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The Schlieffen Plan is one of the most discussed military strategies in history, primarily
because of its profound impact on the outbreak and progression of World War I.
Developed by German General Alfred von Schlieffen in the early 20th century, the plan
was designed to enable Germany to wage a swift and decisive war on its two main
adversaries: France and Russia. A common misconception is that the plan focused solely
on attacking France through Belgium; however, an often overlooked aspect is its initial
assumptions and strategic considerations regarding the Balkan region, particularly Serbia.
This article explores how Germany's Schlieffen Plan, devised before the outbreak of World
War I, envisioned a potential attack on Serbia and how this aspect influenced the broader
German war strategy.

Understanding the Origins of the Schlieffen Plan

The Strategic Context of Early 20th Century Europe

To comprehend the details of the Schlieffen Plan, it is vital to understand the geopolitical
landscape of Europe prior to World War I. The continent was characterized by a complex
web of alliances, military build-ups, and nationalistic tensions. The major
powers—Germany, Austria-Hungary, Russia, France, and Britain—were engaged in an
arms race, with fears of a multi-front war looming.

Germany, surrounded by potential enemies, aimed to prevent a prolonged conflict. The
prevailing military doctrine emphasized the importance of swift victories to avoid a war of
attrition. This strategic necessity led to the development of the Schlieffen Plan, which
aimed to quickly defeat France in the west and then turn eastward to confront Russia.

The Development of the Schlieffen Plan

The plan was formulated by Count Alfred von Schlieffen in 1905, based on the assumption
that Russia would take longer to mobilize than France due to its vast size and logistical
challenges. Schlieffen envisioned a massive right-wing maneuver through Belgium and the
Netherlands, encircling and capturing Paris within six weeks. Once France was defeated,
German forces would shift eastward to face Russia.



While the core of the plan was focused on the Western Front, Schlieffen and his
successors also considered potential conflicts with other Balkan states, including Serbia,
as part of the broader strategic environment. Given Serbia’s increasing nationalist
movements and its alliances with Russia, Germany’s military planners kept an eye on the
Balkan region.

The Role of Serbia in German Military Planning

Serbia's Rising Influence and Threat Perception

In the early 20th century, Serbia was seen as a destabilizing force in the Balkans. Its
nationalist movements aimed to unite Slavic territories and challenge Austro-Hungarian
dominance in the region. Serbia's support from Russia further heightened concerns among
German military strategists, as it threatened the stability of Austria-Hungary and, by
extension, the broader balance of power in Central and Eastern Europe.

The assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand in Sarajevo in 1914, carried out by a
Serbian nationalist, was the immediate spark that ignited the war. Prior to this event,
German military planning subtly incorporated scenarios involving Serbia, especially
considering the possibility of a broader Balkan conflict spilling over into Central Europe.

Pre-War Planning: Contingency for Balkan Conflicts

Although the primary focus of the Schlieffen Plan was on rapid victory against France and
Russia, German strategists recognized the importance of the Balkans as a potential
flashpoint. The plan included contingency considerations such as:

Mobilization and deployment schedules that accounted for possible conflicts in the
Balkans.

Strategic flexibility to respond to Serbia’s alliances and potential Russian support.

Assessments of how a Balkan conflict could divert German resources or complicate
the Western or Eastern campaigns.

While these considerations did not constitute a direct attack plan on Serbia, they reflected
the broader strategic environment in which Germany prepared for multiple potential
conflicts, including the possibility of a Serbian uprising or attack.



Envisioned Strategies Regarding Serbia in the
Schlieffen Framework

Possible Military Responses to Serbian Aggression

Within the German military planning documents, there was an understanding that Serbia
could become involved in a broader conflict, especially with Russia backing Serbian
nationalist movements. The Germans envisioned several scenarios:

Preemptive Measures: Rapid mobilization and deployment of German forces to1.
prevent a Serbian-Russian alliance from gaining momentum.

Supporting Austria-Hungary: Providing military aid to Austria-Hungary in case of2.
a Serbian attack or uprising, aiming to contain Serbian influence in the Balkans.

Limited Engagements: Conducting limited military actions in the Balkans, if3.
necessary, to suppress Serbian resistance and prevent escalation into a larger war.

However, these strategies were largely secondary to the main Western and Eastern
campaigns, as the Schlieffen Plan prioritized swift action against France and Russia.

Impact of Balkan Considerations on the Main Plan

The possibility of a Serbian attack or Balkan conflict influenced German planning by:

Adjusting timelines to ensure rapid deployment so that the Western front could be
secured before any Balkan upheaval could distract or weaken German forces.

Maintaining logistical flexibility to redeploy forces if Balkan conflicts threatened to
spill into Central Europe.

Developing diplomatic strategies to prevent Serbia from gaining Russian support or
to isolate Serbia diplomatically.

While the Schlieffen Plan did not explicitly outline an attack on Serbia, these
considerations underscored the importance of the Balkan region in Germany’s overall war
strategy.



The Evolution of German Military Thought and
the Role of Serbia

From Contingency to Conflict

Over time, the initial focus on a swift European war evolved as tensions escalated. The
assassination of Franz Ferdinand and Austria-Hungary’s subsequent declaration of war on
Serbia in July 1914 transformed the strategic landscape. Germany’s military leaders, while
committed to their overarching plan, had to adapt quickly to the realities of the Balkan
crisis.

Germany issued the “Blank Check” to Austria-Hungary, promising unconditional support,
which signaled that the German military was prepared to engage in broader conflicts,
including those involving Serbia and its allies.

Operational Planning and the Balkan Theater

Although the Schlieffen Plan remained the central strategy, operational planning for the
Balkan theater became increasingly relevant as the war progressed. Germany supported
Austria-Hungary’s military efforts in the region, including the deployment of troops and
supplies, aiming to contain Serbian resistance and prevent the conflict from spreading
further.

Conclusion: The Significance of Serbia in German
War Planning

While the Schlieffen Plan primarily focused on swift attacks against France and Russia,
the strategic considerations regarding Serbia played a crucial role in Germany’s overall
military outlook. The possibility of Serbian aggression or wider Balkan unrest influenced
deployment timelines, diplomatic strategies, and contingency planning. The assassination
of Archduke Ferdinand and the subsequent outbreak of war highlighted how regional
conflicts in the Balkans could ignite a larger European and global war.

In sum, Germany’s pre-war military planning, embodied by the Schlieffen Plan, was
comprehensive enough to account for various scenarios, including the potential for an
attack on Serbia. Although an explicit attack on Serbia was not the plan’s central
objective, its inclusion in German strategic considerations underscores the
interconnectedness of regional conflicts and broader European warfare.
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Frequently Asked Questions

Was the Schlieffen Plan specifically devised as an attack
on Serbia before World War I?
No, the Schlieffen Plan was primarily designed as a strategic plan for Germany to quickly
defeat France by invading through Belgium, aiming to avoid a prolonged two-front war
with France and Russia. It was not specifically aimed at Serbia.

What was the main objective of the Schlieffen Plan
when it was devised before WWI?
The main objective was to rapidly defeat France in the west by invading through Belgium,
then turning east to face Russia, thereby avoiding a prolonged two-front war.

Did the Schlieffen Plan include a military attack on
Serbia?
No, the Schlieffen Plan did not include an attack on Serbia. Serbia was a separate Balkan
issue that contributed to the wider conflict but was not a focus of the plan.

How did the Schlieffen Plan influence the outbreak of
World War I?
The plan's implementation, including the invasion of Belgium, helped trigger Britain’s
entry into the war and set the rapid mobilization in motion, escalating the conflict.

Was Serbia considered a threat in Germany’s military
planning before WWI?
While Serbia was involved in regional conflicts and tensions, Germany's main military
focus was on France and Russia, not Serbia specifically.

When was the Schlieffen Plan developed and by whom?
The plan was developed in 1905 by General Alfred von Schlieffen, who was the Chief of
the German General Staff.

Did the Schlieffen Plan envisage a quick victory over all
enemies, including Serbia?
No, the plan aimed for a rapid victory against France; Serbia was not a primary target in
this strategic plan.



How did the actual events of WWI differ from the initial
Schlieffen Plan?
While the plan was to quickly defeat France and then turn to Russia, the war became
prolonged, and the invasion of Belgium and France led to a stalemate, differing from the
swift victory envisioned.

What role did Serbia play in the events leading up to
WWI?
Serbia's nationalism and conflicts with Austria-Hungary contributed to the July Crisis,
which ultimately triggered the outbreak of WWI, but it was not directly targeted by the
Schlieffen Plan.

Why is the Schlieffen Plan often misunderstood as an
attack on Serbia?
Because the plan involved the mobilization and deployment of German forces in the
Balkans, some interpret it as targeting Serbia, but historically, its focus was on France and
Russia, not Serbia specifically.

Additional Resources
Schlieffen Plan: A Strategic Blueprint Devised Before World War I

The inception of military strategies often reflects the geopolitical anxieties and diplomatic
tensions of their time. Germany’s Schlieffen Plan, conceived prior to the outbreak of World
War I, remains one of the most studied and debated military strategies in modern history.
While commonly associated with an attack on France via Belgium, a nuanced
understanding reveals that the plan’s origins and initial conceptualizations also considered
the possibility of conflict with Serbia. This article offers an in-depth exploration of the
Schlieffen Plan, emphasizing its early conceptualization as a potential attack on Serbia,
the strategic thinking behind it, and its profound influence on the course of the war.

---

Origins of the Schlieffen Plan: Context and
Foundations

Germany’s Strategic Dilemma in the Early 20th Century

At the dawn of the 20th century, Germany found itself in a complex geopolitical landscape.
The rapid growth of the German Empire, coupled with tense relations with neighboring



powers such as France and Russia, created a scenario where war seemed inevitable. The
German military leadership faced a critical challenge: how to mobilize efficiently and
effectively against multiple enemies, particularly France and Russia, who had formed the
Triple Entente with Britain.

The strategic dilemma was rooted in geographical realities:

- East-West Divide: Germany shared borders with both France (to the west) and Russia (to
the east). Mobilizing against both simultaneously was logistically daunting.
- Speed of Mobilization: Russia's vast size meant it could mobilize more slowly, while
France’s proximity suggested a potential quick attack from the west.
- Potential for a Two-Front War: Germany feared encirclement and the necessity of a
preemptive strategy to neutralize threats efficiently.

The Development of the Schlieffen Plan

The Schlieffen Plan was developed in the early 1900s by Alfred von Schlieffen, then Chief
of the German General Staff. Its core objective was to avoid a prolonged two-front war by
swiftly defeating France in the west and then redirecting forces eastward to confront
Russia.

Key Principles of the Original Schlieffen Plan:

- Rapid Mobilization and Attack: The plan relied on the assumption that swift movement
and decisive victory could prevent a prolonged conflict.
- The Envelopment Strategy: Instead of a straightforward invasion, the plan envisioned a
sweeping movement through Belgium and northern France to encircle and defeat Paris
and the French army.
- Minimal Forces in the East: The plan allocated minimal forces to the eastern front
initially, assuming Russia would take longer to mobilize.

Operational Details:

- The main attack would be launched through Belgium, which Germany considered a
neutral buffer zone, although this was a contentious point.
- The right flank, the strongest part of the German army, would sweep around Paris from
the north, encircling the French forces.
- The goal was to reach Paris within six weeks, crushing France before Russia could fully
mobilize.

---

Early Consideration of Serbia and the Balkan
Dynamics



Why Serbia Was Part of the Strategic Thinking

While popular narratives focus on the western front, early strategic documents and
military planning also considered the broader Balkan context, where Serbia played a
critical role. The Balkan Peninsula, often called the "Powder Keg of Europe," was rife with
nationalistic tensions, territorial disputes, and alliances.

Serbia’s Role in the Balkan Tensions:

- Serbian Nationalism: Serbia sought to expand its territory, especially to unify Slavic
peoples under its banner.
- The Assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand: The 1914 assassination in Sarajevo was
a catalyst for Austria-Hungary’s aggressive stance on Serbia.
- Austria-Hungary’s Response: Austria-Hungary issued an ultimatum to Serbia, leading to
war and escalating regional tensions.

Devising a Plan to Address Multiple Fronts

The German military leadership was acutely aware that the conflict could escalate beyond
a straightforward two-front war. The potential for Austria-Hungary to become embroiled
in conflict with Serbia, and indirectly involve Russia as Serbia’s ally, had to be considered.

Early Planning and Considerations:

- Preemptive Strikes: Germany contemplated the possibility of launching preemptive
action against Serbia or Austria-Hungary if a conflict seemed imminent.
- Supporting Austria-Hungary: The Germans believed that a quick and decisive action in
the Balkans could prevent the conflict from spilling over into a broader regional war.
- Mobilization Strategies: The initial German mobilization plans included contingencies for
rapid intervention in the Balkans, recognizing that the Balkan conflicts could ignite a
larger war.

Why Attack Serbia?

- Prevent Regional Escalation: Germany aimed to neutralize Serbia early to prevent it from
becoming a catalyst for a broader war involving Russia and France.
- Secure Southern Flank: A swift campaign against Serbia would help stabilize the
southern flank and prevent Russian mobilization from the Balkans.
- Strategic Deterrence: Demonstrating military strength in the Balkans could serve as a
deterrent against Serbian or Russian aggression.

---

The Transition from Early Contingencies to the



Main Plan

The Evolution of the Schlieffen Plan

Initially, the Schlieffen Plan was conceived as a broad strategic framework that could be
adapted depending on how the political situation unfolded. Over time, it was refined into a
more detailed operational plan primarily focused on attacking France via Belgium, but the
early drafts and military planning documents show that the possibility of conflict with
Serbia and the broader Balkan region was kept in mind.

Key Developments:

- Pre-War War Games and Simulations: Military exercises simulated scenarios involving
conflicts with Serbia, Austria-Hungary, Russia, and France.
- Revisions and Adjustments: The plan was adjusted to account for the possibility of a
Balkan war, including troop deployments and contingency strategies.
- The Role of the German Army: The German General Staff recognized that a conflict with
Serbia could serve as a trigger for a wider European war, thus influencing their strategic
calculations.

The Strategic Rationale for Early Consideration of
Serbia

- Disruption of Allied Alliances: An early attack on Serbia could destabilize the Balkan
alliances and prevent Russia from becoming a dominant military power in the region.
- Preempting Russian Mobilization: By intervening early in the Balkans, Germany hoped to
delay or mitigate Russian mobilization, which would complicate the main western
offensive.
- Maintaining Diplomatic Leverage: Demonstrating military strength in the Balkans was
also a signal to other powers, particularly Russia and Britain, of Germany’s resolve.

---

The Actual Implementation and Impact of the
Plan

The Outbreak of War and the Actual Campaigns

When World War I officially erupted in August 1914, the German military executed the
Schlieffen Plan, which had evolved from its original conception to prioritize an attack on
France through Belgium. While the plan did not explicitly call for a primary attack on



Serbia, the regional tensions and the Balkan crisis influenced the broader strategic
environment.

Key Points:

- Belgium Invasion: Germany’s violation of Belgian neutrality was a direct consequence of
the Schlieffen Plan’s focus on rapid western offensive.
- The Serbian Front: Serbia was quickly attacked and faced a brutal conflict, but it was not
the primary target of the Schlieffen Plan.
- Russian Mobilization: The plan’s success depended heavily on delaying Russia’s entry
into the war, which was achieved temporarily through battles like Tannenberg.

Lessons Learned and Historical Significance

- The plan’s focus on a quick Western victory overshadowed the importance of the Balkan
and Eastern fronts.
- The initial consideration of conflicts involving Serbia underscored the complex web of
alliances and regional tensions.
- The failure to adequately account for the Balkan dynamics contributed to the protracted
and multi-faceted nature of the war.

---

Conclusion: The Legacy of the Schlieffen Plan and
Its Early Contingencies

The Schlieffen Plan remains a testament to early 20th-century military strategic thinking.
While its most famous aspect is the attack on France via Belgium, the plan’s origins and
evolution reveal that German military planners also considered the possibility of conflict
with Serbia and the broader Balkan region. These early considerations reflected an
understanding that regional conflicts could escalate rapidly, pulling multiple powers into a
devastating war.

The plan’s implementation and the subsequent events of World War I demonstrated both
the ingenuity and the peril of pre-emptive, rapid-strike strategies in an increasingly
interconnected and volatile diplomatic landscape. Today, the Schlieffen Plan serves as a
powerful reminder of how military planning intertwined with political tensions can shape
history’s most destructive conflicts.

In sum, Germany’s strategic blueprint before World War I was not solely focused on a
western offensive but was rooted in a comprehensive assessment of regional and global
tensions—where Serbia, as part of the Balkan mosaic, played an early and critical role in
shaping the contours of the coming global conflict.
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