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In describing the French victory
over the Prussians at the battle of Jena-
Auerstadt in 1806, David G. Chandler
stated, “Seldom in history has an army
been reduced to impotence more swiftly
or decisively.” The Prussians lost be-
cause they suffered from a defective
command structure, operated with an
outdated doctrine, and possessed a
complacent officer corps that pre-
ferred to rest on its laurels rather than
educate itself in the art of war. How
can a nation overcome such glaring
deficiencies while simultancously fac-
ing occupation by a conquering army?
Charles White answers this question
in his book The Enlightened Soldier.

White's central thesis is that this re-
markable transformation was largely
the work of one man, LtCol (later
Gen) G.J.D. von Scharnhorst. The fact
that Scharnhorst accomplished this
task in six short years has been called
“one of the most remarkable feats in
military history.” Scharnhorst’s primary
tool in this task was education. Schamn-
horst introduced the Prussians to a
concept called Bildung, which is essen-
tially the “well-balanced rclationship
between character and intellect.” The
concept of Bildung, which was central
to the beliefs of Scharnhorst, had a
heavy impact on his development as a
soldier, and according to White was
the cornerstone to his reform program.
Literally translated into English, the
German word “Bildung” means cul-
ture. However, its real meaning is the
“perfectability of the individual's charac-
ter and intellect through education.”
Scharnhorst realized “that disciplined
intellect was essential to the profes-
sion of arms.” He was not simply try-
ing to change the military system. He
was attempting to foster an attitude that
was receptive to education and the
building of character.

Scharnhorst learned in his early
years that “the profession of arms was
a continuous process of development
that could not be mastered by simply

Marine Corps Gazette » July1991

learning existing techniques.” The au-
thor points out that “the profession of
arms demanded a broad, general edu-
cation for its mastery.” The art of war
is a dynamic field. The military officer
must not only stay abreast of current
changes, but also provide forethought
as to its future course. White states
that “because he understood the past,
Scharnhorst was able to see the dawn
of a new era in warfare.” This is the
mark of the true professional—one
who can learn from the past, adapt it
to the present, while preparing for the
future. Scharnhorst was able to do this
because he practiced Bildung.

White believes that “only through
Bildung could Prussia meet the chal-
lenge of Napoleon.” He states that the
level of education of the Prussian offi-
cer corps was the most serious short-
coming of the army at this time. In
White's opinion, “The army had be-
come anachronistic in its doctrinal
concepts.” Scharnhorst “understood
that war could not be studied in isola-
tion” and he desired to “develop lead-
ers who would be capable of formulat-
ing concise ideas.” In order to produce
this type of officer, Scharnhorst realized
education was necessary.

The first step undertaken by Scharn-
horst was the creation of the Militarische
Gesellschaft (Military Society), a socie-
ty whose purpose it “was to instruct its
members through the exchange of ideas
in all areas of the art of war in a man-
ner that would encourage them to seek
out the truth.” While its overt goal was
the study of war, the socicty saw mili-
tary scholarship as a means of foster-
ing Bildung. The activities of the socie-
ty included the presentation of papers,
essay competitions, answering ques-
tions posed by the membership, book
reviews, historical seminars, and the
publication of a society periodical. As a
result of these various activities the soci-
ety became the focal point of Bildung in
the Prussian army. White points out that
this was exactly what Scharnhorst
wanted because “Bildung meant not
just an education or culture, but also
being part of the community.”

Scharnhorst’s ideas and efforts of
1802-05 set the stage for future re-
forms. During this time period he was
only able to influence a small, but ded-
icated, group of officers. Unfortunately

for Prussia, he failed to make a pro-
found impact on the army as a whole
until after the battle of Jena-Auerstadt
in 1806. In this battle, Napoleon proved
to the Prussians how outdated their
military system was. White points out
that “Jena was more than a military
disaster; it was a terrible indictment
against the social, political, and mili-
tary system of the past.” Armed with
this lesson and the blessing of the
King of Prussia, Scharnhorst and his
reformers were able to transform the
anachronistic Prussian army into a
modern nation-in-arms capable of de-
feating one of the world’s greatest mili-
tary minds. The end result of Scharn-
horst’s efforts was the creation of a
professional officer corps.

White has produced a case study of
military reform that emphasizes edu-
cation as the means to an end. The
timing of this book’s publication coin-
cided with Marine efforts at reform.
Our Commandant has instituted a
professional military education program
focusing on professional reading and
Basic Warrior Training focusing on
the basic skills an individual will need
in order to survive on today's battle-
field. He has established a Marine
Corps University and a Warfighting
Center that focuses on concepts and
doctrine. He has challenged the lead-
ership of the Corps to prepare itself
mentally for the battlefields of tomor-
row while ensuring that Marine rifle-
men are ready to carry out their mis-
sion. Scharnhorst has shown us how
we can mentally prepare ourselves for
future battlefields. He once stated that
“war itself only educates that group of
soldiers who have prepared them-
selves for it and have cultivated their
intellect.”

“Am I preparing myself 7" is the
question all Marines must ask them-
selves,

The Enlightened Soldier is highly
recommended for the professional Ma-
rine who takes his education seriously.
Mr. White's book is written in a style
that the serious student of military his-
tory will find refreshing and informa-
tive while still managing to keep other
readers’ attention. This book fills a
void in the academic field of military
history. It explains the beginnings of
the Western model of the professional
soldier and makes many key points to
spur the thoughts of today's military
professional. ”“’3’“
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