differences concern-
ing ends. Instead, they originated in differ-
ent appreciations concerning the prospect
for attaining those ends and, later in the
war, the reasons for failing to achieve them.
Hitler tended to see the problem in terms of
the refusal of a clique of effete, aristocratic
generals to believe in him and the revolu-
tionary ideology that he represented. At a
minimum, the Wehrmacht's top com-
manders were regarded as lacking in what
he called National Socialist Glut, or enthu-
siasm. Indeed, this consideration led him to
authorize the creation of an alternative
armed force, namely the Waffen-SS (Schutz-
staffeln Armed Forces) one task of which
was the embodiment of that enthusiasm.

Beyond a deep mistrust in the feasibility
of Hitler’s goals, the leaders of the Wehr-
macht were also concerned with keeping
their .independence vis-a-vis the party, a
wish that, at one timé, led to their acquies-
cence in (if not active support of) the massa-
cre of Ernst R6hm and his storm trooper cro-
nies. This is hardly the place to chronicle the
relationship between the armed forces and
party in any detail. Suffice it to say, the
former accepted Nazi symbols and engaged-
. in indoctrination, but they never quite suc-
ceeded in convincing the latter of their ideo-
logical purity. ¢

One reason for this was that the forces in-
sisted on keeping responsibility for propa-
ganda in their own hands and succeeded in
doing so during most of the years the regime
lasted. Only after 1943 were so-called Na-
tipnal Socialist Leadership Officers intro-
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duced; even then, most of them were not par-
ty hacks but army officers whose position
qua overseers remained weak, by no means
comparable with that of the Soviet politruk
(political assistants).

Influenced by propaganda, the 'Wehr-
macht’s rank and file were probably no
more, and no less, “Nazified” than the re-
mainder of German society. There is no
doubt that, over the years, most of them
came to look at the world in National Social-
ist terms. Te summarize the ideology in
somewhat crude terms (which, however,
Hitler would have approved as suitablé for
the primitive understanding of the people),
they probably believed that Germany was
good and ought to rule Europe, or the world,
or whatever.

Although private property and the capi-
talist system were to remain in force, a
“symbolic” form of socialism was to unite all
Germans in a tightly knit racial commu-
nity. Democracy, socialism, trade unions
and, of course, Jews, were bad and should be
eliminated if not physically exterminated.
Finally, pacifism was bad not only for Ger-
many but also per se. War was supposed to
be good for people’s health, although to my
knowledge Hitler never went to the lengths
of glorifying it that his Italian colleague
Benito Mussolini did®

The extent to which all these beliefs re-
flected on the Wehrmacht’s excellence as a, *
fighting machine, or lack of it, may be and
has been debated.® Without going too deeply
into this question, it is my belief (one which
Hitler, as far as the senior leadership was
concerned, shared) that ideological consid-
erations did not play much of a role in moti-
vating the German soldier and making him
fight as he did. In German society at large,
enthusiasm for National Socialism as an”
ideology probably peaked during the early
years of the regime, say until 1937. Subse-
quently, it cooled down; one reason for this
being the population’s well-founded fear

:
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. . ~
.15t S$ Panzer Division grenadiers take a break under a derelict US Army M8
*.Greyhound during the Battle of the Bulge,.Poteau, Belgium. 18 December1944;
. Originally conceived as a force efmbodying the highest ideals of National "

Socialism; the SS formed a -
corps-of politically reliable
" troops to help:stiffen the
esolve of what Hitler -
““believed to.be' a weak-
- kneed Wehrmacht

Influenced by propaganda, the Wehrmacht’s rank and file were probably
no more, and no less, “Nazified” than the remainder of German sociefy. There is no
doubl that, over the years, most of them came fo look at the world in National
Socialist termns. . . . To sunt up, the role of National Socialist ideology in the
Wehrmacht’s combat power was probably no greater, or less, than that of
democratic ideals in the willingness of the US Army to fight.

that Hitler was steering the cou'ntry toward
war.

During the war, enthuqxasm for the re-
gime fluctuated with its military suecesses,
ebbing steadily after 1941. As the reports of
the SS security service, SD, of that period
show, the German people weré prepared to
fight on whiile simultaneously becoming in-
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creasingly cynical about its Ieadership,
Hitler alone excepted.’

To sum up, the role of Natmnai Soeialist
ideology 1n the Wehrmacht's combat power
was probably no greater, or less, than that of
democratic ideals in the willingnéss of the
US Army to fight. Even if we estimate that
role as large, certainly it was only one
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among a considerable number of other fac-
tors. I, for one, do not see why wé“shoﬁld not
be able to study those factors and learn from
them, ifthat is desired. So we turn toour see-
ond problem, namely whether the German
forces represent a military model that is
worthy of emulation.

Attempting to determine how good the
‘Wehrmacht really was, the first thing to do
is to distinguish between the question and
problem of vietory and defeat. Admittedly,
vietory and defeat count for much in therep-
utation of any army; however, they do not
count for everything. Numerical inferiority,
an impossible strategic situation and any
number of other factors may cause.even a
first-class military force to be overwhelmed
through no fault of its own.

Conversely, the fact that a very large
force will normally vanquish a much
smaller one is, in itself, no cause for admira-
tion. These elementary considerations
make it clear that some measure other than,
or in addition to, the outcome is necessary
for judging military excellence. If not, the
very idea of quality, and withit the ability to
make any comparisons at all, becomes
meaningless.

Not to waste time by a lengihy repetition
of a story I and others have told elsewhere?
there can be nodoubt that, whatéver the cri-
terion one cares to apply, the Wehrmacht in
World War I certainly fought as well asany
force in the 20th century and probably as
well asany in history. Its high degree of pro-
fessionalism {not yet understood as skill in
operating “systems,” as in the present day
US forces, buths an overriding dedication to
the utiderstanding and waging of war), the
way in which its officers were selected,
trained and promoted, the excelleénce of the
replacement system and many other factors
that led to this result are not serjously dis-
puted even by the two articles with which I
am taking issue here.

This is hardly the place to trace whatever
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differences may have existed among the
German armed services in this regard, or

the way in wihich the fighting power of these

serviees changed over time, Suffice it to say
that, by dint of a superb performance on the
tactical and operational levels, the Wehr-
macht achieved some triumphs sogreat, and
so unexpected, that they have become al-
most legendary. As to its defensive success,
one can only hope that the United States
and its NATO allies on the Central Front
will fight as tenaciously, and hold-out as
long, as the Germans did against the same
enemy in 1943-45.

This is not to say that the Wehirmacht was
perfect in every respect. However high its
sheer fighting power and however good its
performance on the tactical and operational
levels, serious questions remain about over-
all strategy in a conflict where the balance
of resources was such that, if truth is to be
said, it should never have been fought atall,
In volume upon volume of memoirs, the Ger-
man generals have sought to deny their re-
sponsibility for the conduct of war on this
level. According to them, whatever mis-
takes took place were made exclusively by
Hitler, a leader who not only ran strategy,
but also insisted on intervening in opera-
tional decisions to the point that, time.after
time, he managed to snatch defeat out of the
jaws of victory.®

Without attempting a case-by-case exam-
ination of the extent to which Hitler was
personally responsible for the Werimacht's
failures {and its successes), it is beyond
question that the German higher direction
of the war was less successful than that of
the Western Allies and, in the end, that of
the Soviet Union as well. The Fihrer's per-
sonality apart, there were reasons for this
failure, and these will bear some thought.

In any army, the way the top leadership
performs is in large part a function of the
way in which they are trained and prepared
for command. The German Kriegsakade-

:
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Whatever the criterion one cares to apply, the Wehrmacht in World War I1
certainly fought as well as any force in the 20th century and probably as well as
any in history. . . . factors that led to this result are not seriously disputed even by
the two articles with which I am taking issue here.

> mue, the top-ranking military institute of
higher learning since the days of von
Scharnhorst and von Gneisenau, was de-
signed to enable an officer to perform as an
operations officer, doubling as chief of staff,
in a division. A Wehrmachtakademie
tarmed forces war college), which opened its
doors shortly before the outbreak of World
War I, never amounted to much and had to
be closed before the first class could com-
plete its studies.” Consequently, German
commanders from the rank of liéutenant
colonel up, having spent three years at an
academy where about one-half of all the
time was devoted to tactics, were unrivaled
experts in the operational art. Their under-
standing of the nonmilitary aspects of war-
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was very limited, however, and in the end
this proved their undoing.

As if to emphasize the strengths and
weaknesses of the Generalitat, consider the
“great” German generals to come out of
World War I1: Erich von Manstein, an oper-
ational genius, Erwin Rommel, an excellent
field commander and a good tactician; Heinz
Gudenan, a superb armored leader who, by
his own admission (true or false), eared
nothing for politics; Karl Doenitz, a jumped-
up Kapitdnleutnant who never even sus-
pected there was more to the world than U-
boats.

Albert Kesselring, Walter Model, Kurt
Student, Lothar Rendulic, et al were exceed-
ingly tough officers who fought as hard and
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Field Marshal ‘%
Gerd von ‘?undstedt

[ Romunel, Gudermn, Model
et al] were Germany’s Pattons. By no
stretch of the imagination is it possible
to see them take on the mantle of an

Eisenhower, a MacArthur or a Nimitz.
The only officer on the German side who
might conceivably have done well on
that level was Field Marshal Gerd von
Rundstedt, who not incidently be-
longed to an older generation.

as well as any commanders of equivalent
rank in history. Not having commanded
forces amounting to more than a few army
corps, these men were Germany’s Pattons.
By no stretch ofithe imagination is it possi-
ble to see them take on the mantle of an
Eisenhower, a MacArthur or a Nimitz. The
only officer on the German side who might
conceivably have done well on that levil
was Field Marshal Gerd von Rundstedt,
who'not ittcidently belonged to an older gen-
eration, had been retired in 1938 and was
brought back when the war broke out.
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Unlike his generals, Hitler was a man
who had never undergone special training
in the conduct of war. He had, however,
served long periods at the front, thus giving
him not only a good understanding of the
common soldier, but an advantage over
some staff officers who did not have such ex-
perience. Besides, he was a man who had
read much, albeit in an unorganized way,
and even during the war contrived to read—
or at least skim—one book a day.» .

Hitler regarded himself, not without reax
son, as much better informed about the
overall situation than any of his genérals. |
Particularly during the later years of the
war, whenever the generals tried to open his
eyes to the “true” situation at the front, he
was able to outmaneuver them by evading
the military issues in favor of technological,
political and historical arguments. To put it
a different way, one very important (but,
understandably, seldom mentioned) reason
why Hitler was able to make most of his gen-
erals fight for him for so long was that he
knew more than they did. They knew it, and
he knew that they did.

To adduce but a single example of the way
things worked, consider the July 1941 dis-
pute between Hitler and the army’s General
Staff as to whether Moscow or the Ukraine
should be the next objective. The staff,
thinking in military terms, wanted the
former. Failing to convince Hitler, they had
Guderian fly back from his panzergruppe
command to confront him in person. Hitler
received Guderian at his Rastenburg head-
quarters, listened to him for an hour and
then quietly countered that the generals un-
derstood nothing about the economic side of
war. This made Guderian get up, salute and
announce his readiness to drive into the
Ukraine or wherever else the Fihrer would
order him to go. He changed his mind he-

- cause what Hitler said was true.”

Quite apart from the fact that Germany's .
generals were entirely lacking in the kind of

:
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For all its weaknesses at the top, the Wehrmacht, up to army level inclusive,
was second to no fighting machine in history and better than any in theé 20th century.
1 see no reason why the factors that made for that excellence cannot, prima facie, be
isolated, studied and learned from.

* preparation necessary for the conduct of
modern total war and were thus forced to
leave this aspect to Hitler, Joseph Goebbels,
Albert Speer and other civilians, the Wehr-
mach?’s top-level command arrangements
were disastrous.” The constant friction be-,
tween the Army High Command (OKH) and
the Armed Forces High Command (OKW),
the Navy High Command (OKM) and the
Air Force High Command (OKL) was due
partly to Hitler’s system of divide and rule
and partly todeeply rooted institutional fac-
tors. atever the reasons, the arrange-
ments that existed precluded efficient coop-
eration between navy and air force. At the
same time, they made it difficult, if not im-
possible, for anybody except the Fihrer to
gain an overall perspective on the war. Af-
ter 1941, when Hitler appointed himself

- commander in chief of the army as well as of
the armed forces, the command structure
caused a number of units to be permanently
shuttled between OKH and OKW theaters
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of war, with a .corresponding loss of
strength."

Although an examination of the German
armed forces' strong and weak points could
go on forever, the time for conclusions has
arrived. I would argue that, for all its weak-
nesses at the top, the Wehrmacht, up to
army level inclusive, was second to no fight-
ing machine in history and better than any
in the 20th century. I see no reason why the
factorsthat made for that excellence cannot,
primafacie, be isolated, studied and learned
from.

Even if one insists on emphasizing the
Wehrmacht's weaknesses, those, too, would /
offer lessons to be avoided. And so we turn to
our final problem, namely, whether the dif-
ferencesthat doexist between Germany and
the United States permit learning to take
hold at all.

Among the several arguments that have
been adduced to disprove the possibility of
learning from history—in this case, the




Wehrmacht—the one most easily disposed of
concerns the difference in language. It is
quite true, as I have pointed out elsewhere,*
that many of the most important German
military terms do not have precise English
equivalents. This does not mean, however,
that they cannot be understood, or else all
cross-cultural communication would be im-

Although it is certainly
true that the method of Auftrag and
Weisung has deep roots in German
military history, it is not necessarily
true that a non-German armed force has
to traverse that history in its entirety to
understand, and apply, that method.

possible by definition. Instead, all it means
is that somebody should take the trouble to
study the original sources. H&ving been
studied, they should be translated as care-
fully and as accurately as possible, perhaps
with the addition of some marginal com-
ments for those who do not have accesstothe
original. I, for cne, do not see any further
technical obstacles this problem could
cause.

More seriously, it hasbeen suggested that
applying the Wehrmacht's experience 1s im-
possible because the historical and 1nstitu-
tional setting in which it lived and operated
was utterly different from anything experi-
enced by the US military. Thus, German so-
ciety used to be hierarchic, authoritarian
and antidemocri\ic American society is (or
is, supposed to be) democratic, libertarian
and egalitarian. Germansociety was milita-
ristic, whereas American society 1s not. The
place occupied by the German armed forces,
the army in particular, in German society
cannot be compared to that of the US mili-
tary in American society—it was far more
important and far more elevated.

10

This list of differences could be extended
indeﬁx‘litely, but the point is clear. Armed
forces are necessarily rooted in their soci-
eties, so the argument goes, and these soci-
eties are (in this case, and perhaps in every
case) so different from each other-that any
attempt to 1solate individual traits and ap-
ply them in another context can only lead to
distortion, even assuming it is possible at
all.

There is, wlthout a doubt, some truth in
this argument. History, it has been, well
said, is a seamless web; every factor is inex-
tricably bound up with every other sothat
one cannot be extracted without, to some ex-
tent, altering the rest. Like all good argu-
ments, however, this one has its limits. If
pushed too far, it will turn into an absurd
caricature of itself. Thus, although it is cer-
tainly true that the method of Auftrag and
Weisung has deep roots in German military
history, it is not necessarily true that a non-
German armed force has to traverse that
history inits éntirety to understand, and ap-
ply, that method.

Although the German casualty replace-
ment system as it worked in World War II
had everything to do with the institutional
development of the German army, one does
not necessarily have to duplicate the Ger-
man experience and divide the United
States into many independent principali-
ties to comprehend and adapt the essential
features of that system to American needs.
Again, examples could be multiplied, but
this is really superfluous. To argue that one
cannot learn from the past, (in this case) by
altering any part of one’s military forces be-
cause every part 1s rooted in historical expe-
rience and linked to each other, amounts to
the denial of human free will and a surren-
der to historical determinism—a doctrine
which, aside from everything else, is decid-
edly un-American.

Finally, it is simply'not true that learning
from (again, in this case) military history

\_
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consists, or should consist, solely of imitat-
ing the best features found in another army.
I have put my views of this problem on re-
cord elsewhere.'® Here I will say only that
the real aim of learning, including histori-
cal learning, is causas rerum cognoscere, to
understand the causes of things. History
provides us with a guide, perhaps even the
only possible guide, as to why things are as
they are. It also tells us the way in which
varjous factors relate to each other and,
hence, constitutes a map, however unsatis-
factory and however difficult to read, of
what may happen to one of them if we alter
the rest.

Toreturntothe problem athand, if we are
to profit from studying the Wehrmachi—or
any other historical armed force—it is nec-
essary to find out how it operated, why it op-
erated as it did and what were its weakness-
es as well as its strengths. Once we know
this, we can carefully consider the political,
institutional and strategic differences; the
things that have and have not changed dur-

WEHRMACHT

ing the last four decades, what isand what is
not relevant, what can and cannot be done.
In conclusion, a brief recapitulation of my
thesis may be appropriate. I have argued
that National Socialist ideology was only
one factor among many that helped produce
whatever fighting qualities the Wehrmacht
may have had, and that the connection be-
tween the two was, in fact, so tenuous that
studying and even imitating those qualities
does not automatically turn one into a Nazi.
The Wehrmacht had its weaknesses as well
as its strengths. While the weaknesses
should be avoided, the strengths in many re=
spects were quite remarkable so that a mod-
ern military force seeking to improve its
fighting power could do worse than studying
and adapting them to its needs. Finally, al-
thoughitistruethat every historicaland in-
stitutional setting is unique, this fact in it-

self precludes neither learning from history -

nor effecting—limited, to be sure—changes
based on it. With that my case is completed,
and the defense will now take a break. ™M
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