
French Strategy and Operations in the Great
War
An In-Depth Examination of Military Genius

As the world commemorates the centennial of the Great War, scholars and
historians continue to dissect its complexities. Among the key players in
this colossal conflict, France stands out as a nation whose strategy and
operations shaped the war's course. This comprehensive article delves into
the intricacies of French military thinking, leadership, and tactics, offering a
fresh perspective on this pivotal period.

The Schlieffen Plan and the French Response

The outbreak of the Great War in 1914 brought the Schlieffen Plan,
Germany's audacious strategy to swiftly defeat France, into action. This
plan hinged on a massive invasion through neutral Belgium, aiming to
outflank French defenses and capture Paris within weeks. Anticipating this
move, the French had developed Plan XVII, a defensive strategy designed
to hold back the German advance. However, the plan proved insufficient,
as the German armies surged through Belgium, forcing the French to
retreat in disarray.
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In the face of this crisis, France's political and military leadership faced a
critical juncture. They could either sue for peace or dig in and fight for their
survival. Inspired by the indomitable spirit of General Joseph Joffre, the
French opted for the latter. Joffre rallied his troops with the iconic words,
"Attack! Attack! Attack!," and launched a series of counteroffensives that
halted the German advance at the Battle of the Marne in September 1914.

Trench Warfare and the Battle of Verdun

As the war dragged on, both sides settled into a bloody stalemate, with
opposing armies entrenched along a vast network of trenches that
stretched from the North Sea to the Swiss bFree Download. This brutal
form of warfare, characterized by constant shelling, disease, and
horrendous casualties, became synonymous with the Great War.

One of the most infamous battles of this period was the Battle of Verdun,
which raged from February to December 1916. This protracted and costly
engagement saw the French and Germans clash in a desperate struggle
for control of the strategically important fortress city of Verdun. The battle
exemplified the horrors of trench warfare, with both sides suffering
staggering losses. Yet, through sheer grit and determination, the French
managed to hold on to Verdun, inflicting heavy casualties on the German
attackers.

The Somme Offensive and the Nivelle Offensive
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In an attempt to break the stalemate, the British and French launched a
massive offensive on the Somme River in July 1916. This ill-fated
campaign, which resulted in over a million casualties on both sides,
became a symbol of the futility of frontal assaults against entrenched
positions. The French, in particular, suffered heavy losses, leading to
widespread disillusionment and a decline in morale.

Determined to regain momentum, the French launched another offensive
under General Robert Nivelle in April 1917. However, this operation met
with even greater disaster than the Somme Offensive. The French troops,
exhausted and demoralized, mutinied in large numbers, forcing the
government to replace Nivelle. The Nivelle Offensive marked a low point for
France in the Great War, as the nation grappled with the consequences of
repeated military setbacks.

The Final Offensive and Allied Victory

Despite the setbacks, France remained steadfast in its determination to
defeat Germany. In 1918, the French army, rejuvenated and reorganized,
played a pivotal role in the final offensive that led to Allied victory. Under the
command of General Ferdinand Foch, the French forces spearheaded the
attacks that pushed the Germans back to the Hindenburg Line. In the final
months of the war, the French played a crucial role in the Meuse-Argonne
Offensive, which broke through the German defenses and paved the way
for the armistice on November 11, 1918.

French strategy and operations in the Great War were a complex and
multifaceted tapestry of military genius, resilience, and tragedy. From the
initial setbacks of the Schlieffen Plan to the bloody battles of Verdun and
the Somme, the French army endured unimaginable hardships and made



significant contributions to the Allied victory. This article has provided a
comprehensive overview of the French military's tactics, leadership, and
impact on the war's course, shedding light on one of the most critical
chapters in world history.

For those seeking a deeper understanding of this fascinating subject, I
highly recommend the following resources:

French Strategy and Operations in the Great War, by Robert Doughty

The French Army and the First World War, by John Horne

The Great War: A Military History, by Hew Strachan

These books offer a comprehensive and scholarly analysis of French
military strategy and operations during the Great War, providing invaluable
insights into the complexities of this pivotal conflict.
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