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 Net Assessment on the Eve of World War II


Williamson Murray and Allan R. Millett

SHORT OF THE COSTLY and perilous audit of war itself the problem of estimating the likely performance of one’s armed forces against one’s potential enemy is the most intractable problem of defense planning. The process is not new—at least in its unstructured form—but in Western parlance it has now become known as “net assessment.” In Soviet usage it is part of evaluating “the correlation of forces.” Writing in the fourth century B.C., the Chinese philosopher of warfare Sun Tzu described the assessment process:
 Now if the estimates made in the temple before hostilities indicate victory, it is because calculations show one’s strength to be superior to that of his enemy; if they indicate defeat, it is because calculations show that one is inferior. With many calculations, one can win; with few one cannot. How much less chance of victory has one who makes none at all? By this means I can examine the situation and the outcome will be clearly apparent.1


The translator of Sun Tzu, however, adds that this passage escapes easy translation and that the methods Sun Tzu suggests for estimates are unclear, even though Sun Tzu cites them by inference throughout The Art of War and implies that the process is rational, structured, comprehensive, in part quantified, and explicit about assumptions and data. Modern net assessment follows Sun Tzu’s principles, if not his confidence in outcomes. The important allusion is to “the temple” and the role of faith.

The process of net assessment has been integral to relations between states whether one talks about war or periods of peace. Yet the processes by which statesmen and strategists weigh the balance and calculate the risks of the international arena have received relatively little attention from both political scientists and historians. The former have focused on the general relationships between players or “actors” on the international scene; the latter have generally satisfied their curiosity with studies that lay out in excrutiating detail one side of the story or the other. Policy-makers have reinforced the inclinations of these disciplines. On the one hand they have used history, if at all, to elucidate “lessons” rather than ambiguities; on the other, they have found political science with its artificial clarity and quantifications both alluring and attractive. Whether it has been useful is another matter.2

An additional complication has been the natural tendency of academic analyses to focus on intelligence rather than net assessment. Two factors help explain this. First, formal net assessment has only recently made its appearance (1972) as a coherent, disciplined effort to address problems inherent in achieving meaningful measures of the international balance. Even historians with documents on both sides of international conflicts and crises have proved surprisingly unwilling to attempt balance analyses. It is not difficult to estimate the balance of forces in May 1940; the wreckage of French and British armies in northern France would seem to make the balance in that month quite clear. Yet unless one accepts Calvinistic or Marxist predestination, an understanding of the shifting military and strategic balances through the 1930s, both real and in terms of perceptions of statesmen and military leaders, is crucial in judging how the international arena worked.3 Unfortunately, historians have tended to center analyses on single nations; consequently, convinced by the weight of one nation’s documentary evidence, they have barely moved beyond the perceptions of those who weighed the risks under the pressures of time and incomplete information.4 As a result, balance assessments by historians have consisted mostly of simple “bean counts” of units available on opposing sides.5 Besides, historians have frequently confused assessment with intelligence, thus reducing the complexities and ambiguities of national balance analysis to intelligence organizations and their products.6 Net assessment, however, has aimed at achieving a different picture of the world from that proposed by intelligence organizations either past or present.7

Another argument that bedevils the process of net assessment is debate about organization. Although it is a truism that organization can or, more emphatically, will influence process and analytic outcomes, net assessment is not just a problem in bureaucratic politics. Nevertheless, as net assessment increases its influence on the defense decision-making process—as it has in the United States—it becomes increasingly subject to territorial disputes over the nature and dependability of data and the appropriateness of method. One might argue that heightened political influence turns what should be a non-zero-sum game into a zero-sum game, for personal and organizational fates do indeed rest on whose analysis eventually triumphs and whose does not. Those outside of government tend to see territorial problems as simply matters of bureaucratic self-interest that can be cured by reorganization. Such positions undervalue the problems of net assessment that adhere to the intellectual enterprise itself. The cry for reorganizing the process begs many of the problems that defy reorganization. A corollary to the question of process change is the “Rockefeller solution,” that is, to throw enough assets at a problem so that it eventually is crushed by the weight of the investment—or at least changes its nature. Such an approach, which might be called “the American way of success,” surely has outlived its usefulness in defense decision-making. The efficacy of net assessment depends upon factors that cannot be accommodated simply by increasing budgets and rearranging organizational relationships, but instead requires educating decision-makers on the value of the intellectual enterprise of defining options and unmasking the unknowns as well as thinking about the known factors. Clarifying difficult choices is not a happy function in government, regardless of its form. It is, however, essential to rational decision-making.

While net assessment is a relatively recent concept, statesmen and military leaders have engaged in serious attempts to weigh national power within the international arena whether in peace or at war. Admittedly these efforts have been somewhat ill-formed. As Paul Kennedy has suggested about British leadership before the outbreak of World War I:
 In fact, the very concept of “the balance of power” was never deeply explored, in either the political or military sense. As an expression, it was, of course, much employed: in early August 1911 [Sir Henry] Wilson noted that it was “an axiom that the policy of England is to prevent any Continental Power from attaining a position of superiority that would allow it to dominate and to dictate to the rest of Europe.” One can concede that certain Britons who studied German advances in industry and technology (say, James Louis Garvin, Leo Amery, Eyre Crowe) became alarmed at the prospect of this new and formidable economic might being at the disposal of the Prusso-German elite; yet did this reasoning move those many other Britons, especially the military, who took little interest in economic matters?8


Kennedy’s description of the international arena confronting Britain in the first decade of this century fits most other periods and nations. The fog of war is only one reflection of the general ambiguities of human affairs. Statesmen operate in a milieu in which calculations of even their own national power are intrinsically unsure. If it is difficult to calculate one’s own strength, then how much more difficult is it to calculate the strengths of others whose culture, language, and nationality are so different?
 NET ASSESSMENT: A HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVE


This book examines the problems posed by net assessment in the 1930s. The seven separate essays investigate the processes by which the major powers (Great Britain, Germany, Italy, France, the Soviet Union, the United States, and Japan) carried out and were affected by the processes of national net assessment in the decade preceding World War II. This task poses some unusual difficulties for the historian, not the least of which is that few of these countries possessed formal net assessment organizations.

The purpose of this study is to examine how the process of net assessment worked in the late 1930s. While no explicit organizations existed in this period to assess the shifting net balance among the powers, government leaders had little choice but to move beyond the elementary data provided by their intelligence agencies and, for better or worse, to make the best net assessments they could. Given the absence of formal net assessment organizations and processes, the task of the historians in this project was to piece together the often implicit, informal, or even unconscious ways in which judgments about military balances were reached. A historical examination of the process of net assessment should not aim at creating a neat model or framework for explaining events. Rather it should uncover the complexities and ambiguities involved in the net assessment process.

The essays, therefore, analyze the failures as well as the successes in national net assessment efforts during the 1930s as a basis of addressing larger questions. What were (and are) the pitfalls in making national net assessments? Why did they tend to miss the mark? What were the elements in the process that might have been corrected, and what lay beyond the reach of policy-makers? The important factors in net assessment, whether in the 1930s or 1990s, multiply as one examines the phenomenon. The intelligence portion of the process is itself complex, even if one assumes that the only function of military intelligence agencies is to describe and (usually with great reluctance) assess the forces of one’s allies and potential enemies. First, someone must decide what the important questions of capability are and design a collection effort to provide the relevant data, in itself no mean feat. The collection effort is never complete and often far short of satisfactory, but commanders cannot wait, and they demand assessment. They often are unsatisfied with descriptions of capability or organizational orders-of-battle and want some analysis of enemy intentions as well, even though this process is perilous at best. Examples of purposeful fabrication, delusion, and ambiguity characterize the history of intelligence agencies in the twentieth century.

The process of net assessment, however, also demands an accurate assessment of one’s own forces and their likely performance in war. This exercise is no less fraught with miscalculation since it must include educated guesses about the quality of leadership; the likely performance of untested weapons and other military equipment like communications systems and transport; the appropriateness of force organization for varied missions; morale; the physical condition of personnel; and the forces’ state of training. These judgments cannot be made inside some bubble of “objectivity” called “military science,” because they invariably are influenced by personality, organizational roles, the assessment process itself, and deeply held (if often unarticulated) beliefs about national military “traits,” traditions, and other culturally driven attitudes.9
 NET ASSESSMENT AND THE ROAD TO WORLD WAR II 

In order to evaluate the organization, process, and results of net assessment by the seven major belligerents of World War II, one must begin with World War I and its legacy. By the 1930s three participants in the earlier war had endured fundamental changes in regimes that placed ruthless dictators in control of revolutionary political parties and the formal governments. Two of these nations had been losers in World War I (Germany and Russia), and the other, Italy, might as well have lost, given the costs of its war. In the case of Japan, success in World War I had been forfeited (in the eyes of Japanese imperialists and militarists) in the negotiations that began at Versailles and ended with the Washington treaties of 1922. By the 1930s, largely through their use of intimidation (including assassination) and the intrinsic appeal of their plan to make Manchuria and China economic colonies, the Japanese imperialists had eliminated much of the traditional nobility, the business leadership, and the civilian party politicians from the design of Japanese foreign policy. The four non-status quo nations—Germany, Italy, the Soviet Union, and Japan—formed governments dedicated to an aggressive foreign policy that assumed a high risk of war.

Three future belligerents maintained the same forms of government with which they had waged World War I. Britain remained a constitutional monarchy with the effective reins of government in Parliament and the ministries (staffed by members of the parliamentary majority and the career civil service) and the military staff system that culminated in the Committee of Imperial Defence. The French Third Republic, staggered by the national hecatomb on the Western Front, also remained a parliamentary democracy with the Prime Minister at the apex of the three military ministries and a ministry of foreign affairs, supported by civilian ministers and an elaborate military staff system largely dominated by army officers. Although they would have been loath to admit it, the British and French governments had much in common in both the form and the substance of the management of defense policy-making. They also shared a common memory of the effect of the World War upon their economies, their social fabric, and their eroded ability to rule their global empires. The United States had also preserved its democratic form of government despite the disappointments of its timid experiment with collective security (the League of Nations) and the psychological and social demoralization of the Great Depression, an experience it shared with all the other Great Powers and many lesser ones. Only the Soviet Union had avoided the collapse of the world industrial system in the 1930s, largely because civil war, collectivization, and the Stalinist purges had produced the same results without foreign assistance. The American government, however, organized its national defense structure in accordance with a Constitution that separated the executive and legislative branches to a degree unknown in Great Britain and France. The President of the United States could shape policy without the same degree of direct accountability that a British or French Prime Minister assumed as the leader of the parliamentary majority. Nevertheless, the annual budget process and substantive legislation (like the Neutrality Acts) assured a congressional role, however tumultuous.

All seven governments had ample experience in World War I upon which to build organizational lessons about the process of assessing their own and others’ military capabilities. Gauging political intentions remained basically the responsibility of the heads of government and their Foreign Ministers. None of the heads of government lacked for relevant, if incomplete, information about their potential enemies and allies. To be sure, the more secretive governments, characterized by censorship and the restricted distribution of military data, had an advantage in that they could deny democratic governments access to much information about their own military capability. Nevertheless, the military intelligence organizations of the 1930s could and did piece together relatively sound descriptions of the Great Powers’ military order-of-battle, at least in the static sense of numbers of operational units, the technological performance of weapons systems, and the relevant operational doctrine adopted by the armed forces. In fact, four of the powers had conducted major military operations before the war assumed its final form in 1940-41. The Japanese had been at war in China since 1937 and had fought the Soviet Union first at Changkufeng in 1938 and then at Nomonhan in 1939. The Italians had fought in Africa, and the Italians, Germans, and Russians had intervened in the Spanish Civil War. The German army had deployed twice to occupy Austria and Czechoslovakia. The Russians had invaded Finland in 1940, and both the Russians and the Germans had attacked Poland in 1939. Although all the implications of these operations may have eluded military analysts, the military intelligence communities showed a high degree of energy, assiduousness, cleverness, and professional competence in collecting information by open means (military observers and attachés) and covert methods (agents and electronic intelligence). The basic organizational problem of the seven nations’ intelligence agencies was not the collection of data or even the challenge of expert capability analysis, but credibility within the highest levels of military planning and political assessment.

There is, however, one characteristic in the military intelligence effort that has organizational implications. When the armed forces of the industrialized powers created military intelligence agencies in the nineteenth century, these agencies grew as part of service staffs and reflected their parent services’ concern about their like services in other countries. Armies fought armies; navies fought navies; and, later, air forces fought air forces. The tridimensional concept of military operations eroded some in World War I, but not to the degree that it disappeared in World War II. None of the World War II belligerents foresaw the interrelationship of land, naval, and air forces that characterized that war or predicted the considerable effect that one-service strategic approaches (for example, strategic bombing, submarine commerce-raiding) could have on the course of all military operations, if only in the area of opportunity costs.

Nor did intelligence agencies, established on service lines and loyalties, provide sound appreciations of what the combination of tactical aviation and mobile land forces might do to the conventional concepts of land warfare. Although it is now fashionable to describe the doctrinal and operational flaws in Blitzkrieg, which surely existed and cannot be camouflaged by postwar German and British apologists, it is also true that no military intelligence organization in the 1930s predicted that the Wehrmacht had mastered an operational approach to warfare that could restore the initiative to an army that accepted the perils of the offensive. As an institution, the Soviet army might have reached the same conclusions as the Germans did—driven in part by the inherent Russian problem of defending indefensible terrain with mobile forces—but Stalin’s decapitation of the Red Army’s leadership made it unfashionable to follow German military doctrine. Even when there were modest tests of mechanized warfare, as there were in Spain and Outer Mongolia, the limited use and special operational circumstances tended to dilute the intelligence analysis of these operations. Although individual officers like Charles de Gaulle, Percy Hobart, and Adna R. Chaffee, Jr., might have understood the potential of mechanized warfare, only the German officer corps (and then only part of it) appreciated the full potential of mobile operations, and they did so through their own maneuvers, not intelligence activities. Foreign military staffs did not miss the creation of panzer formations, but they could not predict the panzers’ performance with sufficient alarm to galvanize the reform of their own armies.10

At the level of intelligence evaluation, then, the major organizational weakness was the absence of interservice military intelligence organizations that could examine military capability across service lines and develop detailed appreciations of enemy strengths and weaknesses in joint and combined operations. Where military intelligence staffs attempted such assessments, they did so as ad hoc committees formed for the special purpose of making a single assessment, not for continuing analysis and collection of relevant data. Moreover, military intelligence staffs did not have sufficient information or authority even to do force-on-force comparisons. Planning staffs demanded intelligence assessments from their intelligence sections, but they did not provide friendly force information either to their intelligence sections or to an independent evaluation group. The German armed forces probably did the best job of structured operational assessment because of their dedication to war-gaming. Nevertheless, the Germans did not evaluate the likely course of a strategic bombing campaign—either one mounted against Great Britain or one directed at the Third Reich—or investigate the long-term demands of submarine commerce-raiding against Allied antisubmarine-warfare countermeasures. Military staffs could do and did regular evaluations of their own forces’ performance in maneuvers and exercises, but they did not do operational-capability net assessment, which clearly rested within their domain.11

Although the organization for strategic appraisal differed from country to country, all seven of the Great Powers shared common problems and experiences that could not have been easily corrected by organizational reform alone. All the nations (with the exception of the United States) eventually created elaborate interdepartmental organizations to fuse diplomatic assessment, military evaluation, and domestic political considerations. As in most complex bureaucracies—as all these governments surely were—formal and informal lines of influence and communication influenced net assessment, but all the responsible heads of government (with the possible exception of the Japanese Prime Ministers until Tōjō Hideki) had adequate access to a wide range of advisers with the relevant expertise about their own countries’ strengths and weaknesses and those of their allies and potential adversaries. All the nations but Japan had the recent experience of World War I with which to define their strategic problems. In the realm of economic mobilization, for example, governments had a respectable grasp of their own manpower resources, raw materials, industrial plant capacity, fiscal and monetary condition, transportation systems, agricultural productivity, and export-import balances. They understood the relevance of statistics and statistical trends even if they could not always be sure about the interrelationship of important economic variables. They may have been more uncertain about other nations’ economic condition, and they may have too often seen other economic systems as similar to their own, but the economic foundations for strategic assessment were sound enough for informed decision-making. The same may be said for the organized reporting of foreign and domestic political trends, technological developments in armaments, scientific research, and public opinion.

From the perspective of organizational theory, which stresses the importance of timely and accurate information flow to responsible decision-makers, the one government that could have used more organizational structure was the United States, which had no analogy to the cabinet governments of Great Britain and France. The French, however, fretted about the adequacy of their organization for strategic appraisal—almost to the point of paralytic obsessiveness—while the British chose not to tinker with reorganization as a cure for unpalatable facts. Even the autocratic regimes had agencies for strategic appraisal: the Russians the Council of People’s Commissars and the Main Military Council, the Italians the Supreme Defense Commission, the Germans the Oberkommando der Wehrmacht, and the Japanese (who prized collegial and consensual decision-making beyond Western norms) the Imperial Privy Council. An organizational theorist could find much to change in any of these arrangements to ensure a more rational and efficient flow of factual analysis and the structured development of policy options, but none of the seven major belligerents of World War II flirted with catastrophe or suffered ultimate defeat because of formal governmental organization. The flaws in strategic net assessment had deeper and more persistent roots.12

With the exception of the Japanese militarists, whose grip on the Japanese people was complete by 1937, the governments of the Great Powers could not escape the fact that strategic net assessment bore within it the seeds of regime destruction, and they did their best to curb any internal challenge to national security policy that might overturn the government.

For the three Western democracies, the problem had predictable links to elections and party politics, although in truth none of the opposition parties in the United States, France, and Great Britain offered a real alternative to the policies of appeasement and crisis-avoidance that characterized those three nations after 1937. Franklin D. Roosevelt, for example, managed national security issues the same way he handled any public policy issue, which was to rely on personal advisers, to discount bureaucratic analysis, to keep power within the executive branch diffused and authority uncertain, and to deal with Congress and the American people with a degree of indirection and ambiguity that bordered on duplicity. Perhaps he had learned too much from Woodrow Wilson, whom he had observed closely from his position as Assistant Secretary of the Navy during World War I. In Wilson’s case, however, presidential confusion was honest; in Roosevelt’s case, indecision was calculated since the President probably concluded as early as 1937 that Germany, Japan, and Italy had embarked on policies of aggression that endangered America’s future. Roosevelt’s problem was not the strategic net assessment process, but how to educate the American people on perils they felt less acutely than did he.

For Neville Chamberlain in Great Britain and Léon Blum and Edouard Daladier in France, the basic challenge was to examine the condition of the armed forces and the risk of war within the normal (that is, restricted) governmental forums like the Committee of Imperial Defence and the Comité Permanent de la Défense Nationale without revealing too much of their deliberations to the Germans and Italians and their domestic political critics, who tended to be skeptical individuals rather than whole parties. The processes of strategic assessment posed some problems: the intricate system of drafting collective documents, the arguments about data and analysis that plagued the intelligence services, and the tortuous and time-consuming requirement to reach consensus within the foreign policy and military bureaucracy before Cabinet consideration. Both Great Britain and France had difficulty appraising the Luftwaffe, and at critical times in their diplomacy with Hitler they miscalculated the threat of German air power. Nevertheless, the respective roles the participants expected to play in the process (political leader, military adviser, civilian expert) were played by the rules of democratic political culture and ensured that responsible political leaders dominated the policy process through setting procedures and framing the questions for evaluation. The process probably did not allow adequate airing of dissent among the expert advisers, and it tended to mute pessimistic advice, but on the whole the British and French governments understood their strategic dilemmas. Their basic mistake was more devastating: They believed (or hoped) that Adolf Hitler felt the same pressures and responsibilities that they did.

The process of net assessment in Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union had eccentricities related to the personalities of Adolf Hitler, Benito Mussolini, and Josef Stalin and to the one-party dictatorships they led. From their personal military experience none of three dictators had any real competence above the role of squad leader, but their fear of their nations’ traditional military officer corps (and the military’s assumed longing for its lost monarchical legitimacy) compelled them to inflict their personal biases upon the strategic net assessment process. All three eventually assumed the functions of head of the armed forces in both military (commander-in-chief) and civilian (defense minister) roles. Their functional responsibilities as party leaders made it essential that they also dominate those portions of the government (the military and the police) that performed the intimidation and actual violence upon which dictators depend to silence opposition. The dictatorships found themselves in a dilemma they richly deserved. The popular appeal of National Socialism and Fascism rested in part on the promise of a “greater” Germany and “greater” Italy, which implied an imperialist program that risked war. Yet the megalomania, paranoia, and political survivalism that characterized Hitler, Mussolini, and Stalin dictated a form of government that made it difficult to evaluate the likely behavior of other states and—more importantly—their own. For one thing, all three nations developed two governments, the party structure and the traditional ministerial organizations they inherited. Although the Bolsheviks did the most thorough job in bringing revolution to the bureaucracy, they did not entirely replace (or kill) it, and thus the sensible thing for any dictator to do was to produce a party structure that carried on the same policy-advising and assessment functions as the government. For example, V. M. Molotov, Joachim von Ribbentrop, and Geleazzo Ciano might serve as foreign ministers, but in the end they depended upon their personal relationship with Stalin, Hitler, and Mussolini for their power, not an independent power base in either the party or the government. Essentially, the dictators ran a court, not a government, a court of privileges granted and patronage voided (unto the point of death) that Niccolò Machiavelli would have recognized in an instant. Such a system was unduly sensitive to personal whim in the assessment process.

The fundamental nature of dictatorships and the national goals of Germany, Italy, and the Soviet Union in the 1930s determined that strategic net assessment would be adulterated by the conspiratorial, personalist nature of the three regimes. For example, all three dictators argued that only they understood one another or truly saw the weak, compromising Western democratic leaders for the cowards they were. In military matters, Hitler and Mussolini had a strong tendency to dismiss reports of systemic problems and to reduce critical issues to matters of technology, tactical trivia, and will power. Stalin showed a greater willingness to trust the military staff’s strategic net assessment system—after, of course, he had purged the Soviet officer corps of virtually all its senior commanders and replaced them with his own generals. The dictators played the services off against each other and exploited all the personal rivalries they could. They reduced anyone else’s capacity for independent strategic analysis. Mussolini could not rid himself of the one effective focus of opposition, King Vittorio Emanuele III with his trusted advisers, Marshal Pietro Badoglio and Marshal Emilio de Bono. With deep contacts throughout the Italian government, these three men remained aware of the facts that belied Fascist romanticism, and they eventually unseated Mussolini in a coup in 1943, with a mighty push from the Allies. Hitler and Stalin scored higher successes at regime-dominance, but they so intimidated their advisers that only sycophants like Martin Bormann could survive. Stalin, it is true, made his peace with his surviving senior officers, but only for the duration of the war. Had the marshals of the Red Army not emerged victorious national heroes from the Great Patriotic War, they would have proceeded to the wall or the gulag, as had their predecessors in the 1930s. Certainly such was the fate of their contemporaries in Germany, especially the conspirators of July 1944. Such poisonous civil-military relations are not likely to ensure that strategic discourse is influenced by frank discussions of operational feasibility, the essential contribution of military professionals to net assessment.

The Japanese did things differently. With the cabinet and ministries under military domination in the 1930s, the Japanese imperialists had no reason to fear either the cowed political parties or the general population, who had no historical experience with democratic opposition. Instead, the Japanese military wanted to ensure that the Emperor and his personal advisers had no opportunity to challenge the military’s definition of Japan’s long-term economic vulnerability and the immediate strategic opportunities to create an autarkic empire. The Japanese military integrated two powerful weapons: an organizational structure that could provide Western-style staff assessments (which reflected the intellectual debt to the German army and the British navy) and a cultural claim of moral oneness with the Emperor and the Supreme Deity that had created the yamato, or “chosen people.” Facts and feelings made a powerful combination in defining “the Imperial Way.”

On the other hand, the military’s self-assumed mission to save the yamato and the overpowering pressure from group consensus prevented any searching discussion of worst-case strategic assessments. It was no novelty for Axis generals and admirals to enter World War II with grave personal doubts about the eventual outcome, but in the case of the Japanese military, the senior officers bore a degree of responsibility for the decision for war not shared by their German and Italian colleagues. If the German and Italian assessments contained too much politics, the Japanese assessment process allowed for too much strategy.

For those powers that sought to revise the international balance of power by force (Germany, Italy, and Japan) and those that pursued peace at almost any cost (France, Great Britain, and the United States), the organization and process of net assessment produced some common problems. Even for the one nation in an intermediate position, the Soviet Union, which combined small wars with Japan, Finland, and Poland with big appeasement (the Molotov-Ribbentrop Agreement of 1939 and the Neutrality Pact with Japan of 1941), the problem of strategic net assessment proved no less slippery and led to the ultimate disaster of Barbarossa. The experience of these seven nations provides some cautionary lessons for future practitioners of net assessment.13

The most important issue is the dynamic relationship between political judgment and strategic evaluation. Heads of government reach the pinnacle of power through their mastery of their own political culture, and they do not abandon what works for them when they begin to operate in the international arena. Until the widespread use of public opinion polling and the quantitative analysis of voter behavior, domestic political planning had virtually no empirical basis. Of course, even where public opinion means something and voting is significant, these contributions to rational assessment often take a back seat to political intuition. Politicians pride themselves on being creatures of instinct, and they have a notorious aversion to accepting collective bureaucratic analyses at face value. At the same time they are not normally the product of long careers as diplomats and military officers, which reduces their capacity to judge the likely behavior of their opposite numbers from other political cultures. Compensating for culture bias is difficult enough in evaluating military capability and operational doctrine. In the murky margins where international diplomacy merges with strategic assessment, the task of differentiating between one’s judgments about how others (enemies or allies) should behave and how they might behave becomes even more challenging. To seek and accept expert opinion, whether it comes from intelligence professionals, military planners, or diplomats, is an act of moral courage that comes hard for heads of government, because such advice in content and form often conflicts with the assumptions about human behavior that political leaders prize. The issue, then, is far more complex than just defining civil-military relations and the functional domains of decision-makers and their advisers. Successful net assessment is a continuing educational process in which the assessors bear the delicate burden of providing tutorials on strategic analysis for their political masters. In the status quo democracies of the 1930s, this responsibility was at best difficult, and for the autocracies, it became virtually impossible as the likelihood of war increased.

Another continuing problem is the timing of assessments and the time period for which assessments are supposed to be valid. In each successive crisis of the 1930s the political leaders asked their advisers whether the armed forces were ready now for a variety of possible conflicts; the answer was consistently “no,” with various qualifications and degrees of uncertainty. The focus of these assessments—such as they were—bore on questions not about the course of a war, but about the likely course of a specific campaign that would initiate a war or respond to an enemy offensive. Like the planning that preceded the outbreak of war in 1914, the time period covered by the assessment was limited to months, not years, and assumed some sort of rapid resolution to the conflict, whether the resolution came in the form of a dictated or a negotiated termination of hostilities. Unlike the period before 1914, however, the assessments of the 1930s did provide analysis of long-term demographic and economic trends that might influence the generation of military capability from total national mobilization. In a technical sense, most of these long-war assessments were remarkably accurate. The difficulty is that politicians are steeped in the contingent nature of governmental behavior, true believers in the role of what Machiavelli called fortuna. The appeasers of the 1930s, for example, entertained the hope that if they could at least postpone war, something would turn up. The aggressor states (especially Germany and Japan) assumed that the inherent fragility of their rivals—whether they were capitalist democracies or Communist dictatorships—made long-war calculations irrelevant. What no one apparently examined in any detail was a strategic “black hole” that might occur between the transition from short war to long war, the period of extemporization in which the belligerent military establishments would fight a “broken-back” war with forces that survived the initial onslaught, but which did not yet include forces created after war began. Where in Axis planning (or Allied planning, for that matter) does one find an analysis of the likelihood or results of the Russian, Mediterranean, or South Pacific campaigns of 1942-43, all of which produced a substantial (if selective) attrition of Axis military capability?

The last major problem inherent in strategic net assessment is that political leaders and military advisers approach the intellectual enterprise of planning the pursuit of national goals with military force from opposite perspectives. The political leaders address strategic issues in Clausewitzian terms, whether they realize it or not. In the 1930s they attempted to foresee how war would influence their vision of their nations’ well-being, but they did so (with the possible exception of the Japanese) without a very firm grasp of the operational capabilities of their national forces or those of their allies. The military leaders, on the other hand, tended to project operational capabilities into campaign planning and to frame strategic issues in operational terms. In itself, this predisposition is both understandable and professional, but it also tends to exclude some issues of logistical sustainability, doctrinal adaptiveness, enemy behavior, operational timing, and technological innovation. As the belligerents of World War II discovered, the soundest of strategic decisions still required operational effectiveness, but that operational skill could not redeem flawed strategy. Even if strategy remained essentially dependent upon the political goals that drove decision-making, strategic planning could not be simply defined as the aggregation of tactical capabilities and the extension over time and space of operational considerations.

In summary, the experience of the major World War II belligerents suggests that the organization of net assessment may be important, but only if it provides the fullest amount of relevant information about military capability, presented in force-on-force comparisons that are tested to the degree possible by appropriate analysis like free-play exercises, weapons effects, quantitative modeling, war-gaming, doctrinal exegesis, and leadership and organizational behavior. Net assessment should be conducted in some organizational framework that has access to timely and definitive political guidance as well as military advice. The process should ensure that organizational and personal bias—of whatever sort—is reduced, if not eliminated. The process should also provide for assessments that identify problems in terms of immediate, midrange, and long-term significance. When political leaders face military capability assessments, they should have the expertise (probably from a personal staff) to dig into the methods and assumptions that drive the analysis. It is a truism that military capability should not be viewed as an infallible indicator of political intent, but it is equally true that political intent alone does not produce appropriate military capability. Political leaders may be responsible for providing guidance to military planners, but that does not spare them the parallel responsibility of educating themselves on the substantive issues of military planning and organizational effectiveness.

The experience of the nations that eventually fought one another in World War II has relevance for the 1990s. As the nuclear dominance of the United States and the Soviet Union becomes less awesome, especially to other states, the importance of conventional force net assessment increases, a development hastened by the fragmentation of the two dominant alliance systems on the Eurasian continent. Depending upon the nature and location of real or possible conflict, the combinations of potential participants appear—if not infinite—far more complex than the alliance systems forged by the United States and the Soviet Union after World War II. The proliferation of modern weapons makes net assessment more important, especially since so many newly industrialized nations have shifted weapons procurement from foreign to domestic sources, a development that complicates the intelligence process at the very least. As the influence of the United States and the Soviet Union over their formal or ad hoc alliance partners and surrogates declines, the importance of national military “ways of war” increases. The most important variant to Western-style warfare in the postwar period was “people’s war,” the Maoist-style population-based insurgency, but at least this approach to war could be analyzed (if not always overcome) on the assumption that one side had dramatic technological inferiority. Such is no longer likely to be the case, even if operational doctrine and tactical practices may still vary widely. For example, the availability of hand-held surface-to-air missiles can transform peasant guerrillas in the 1990s into a far different force from what they would have been in the 1960s.

In any event, the difficulties of net assessment in the 1930s cannot be dismissed simply because the Great Powers lacked formal organizations dedicated to the task. Even Great Britain, which used the system of military evaluation most like that of other nations after World War II, made serious miscalculations. One cannot insist, moreover, that the judgments about military capability were irrelevant to nations led by appeasers, megalomaniacs, imperialist romantics, or defeatists since perceptions of likely military performance inevitably fed the political decisions of the 1930s. If war remains an extension of politics, then net assessment remains the handmaiden of political and strategic calculation.
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 British “Net Assessment” and the Coming of the Second World War


Paul Kennedy

THE BRITISH SYSTEM of “net assessment” in the 1930s was elaborate, relatively sophisticated, and bureaucratically well developed yet also flexible and truly global in nature. Compared with this model, the strategic assessment structure elsewhere in that period appears splintered, provisional, and parochial.1 Yet for all its relative sophistication, British net assessment often did not manage to “get it right,” with the result that many early wartime campaigns (Norway, France, Greece, Malaya) were disasters compensated for only by the fact that the larger global balances were steadily swinging against the Axis. The reasons—personal, institutional, and contextual—for those defective assessments will be analyzed below; what is simply pointed out here is that even the most developed structures and procedures provide no guarantee either that correct judgments are being made, or against future conflicts unfolding in unanticipated ways.
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The British system of net assessment in the 1930s was both well developed bureaucratically and global in its range because of two major influences: a Cabinet-cum-committee structure of executive government and the fact that those who made decisions were aware that they had inherited a worldwide empire of territories, interests, and obligations. While these are quite separate points, they are worth linking at this early stage because both elements—the organizational, and the spatial/contextual—were critically concerned with the task of relating ends to means. Simply put, both elements involved the ordering of priorities and the striking of balances.

British governmental structures consisted of a strong central executive, which, while accountable to Parliament (on a regular sessional basis) and to the country at large (at general elections), was nonetheless able to decide upon and implement national policies without much outside interference. Moreover, those “decisions” were made not by a powerful individual alone, as was the case with Stalin, Hitler, and, to some degree, even Roosevelt, but on a collective basis, in Cabinet or in Cabinet subcommittees, and then executed by senior civil servants and/or military advisers who themselves had usually played some part in the assessments. Even the briefest perusal of the records of Cabinet debates, of the memoranda and position papers laid before the ministers, or of a policy document that proceeded ever upward (from a subcommittee to the Committee of Imperial Defence, and then to the Cabinet itself) is likely to leave the reader with an impression of an extraordinarily well-oiled and elaborate machine—and to give the historian the illusion that in Britain’s case it is possible to connect policy “inputs” with policy “outputs” in straightforward fashion.

And much of that is an illusion, created by the neatness of the minute-taking and memo-filing machine of Sir Maurice Hankey, the long-serving Secretary to the Cabinet and to the Committee of Imperial Defence (CID). Even at its late-Victorian best, it is hard to recognize Robinson and Gallagher’s idealized portrait of the British “Official Mind” at work. In that portrait, Government ministers, briefed by their permanent officials, were able to sit in Cabinet, “consciously above and outside” the day-to-day political pressures; their system permitted them to “assemble and weigh all the factors,” so that in fact they “registered and balanced all the contingencies.”2 Yet issues such as Irish Home Rule, tariff reform, and higher taxation all disrupted this picture of Olympian detachment. Moreover, in the shadows cast by the Great War, the coming of full parliamentary democracy, and the impact of the post-1929 economic crisis, ministers were ever more conscious of “background influences on British external policy.”3 In addition, personal and practical factors also impinged upon the decision-making process: Some departments, such as the Treasury, were much more important than others, and of course the power and opinion of the Prime Minister meant that his views carried tremendous weight. If the Prime Minister was opposed to a certain proposal, neither it nor its backers were likely to get very far. This was not a gathering of philosopher-kings.

Nonetheless, the Prime Minister was not an autocrat. While someone like Neville Chamberlain heavily shaped British policies during his premiership, he did it as part of a deliberative process, in Cabinet itself or in some ministerial committee. Decisions were shared decisions, in which senior ministers such as Halifax (Foreign Secretary, 1938-40) also had great weight. The simple organizational fact that a group of fifteen or so ministers would spend an entire morning discussing a paper on policy options—which itself was probably the product of an interdepartmental committee or working party—meant that decisions were rarely eccentric or impromptu. This had both advantages and disadvantages. It was scarcely likely, for example, that the British people would wake up one morning to find themselves on the brink of war with other powers as a consequence of actions taken by their leaders. On the other hand, this system of rational discussion, bureaucratic compromise, referral to specialist committees, and the like tended to delay action, even when swift measures were called for; and the very continuity of this urbane manner of Cabinet discourse and “parliamentary behavior” into the Fascist era may have obscured perceptions of the transformations that had taken place in global politics and ideology since Mr. Gladstone’s day. All this will be returned to later, for mentalités are probably the most difficult and important part of the process of net assessment to be recovered.

The other factor that made for a “process” was Britain’s global-imperial position. Ever since 1880 (that is to say, the Carnarvon Report),4 British politicians and officials had engaged in a form of net assessment. The happy combination of geographical and technological circumstances that had made mid-nineteenth-century Britain the leading naval, imperial, commercial, and industrial nation in the world was then eroding. Rising new powers were beginning to assert themselves. Britain’s economic lead was cut back, and then overtaken; its market shares declined, and its industries struggled to compete. Joseph Chamberlain’s purple description of “the Weary Titan, staggering under the too-vast orb of its own fate” was overly dramatic, but his general argument was true. The gap between Britain’s global obligations and its national capacities had become dangerously large and was likely—since other countries were still growing faster—to get larger.5

All this in turn led to a series of strategical reassessments by British ministers and their armed services; it produced that system of interdepartmental committees to examine “imperial” defense as a whole (as opposed to “colonial” defense, which was merely local), and to offer broad-ranging reviews: of the Cardwell reinforcement system, the deployments of the Royal Navy’s fleets, the development of empire communications, logistics, and (with the Dominions) even “burden-sharing.” While this restructuring helped to produce a more centralized and efficient imperial “command and control,” it could not recover for Britain the position it had held in Palmerston’s time. It was not, in other words, an alternative to that parallel process of measuring the dangers and requirements across the globe and deciding which colonies should have smaller or larger garrisons, which oceans needed more or less battleships. That in turn involved political assessments of which foreign countries posed the greatest dangers to British interests (France in Africa? the United States against Canada? Germany in Europe?), and whether diplomatic compromises might be made with the less threatening Powers.

This process of global-strategical assessment had been accelerated by the shocks of the Boer War of 1899-1902, which led to the establishment of the Committee of Imperial Defence, and then had been made even more necessary by the test of World War I, which produced the War Cabinet machinery and subcommittees administered by Hankey and his assistants. Further institutional refinements occurred later—thus, the Chiefs of Staff Sub-Committee was a consequence of the Chanak crisis of 1922, and in 1936 it was decided to establish a Minister for the Coordination of Defence6—but the basic point remains. Since the premiership of Arthur Balfour, and perhaps earlier, the British had been obliged to carry out a rough-and-ready form of strategical assessment, and on a world scale.
 DEPARTMENTAL CONCERNS AND COLLECTIVE COMPROMISES


In order better to illustrate this process of net assessment, this chapter will examine in some detail one of the major British strategical surveys of the 1930s, the 91-page document known as the European Appreciation, 1939-40, produced by the Chiefs of Staff Sub-Committee early in 1939. As this is done, the reader will be able to comprehend the genesis, the development, and the consequences of strategic assessment in the British system. More important still, an analysis of a specific (albeit typical) document offers perhaps the best way to understand what the planners themselves did, or did not, regard as important, which in turn gives us considerable insight into the strengths and the weaknesses of this particular assessment process.

Although it was external events (the Nazi seizure of power, the Abyssinian crisis) that prompted the British to reassess their strategic requirements, the first stages in the actual process inevitably had to begin in the service departments themselves. The pattern was for the political leadership to request the Chiefs of Staff to prepare new strategical surveys, lists of comparative force strengths, estimates of the services’ prospects in the event of war, and—if those estimates were gloomy (which they often were)—submissions for additional resources.7 This then caused the generals, admirals, and air marshals to assemble their data for the requested submission. In so doing, the service departments not only selected what they judged to be most relevant but also suggested conclusions that might be drawn—as to strengths and weaknesses, opportunities and dangers, the balance of risks, the optimal allocation of forces, the need for improvements.

Even before the departments engaged in this task, an earlier form of “assessment” had already taken place, namely that done by British service attachés and diplomats stationed abroad whose task it was to send regular reports on the strategical power of the country in question. While other, less regular sources (occasional radio decrypts, accounts by visiting businessmen, reports from secret agents) supplemented this information, it was the attachés who provided the most systematic and authoritative flow of data about foreign armed forces that Whitehall “consumed” during the 1930s.8 In all cases, the British attachés were long-serving career officers with a gift for languages and considerable experience of foreign travel and cultures. Coming from typical middle-or upper-class “service” families who provided the overwhelming bulk of the officer corps of the interwar British armed forces, they reflected the values and assumptions of those to whom they reported. That same background usually allowed them to establish good personal relations with members of the officer corps of the country in which they were serving and thus to glean additional information from social contacts. There is no doubt, therefore, of their overall value.

Yet considerable difficulties prevented them from acquiring a fully objective picture of what was going on. The first of these was simply the physical and political obstacles thrown up by the secretive and totalitarian regimes in which the attachés were stationed. Time and again, they confirmed in their reports to London that they had been shown only the outside of static models of German tanks or that their visits to a Japanese dockyard were consumed by formalities, introductions, and other diversions.9 Being so restricted in the access to verifiable data, they often had to fall back upon rumors, tips, anecdotal evidence, and fleeting impressions.

Above all they fell back upon their own cultural, racial, and ideological prejudices, which, given the socially homogeneous nature of the services they represented, Whitehall was unlikely to challenge. Indeed, it was likely to be seen as confirming already existing assumptions about other countries and their armed services. Thus, the reportage upon the Reichsheer in the early to mid-1930s by the British military attaché in Berlin, Colonel Thorne, suggested that the German army was an independent and “moderate” instrument in the Nazi state, thereby reinforcing London’s belief that an accommodation with Germany was feasible; while, at the other side of the globe, the British naval attaché, Captain Vivian, offered a view of the Japanese character—unimaginative, deferential, imitative, lacking initiative—which then permitted the Admiralty to regard Japan as a “less than first-class” power.10

Such information from abroad would already exist in the files at the time when the Cabinet or Committee of Imperial Defence would ask the Joint Chiefs of Staff for a strategical assessment. Normally, the Chiefs would delegate the initial research and drafting to their respective staffs, who would then attempt to “fit together” their individual departmental visions so as to present a common overview to the political leadership. The years of experience of civil-military relations, together with the constricting socio-economic circumstances that prevailed in interwar Britain, meant that the papers the armed services offered to the Cabinet were usually cautious, restrained, balanced—in a word, conservative. Any other style or form would have been counter-productive.

Few of the early judgments and proposals of the Chiefs of Staff survived unscathed: As will be noted later, most of the army’s draft suggestions in the 1930s were likely to be severely reduced, whereas the Royal Air Force’s schemes would at times be augmented, but not necessarily in accordance with Air Staff preferences. In addition, there was the predictable impact of tacit interservice bargaining, whereby a branch’s requests (and strategic assumptions) were not seriously contested by the other services provided their own requests (and strategies) were also conceded in the main. But whatever partial amendments and compromises occurred en route, the implications of this mode of proceeding for the general theory and process of “net assessment” are important. It meant that, for the most part, political decision-makers confronted an amalgam of service-generated data and assumptions that it was difficult for busy Cabinet ministers to challenge. Even the creation of the post of Minister for the Coordination of Defence early in 1936 did not fully grapple with this fundamental problem, that the “building blocks” of information and judgment did not come from objective, independent sources. To be sure, the Minister could often recommend to the Cabinet spending priorities as between the various services’ bids, but it was much more difficult to contest the Admiralty’s assessment of the fighting power of the Japanese navy, say, or the army’s plans to deal with the Wehrmacht on the battlefield. Those were internal matters on which the military was virtually unchallengeable. The implication was that the Cabinet had to take on trust a service’s assessment of the military power of other countries, as well as that same service’s opinion that it was, or was not, ready and able to go to war. Since each of the services had a different strategic concern, causing them to “buy time” for further rearmament, their pre-1939 reports tended to be a conflation of their worst-case assumptions—although in Chamberlain’s case the generally pessimistic strategical assessments of the British services fitted in nicely with his own predilections toward appeasement.

Another important implication was that, however sophisticated the overall strategic surveys might be, they could not anticipate which way individual campaigns would go, whether in the Atlantic sea lanes or in the jungles of Malaya. To the degree that “net” assessment gets the forthcoming conflict right as a whole, that may not matter too much; but to the extent that victory in war is the sum of various campaign victories, it is a point of some relevance that the nation’s armed forces do not lose too many battles in detail. And this is where the departmental aspect of net assessment becomes very important indeed.

The naval component of British net assessment in the 1930s is reasonably easy to trace, since it did not involve much in the way of new structures or methodology on the Admiralty’s part. Information about foreign navies was gathered from a variety of sources, from official publications and announcements to personal observations by the British naval attachés and visiting officers. Given the obsessive secrecy and censorship of the Fascist regimes, it was increasingly difficult for the attachés to get information upon newer warship types; and yet, as the post-Washington/London treaty naval arms race resumed after 1936, that was precisely what the Admiralty’s own planners and designers wanted: How fast was the Bismarck? What was the displacement of the latest Japanese heavy cruisers?

Perhaps the most candid acknowledgement of this ignorance came as late as 13 June 1939 during a discussion of the Cabinet Committee on Foreign Policy, when the Prime Minister referred to a Daily Telegraph article concerning evidence that German heavy cruisers were far more powerful than their British counterparts. Not only did the Admiralty know nothing of the evidence, but the First Lord doubted whether they would ever know early enough if Germany were building new and more dangerous types of warships for Admiralty planners to respond to. To this admission the Minister for the Coordination of Defence (Admiral Chatfield, previously the First Sea Lord) added: “At the present time, we had no information as to what new types of Naval vessels Japan might be building. For all we knew she might be constructing battleships of 40,000 tons with 20-inch guns.”11 As World War II showed, both German and Japanese large warships (heavy cruisers and up) possessed a larger displacement, heavier armament, and better defensive capabilities than British vessels—a benefit of having been built in secret, and often in breach of treaty limitations.

Lacking good details about the quality of potential enemies’ warships, the Admiralty was generally reduced to “bean counting.” Yet even this was fraught with problems, especially if the planners attempted to project the naval balances in, say, one or two years’ time—and this in a period (the late 1930s) when a large number of the world’s major warships were being modernized and when the post-1936 “naval race” was bringing many new vessels into service. The Admiralty’s response to this difficulty was to play cautious. During the Tientsin crisis with Japan in June 1939, when the Cabinet Committee on Foreign Policy contemplated a Chiefs of Staff report that (in Sir Samuel Hoare’s words) “painted the picture from our point of view as dark and gloomy as it could well be painted,” the Foreign Secretary Lord Halifax felt bound to add that “the Chiefs of Staff calculations were based on the assumption that while all our ships would not be available, all the Japanese Capital ships would be available.” To this Chatfield could only admit that the Admiralty had “practically no information on the subject.”12

The second and more difficult element in assessment concerned how, and how well, the enemies’ navies might fight. While the Royal Navy had learned a great deal about Italian naval doctrine and operations in Mediterranean waters, it knew much less about the German navy. Here, secrecy prevented much in the way of direct observation, with the consequence that the Admiralty fell back upon traditional preconceptions. The chief early hindrance to a proper assessment of the German navy was the assumption that Raeder’s new warships were being built with a view to dominating the Baltic and that Germany had quite given up that Tirpitzian ambition to challenge the Royal Navy’s command of the sea.13 Even when it finally dawned upon the Admiralty that the German navy might expand westward, the Royal Navy’s chief focus of attention was on battlefleet actions. This is hardly surprising, since for much of the interwar years the navy was mentally engaged in refighting the Battle of Jutland—and this time getting it right! The annual Naval Staff publication Progress in Tactics would therefore contain much more coverage under the rubric “Night Fighting” than under either “Convoy” or “Combined Operations.”14

Such a concern was not without beneficial consequences, at least in the Mediterranean, where the Royal Navy was well trained to “have a go” at the Italian battlefleet, night or day. But this surface battle obsession made it difficult for the Admiralty to react to a German naval challenge that would be expressed partly by individual raiding cruises to disrupt the Atlantic sea routes, and chiefly by a renewal of the U-boat attack upon merchant ships, a danger that the Admiralty greatly underestimated. By extension, therefore, the Royal Navy had prepared itself well for a conflict against the Japanese fleet, since it too was structured for large surface actions. But it accompanied its desire to fight a new “Jutland” in the South China Sea with a distinct arrogance toward the Japanese navy, consistently rating it as having only 80 percent effectiveness of equivalent British forces and thereafter subtracting from that.15 Above all, it never got a full measure of the striking power and efficiency of the Japanese naval air arm, perhaps because the Admiralty’s own conception of the use of aircraft carriers, and the sorry history of the interwar Fleet Air Arm, was so different.16

The Admiralty’s greatest difficulty was the assessment of which navies it would be fighting against, and which (if any) would be allied with the Royal Navy—a calculation that had to be done, but was itself conditioned by the kaleidoscopic nature of Great Power relations as the 1930s unfolded. For much of the 1930s the Admiralty’s gaze was fixed upon the Japanese naval threat in the Far East, and it continued to be cast in that direction even when the other two services, the Foreign Office, and the Prime Minister, became increasingly worried about the German menace and wondered about either compromising diplomatically with Japan or simply scrapping the “Main Fleet to Singapore” strategy.

The Admiralty’s fixation with a Far Eastern war not only made it an “appeaser” in Europe, with Chatfield especially arguing that Hitler ought to be diverted eastward, but also dislocated its assessments; it rarely cooperated with the Industrial Intelligence Centre (IIC), for example, and its belief that the German fleet was intended for Baltic operations only meant that it was late in the day before the Naval Staff gave serious thought to the allocation of battleships as between home waters, the Mediterranean, and the Far East. By the time it did so, Italy had become a potential enemy and the Admiralty faced an endless series of contingency plans, most of which tended to cast doubt upon the possibility of getting a large fleet out to Singapore while other dangers threatened closer to home. Even before the outbreak of war in Europe, priority had been given to the Mediterranean over the Far East (the security of the British Isles always being the top priority), and the greater part of the Admiralty’s strategic assumptions had been rendered void.17 At the time of the Chiefs of Staff European Appreciation of early 1939, that alteration had not yet been made, but the document itself reflected a strong “European” orientation with which the Admiralty was only reluctantly coming to agree.

If the Royal Navy was fixated upon Japan, the Royal Air Force’s overwhelming concern was Germany. The advent of the Third Reich made Europe after 1933 a much more dangerous and unpredictable place, and yet one in which the RAF’s concept of possessing a powerful aerial striking force to “deter” aggression would become ever more pertinent—or, if deterrence failed, one in which the Nazi war effort might be crippled by more effective means than those employed in a maritime blockade. Moreover, as the Luftwaffe grew in size and in perceived destructive power, so the RAF’s need to provide aerial defense for the United Kingdom also increased in importance. By the mid-1930s, indeed, the German air threat so exercised the British public and politicians that these domestic pressures were, if anything, insisting that more resources be given to the RAF. Finally, Germany was the most technologically and scientifically advanced of the “revisionist” Powers and the one with the largest aircraft-building potential. It followed, therefore, that if Britain could match Germany in the air, it could certainly deal with Italy and, most probably, with Japan.

But if the RAF was right to concentrate upon Germany, its actual assessments of the Luftwaffe’s size and role, and of its own ability to attack German industry and communications, were considerably off the mark. Little will be said here about the latter problem, since the story is well known and was generic to all “strategic bombing” assumptions in the interwar years: that is, the belief that “the bomber will always get through.” As it transpired, it was only in 1944 that long-range strategic bombing assumed the role that Trenchard, Mitchell, Douhet, and other advocates of air power had forecast two decades earlier.

The real importance of the Air Staff’s focus upon strategic bombing was that it influenced its perception of the Luftwaffe’s role when that service emerged as a serious threat. If the true function of the RAF were to cripple Germany’s war effort, it followed that the true function of the German air force was to cripple Britain, and by a “knockout blow.” Intelligence revelations that the Luftwaffe was much larger than the RAF produced an enormous crisis for the Air Staff. On the one hand, it grew increasingly dubious of its own ability to inflict much damage upon Germany, so that by late 1937 it was openly admitting that the “Metropolitan Air Force in general, and the Bomber Command in particular, are at present almost totally unfitted for war.”18 On the other, it led to political pressures for defensive as opposed to offensive aerial warfare and to a concentration of minds upon ever more ambitious expansion “schemes” between 1936 and 1938 rather than upon what the Luftwaffe could do. The anxious efforts of the air intelligence directorate to get accurate figures of German production totals—an effort joined by the Foreign Office, the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), and the IIC, not to mention Churchill and his private informants—turned much of the Air Staff’s assessment into “bean counting,” which included preposterous and arcane calculations about the average tonnage of bombs that could be dropped on Britain daily.19 Although during the Munich crisis many of the Air Staff properly pointed out that a German strike against Britain was “highly improbable while war was in progress against Czechoslovakia and France,”20 the general sense of pessimism that Britain had lost the air race and should avoid a conflict with Germany clearly affected the political atmosphere in the Chamberlain Cabinet’s discussions.

In drafting its part of the European Appreciation in January-February 1939, the Air Staff found itself in the midst of a transition of views. The assessment still had to deal with the possibility that Germany might, at the outset of a European war, launch a surprise aerial blow against Britain; and it still showed a strong tendency to count numbers rather than ask questions about the range of German bombers, or their capacity to find targets in cloudy conditions. Nonetheless, the document radiates a more confident tone about Britain’s own aerial defenses and an increasing feeling that Britain could withstand early German offensives, a judgment confirmed by the events of 1940. On the other hand, perhaps precisely because of this overwhelming concern about the power of air forces to damage an enemy’s homeland, the RAF gave little consideration to the possibility that such forces might also support the battlefield. Only a few months earlier, the Air Staff had felt that “the German Army Command believes in the potency of air power in land operations,”21 yet the Chiefs of Staff’s February 1939 report discussed the military balance in Western Europe merely in terms of numbers of French, British, and German army divisions.

Of all three services, the difficulties facing the War Office during the interwar years were the most profound, and significantly affected its contribution to British net assessment. To begin with, the army, even more than the navy, was structured to deal with Britain’s imperial, extra-European liabilities; as in Cardwell’s time, its chief problem was in finding the resources to maintain its large garrison in India, in addition to the extensive military establishment in Egypt, the festering sore of Palestine, and smaller contingents ranging from Hong Kong and Singapore to Gibralter and Bermuda.22 In early 1938, 64 of the army’s battalions were in the British Isles, but 74 were deployed in India and the colonies—a disproportion that none of the other Great Powers approached. This in turn meant that a considerable amount of army personnel and intelligence was devoted to assessing the possible Russian “threat” to Persia and India, or the politico-military problems of the Near East, which made the service somewhat complacent toward the growth of the German army, at least until 1936.23

The second element that deeply influenced army assessments was its awareness of how unpopular it was in the eyes of public opinion and politicians, still nursing gloomy memories of the Great War and determined to avoid commitment of a military force to the Continent. Although such sentiments contradicted the traditional British concern with the European balance of power, not to mention the specific guarantees of the Locarno Treaty, the army could do little against the prevailing doctrine of “limited liability” espoused by the Prime Minister and the Treasury, by influential outside critics such as The Times’s military correspondent Liddell Hart, and at least tacitly by the navy (which looked to the Far East) and the RAF (which held that it could deter aggression).24 Thus, after the 1934 report of the Defence Requirements Sub-Committee proposed a scheme for modest but balanced expansion of all three services, the army’s portion was cut to the bone. In the War Office’s eyes, the contrast between the neglect of provisions for its own “Field Force” and the vast resources the Nazi regime was apparently allocating to the Wehrmacht could not be more marked. When it became clear (after 1936) that the German army had exceeded its 36-division limit and that it was expanding to well over double that number, the War Office’s assessments of the European situation became progressively gloomier—climaxing in that array of private and official communications to the Cabinet during the 1938 crisis which suggested that nothing could be done to assist the Czechs and that there was an urgent need to buy time.25

As many historians have pointed out, British defense planners—led, if anything, by the War Office—failed to provide a proper “net assessment” at Munich. The vast French numerical superiority in army divisions along Germany’s western border was discounted, as was the defensive strength of the Czech army. The Wehrmacht’s problems with a too-rapid expansion were ignored. The only consideration of whether it might be better to fight immediately or later—at the cost of losing Czechoslovakia—was couched (by General Ismay) overwhelmingly in terms of air strength.26 Given that Germany’s relative advantage vis-à-vis the West actually increased between 1938 and 1939, it was particularly ironic that the War Office was in the forefront of the curious surge of optimism that occurred about three months after the Munich settlement. By that stage the army had stopped focusing upon numbers of divisions, where its intelligence estimates were very accurate, and was concentrating instead upon the Wehrmacht’s “overstrain” from a too-rapid growth. In late February 1939, in fact, the War Office informed the Foreign Office that the 100-division German army was “an imposing façade of armaments behind which there are very little spares and reserves.”27

This change of mood could be seen in the War Office’s input to the European Appreciation of that same month, one much more confident in its assessments of a Franco-German land conflict than that of five months earlier. This in turn leaves one major puzzle in the army’s portrayal, that is, the total lack of qualitative assessments about mobility, firepower, and overall efficiency. During the preceding three years, the Military Intelligence department had steadily accumulated a good sense of the various components of the Blitzkrieg strategy—speed, concentrated armor forces, and close air support—and also sensed that the French army had fallen a long way behind in those areas.28 But such distinctions were not included in the February 1939 net assessment.

While the three services made the chief contributions to British strategical surveys, the other departments also played roles, some major, some minor. The Colonial Office and Dominions Office can be placed in the latter category. It is true that the delicate relationship between Britain and the Dominions, which had legally acquired a separate foreign policy status by 1931, meant that Whitehall worried about a “breakup” of the Empire if the country were again committed to a European war of which Canada, South Africa, and Eire disapproved; and it is also true that many imperial problems increased the British desire to remain uninvolved in Europe. But such external pressures toward “appeasement” merely reinforced Neville Chamberlain’s own intentions, and in any case they had reached their peak in the Munich crisis. Thereafter, one has the sense that the British government mentally “took note” of Dominions’ isolationism but had concluded that it must make its decisions concerning peace or war regardless of sentiments in Ottawa and Pretoria.29

By contrast, the Foreign Office’s contribution remained most significant. As is well known, the Office was by no means united in its response to the various crises of the 1930s, with the Permanent Under Secretary Vansittart becoming so critical of Nazi Germany that he was shunted aside into the honorific position of “Chief Diplomatic Advisor,” and with contradictory advice being received from its diplomatic representatives abroad (e.g. Berlin vs. Warsaw; Tokyo vs. Peking-Nanking). In particular, the strongly pro-appeasement advice of Nevile Henderson from Berlin caused enormous discontent within the Office, which also played a role in “stiffening” Halifax to push for a stronger line toward Germany.30 But in its contribution of the European Appreciation of February 1939, with its built-in assumption that Britain and France would be at war against Germany and Italy, the Foreign Office was much more impressive and balanced, commenting accurately upon the likely attitude of the other powers, large and small.31 It was well aware of just how restricted by American public opinion Roosevelt felt himself to be; and it was also aware of the uncertainties that attended, and would probably deter, any drastic Japanese move in the Far East during 1939. The reader may be struck by the importance the Foreign Office gave to the position of Spain and Turkey, and perhaps even more by its deep concern about the precariousness of Britain’s position in the Middle East (chiefly caused by Arab reaction to the Palestine issue). By contrast, another region of great importance in the Foreign Office’s judgment—Eastern Europe and Russia—receives little attention in the Appreciation, presumably because of the terms of reference employed. Had the report been drafted two months later, the emphasis would have been significantly different.

What was clearly not a useful source in the formulation of British “net assessment” in the late 1930s was the Secret Service. This was partly because of the incredibly confused and shadowy “war of the foxes” going on at that time, as well as the failure of the intelligence community to coordinate (the Joint Intelligence Committee was only set up in July 1939 following a whole series of fiascos). With Vansittart running his own private intelligence agency, with the Abwehr and various anti-Nazi circles in Germany feeding a host of false rumors to shock the British into standing firm against Hitler, and with the three armed services relying on their own rather limited intelligence departments, the overall contribution of these bodies was to add to the confusion in Whitehall. For every report from a secret source that proved accurate, there were three or four totally misleading or mischievous ones.32 Yet even if this sort of intelligence had been better organized and more accurate, it probably would not have contributed much to the overall picture presented in a “net assessment” document, simply because the Secret Service was not really focusing upon those elements which contributed to the longer-term global strategical balances, but was endeavouring instead to discover what Hitler’s “next move” would be.

One organization, however, that deliberately concentrated upon those elements was the Industrial Intelligence Centre, set up in 1931 and headed by Desmond Morton.33 Its brief, of assessing foreign countries’ economic strengths and weaknesses, their armaments capacity and vulnerability, was one of the few genuinely innovative parts of the British intelligence process.34 Although Morton’s staff was minuscule and its sources of information sporadic (visiting businessmen, oil industry newsletters, and the likes), it swiftly occupied an important position in the British assessment system—partly because of the island-state’s interest in “economic blockade,” and partly because the IIC filled a vacuum, and thus endeared itself to the Air Ministry and the Foreign Office. As Professor Wark and others have pointed out, however, Morton’s conception of an efficient, centralized Nazi “command economy” not only missed certain of the weaknesses and incoherences in the German system but also contributed to the 1936-38 feelings in Whitehall that a liberal, democratic Britain had no real chance of matching the Third Reich in the armaments race.35 When those ultra-pessimistic views were replaced in early 1939 by a plethora of reports and references concerning an “overheating” of the German economy, the IIC remained more cautious, pointing out both the strengths and the probable weaknesses (in raw materials) of the dictator countries.

Although the information provided by the IIC on the state of the German economy was valuable and often accurate, there was no way in which it could assist the British Cabinet as it wrestled with the international crises of the late 1930s. For example, did the evidence of Germany’s shortage of foreign currency mean that Hitler would be more, or less, inclined to risk hostilities? It was impossible to say. On the other hand, if a general war were assumed, then the IIC’s information was vital for British planning.

The importance ascribed to the Centre by Whitehall can be seen in the large share of the European Appreciation, and in the separate Appendix II, which is devoted to the economic aspects of the coming war.36 In sum, it provided the intellectual underpinnings to the British “long war” strategy and remained in place even after Hitler’s moves against Prague and Poland, and the signing of the Nazi-Soviet Pact.

One further department played an absolutely central role in British net assessment for much of the 1930s: the Treasury. In 1934 and again in 1937, for example, its conception of strategic challenges and priorities prevailed, to the disgust of the armed forces and the anti-appeasers.37 By early 1939 its influence had been much reduced, with interesting consequences for the net assessment process.
 PERCEPTIONS OF FOES AND FRIENDS


Perhaps the greatest difference between British net assessment in the 1930s and American net assessment in (say) the 1960s was the extraordinary fluidity and multipolarity of the international scene in the earlier period. At the beginning of the 1930s, the British widely regarded the Soviet Union as the greatest land enemy of the Empire, while in naval terms the chief rivals were the United States and Japan; they saw Mussolini’s Italy as temperamental, France as unduly assertive and difficult (but not hostile), and Germany as still prostrate. Five to eight years later, Japan appeared as a distinct challenge to British interests in the Far East, Germany had fallen under Nazi rule and was assessed as the “greatest long-term danger,” and Italy’s policies appeared aggressive and hostile, whereas the United States was more unpredictable and isolationist than ever, Russia had become somewhat less of a direct strategic threat (but remained an ideological foe), and France’s weaknesses were more manifest than its strengths.

Indeed, even in the space of less than two years, the strategic landscape could be profoundly altered. In April 1938 the Foreign Office, discussing the “revised terms of reference” for the Joint Planning Sub-Committee, listed the “principal new developments” since the previous assessment, in the autumn of 1936, as “(1) the consolidation of the Rome—Berlin—Tokyo axis; (2) the existence of a state of war between China and Japan; (3) the development of the Spanish Civil War; (4) the temporary weakness of the Soviet army as the result of the recent (and still continuing) “purge”; (5) the annexation of Austria by Germany; (6) the dangerous state of Anglo-Italian relations and the attempt now being made to improve them; (7) the progressive deterioration of our position in the Middle East as a result of events in Palestine, with consequent risk to our oil supplies and communications with the East.” Although the Foreign Office optimistically went on to claim that “the general effect of these events and developments has been to clarify to some extent the possible causes of war in the near future and the probable alignment of the Powers,”38 most readers would probably share the gloomier reaction of the Chiefs of Staff: that in such a kaleidoscopic international order, it was an extremely difficult task to fit all the permutations and possibilities into a coherent strategic plan.

As war-games today will confirm, the greatest problem in strategical assessment lies in identifying the political-diplomatic dimensions of the conflict in question. At the end of the day, the British planners of the time had to go for what seemed to them the most plausible assumptions, but with no guarantee that all of those conditions would be fulfilled. As one planner, Major Hollis, put it when referring to the “terms of reference” of the Joint Planning Sub-Committee in January 1938:
 A foundation of Great Britain and France versus Germany, regardless of the attitude of other powers, seems so unrealistic a picture that, far from providing a sound basis, it might prove a dangerous one. On the other hand, it is impossible to range everyone up on one side or the other in a general world conflagration and, in addition, to spot the neutrals. Perhaps somewhere halfway between the unilateral war and the world war would provide the best setting, i.e., Great Britain, France and Czechoslovakia versus Germany and Italy; Turkey benevolently and Spain, from expediency, neutral. It is for consideration how we should cast the U.S.A., the U.S.S.R. and Japan.39
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