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Introduction

CHoICES between offensive and defensive military doctrines affect both
the likelihood that wars will break out and the outcome of wars that
have already begun. World War I illustrates tragically how offensive
military postures can help transform crises into wars, and the French
army’s rapid and devastating defeat in the opening battles of World War
Il exemplifies all that can go wrong on the battlefield.' Neither the
destabilizing consequences of offensive doctrines nor the dangers of
poorly designed military doctrines disappeared with the end of the cold
war. Defensive doctrines do not erase ethnic hostilities or suspend terri-
torial appetites, but their adoption could help remove one of the struc-
tural impediments to cooperation in the post—cold war world. The con-
duct of wars continues to be vital to state security.

Although we understand the importance of military doctrine, we are
less certain why a state chooses to adopt either an offensive or a defen-
sive doctrine. Contrary to conventional wisdom, I argue that doctrinal
developments are best understood from a cultural perspective. My focus
on ideational factors is the first important theme in this book: there are
not definitive meanings attached to an objective empirical reality. As im-
portant as material factors may be, they can be interpreted in numerous
ways. This view has important implications for understanding much of
our political world.? We should not assume that interests are self-evident
or that political actors from the same socioeconomic groups prefer the
same policies across national boundaries. Making sense of how struc-
ture matters or what incentives it provides often requires understanding
the meanings that actors attach to their material world.

In addition, although civilian decisions are important in developing
doctrine, the intervention of civilian policymakers is rarely a carefully
calculated response to the external environment. Instead, civilian choices
between different military policies often reflect their concerns about the
domestic balance of power. This is the second principal theme in this
book. International relations scholars should not view civilian choices
about military policy exclusively in terms of the foreign policy or the
strategic requirements of the state. Few issues within the state are more
politicized than questions about who has the support and control of the
most important component of a state’s material power.

Warfare and the army are tied inextricably to the state-building
process. Given the latent power of the armed services, state actors seek
to ensure that the military’s potential strength corresponds to the desired
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division of power in the state and society. The British Parliament, wor-
ried that a strong standing army would once again threaten English lib-
erties, refused to allow the military to become independent of legislative
control. The critical divide in France was not between the Parliament
and the Crown, as it was in England, but instead reflected class divisions.
The conservative, industrial, and landowning classes felt that only a pro-
fessional army could ensure social stability and the preservation of the
status quo, while labor and center-left parties stressed that only a con-
script army could guarantee republican liberties.

Civilian decisions about the military may neglect the structure of the
international system, but civilians are not oblivious to issues of power.
The domestic implications of military policy are especially important in
states that have not reached a consensus about the role of the armed ser-
vices in the domestic arena. If there is controversy, civilians address their
concerns about the domestic distribution of power before they consider
the structure of the international system. However, if civilians agree
about the domestic role of the armed services, their intervention is more
likely to reflect systemic imperatives. Either way, civilian preferences are
not given; understanding their cultural beliefs about the role of the
armed forces in the domestic arena explains why similar actors choose
different military policies in different national settings.

But a cultural approach applies to military organizations as well as to
civilian policymakers. Decisions within organizations are framed by their
perception of the world, and this is particularly true of military organi-
zations. Required to work as a cohesive group and perform what are
often selfless tasks, military organizations develop strong collective un-
derstandings about the nature of their work and the conduct of their mis-
sion, and these organizational cultures influence their choices between
offensive and defensive military doctrines.

However, not all military organizations have the same culture. For ex-
ample, in the early cold war years the German army’s view of warfare as
a creative activity contrasted sharply with the American army’s more
managerial approach: a group of German officers criticized American
army manuals for what they saw as a dangerous tendency to try to fore-
see all possible scenarios.’ Similarly, the ideal officer can range from the
modern-day business manager to the warrior or heroic leader.* After the
War of Independence, for example, the Israeli army avoided the British
emphasis on parade ground drills and instead stressed combat skills and
the “paratroop spirit,” requiring each of its officers to undergo jump
training.’ In other words, militaries’ cultures can differ, and these differ-
ences often account for their doctrinal preferences. In particular, the mil-
itary’s culture shapes how the organization responds to constraints set by
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civilian policymakers. The organizational culture alone does not explain
doctrinal change; the military’s culture intervenes between civilian deci-
sions and military doctrine.

In short, the interaction between constraints set in the domestic polit-
ical arena and a military’s organizational culture determines choices be-
tween offensive and defensive military doctrines. Fearful about domestic
threats and instability, civilians endorse military options that they think
will ensure the preferred distribution of power at the domestic level.
These civilian views about the organizational form of the army then con-
strain a military’s choice between an offensive and a defensive doctrine.
Other militaries would neither see the same cause-and-effect relation-
ships nor judge the same factors to be important, but constrained within
an organization with powerful assimilating mechanisms, the officer
corps imagines only certain alternatives.

In arguing that culture significantly affects choices between offensive
and defensive military doctrines, this book challenges much of the previ-
ous work on the origins of military doctrine. Scholars working within a
rationalist perspective credit civilian policymakers with formulating mil-
itary doctrines that are well suited to the state’s strategic environment,
yet blame the armed services for adopting offensive doctrines tailored to
their organizational interests.® This is an inaccurate portrait of the role
of the military and of civilians in the development of a state’s military
doctrine. It exaggerates the wisdom of civilian intervention and the my-
opia of military organizations. Balance-of-power theory may help us un-
derstand some aspects of the choice between an offensive and a defensive
doctrine, but the argument that civilian intervention brings doctrine in
line with systemic imperatives misses what civilian policymakers often
care most about. Similarly, the argument that military organizations—
for reasons of size, autonomy, and prestige—inherently prefer offensive
doctrines suffers from many of the problems that often limit functional
arguments. A functional view of the military fails to capture the variety
in organizational preferences that a cultural analysis reveals.

In using a cultural approach to examine the origins of choices between
offensive and defensive doctrines, I hope to insert this book into the de-
bate in the social sciences between cultural, constructivist, and sociolog-
ical analyses and the more conventional structural, functional, and ra-
tionalist approaches. Unlike most rationalists, who take preferences as
given and interests as self-evident, I show how actors’ cultures help
define their interests. Independent exigencies such as technology, geogra-
phy, and the distribution of power are important, but culture is not sim-
ply derivative of functional demands or structural imperatives. Culture
has an independent causal role in the formation of preferences.
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This is especially true in choices between offensive and defensive mili-
tary doctrines. Understanding military choices requires moving away
from functional analyses and toward an analysis of how the culture of a
military organization affects its choices. Similarly, civilians do not con-
ceive of the military needs of their state exclusively according to material
or structural incentives, but also, and perhaps more important, according
to how certain military policies will affect the domestic distribution of
power. By adopting a cultural approach, we can better understand the
origins of military doctrine, and in doing so, move one step closer to con-
trolling a potential source of international instability.

Plan of the Book

The first two chapters provide the theoretical foundations for my argu-
ment about the origins of offensive and defensive military doctrines.
Chapter 1 introduces the question of doctrinal change by focusing on
Barry Posen’s and Jack Snyder’s pathbreaking studies on military doc-
trine. Their work provides powerful explanations for doctrinal change
and provoked many of the questions addressed in this book. Neverthe-
less, Chapter 1 challenges their two central propositions. I first question
balance-of-power theory’s ability to explain choices between offensive
and defensive doctrines and then raise doubts about whether military
organizations inherently prefer offensive doctrines.

Chapter 2 presents my argument about the cultural sources of military
doctrine. First, I discuss why civilian decisions often respond to concerns
about the domestic balance of power and how culture frames these civil-
ian decisions. I explain why the degree of consensus among civilian policy-
makers about the role of the armed forces in the domestic arena affects
both civilian responsiveness to systemic constraints and culture’s causal
role. Second, Chapter 2 discusses what a military’s organizational culture
is, why we should expect military organizations to have particularly
strong cultures, and how these cultures influence the development of mil-
itary doctrine.

The empirical chapters will show culture’s causal power, but they also
illustrate how easily we can confuse cultural factors that have causal au-
tonomy with cultural beliefs that entrepreneurs manipulate for political
purposes. Because of this danger, as well as the potential problem that
culture may reflect situational factors (and so have no independent
causal weight), it is important to design research projects that isolate cul-
ture’s causal role. Viewing world politics from the perspective of actors—
that is, from the inside—does not mean that rigor must be abandoned.
Chapter 2 discusses how this study provides a persuasive test of culture’s
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explanatory power. I draw lessons from previous work on political cul-
ture and explain the benefits of testing this cultural argument in case
studies of doctrinal developments in Britain and France during the inter-
war period. The chapter closes with a brief discussion of several ques-
tions that must be addressed before assigning causal weight to cultural
factors.

Chapters 3 and 4 examine doctrinal developments in the French army
during the 1920s and 1930s. Chapter 3 begins with a description of the
French army’s doctrine and then critiques the two most important alter-
native explanations for the French army’s adoption of a defensive doc-
trine in the 1930s. First, it is wrong to believe that the French army
mindlessly reapplied the defensive lessons of the Great War; its prefer-
ence for a defensive doctrine cannot be explained away as an overreac-
tion to the bloody defensive stalemate of World War 1. Throughout the
1920s, the French officer corps adopted offensive war plans, planned for
the offensive use of fortifications, and debated the offensive potential of
mechanized warfare. Second, despite compelling and well-understood in-
ternational constraints, French civilians did not behave as expected by
balance-of-power theory. When deciding on the army’s organizational
form, French civilians responded to domestic, not international, threats.

Chapter 4 explains why the sources of French doctrine are found in
the interaction between domestic politics and the French army’s organi-
zational culture. Two competing groups in French politics had highly
developed beliefs about which type of army best suited the desired do-
mestic political arrangements. The Right worried that a conscript army
would not guarantee social stability and the preservation of law and
order, while the Left feared that a professional army would do the bid-
ding of the conservative and antirepublican forces in society. Driven by
this concern, the center and left-wing parties reduced the length of con-
scription to one year.

This civilian decision to rely on a conscript army did not, however, de-
termine French army doctrine. Civilians established the organizational
form of the army, but it was the French army’s organizational culture
that sealed France’s fate. Another military organization could have re-
sponded differently to a constraint that, in the French army’s eyes, left it
with only one option. Despite its experiences with the German army, the
French officer corps could not imagine executing an offensive doctrine
with short-term conscripts and reserve forces. As a result, after the par-
liamentary decision to reduce the length of conscription to one year, the
French army adopted a defensive doctrine.

Chapters 5 and 6 analyze doctrinal developments in Britain during the
same period. Chapter 5 describes British army and air force doctrines
and discusses why the conventional explanations for their development
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are inadequate. British civilians did not ignore systemic imperatives, but
balance-of-power theory cannot explain much of their behavior: British
civilians did not try to reform their antiquated army to bring it up to con-
tinental standards, and by refusing to make a military commitment on
the European continent until 1939, civilians did not give the army the
one role that would have encouraged it to prepare to meet a German as-
sault. British civilians made these decisions even though they saw Ger-
many as Britain’s greatest threat. Similarly, with the exception of Royal
Air Force (RAF) support for strategic bombing, few of the British armed
services’ choices fit the pattern expected by a functional analysis of mil-
itary organizations. The RAF also developed and adopted a defensive
doctrine; the British army stubbornly refused to adopt an offensive doc-
trine that would have served its parochial interests; and all three services
showed startling budgetary restraint.

Chapter 6 presents my argument about the cultural origins of British
army doctrine during the 1920s and 1930s. Because British civilians
agreed about which types of military organizations best suited Britain’s
democratic institutions, civilian decisions were more likely to correspond
with systemic pressures and constraints. British civilians sought to ensure
the strength of Britain’s “fourth arm of defense”—the British economy.
Fearful that a weak economy would invite aggressive action in peacetime
and cripple Britain’s mobilization capacity during war, British civilians
kept British defense expenditures to a minimum. Tight civilian control of
military expenditures also reflected domestic concerns: in the govern-
ment’s eyes, British domestic stability could ill afford rampant inflation
and labor unrest. When it came to choosing strategic policies, British
civilians invariably chose the cheapest alternative.

Fears about disrupting the domestic distribution of power also shaped
civilian decisions about the basic form of the military, and those deci-
sions later constrained doctrinal developments. British civilians feared
that a professional military caste might threaten English liberties; Lon-
don was content to retain an amateur army befitting an imperial outpost.
This reluctance to bring the army up to continental standards meant that
the British army had an organizational culture reminiscent of nineteenth-
century warfare. Although not a threat to parliamentary sovereignty, the
basic assumptions, values, norms, beliefs, and formal knowledge in the
British army’s culture made it unable to make sense of the revolutionary
changes taking place on the modern battlefield. Faced with what it per-
ceived as few options, the British army adopted a defensive doctrine.

Chapter 7 reviews my argument and returns to the evidence of cul-
ture’s explanatory power. We see that the cultural variables presented are
not epiphenomenal or used instrumentally by political actors. We can
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have confidence that culture affects choices between offensive and de-
fensive doctrines. What we do not know and what this book does not
address are the sources of the military’s culture itself. I discuss some of
the possible sources of a military’s culture and why lessons learned from
research on organizations in the private sector may not be appropriate
for understanding the origins of a military’s culture. This chapter closes
with a discussion of how to change a military’s culture.
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Structure, Function, and Military Doctrine

MANY SCHOLARS have sought to understand the origins of, and more
frequently, the barriers to doctrinal change in the military.' These ana-
lysts usually examine a specific example of military doctrine and explore
the role that technology, defeat in war, and civilian intervention play in
doctrinal change.? However, the publication of Barry Posen’s and Jack
Snyder’s studies focused attention on the sources of military doctrine.’

Posen and Snyder’s books have become classic studies of the origins of
offensive and defensive military doctrines. Although they disagree on the
role of domestic politics and the explanatory weight of organizational
factors, Posen and Snyder agree on two major points: (1) that civilian in-
tervention is good because it corresponds to the objective strategic in-
terests of the state, and (2) that military organizations, for reasons of au-
tonomy, resources, certainty, and prestige, inherently prefer offensive
doctrines. Civilians are trumpeted as the champions of the national in-
terest and the principal architects of well-integrated military plans. The
military is portrayed as pursuing its organizational interests and adopt-
ing offensive doctrines that may be poorly integrated with the state’s
grand strategy.

This chapter challenges both propositions. Although realism and a
functional view of military organizations contribute to an understanding
of the sources of military doctrine, neither adequately accounts for
choices between offensive and defensive doctrines. Both provide expla-
nations that are indeterminate of choices between offensive and defen-
sive military doctrines and fail to capture the sources of civilian and mil-
itary interests in doctrinal developments. By focusing on the theoretical
limitations of realist and functional explanations, this chapter sets up
the empirical critiques in the case study chapters.

Civilians and the International System

Realism expects systemic constraints and opportunities to shape civilian
understandings of state goals and civilian intervention in the develop-
ment of doctrine.* The parochial interests of the military may govern
doctrinal decisions in low-threat environments, but as the international
system becomes more threatening, balance-of-power theorists expect
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civilians to intervene in doctrinal developments, overrule the military’s
self-interested choices, and realign military doctrine in accordance with
systemic imperatives. For example, Posen argues that civilian interven-
tion in doctrinal developments best explains the Royal Air Force’s adop-
tion of an air defense system in the 1930s. According to Posen, although
the air force championed strategic bombing (an offensive doctrine) as the
key to British security, British civilians responded to the growing German
threat in the 1930s by forcing the RAF to develop the innovative defen-
sive doctrine that later won the Battle of Britain.’ Similarly, Snyder ar-
gues that the absence of civilian intervention allows the military to adopt
self-serving doctrines poorly suited to the state’s strategic environment.
Snyder claims, for example, that the lack of civilian control in the early
1900s allowed two regional commanders in Russia to adopt an overly
ambitious and ill-conceived offensive war plan.¢

Both Posen and Snyder believe that the international system provides
accurate cues for civilian intervention in the development of doctrine.”
Posen argues that civilians actively respond to systemic constraints, and
Snyder, although more cautious, agrees that certain doctrinal responses
correspond to particular systemic conditions. Snyder argues that military
biases shape doctrinal choices, but he also maintains that the more am-
biguous the strategic incentives, the greater the impact of institutional bi-
ases.’ If systemic directives are transparent, then a rational doctrine—one
that is well attuned to international considerations—results.

This argument about the role of civilians and the international system
exaggerates the power of systemic imperatives and misses what civilian
policymakers often care most about. First, as many realists recognize, the
structure of the international system is indeterminate of choices between
offensive and defensive doctrines. Second, even during periods of inter-
national threat, civilians rarely intervene in doctrinal developments, and
when they do, their decisions are often damaging to the state’s strategic
objectives. Third, as discussed in Chapter 2, civilian intervention is often
a response to domestic political concerns, not to the distribution of
power in the international system.

The International System Is Indeterminate

Although revisionist states require offensive doctrines, both offensive
and defensive doctrines can defend the status quo. Even the prospect of
fighting a two-front war provides several alternatives. The Schlieffen
Plan’s double offensive is one possibility, but as Jack Snyder pointed out,
Germany could also have chosen “a positional defense of the short fron-
tier in the west, combined with either a counteroffensive or a positional



