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How would a believer in Sun Tzu’s philosophies depicted in the Art of War perceive the tactics used by the German forces during the Battle of Stalingrad?
Introduction to the Battle of Stalingrad and Alber Speer
[image: donitz]The Battle of Stalingrad (July 1942 - February 1943) was a key battle in the Second World War, considered by some to be the most crucial battle of the war when considering the downfall of Nazi Germany. Whilst one cannot deny that the battle was ultimately a failure for the German war-machine, one must also consider the factors as to why this resulted in defeat. Albert Speer, Adolf Hitler’s Armaments Minister, and Chief Architect,[footnoteRef:1] reports multiple reasons for why this was the case in his Autobiography, Inside the Third Reich.[footnoteRef:2] This is a key primary source for these events as Albert Speer worked closely with Hitler, and his high command from 1933 until the Reich fell in 1945. With this in mind, we can get some true insight into the thought processes and justification behind decisions that were or were not made during the battle. This essay will consider whether German military forces, and the commanding officers of Hitler’s High Command utilised any of the philosophies of Sun Tzu’s Art of War. Ultimately, concluding how implementing Sun Tzu’s teachings into their strategy would have impacted the outcome of the battle, and by extension, the outcome of the Second World War as a whole. [1:  Albert Speer, Inside the Third Reich, (London, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1970) p. n1.]  [2:  Speer, Insider the Third Reich, p. n1.] 
Fig 1: (Left to Right) Albert Speer, Admiral Karl Dönitz and Colonel General Alfred Jodl in Flensburg, Germany, May 23, 1945.

Introduction to Sun Tzu and the Art of War
Firstly, when considering his works, one must understand who Sun Tzu was. Sun Tzu was a Chinese philosopher and Strategist who is credited as the author of the Art of War. In this book, Sun Tzu addresses warfare in multiple ways, be it the art of deceiving an enemy, an art of overpowering a foe with overwhelming odds, an art of logistics, etc. Although the Art of War was written some 2500 years ago, many of its teachings and philosophies can still be adapted to modern conflict today. Though a key point to note in this aspect is that warfare is ever evolving, and certain aspects will have changed drastically since this book was written, for example the Second World War was fought with rifles, artillery and aircraft which would not have existed during Sun Tzu’s era. Regardless, Sun Tzu was a man who considered all factors of warfare to be essential, not only the narrow-minded ideal of winning through brute force, but additionally counting small victories. One of his beliefs was that knowing oneself and one’s enemy is the path to ultimate success. The underlying argument in Sun Tzu’s teachings is one must ‘subdue the enemy’s troops without ever engaging them on the battlefield.’[footnoteRef:3] With this in mind, we can deduct that Sun Tzu was a very critical thinker; one who would believe that in order for the Wehrmacht to obtain victory in the Battle of Stalingrad, Sun Tzu would believe that the German Army would need to expect the unexpected. Additionally, he would believe that the German Army would need to adapt in whatever circumstances their enemy or nature would throw at them, and they would also need to know their own strengths and weaknesses. Ultimately, Sun Tzu would consider whether the actions taken by the German Army, their High Command, and most importantly, Adolf Hitler himself were necessary.  [3:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War: A New Translation. Edited by Michael Nylan, (Oregon: Blackstone Publishing, 2020). p. 33.] 

Lack of Morale
Speer acknowledges that despite initial uncertainty, and in some cases outright protest from his High Command against ever attacking Stalingrad. The early stages of the offensive action against Russia [image: German Soldiers Clearing The Streets At Stalingrad]were proving to be rather successful. It appeared for a while that Hitler had been proven right, given the initial success. Speer states in his book that ‘even General Fromm had brightened up.’[footnoteRef:4] General Friedrich Fromm was a stern man who would heavily criticise Hitler’s plan for Stalingrad, specifically over the circumstances surrounding reserve supplies.[footnoteRef:5] Later in the war, he would attempt to  assassinate Hitler and would be executed as a result.[footnoteRef:6] Though ultimately, this ‘exuberance at headquarters’[footnoteRef:7] as a product of this initial success would eventually turn to dismay in a way which it becomes clear that the German Military Powers did not follow Sun Tzu’s teachings in the Art of War.  [4:  Speer, Inside the Third Reich, p.236.]  [5:  Ibid, p.234.]  [6:  History.com, General Fromm executed for plot against Hitler, <https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/general-fromm-executed-for-plot-against-hitler> [Accessed 20/01/2024].]  [7:  Speer, Inside the Third Reich, p.236.] 
Fig 2: Wehrmacht soldiers at Stalingrad, October 1942 before the harsh winter became unbearable, and the offense was still successful.

Eventually, there would begin to stem a clear lack of morale from within the Nazi High Command. Speer speaks of this in his book, acknowledging that his own brother was on the front lines of Stalingrad, suffering ‘Jaundice and swollen limbs.’[footnoteRef:8] Of course in his own case, this was shaking his confidence in the competency of his fellow officers in the Nazi High Command, specifically Adolf Hitler and Hermann Goering, holding these two men specifically, fully accountable for the failure that was the Battle of Stalingrad. By extension, Speer would also hold these two men fully accountable for his brother’s death.[footnoteRef:9] Seemingly, even Hitler had begun to feel burned out and exhausted by early January 1943.[footnoteRef:10] Though, this lack of morale would not only reveal itself at the headquarters, but perhaps even more so for the soldiers on the ground. Johnathan Bastable in his book, Voices from Stalingrad, documents a quote written by an unnamed German soldier serving on the frozen Kessel which states; ‘We’re coming to an end and everyone knows it.’[footnoteRef:11] In this letter, the soldier would also note that as many as 2000 soldiers could be saved, though instead they would be ‘sacrificed’.[footnoteRef:12] Here, we can clearly see the state of depression shared by the German soldiers serving at Stalingrad, and how little faith they had in their high command at the time. [8:  Ibid, p.250.]  [9:  Ibid p.250.]  [10:  Ibid, p.248.]  [11:  Johnathan Bastable, Voices From Stalingrad, (Cincinnati: David & Charles, 2006) p.216]  [12:  Bastable, Voices From Stalingrad, p.216.] 

This is something which clearly does not support Sun Tzu’s philosophies. This is because Sun Tzu believed that a key component in success in warfare is for a commander to have full support of his subordinates. The quote ‘if the support is flawed, the realm will always be unstable’[footnoteRef:13] shows that Sun Tzu heavily emphasises that morale is key in warfare and failure to captivate the support of your allies will make achieving victory ever harder due to the unstable state of the realm, which is in this case, the German High Command, and the German military forces. Since even Hitler himself was drained by the constant struggle that the German war-machine was facing in Stalingrad, there was very little support that could restore the initial success early in the battle. Through this perspective, we can clearly see that support is essential in securing victory. Perhaps should more officers and soldiers have had confidence in the plan for Stalingrad, the outcome of the battle could have been more successful. In this instance, not only are the German High command, and by extension, their forces, failing to defeat their enemy without engaging them on the battlefield, but they are ultimately wakening themselves as a result of their inability to do so. [13:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. P. 34.] 

Weak Supply Lines
According to Albert Speer, whilst initially when the German troops were fast approaching Stalingrad, measures were put in place to ensure that supplies would be able to reach them. One such example provided by Speer is the emergency railroads which were deployed in newly secured locations to maintain a steady flow of supplies to the soldiers as they advanced upon their objective.[footnoteRef:14] Robert Kaplan in his journal article; ‘Medicine at the Battle of Stalingrad’ in the Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, mentions that early in the offensive, the German forces of the Sixth Army were mostly motivated by ‘alcohol and benzedrine’.[footnoteRef:15] With this in mind, we can see that despite these supply lines being put in place, the soldiers were not getting any real nourishment from food. Though despite this it would appear that the Sixth army started off strong and were thriving to push the enemy back to the point where the opposing Red Army forces would be left with only approximately 10% of the city.[footnoteRef:16] Within 8 weeks of the conflict, however, these supplies were starting to prove to be insufficient, the soldiers were not getting the necessary resources such as food, ammunition, fuel and repair parts for machinery, to maintain the success of the campaign.[footnoteRef:17] Ultimately, by early January 1943, these supply lines would get cut off even further by the Forces of the Red Army who had by now regrouped and managed to encircle the German Sixth Army.[footnoteRef:18] This made it, once again even harder for essential resources to reach the encircled Wehrmacht forces. The forces of the opposition were now able to intercept these supply lines, and take the resources for themselves. Speer acknowledges that eventually the decision was made by Goering to instead attempt to supply the soldiers of the Sixth Army by air; though ultimately the supplies that were being delivered were only a mere fraction of the necessary amounts needed to justifiably support the soldiers and turn the tide of the battle.[footnoteRef:19] This of course would mean that although the soldiers of the Sixth Army were finally able to access some supplies, they were still starving, and freezing to death, as well as suffering heavily from diseases which plagued them throughout the winter. This, combined with the sentiment shared by Albert Speer provides a very clear insight into the conditions the German forces were forced to endure at this time, leaving little question as to why German morale was so low both on and off the battlefield. [14:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p.236.]  [15:  Robert Kaplan, (2000). Medicine at the Battle of Stalingrad. Journal of the Royal Society of Medicine, 93(2), 97–98. <https://doi.org/10.1177/014107680009300219> p.98. [Accessed 21/01/2024].]  [16:  Kaplan, Medicine at the Battle of Stalingrad. P.98.]  [17:  Alan Clark, Barbarossa: the Russian-German conflict, 1941-45, (New York: William Morrow and Company, 1965) p.78.]  [18:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p.236.]  [19:  Ibid, p.249.] 

In this instance, not only were the German forces failing to implement Sun Tzu’s philosophy themselves, but they were outright allowing the philosophies provided in the Art of War to be used against them in multiple ways. Not only had the Red Army encircled the German forces, a tactic which Sun Tzu deems crucial in warfare when the commander is in the position to do so.[footnoteRef:20] But worse yet, Sun Tzu heavily emphasises the importance of maintaining a steady flow of supplies to your own forces whilst preventing your opposition from obtaining supplies for themselves. In extension to this, the retreating Russian Forces would destroy ‘locomotive sheds, watering stations and other technical apparatus of their railroad system’[footnoteRef:21] to further prevent their enemies from making use of their resources. This is something which Sun Tzu would argue should never be allowed to happen. This is evident in the quote ‘By any reckoning, an army lacking its supply wagons will perish, as will an army lacking provisions or an army that fails to commandeer supplies methodically along the way.’[footnoteRef:22] This quote tells us that Sun Tzu believed that resources and supplies are always essential in warfare. For if a commander does not provide his troops with the necessary resources, and give his troops the means to obtain these resources from locations which have been conquered, the enemy will be able to use such resources which they possess against the commander. This is something which General Fromm attempted to warn Hitler of, and yet regardless, Hitler’s plans failed due to his inability to listen to his own high command, and Sun Tzu’s teachings. The result of this would ultimately mean that in Sun Tzu’s mind, Hitler has failed to consider all factors in the war. Consequently, the opposing forces were able to win without engaging the Wehrmacht on the field of battle through means of sabotaging their supply lines, and claiming the resources for themselves. [20:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. p. 33.]  [21:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p184.]  [22:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. p. 50.] 

Tactical Awareness and Preparing for the Unexpected
As previously mentioned, the early days of the Battle of Stalingrad were proving to be positive for the German war-machine, due to their effective pincer strategies.[footnoteRef:23] The Red Army defenders were suffering heavy losses, and according to Theodor Plivier in his book Stalingrad, the morale of the Russian people was ‘dangerously low’ and the German commanders stationed in Russia were using this to their advantage, and in some cases were winning over members of the local populations.[footnoteRef:24] This, from the perspective of Sun Tzu would be considered a victory, as by this point the German forces could now begin winning the war without fighting the enemy. This is shown in the quote; ‘At any ground that serves as crossroad or thoroughfare, they should take the opportunity to solidify our alliances.’[footnoteRef:25] Here, Sun Tzu is saying that instead of maintaining the offence, the German army should instead continue to solidify their alliances with the Russian people. This would have allowed the German forces to turn Stalin’s own people against him, turn former foes into allies, and maintain the success in Russia through psychological warfare. Ultimately, of course, this was never Hitler’s plan, he instead ordered his forces to target Stalingrad. This decision was ill-advised, Speer states that Hitler was overconfident in the sturdiness of the German tanks, that he failed to realize that certain parts of the tanks would ‘need repairs after four to five hundred miles.’[footnoteRef:26] This is further evidence that Hitler did not consider all possibilities in the Battle of Stalingrad, he did not follow Sun Tzu’s statement ‘Know the enemy; know yourself, and you will meet with no danger in a hundred battles.’[footnoteRef:27] With this we can clearly tell that Hitler did not know himself as he failed to prepare for the inevitable circumstance that his forces’ tanks would need to be repaired after traveling such long distances. Sun Tzu would argue that a commander which knew himself, and by extension his own forces, would grant them the time, and the means to allow for these essential repairs.  [23:  Clark, Barbarossa. P.52.]  [24:  Theodor Plivier, Stalingrad, (New York: Time Inc, 1966). P.8.]  [25:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. p. 75.]  [26:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p.238.]  [27:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. p. 34.] 

The Art of Deception
Furthermore, in relation to this point by Sun Tzu, Hitler did not know his enemy. This is made clear by his inability to foresee that the forces of the Red Army would be able to use their own climate and natural capabilities to their advantage against the advancing German forces. The biggest factor of this being the Russian Winter, although during the Summer and Autumn, the German forces had seemingly already defeated the Russian army.[footnoteRef:28] The winter allowed the Soviet forces to regain some strength, whilst the Wehrmacht forces suffered in the freezing temperatures. Considering Sun Tzu’s quote ‘Warfare is the art of deception’[footnoteRef:29] it could well be argued that should Hitler have followed Sun Tzu’s teachings, he would have anticipated that, regardless of whether the Red Army was truly badly crippled or not, he would have expected a counter attack from them. This is a core belief in Sun Tzu’s philosophy, that one must strike when their opponent least expects it.[footnoteRef:30] Thus, had he prepared for such a circumstance, Hitler would have been considered a strong commander in the eyes of a believer in Sun Tzu’s philosophies. This is because he would have accounted for the possibility that this perceived weakened state of his enemy, could be a deceptive ploy to make his own defenses weaker. Although this was not likely intentional from the perspective of the Soviet forces, they ultimately exhibited a key presentation of Sun Tzu’s teachings. Furthering this point, according to Sun Tzu, ‘an advance too powerful to resist means bursting through the weak enemy lines.’[footnoteRef:31] This is definitely the case in the Battle of Stalingrad. In the months wherein the German forces would have less of a struggle in the climate, they were ordered to attack in full force. Whilst this can be effective in achieving a goal of a quick and decisive victory, ultimately what this meant for the German forces is that by the time the winter had hit, the attack force had used up most of their power in the earlier months. Thus, leaving them even weaker during the winter. Though the plan was to have finished the attack by the end of October, the time that the winter was to be at its worst,[footnoteRef:32] we can clearly see that Hitler had not prepared for the unexpected circumstances; he had gone into the conflict with full force, and his soldiers would now pay the price for his decisions.  [28:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p185.]  [29:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. p. 26.]  [30:  Ibid, p. 26.]  [31:  Ibid, p. 45.]  [32:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p.215.] 

[image: A group of people in white with guns

Description automatically generated]According to Speer, Hitler was more than aware of the Russians ability to thrive in the extreme climates of their country. Allegedly, Hitler had outright complemented the ‘biological superiority of the Siberians and Russians’ during peacetime.[footnoteRef:33] Though, this was something that he would instead chose to outright ignore when it came to his invasion strategies, as it ‘ran counter to his plans’.[footnoteRef:34] In addition to this, Johnathan Bastable states that the Russian forces were especially skilled at using the harsh winter to their advantage; using the white snow to camouflage themselves, operating efficiently at night, and masking their movements under the cover, and sound of gunfire. Here it can, once again, be seen that from the perspective of Sun Tzu, Hitler’s plans were doomed to fail from the beginning. Not only did Hitler not know himself, or his enemy, he also continuously failed to account for external factors such as the Russian climate, resources and tactics. These are all factors which Sun Tzu would deem imperative to a military’s success in conflict. However, despite being more than aware of these factors, Hitler’s need for victory and his overconfidence would prove to be his own undoing in the Battle of Stalingrad. Additionally to this, Sun Tzu states that ‘the commander who is good at both offense and defense can preserve himself and achieve total victory.’[footnoteRef:35] Whilst it can’t be denied that the initial assault on Stalingrad was most definitely successful. Once the offensive capabilities of the Wehrmacht had faltered, and the Sixth Army was trapped, they were unable to defend themselves from both the enemy, and the cold. Thus, once more, this would mean that in the eyes of Sun Tzu, Hitler’s inability to allow his forces a means to defend themselves would make him a weak commander, for a strong commander who can achieve total victory must be a master of both offense, and defense.  [33:  Ibid, p.185.]  [34:  Speer. Inside the Third Reich, p185.]  [35:  Sun Tzu, The Art of War. p. 37.] 
Fig 3: Winter Camouflage worn by Soviet Soldiers. The man on the left is Vasily Zaytsev, a highly decorated marksman of the Red Army.

Conclusion
In conclusion, from the perspective of a believer in Sun Tzu’s philosophy, the tactics used by the German Forces during the Battle of Stalingrad do not follow Sun Tzu’s doctrine. Though there certainly was potential for the Nazi powers to win the battle, with considerably less fighting, and less risks which could have been achieved had the Nazi High Command followed the guidance provided in the Art of War. Hitler’s need to completely destroy his enemy by force is the very reason for his failure. He became blinded by his initial successes in the battle, and ultimately underestimated his enemy’s ability to adapt. Hitler wanted to complete the assault by the end of October 1942, therefore he decided to expend all of his offensive capabilities to meet this deadline. A believer in Sun Tzu’s philosophy would know that just because you plan for something to happen, does not necessarily mean that it will. Thus, in Sun Tzu’s mind, other plans must be adapted into the Commander’s strategy to account for that contingency. Ultimately, all of Hitler’s plans became too narrow minded, he ignored advice from experienced members of his High Command and as a result they lost their confidence in him. Although, of course we must consider the cultural differences in Sun Tzu’s China, and Hitler’s Germany, and the philosophical differences they must possess, as well as the evolution in warfare and how conflict takes place, many of the very principles Sun Tzu speaks of were ultimately utilised by the Soviet victors in this conflict. Thus, we must conclude that a believer in Sun Tzu’s teachings would say that the Battle of Stalingrad was always destined to be a failure for the German military forces. They may even argue that had these tactics been adopted into Hitler’s strategy, Germany may well have won the Battle of Stalingrad, and by extension perhaps even the war.
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