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Preface

In relaxed poses, Churchill and Roosevelt amiably share a bench on New Bond Street in London, or at least they have done so since the life-size sculpture Allies by Lawrence Holofcener was erected there in 1995. Commissioned to commemorate fifty years of peace, and largely paid for by the luxury businesses on the street that serve many foreign tourists, prominently Americans, the sculpture testifies to the strong desire to propagate and celebrate a memory of wartime cooperation, and a wish to humanise it, as well as to focus on the role of the leaders who are presented as equals.

This cooperation is a memory much used today by both Americans and, far more, Britons who emphasise the value of the frequently proclaimed ‘Special Relationship’ between the two powers. In doing so, they see this wartime alliance as an important lesson for modern Britain and, indeed, the United States. The reality, then and now, however, was of a different relationship; one, largely born of necessity, that was very much transactional and, at times, extremely troubled. Which is not surprising between allies. Indeed, Roosevelt could be very harsh to Churchill, notably at the Tehran conference of Allied war leaders in November–December 1943. He carefully avoided visiting London during the war and was a persistent and vigorous critic of the British Empire. At the governmental and popular levels, the British were keener on the Americans than vice versa.

In practice, indeed, the interplay of impression and reality, both then and subsequently, captures much of the politics of strategy. This interplay needs to be pushed to the fore. This is not least because the political dimension undermines the idea that there was an optimal choice of strategy, whether in intention or in implementation; and this undermining is correct. Indeed, strategy, an all-encompassing phenomenon and practice, has integral ideological, political, social and cultural elements, all of which are of great consequence; and each of which affects the conception, formulation, implementation and assessment of strategy.

Moreover, it is necessary to unpick the idea of national strategy and to emphasise, instead, the variety of strategies on offer at the national level. In large part, this situation, as far as military strategy was concerned, reflected the very different perspective of the individual services – although far more was entailed, including divisions within the services and, at the level of government, very different assessments of national interests and goals. This tension is generally underplayed due to the emphasis, instead, on national leaders. While that emphasis is valuable, it suggests a misleading degree of coherence.

A short, accessible and, in particular, very lightly footnoted public- and student-friendly account of strategy and the Second World War is missing from the literature. There is a need for one promptly as we have just had the eightieth anniversaries of its start in Europe (1939) and the Fall of France (1940), which left Germany in an apparently dominant position. These will be followed, in 2021, by the eightieth anniversary of the war becoming global, with the German attack on the Soviet Union, that of Japan on Britain and the United States, and the German declaration of war on the United States. American participation helped lead much of Latin America into the war against Germany.

That the anniversaries accentuate longstanding ‘history wars’ about the causes, course, consequences and meaning of the world war, both as a whole and for particular countries, underlines the need for such a concise book. It is particularly necessary to be alive to these present-day controversies and their undoubted significance, both for the understanding of the world war and for that of the present day. Linked to this, it is important to engage explicitly not only with the strategic issues of the time (and as they developed chronologically and also how they interacted), but also to relate those to subsequent debates about the choices made. The continued political contexts and resonances of these debates require discussion. Chapters seven and eight explicitly address this issue. The continuing need for such discussion is illustrated by the renewed controversy over strategic bombing that was pushed to the fore in February 2020 at the time of the seventy-fifth anniversary of the bombing of Dresden.

Underlying these points comes the understanding of strategy. I build on the conceptual and methodological perspectives offered in my existing works on strategy: Plotting Power. Strategy in the Eighteenth Century (2017) and Military Strategy. A Global History (2020). As a result of this approach, there will be a wide-ranging treatment of strategy, and not one framed by a tight definition. The book focuses on strategy as the integration of long-term political, economic and military planning; but strategy also relates to military doctrine, as with the Soviet ‘deep battle’ concept. Strategy, moreover, focuses on the level where theoretical doctrine meets practical operational planning, which is crucial to the strategic level of military planning. The key stance in this book will be, first, to emphasise strategic culture, secondly, to collapse the questionable distinction between policy and strategy, and, thirdly, to stress the dynamic impact of contexts, the continual significance of prioritisation and the significance of the unfixed nature of alliance systems. Bringing dynamic, fluid and chaotic factors into the examination of strategy is helpful. Hindsight gives us knowledge of the whole story, so that we tend to impose order when none may have existed.

Thanks to an emphasis on strategic culture, strategy encompasses not only conflict but also domestic goals, and economic and ideological means. These were understood by contemporaries as intertwined, which, indeed, helps explain the use by all powers of the vocabulary of battle and war to discuss the domestic situation. The Holocaust was as much part of Hitler’s strategy as war at all levels with communism. It is also useful to see how ideology and circumstances each played a role in the interplay between the longer-term factors discussed in terms of strategic culture and, on the other hand, the more specific nature of the strategy pursued, and the strategies implemented to that end.

In thinking about, researching and writing this work, an overview for the general reader, I benefited greatly from teaching a Second World War special subject at the University of Exeter, and profited much from the excellent existing scholarship on the subject, to which my book is intended as a contribution. I have also benefited from the opportunity to speak publicly on aspects of this subject, including, in 2019–20 at the National WWII Museum in New Orleans, at the Second World War Research Group Annual Conference in Wolverhampton, to the New York Military Affairs Symposium, at the universities of South-East Louisiana, Southern Mississippi, Ohio, Louisiana–Shreveport and Westminster, to the Royal Artillery Historical Society at Larkhill, at the Chalke Valley History Festival, to the Exeter branch of the Historical Association, at Radley College and at Torquay Museum; but most memorably for me on earlier occasions, notably on the deck of the USS Missouri in Pearl Harbor in 2005, on the cliff overlooking Omaha Beach, and at Sebastopol and St Petersburg. I was also fortunate in 2019 to be able to visit Pacific war sites, notably Guadalcanal and Rabaul, and European war sites, including Dresden and Potsdam. Touring the Sudetenland made clear its defensive possibilities.

I have been helped greatly by the comments of Pete Brown, Stan Carpenter, Enrico Cernuschi, Jonathan Fennell, Heiko Werner Henning, Steve Minor, Ciro Paoletti, Bill Purdue, Alexander Querengässer, Mark Stevens, Ulf Sundberg, David Ulbrich and Tony Wells, on all or part of an earlier draft of this book, and from discussing the subject with John Brobst, Andrew Buchanan, Roger Moorhouse, Jeremy Noakes and Barnett Singer. Their kindness is much appreciated. None is responsible for any errors that remain. Duncan Proudfoot has again proved a most supportive publisher and Howard Watson an exemplary copy editor. It is a great pleasure to dedicate this book to Robert Crowcroft, an important scholar on the period, a rising talent, and a friend.




1

Projecting War

World domination, that was the strategy attributed to Hitler by his opponents. An American film, The Nazi Strike (1943), depicted what it claimed were German geopolitical plans: ‘Conquer Eastern Europe and you dominate the Heartland. Conquer the Heartland and you dominate the World Island. Conquer the World Island and you dominate the World.’ That was propaganda, intended to energise and direct the American public, once the world war was at full charge. Prior to the German attack on the Soviet Union in June 1941, the situation was far less open to this apparent clarity.

Strategic consideration and engagement are particularly significant in the run-up to wars. Once conflict has begun, strategy has to share this position with the biting immediacies of operational and tactical considerations, and the incessant pressures of resource factors. These are all present in the earlier stage of the run-up; but strategy is more to the fore. It both helps to frame, just as it is framed by, the central questions of the identity and goals of the protagonists, and the timing of their conflicts. Thus, Appeasement and the Soviet–German pact of 1939 can both be seen as key strategic means that were important to the initial circumstances of the struggle and, indeed, thereby helped play a major role in its subsequent course, as well as the retrospective discussion of the war.

We have the benefit of hindsight, so it is difficult to appreciate the degree to which a major, and continuing, element for contemporaries was strategic uncertainty, a factor that greatly encouraged emphasis on espionage. This uncertainty repeatedly linked the preconflict years to their wartime sequel, just as it acted as a point of tension when considering the possible relationship between the war and the post-war world. In particular, up to the end of 1941, it was unclear which powers would be involved, and on what side or, given the variety of conflicts involved, sides. This element, in practice, went on being significant until the end of the war, with the Soviet Union not attacking Japan until August 1945. This was far more important than Argentina and Turkey joining the Allies in 1945 as the war neared its close, or Ireland, Sweden and Switzerland remaining neutral.

This uncertainty, however, was most significant until the end of 1941, during which time the powers had to plan in a context of constant unpredictability. The uncertainty was accentuated by a greater lack of clarity as to the broader situation beyond that of bilateral relations. The outbreak of war did not lessen this element, because the outbreak itself proved far more drawn-out than in the First World War, as did the conflict itself. In the First World War, Austria-Hungary (often referred to as Austria), Russia, Germany, France and Britain were all at war within a month, and with no neutralities confusing what were clearly two sides. Each of these powers declared war on all of those on the other side.

The situation was very different in the Second World War. Although Japan did not present it as such, China and Japan were at full-scale war from 1937, but with no other power involved on either side, and indeed with far less international intervention than in the Spanish Civil War of 1936–9. On 3 September 1939, Britain and France went to war with Germany in response to the latter’s invasion of Poland on 1 September. However, when Germany’s ally, the Soviet Union (the successor to Russia), also attacked Poland on 17 September, Britain and France did not extend the war to include it. In this decision, there was not the extent and immediacy of alliance systems seen in 1914; rather, it was informed by prudence or what may be termed ‘the cartography of concern’.

In each world war, Italy (1915, 1940) and the United States (1917, 1941) were later entrants, but in the Second World War there was generally more delay before nations committed completely to the fray. Germany and the Soviet Union did not begin fighting each other until the German attack on 22 June 1941. Furthermore, the linkage was not complete as Japan and the Soviet Union did not go to war until 9 August 1945. There had been delays in the First World War – Italy, for example, waiting until after its declaration of war on Austria-Hungary before going to war with Germany, and the United States not declaring war on Austria-Hungary until December 1917; but none on the scale comparable to what was seen in the Second World War.

Moreover, the Asian war was not really linked to the European one until the Japanese attacks of 7 December 1941 and Germany’s declaration of war on the United States on behalf of its ally Japan on 11 December; a declaration that was not reciprocated by Japan declaring war on the Soviet Union. The Japanese attacks put greater pressure on Britain than it faced from Germany and Italy alone, and the German declaration of war led to the United States playing a role in both the Asian and European conflicts. In contrast, while the conflict in the Far East was far less significant in the First World War, the timing then was very different, with Japan rapidly coming in on the Allied side in 1914 and swiftly capturing the local German bases in China and the north-west Pacific. These bases were not as heavily defended as comparable Japanese ones were in 1943–5.

The far more complex and protracted beginning thus made the Second World War different to the previous world war. So did its greater geographical range: the first war did not have an Asian dimension on anywhere near the scale seen in the second. In part, this was because the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5 was very separate both chronologically and in terms of the alignment to the First World War, in which the two had been on the same side; whereas the conflict between them was part of the Second World War, although not until 1945.

From the early 1930s, powers strategised over likely international combinations in a situation made more volatile by the growing aggressiveness of those pursuing expansion, notably Japan from 1931, Italy from 1935 and Germany from 1936. Each was a year when significant acts of aggression occurred, in the shape of the invasion of Manchuria, the attack on Abyssinia (Ethiopia) and the occupation of the Rhineland.

Yet, that aggressiveness in itself did not make strategy clear, for these powers, for their potential opponents or for the possible allies of both. The relationships between expansionism, aggression and conflict were in practice complex, and certainly far from obvious. Indeed, strategies were in part a matter of taskings in a context in which it was unclear when limited peace would become limited war; and, in each case, for whom; and with what consequences for other powers. What limited war would mean, and how it would be conducted, were uncertain.

The new international order created in 1917 had involved American participation in the global system. This order was achieved in 1918 through victory and the overthrow of the ruling élites in Austria-Hungary and Germany, which had been primarily responsible for the world war. The subsequent peace treaties of 1919–20, collectively known as the Peace of Versailles, however, brought new commitments to the victorious powers, but with the United States choosing not to be fully involved. These commitments were underlined both by the failure to defeat the communists who had seized control in Russia in 1917, and, in contrast, by the subsequent containment of communism and the Soviet Union.

The resulting international order had a novel format in the League of Nations, but it essentially rested on the example of having defeated Austro-Hungarian and German expansionism. As such, there was a parallel with the European system after the defeat in 1812–15 of Napoleonic expansionism, with the Congress of Vienna (1814–15) then followed by the ‘Congress System’ of the major powers. The example of defeating expansionism was underlined when, after initial success that took their forces close to Warsaw, the Soviet attempt to conquer Poland was, with French help, totally quashed in 1920, and the Soviets then driven back. Thanks in part to British naval intervention, the Soviets also failed to conquer the Baltic states (Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania), all formerly part of Russia, but they did reconquer Ukraine and the Caucasus republics of Armenia, Georgia and Azerbaijan. By 1925, the political situation had been largely stabilised, even if the United States did not guarantee it by becoming, as had been envisaged by President Woodrow Wilson, a member of the League of Nations with the consequent obligation to maintain the Versailles agreement. Nor was there ever a League army.

As a result of this stabilisation, military activity for the major powers became less consequential and, indeed, focused on maintaining control or defending interests in areas of formal or informal imperial interest: for Britain in the Middle East; for France in Morocco and Syria; and for the United States in Central America and the Caribbean. This theme remained important in the 1930s, with Britain, in particular, devoting significant military resources in the late 1930s to suppressing, successfully, both the Arab Rising in Palestine and opposition in Waziristan on the North-West Frontier of British India (now part of Pakistan). In the meantime, both the revolts repressed and British failures, notably in Ireland (1919–21) and Turkey (1922), as well as issues in Britain, not least the Invergordon naval mutiny of 1931, demonstrated to many others that Britain’s position had weaknesses. This opened up windows of opportunity for other states and for opponents within the British Empire.

The imperial commitment was a key aspect of strategic planning, that of the protection of existing possessions. The prime threat could be from within empires, as in these cases, but challenges from without were also significant. Thus, in the 1920s, the British were worried about territorial disputes with Turkey over their new position in oil-rich northern Iraq, a League of Nations mandate given to Britain. There was no agreed frontier between Turkey and Iraq, which, indeed, had been part of the Turkish-ruled Ottoman Empire since the early sixteenth century.

The security of possessions had a wider-ranging meaning in light of the developing weapons technologies of the period, and notably those of aircraft and of aircraft carriers. The belief that the bomber would ‘get through’ – the contemporary phrase used in the House of Commons in 1932 by Stanley Baldwin, a former and future Prime Minister – and would get through to deadly effect for civilian casualties and morale, dramatically altered the parameters of security and, moreover, did so in a highly destabilising fashion. This instability was enhanced by concerns, political and popular, about the possible use of gas weapons by bombers.

Baldwin had told the Commons that ‘the only defence is in offence, which means that you will have to kill more women and children more quickly than the enemy’. This point captured the extent to which it was not clear how best to reconcile offensive and defensive tasks and capabilities, with the strategic goal of defence in this case requiring the operational and tactical tools for attack. So also with the protection of trade against submarine attacks.

The question of how best to protect against threats, notably air attack, was made more difficult by a lack of clarity as to their severity. The relevant experience was lacking. The previous world war had left only suggestions about the potency of bombing, although they had then been magnified by enthusiasts for air power, alongside those fearful of an airborne cataclysm.

Separately, the protection of existing possessions took on a different meaning when the latter were understood in terms of existing interests. These could include the territorial integrity of trading partners, for example China for Britain, freedom of navigation and, indeed, the existing situation as a whole. For the ‘liberal’ trading powers, among which Britain was the foremost, that element was important to their understanding of the world order and to their particular prosperity. This situation also helped explain Britain’s emphasis on the navy.

If defence was both task and strategy, that left unclear how best to prepare, and, also, how to prioritise between different challenges, both real and apparent. The commitments that could, and should, be entered into were unclear, as were the parameters within which governments could operate, not least acceptance by public opinion. Moreover, this situation was exacerbated by uncertainty about the role of other powers, by a lack of sufficient resources to meet all tasks, and by an absence of certainty as to the effectiveness of particular weapons systems, both those of opponents and those that might be adopted to thwart them. True of the 1920s, this situation remained the case in the subsequent years. In a sense, it continued throughout the world war, with new weapons brought into use both in order to address existing problems and uncertainties, and so as to impose risk on opponents.

Britain was a key victor of the recent world war, the leading naval power and a major air power, but it was under challenge. It had the most wide-ranging of imperial networks, both political and commercial, an empire particularly dependent on the navy and, due in part to the major commitments coming with this range, its resources were particularly stretched. The First World War had left Britain with a degree of exhaustion as well as a significant national debt, but also a prudence about the consequences of another world war; although, as with other aspects of strategic tone, the consequences stemming from that prudence were unclear. In 1934, a Defence Requirements Sub-Committee report noted:


The complete mechanisation of the army is not today, or in the near future, a possible or desirable measure. It would demand a highly specialised army trained and equipped for one contingency only, vis. war in a European theatre and on ground suitable for its employment . . . it would not be possible to organise a larger mechanised force than the one we recommend below without upsetting the whole system by which our forces overseas are maintained by the Home Army.



The sub-committee proposed a tank brigade as part of the expeditionary force, but argued that imperial commitments could not ‘be met by the creation of a highly specialised “robot” army at home, even if that were the best system for a continental war, itself a matter far from certain.’1 ‘Robot army’ meant a force light in infantry and emphasising tanks. However, in September 1935, the prediction that Germany would outflank France’s defences by advancing through Belgium, as indeed was to happen in 1940, underlined the needed for British armour to help resist this.2

Yet, there were also strategic challenges to other powers such as the Soviet Union. To Joseph Stalin, its paranoid dictator from 1924, Britain, Germany, Japan and Poland all appeared major threats and, in addition, the extent to which they might cooperate, including against the Soviet Union as many powers had done in the Russian Civil War, was unclear. Thus, winning the alliance or neutrality of other powers was a key element of the strategic equation. The Soviet Union did so with Germany in 1939 and Japan in 1941. Germany did better at winning allies or the acceptance of its aggression by neutrals in 1939–40 than Britain, only to change the situation totally in 1941 by invading the Soviet Union and declaring war on the United States. Earlier, the extent to which Germany, Italy, Japan and the Soviet Union might be willing to ally with or against Britain, and to what ends, were fundamental to the strategic situation for these and other powers.

Threat-based assessments dominated strategy to a degree that later discussions, which focus on developments in weaponry, can underplay. Thus, German strategists considered challenges, real or potential, from the west (France) as well as the east (France’s allies Czechoslovakia, Poland and/or the Soviet Union. The panzer divisions established by Germany in 1935, after a staff exercise involving three notional divisions, at first served as a mobile means to counter strategic vulnerability, indeed as providing a defensive capability. This only changed into consideration as an offensive capability as German aspirations altered. The alteration was the crucial element, not the specifications of the tanks themselves. Indeed, at this point, their specifications were limited by the standards of the tanks of 1944. The point about flexibility was less the case with bombers, but they could serve as a deterrent and thus have a defensive capability. Tanks also served to restore mobility to the battlefield as opposed to the static fixed-trench fortifications of the previous world war on the Western Front.

The nature of military capability was clearly a factor. Whereas Japan was a land challenger to China and (in the Far East) the Soviet Union, it was increasingly a naval and air challenger to Britain and the United States in the shape of their empires. This contrast between Japanese challenges had major implications in terms of the strategic profile of the possible combatants and the measure of their strategic capability. For Britain and the United States, the relevant needs were warships, aircraft and bases capable of matching Japanese capabilities and defending relevant interests, notably territorial ones. Thus, American and British expansion over the previous century into the western Pacific and East Asia had produced strategic commitments for these powers that were in practice encumbrances, notably the vulnerable Philippines for the United States.

The British development of Singapore as a key base was a strategic decision with far-reaching consequences as, in practice, it increased British vulnerability to Japan. On the naval side, but not that of the army, the end of the Anglo-Japanese alliance in 1923, as a result in particular of the Washington Naval Treaty of 1922, was significant: it encouraged the Japanese navy to see Britain as a challenge. The Royal Navy, however, was exposed to Japanese attack. From 1919, the navy’s 1st Battle Squadron, the full-strength battleships in commission, was in the Mediterranean, leaving only a small carrier, cruisers, destroyers and submarines in the Far East. As a result, London could only bargain for time, and Admiralty planning focused on how long Singapore could resist attack while the navy sailed to its relief from European waters. There was no consistent and effective plan for the defence of Singapore.3

For Britain and France, there was the challenge posed to Mediterranean imperial interests, for both were Mediterranean powers to an extent that is not always appreciated today. France was dependent on its links with its North African colonies, notably that between Marseille and Algiers, the garrison in North Africa being a major source of troops; the British empire was reliant on the link from Gibraltar to the Suez Canal via Malta. During the 1920s and until 1934, the Mediterranean and Middle East parade of essential naval British strength was more a tribute to old memories of the traditional rivalry with France than a reply to any real menace. Notably in 1923, the British popular press emphasised the size of the French air force and the threat it posed to Britain. This echo of the German raids during the First World War confirmed the scars British public opinions had suffered then, but it was not a realistic response to the situation.

Italy, except for a brief crisis in 1923 during its invasion of the Greek island of Corfu, was considered by the British government not as a danger but as a helpful power which indeed, from late 1926 until 1931, acted as a counterweight to France. In return, Britain supported Italian interests in Albania in 1925 and on the Kenyan–Somali frontier in 1926, as well as backing Italy for a seat on the international body running Tangier and supporting modest oil concessions in Romania and Iraq. However, Italian competition in imperial matters became more significant in the 1930s, notably with Italy supporting opposition to Britain in the Islamic world and also acting as a rival source of arms supplies, as in Afghanistan and Yemen. More generally, there was a petty teasing worldwide between the colonial powers as they competed for influence, but no war. That situation changed, totally, in June 1940 when Italy attacked Britain and France, and in December 1941 with the Japanese attack on Britain, the Netherlands and the United States.

When Italy moved towards Germany, the prime threat it posed to Britain and France was naval, although there were also concerns about its army and air force. Germany, in contrast, appeared to be a challenge to Britain mostly as an air power after Hitler announced in 1935 the creation of a new air force, the Luftwaffe. German naval construction threatened both Britain and France, but Britain discounted this threat with a unilateral Anglo-German naval treaty of June 1935. This treaty did not please France or Italy. Breaking with the Treaty of Versailles, Britain allowed Germany a fleet as large as a third of the Royal Navy, with a submarine force of the same tonnage. This proved a bad bargain. As the French were concerned about the Italian navy, which menaced France’s position in the western Mediterranean, so the increase in the German navy, while also challenging France, in practice increased the pressure on Britain. This was especially so as German warships were deliberately designed with a fuel capacity giving them a cruising range to threaten British oceanic links. This capability was enhanced by building long-distance tankers to refuel the warships at sea, as spectacularly happened with the Graf Spee in the South Atlantic in 1939.

There were no correct strategic analyses for Britain or other powers because the situation moved in a highly dynamic fashion. The chronology and sequencing of threats were uncertain, and unsurprisingly so due to the degree of opportunism involved in the devising and implementation of strategy. That Britain did not have the strength capable to fight Germany, Italy and Japan simultaneously, and certainly in a manner that would protect the empire, was not a surprise. Indeed, it was in line with Britain’s historical experience of trying to separate threats, albeit failing to do so in 1778–83 when France backed the American Revolutionaries, which proved an existential challenge for the empire.

This inability to fight all three Axis powers became the strategic fact from December 1941, with neither defeated France nor for several months, an America still essentially on the defensive  able to redress the situation.  To have expected the navy to do battle with all three states was to anticipate a margin of superiority that was unreasonable given the state of Britain and the fact that the potential enemies were well apart. Moreover, diplomacy sought to avoid this need.

British naval strategy planned that, if necessary, operations against threats arising simultaneously would be conducted sequentially in separate theatres; as, indeed, the United States sought to do from 1941 with the ‘Germany First’ policy. This British strategy, which aimed for a superiority in resources in the key theatre, assumed an ability to seize the initiative, and also that operational flexibility could help lessen the constraints posed by tough fiscal limits, and would overcome the strategic challenge posed by simultaneous threats. In addition, war, it was hoped, was likely to bring Britain the support of allies, notably France against Germany and Italy, and the United States against Japan.

In practice, the United States did not engage in the early years of the war as it remained on the defensive, and French support was completely lost in June 1940, as the Free French who fought on against Germany only enjoyed limited support in the French Empire at this stage, and, even more, had only minor naval and air strength. However, because Japan did not attack Britain until December 1941, there was no simultaneous naval challenge to Britain until after the German and Italian navies had been weakened by conflict with Britain. Alongside the retention of major warships, important German naval surface units had been sunk by December 1941, notably at the hands of the British Royal Navy and Norwegian defences in the conquest of Norway in April 1940, but also with the battleship Bismarck, the most formidable German warship, sunk by the Royal Navy on 26–7 May 1941 about 350 miles (560 km) west of Brest. This was a clash that President Roosevelt followed with great attention, not least as the Bismarck was seen as a threat to the anchorage of the American Atlantic fleet at Norfolk, Virginia.

For the United States, Japan was to the fore as a challenger in the 1920s and 1930s. The United States was not acting aggressively, though, as it was primarily concerned with sustaining the existing situation. The bellicose ‘atmosphere of gun-grease’ that a British diplomat discerned in Japan in 19324 was the case for both the United States and Britain in the 1890s, but not for these powers in the 1930s as the nature of their imperialism had changed greatly. The imperialism of those who had ‘got there first’ was different from that of the imperial pretenders who sought to break into the existing situation, as with Japan in the Asia-Pacific, or to reverse earlier losses, as with Germany. Moreover, the economic development of Japan had been compromised by the Chinese boycott of Tokyo’s products and services, as well as by the British Imperial Preference (based on the trade principle: British and empire producers first, the rest of the world last) declared in 1931, and confirmed at the Ottawa Conference the next year.

The rise of militarism as the dominant element in Japanese strategy owed much in practice to specific political episodes in which those taking a different view were assassinated, intimidated or circumvented. Leadership greatly affected strategy and the willingness to persist with it. As a consequence, the Japanese occupation of Manchuria in 1931–2 was followed by further expansionism in northern China. The unwillingness of the Soviet Union to intervene, in spite of many border incidents, was important to this expansionism, and contrasted with the Soviet willingness to fight the Manchurian warlord Zhang Xueliang in 1929.

Japanese strategy was predicated, however, on the basis that large-scale war with the Soviet Union was probably unavoidable. The two powers, indeed, had competed in the late nineteenth century and fought in 1904–5, while Japan provided the largest contingent among those who intervened (unsuccessfully) in the Russian Civil War (1919–21) and retained a presence in the Soviet Far East until 1922. This assumption led to pressure in Japan for the strengthening of the military, the state and society, with the latter two seen in an authoritarian and militaristic perspective.

China, more particularly Manchuria, was regarded as a base for vital resources necessary to Japan for preparing for this conflict, as well as offering territory, especially agricultural land, for settlement by Japan’s growing population. There was therefore an equivalent to German interest in lebensraum (living space), and to the accompanying fusion of ideology and strategy that can be described in terms of strategic culture. Japan’s hostility to the Soviets – the principal geopolitical threat to Manchuria – was an aspect of its China policy, and a continuation of pre-First World War Russo-Japanese rivalry, as well as being a product of more recent Japanese ideological hostility towards communism.

Similarly, an ordering of strategic priorities and a sequencing in implementation were involved in Chinese policy. Jiang Jieshi (Chiang Kai Shek), China’s dictator and the leader of the Guomindang (Nationalists) from 1925, proved willing to accommodate Japanese demands in 1933–5. This was in large part because he wished to strengthen and unify China, not least by destroying the Communists, a step that Jiang saw as necessary before confronting Japan. Indeed, the Guomindang campaigns against the Communists were some of the largest campaigns of the early 1930s and are unduly underplayed in military histories of the 1930s. Sequencing was also seen with Hitler’s view that it was important for Germany to ‘deal’ with Austria, Czechoslovakia and, he hoped, Poland, before confronting Britain and France.

Strategy, therefore, was centrally involved for all powers in the timing of challenges designed to create opportunities and to overcome problems. This timing was a matter of the prioritisation that, in practice, provided a force-enabler and multiplier. Conversely, it was necessary to force on one’s opponent a poor choice of priorities; a poor choice, moreover, in military, diplomatic and, even, domestic political terms.

These equations involved both specific readings of particular conjunctures and the more general issues of strategic culture. The latter played a significant role in guiding individual strategic choices. Thus, in the case of Japan, there was a confidence in a sense of innate superiority over China. This confidence was linked to a belief in Japan’s divine providential purpose. Racism was also important, such that there were parallels with Germany in Europe, although the Japanese emphasis was not genocidal but, rather, a stress on racial purity and superiority.5 These beliefs affected the perception of the determination and fighting quality of the Chinese. At the same time, there was a hope that China could be persuaded to act as a junior partner of Japan against the Soviet Union. This was misleading. Nevertheless, the hope captured a needs-must approach to strategy that was understandably prevalent in the adversarial attitudes of the period; a form of enforced transactional character to strategy. Such an enforcement was important within alliances, as well as in treating opponents. Indeed, the character and tone of Allied strategy in 1941–5 can also be approached in these terms.

Given that the full-scale war between China and Japan lasted from July 1937 to September 1945, and was a central aspect of the strategic equation for Japan and, therefore, significant for Japan’s potential opponents – the Soviet Union, Britain, and the United States – it is surprising that it is treated as far less consequential than the move towards war in Europe. This is even more the case because, although the Sino-Japanese war did not initially widen out in order to involve other powers, it did, in effect, eventually do so. Moreover, the scale of the casualties was extraordinary.

At the same time, as a reminder of the difficulty of analysing developments, the sequence from 1937 to 1941 can be seen in very different terms, and the 1941 Pacific war can be traced to other causes and with a largely separate trajectory at stake. If the focus on the cause of this war is to be on East Asia, more particularly Japanese hostility to American pressure, one can consider that the establishment of Japanese bases in northern Indo-China (the French colonies of Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia) following the Fall of France in 1940 was more significant than the conflict in China in itself. Stemming from the successful military intimidation of the French in September 1940, these bases were important to a southward projection of Japanese power, as much as to any cutting off of China from foreign assistance. On 28 July 1941, the Japanese pressed on to invade southern Indo-China.

Concerns about China, nevertheless, were highly significant to the widening out of the war in 1941, as both Japan and the United States manoeuvred and prepared in a context made more unstable by the failure of Japan’s China strategy. In the Rainbow 5 plan revision in November 1941, the Americans prepared to undertake a more vigorous position. The revision upgraded the defence of the Philippines from one restricted to that of the entrance to Manila Bay to a defence of the entire archipelago, as well as more offensive attacks on Japanese forces. This change was made possible by the larger forces available, including new assets such as the B-17 ‘Flying Fortress’ bombers flying in from Hamilton Field, California. In the event, these aircraft flew en route into Hawai’i at the time of the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor and were eventually redeployed to Australia.

American pressure on Japan failed in 1941, and led to a situation in which the Americans, by cutting off Japanese oil supplies, forced Japan to choose (or to think that there was a choice) between going to war with the Western powers or giving up the possibility of being able to go to war. Germany, in turn, declared war on the United States. The link from the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese War to that step was indirect. Yet, there was a relationship in the strategic escalation of the period, and one that cannot be adequately explained by an account of the war that begins with German expansionism in Europe.

In terms of strategic parameters, the Japanese showed in China that it was not necessary to introduce mass mechanisation in order to conquer large tracts of territory. Lacking raw materials and industrial capability, which helped explain the strategic importance of Manchuria, Japan, which was in a very different position of that of today, was technologically behind the Western powers and/or the Soviet Union in some aspects of military innovation, such as radar, self-sealing aircraft fuel tanks and, compared to the Soviets in 1939, the use of tanks. On the other hand, Japanese aircraft and torpedoes proved highly effective against the USA and Britain in December 1941. Japanese air crew had excellent training, but were mostly dead by December 1942, notably as a result of defeat at Midway that June, and were replaced by less trained personnel.

Relative advantage, however, is not easy to evaluate. Armoured carrier decks might appear to be a clear British advantage but they could also be seen as a problem, putting too much weight high in the ship, and risking the distortion of the hull after a direct hit, as happened with HMS Illustrious at the hands of German dive-bombers in January 1941. She was out of service for a year.

There was also a congruence, at least on land, in the character of strategic, operational and tactical elements of Japanese war making; a congruence that strengthened this character. At the tactical level, a lack of materiel, and the limited use that could be made of what was available, led to a greater stress on ‘spirit’ over resources, for example with an emphasis on the use of bayonets in attack. ‘Spirit’ and offensive tactics were combined by the Japanese at operational levels, in order to ensure success, and thus to provide confidence in the strategy followed. Other powers did the same, but the Japanese reliance, when engaging on land, was particularly on the attack.

However, the strategy Japan chose to follow was flawed because it underrated the extent of nationalist determination in China, because the value of Japanese willpower was exaggerated, and because the impracticality for Japan of readily sustaining a protracted war strategy was not appreciated. There were insufficient troops in what was a very large space, and inadequate logistics. The attrition of a long war was, by late 1939, very much working against Japan. This was increasingly understood both in Japan and elsewhere; the latter being a key element of the sense of capability that was an important strategic resource. That December, the British Chiefs of Staff noted ‘Japanese authority in China is limited to certain main centres and to lines of communication, and Chinese guerrilla forces continue to take considerable toll of Japanese garrison posts.’6 Japanese military leaders were surprised and frustrated by their failure.

The western provinces of China were totally beyond the Japanese, while much of the area in the Japanese zone of occupation was not in fact under control. Both of these points prefigured the situation for Germany on the Eastern Front against the Soviet Union from late 1941. In a stalemated strategy, thirty-four Japanese divisions were bogged down by 1939. This situation made any large-scale Japanese conflict with the Soviet Union unlikely, and therefore left Japan with far fewer options when there were border clashes with the Soviet Union in 1938 and, more seriously and less successfully for Japan, 1939.

Moreover, this commitment meant only a limited availability of troops for the war with Britain, the United States, the Dutch and Australia, launched in December 1941. At the same time, resources could not always be readily redeployed. Indeed, Japan lacked sufficient merchant shipping to transport and supply another division in the Pacific, a factor that would have affected any attempted invasion of Australia. However, that limited availability was in large part to be overcome in 1941–2 by the skill of Japanese operations, which permitted, as in Malaya against the British, the defeat of larger forces; by the sequential nature of these Japanese operations; and by the importance to them of significant naval and air strength, both in gaining superiority and then in using it.

The problem of translating output, in the shape of conquests, into outcomes, in the form of obliging the opponent to accept the will of the victor, was abundantly on display in China. Indeed, Japanese campaigning in China indicated a lesson that Hitler would have done well to consider before attacking the Soviet Union in 1941: that high-visibility gains did not necessarily lead to overall victory, and that conflicts could develop an insuperable complexity. On the pattern of its conduct of the First World War, the German military leadership as a whole shared Hitler’s reluctance to engage with these points. So, for example, with the German navy and air force.

In terms of embedding successes, the Japanese failed to implement either of the strategies that might have worked, let alone combine both. This prefigured Germany’s comparable failure against the Soviet Union. First, across occupied China, the Japanese failed to win over sufficient Chinese support. They established client states: in the shape of Manchukuo, the Provisional Government of the Republic of China, formed in 1937, and the Reformed Government of the Republic of China, formed in 1938. Founded in 1932, the first was nominally placed by the Japanese under the formal rule of Aisin-Gioro Puyi, the last Qing (Manchu) emperor, first as chief executive and from 1934 as emperor, but he was very much a Japanese client. Further south, in 1940, the Provisional Government and the Reformed Government were merged into the Nanjing-based ‘Reorganised National Government’, which was placed under Wang Ching-wei, a longstanding rival of Jiang Jieshi for the leadership of the Nationalists. However, the Japanese could not decide how much power to allow Wang: caught between accusations of betrayal and ineffectiveness, his government was quickly discredited. More generally, the Japanese, like the Germans, found the client states and their forces of limited value, and treated them with suspicion.

In China, neither these forces nor those of the Japanese could control the conquered areas. Indeed, Japanese control outside the cities was limited and episodic, and they lacked both a strategy and an operational means to respond. In rural areas, the ratio of strength and space told against the Japanese, especially when their opponents, employing guerrilla tactics, hit Japanese communications, and thus their logistics and sense of confidence.

The alternative strategy for embedment, that of negotiation with Japan’s opponents, was not followed. Ishiwara Kanji, the Chief of the Operations Section of the General Staff, had warned of the risk of an intractable commitment and encouraged an attempt to secure German mediation. The latter was abandoned in January 1938 when the Japanese announced that the Guomindang was not an acceptable participant in peace talks. This pushed Japan to try to create a new puppet government in China in the shape of the ‘Reorganised National Government’, as a basis for a Japanese-dominated strategic and economic ‘new order’ in Asia. Wang was encouraged to defect later that year.

However, aside from the lack of a grounding in China for such a ‘new order’, there was an absence of agreement within Japan on policy towards China, let alone its implementation. This was a troubling background for the effectiveness of strategic planning by Japan, and indeed across the world, as a whole during the subsequent world war. The Japanese never really overcame this problem. The lack of agreement on policy towards China prefigured major divisions within German strategy, including towards Britain.

It has been argued that Japanese strategy failed because it returned to a samurai (warrior) culture of emphasis on the land, rather than adopting the strategy of a maritime power such as the United States.7 However, this approach is problematic, as Britain (notably in India) and the United States, like Japan, were continental as well as maritime powers. The real problem for Japan was that, in fighting China, it took on the task of conquest with no ally, and despite the task being implausible. As such, there was a contrast with the more limited Sino-Japanese (1894–5), Russo-Japanese (1904–5), Sino-Soviet (1929) and Soviet-Japanese (episodically 1938–9) conflicts, in each of which the determination was to conquer, or control, essentially peripheral areas as far as China and Russia/the Soviet Union were concerned. Even so, and despite important victories, the most significant of these conflicts, the Russo-Japanese War of 1904–5, had placed a very heavy burden on Japan. In 1937–8, towards China, there was an incremental drift in strategy by Japan that reflected a ‘victory fever’ of a loss of perspective stemming from success.

Germany was to do the same in 1940–1, and, again, in contrast with the far more limited wars of 1864–71. In the case of Germany, however, there was a similarity to the situation in the First World War, at least in so far as the unwillingness to consider a peace unless the gains made in 1914–16 were retained was concerned. In the case of Japan and Germany in the early stages of the Second World War, the effect of ‘victory fever’ was to crowd out the bigger perspective by focusing on shorter term options for success, and, in doing so, foolishly to seek to ‘de-risk’ the future or to underplay the issue.

In contrast, due to a lack of initial success, there was no equivalent move on the part of the Allies. Nevertheless, in the context of success, a failure to appreciate limitations and constraints, as well as to understand the situation, could lead to unrealistic expectations. This was particularly the case on the part of Stalin in early 1942, and by Britain and America, both over the fall of Italy in 1943 and again, at the expense of Germany, in the late summer of 1944.

Strategic viability for all powers was also affected, although it was unclear by how much, by the related issues of weapon procurement and prioritisation. These issues indicate that, far from capability flowing automatically, or semi-automatically, from new developments, it is necessary to appreciate the degree to which, at any one time, there was a range of military options available for investment.

At sea in the 1930s, for example, it was possible to emphasise the role of gunnery in future ship-to-ship clashes, or of air power, or of amphibious capability, or of submarines; but the likely tactical, operational and strategic relations between them was unclear. In hindsight, the battleship, the focus in ship-to-ship clashes, appears clearly redundant, but that was not how it seemed to contemporaries, including Hitler and Stalin, as well as Britain, the United States, Japan, France and Italy. Instead, it was believed that battleships could be protected against air attack (like bombers from fighter interception), while aircraft carriers appeared vulnerable to gunnery; and the First World War had shown that submarine campaigns could be defeated. Battleships were also crucial for shore bombardment, providing more impact than air attack, a lesson learned by Britain and the United States in 1943 and employed in 1944. Aircraft lacked the equipment to attack ground targets. Battleships could also operate at night, as carriers could not.

In theory, strategy should have set procurement through the process of tasking and related planning. In practice, however, there was a more complex interaction with the tasks defined or reconceptualised, at least in part, in terms of apparent capabilities. Thus, in the Zengen Sakusen (Attritional Campaign), the Japanese focused, in their pre-war planning, on the successive use of submarines, long-range shore-based bombers, carrier-based dive-bombers and destroyer night-time torpedo attacks against the advancing American fleet, leading up to an engagement by the Japanese warships. This strategy encouraged the resource-draining construction of the two battleships of the Yamato class, the largest ever built, and the rebuilding in 1939–40 of the four heavy cruisers of the Takao class (although their shells could not pierce battleship armour). It also led to a policy of seizing Pacific islands, such as Guam and Wake from the Americans, so as to deny these to their opponent in the event of war. As the Japanese had plenty of islands and airbases in the region, they were less in need of these potential bases themselves than of depriving their opponents.

Claims about the potential for change provided by weapons offered a prospectus that combined futurology with counterfactuals and threat environments. These claims became a key aspect in bidding wars. In these, the military-industrial complex in each major state was not a monolith, but rather a sphere of competing interests, each advancing its case through bold claims. Thus, procurement and strategy, far from being determined by strategic culture, were contested through different interpretations, both of this culture and of how best to implement it.

The past offered very different approaches to understanding strategic culture. For example, for Britain, there was the ‘indirect’ approach, focusing on amphibious attacks and on not engaging the main army of the opponent, as opposed to that of seeking such an engagement. This approach looked back to British successes against France in the Peninsular War of 1808– 13 and drew on concern about the very heavy losses of the First World War. Alongside the powerful exigencies of the moment and related factors, this element of strategic preference played a role in British hesitation about launching a ‘Second Front’ in 1942–3.

From the modern perspective, in addition to the fundamental question of strategic culture, there was that of implementation, which introduced a greater element of choice. Indeed, a key element of military training, war games, accepted the fluidity of strategies in terms of goals, means and outcomes. Again, these issues of implementation fed back into the formulation of strategy.

The varied meanings and implications of strategy to contemporaries can be seen in a letter of 2 August 1944 from Field Marshal Sir Alan Brooke (later Lord Alanbrooke), Chief of the British Imperial General Staff, to Sir Henry Maitland Wilson, Supreme Commander, Mediterranean, referring to Lieutenant-General Sir Harold Alexander’s advance in Italy:


I am rather disappointed that Alex did not make a more definite attempt to smash Kesselring’s forces up whilst they are south of the Apennines. He has planned a battle on the Apennine position and seems to be deliberately driving the Germans back onto that position instead of breaking them up in the more favourable country. I cannot feel that this policy of small pushes all along the line and driving the Boche [Germans] like partridges can be right. I should have liked to see one concentrated attack with sufficient depth to it, put in at a suitable spot with a view to breaking through and smashing up German divisions by swinging with right and left. However it is a bit late for that now . . . very hard to get old Alex to grasp the real requirements of any strategic situation.8



To a degree, Brooke was writing about operational issues, but the wider context was there in the failure to achieve a strategic outcome, in terms of the shattering of the German force, comparable to that which the Soviets, over far easier terrain, with more manpower and tanks and with more space for manoeuvre, were achieving at that moment over Army Group Centre in Belarus. Moreover, for the Americans and British to take appreciable casualties in Italy without achieving strategic results or the fixing of much of the German army was of limited overall value. Certainly this situation did not help greatly with the timeline of the conflict, in the sense of obtaining major achievements not least before the unexpected might occur, including the tensions between the Allies that Hitler hoped for and, indeed, anticipated.

Alongside questions of alliances and of military capabilities came uncertainties about the domestic dimension. What would be the social implications of modern warfare, and how could they be successfully managed? And what if a lengthy war posed issues of labour mobilisation and civilian morale that could not be readily confronted? Such issues and choices did not end with the outbreak of the war. They were also set in the competitive context of being unclear what other powers had learned or would learn. Moreover, learning in a competitive context could both enhance the uncertainty of developments and, yet, also limit it by delivering an answer that set a pattern. How, furthermore, would the fortunes of war, and the inroads of enemy propaganda, affect the situation? They appeared to do so dramatically with the Fall of France in 1940. The collapses of Russia in 1917, and of Austria-Hungary and Germany in 1918, offered precedents for such developments, and Hitler was very mindful of the last.

In addition to the more general problem of assessing the impact of changing weapon systems, one already apparent before the recent world war but far less to the fore then, there was also the contrast offered by the situation in 1939 compared to the more clear-cut alliance systems that took effect in 1914. These elements ensured that pre-war military planning was both more significant for the first of the world wars, and longer lasting in the strategic culture on which it drew. There were common features in the planning for both world wars; and, in particular, the German strategies for both were not nearly as impressive as people frequently assume. Moreover, in each war, the survival of empires was a factor, as was the pressure from revisionist powers. Nevertheless, the differences between the two world wars were to be more apparent.
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